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Summary

This thesis is an examination o f seven oral tradition reports, resulting from the 

distribution o f the Famine questionnaire, by the Irish Folklore Commission, in 1945. 

The aim is to assess the validity o f oral tradition as a source on the Great Irish Famine. 

The seven reports are analysed and compared with other relevant sources, including 

relief commission papers, outrage reports, contemporary newspapers, travellers’ 

accounts, estate records and contemporary writings. The study includes statistical 

tables classifying the oral tradition references by content. The seven chapters 

encompass seven different aspects o f the Famine, covered in the reports.

The introduction examines the methodological issues concerning oral sources, 

particularly oral tradition. It also provides information on the collection o f the oral 

tradition reports. Finally, it introduces an outline o f previous work on the subject.

Chapter one examines oral tradition references to pre-Famine Ireland. These 

references are compared with other accounts o f pre-Famine Ireland, including 

travellers’ accounts, the Poor Law Inquiry, the Devon Commission and the census o f 

1841. In their descriptions o f pre-Famine Ireland, informants do not appear to search 

for signs o f an impending disaster.

Chapter two analyses the oral tradition references describing the arrival o f the 

potato blight in Ireland. The oral traditions provide a unique insight into the reaction 

o f local communities to the devastation o f their main food source.

Chapter three considers the oral traditions relating to Famine mortality and 

disease. There is a discernible distancing o f both an informant’s family and locality 

from Famine suffering. A similar distortion occurs in the identification o f Famine 

victims. Informants are more likely to identify victims o f disease than victims o f 

starvation. The oral traditions provide a unique insight into the location o f Famine 

graves in a community and detail the difficulty o f providing proper burials and 

funerals during the Famine.

Chapter four examines the oral traditions relating to the various relief efforts 

o f the government. The traditions are compared with relevant sources, including 

relief commission papers. This examination provides a unique insight into the 

reaction o f local communities who were on the receiving end o f government relief 

efforts. The consensus is broadly negative. Although the oral traditions do not allude
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to specific politicians, political parties or relief acts, detailed descriptions o f  the 

suffering and deaths o f people in receipt o f relief indicate that government relief 

efforts were perceived to have failed. As in chapter three, I have detected distortions 

connected with the identification o f recipients o f relief

The examination o f oral traditions relating to landlords, and their comparison 

with sources such as estate records, reveals a tenant-biased view o f landlords. Little 

attempt is made to understand the position o f the landlord. However, oral tradition 

also identifies landlords who provided assistance to their tenants.

The chapter on proselytism reveals bitter memories surrounding the activities 

o f evangelical missionaries during the Famine. An examination o f the oral traditions 

in different areas reveals that oral tradition correctly identifies the areas in which the 

efforts o f proselytisers were focused.

Chapter seven analyses oral traditions relating to crime and compares the 

details with relevant sources such as outrage reports and contemporary newspaper 

articles. The traditions provide details on hitherto unreported crimes and provide an 

insight into attitudes towards crime. Censure towards individuals involved in petty 

larceny is rare and criminal activity is implicitly ascribed to economic pressure, rather 

than evil intent.

This study o f these reports reveals the unique value o f oral traditions as a 

source on the Famine. It demonstrates that factual details are retained and previously 

uncovered details are revealed in oral tradition. As well as providing an intimate 

insight into how a local community experienced the Famine, oral tradition offers an 

insight into the construction o f memory and reveals how a community remembers a 

traumatic episode such as the Famine.
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INTRODUCTION

I did hear of the Famine, of course, from my father and mother and my grandmother.'

1 did, I did hear them talk of the Famine. But I don’t mind it meself.^

The American folklorist, Richard Dorson has declared that the material in the 

archives of the Irish Folklore Collection contains ‘the sources for a thousand books. 

The archives certainly provide ample material for a thesis concerning the oral 

traditions of the Great Irish Famine. This study involves the examination of seven 

reports from the Famine questionnaire, circulated by the Irish Folklore Commission, 

in 1945. The intention is to investigate the validity of oral tradition as a source on 

events during the Famine and more importantly, as a source on memory of the Famine 

within families and communities. The introduction examines the nature of oral 

tradition and the advantages and problems associated with its use. It explores the 

significance of memory in history and the concept of collective or social memory. It 

also provides an outline of previous work on the subject. Finally, the particular 

features of the seven oral tradition reports and the methodology employed in their 

analysis will be described.

In this study, the term ‘oral tradition’ refers to oral testimony that has been 

transmitted verbally through successive generations. This definition follows that of 

Jan Vansina, whose work, De la tradition orale, provided an enhanced understanding 

of the nature of oral tradition."^ Henige’s definition stipulates that the tradition ought 

to be ‘more or less the common property of a society.’  ̂ Vansina argues that while the 

quest for a common historical consciousness may be a crucial criterion for a

' James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, Irish Folklore Commission, 1072. (Hereafter referred to as 
IFC).
“ Jimmy Bradley, Armagh/Down report. IFC 1072.

Dorson, R., Foreword in 6  Siiilleabhain, S., Folktales o f  Ireland (London, 1966), p. xxvii.
 ̂Vansina, J., Oral Tradition: A Study in Historical Methodology (London, 1965), translated from 

French original, De la tradition orale (1961). There has been some criticism o f  Vansina’s work, 
notably from Tonkm who questions whether there is any significant difference between information 
transmitted in one generation in that transmitted across generations. Tonkin, E., Narrating Our Pasts 
(Cambridge, 1992), p. 87.
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sociological study, that it is not necessary for a historical study.^ Oral tradition differs 

from oral history, which is generally understood as the recollections o f contemporary 

events.

Since the 1920s, social scientists and anthropologists have been using oral 

history as a tool o f research. A few decades later, it was re-introduced into historical 

research.^ The focus o f this revival was oral history departments in a number o f 

American universities^ and it later spread to Canada, England and France.^ However, 

the upsurge in interest in oral history in the 1960s and 1970s did not extend to the 

mainstream academic historical profession, who remained broadly sceptical about the 

value o f  oral sources as historical evidence. For example, in 1970, oral sources were 

not included in Arthur M arwick’s otherwise comprehensive list o f primary sources.'^ 

Such scepticism towards oral sources was a relatively recent phenomenon. From 

ancient times to the nineteenth century, historians accepted oral sources as just another 

source material. However, in the nineteenth century, the emergence o f modem 

academic history, based on the Rankean school of historicism, resulted in the 

ascendancy o f archival research and documentary sources and the subsequent 

relegation o f oral sources.

It was often the case that these treasured written sources originally derived 

from oral sources. Samuel Johnson asserted that ‘all history was at first oral.’”

Portelli correctly emphasises the fact that ‘what is written is first experienced or seen, 

and is subject to distortions even before it is set down in paper.’ He discusses the 

transcription o f  Italian trial records: ‘what goes on record is not the words o f the 

witnesses, but a version o f their testimony translated into legal jargon literally dictated 

by the judge to the clerk.’ The same historians who reject oral sources accept these

 ̂Henige, D., Oral Historiography (London, 1982), p. 106.
Vansina, J., Oral Tradition, p. 28.

 ̂ Beiner, G., 'Bodhaire Ui Laoire: Oral History and Contemporary Irish Historiography’ in Pages: 
Postgraduate Research in Progress, vol. 6 (1999), p. 10.
 ̂ Including Columbia, Berkeley and UCLA.
 ̂Le Goff, J., History and M emoiy (New York, 1992), p. 96.

Marwick, A., The Nature o f  Histoiy. Cited in Tosh, J., The Pursuit o f  History. Aims, Methods and  
New Directions in the Study o f  Modern History (Essex, 1984), p. 207.
" Boswell, J., Journal o f  a Tour o f  the Hebrides, pp. 45-6. Cited in Thompson, P. ‘The Development 
of Oral History in Britain’ in Dunaway, D.K. and Baum, W.K. (eds.), Oral Histoiy. An 
Interdisciplinaiy Anthology (London, 1996), p. 352.
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transcripts.'^ Similarly, many social surveys and official commissions o f enquiry o f 

the nineteenth century are based on summarised testimony.'^

Much o f the opposition to oral tradition is based on its dependence on human 

memory, which is fallible and subject to distortion. However, memory is the raw 

material o f all history. Cicero stated that history is ‘the life o f m e m o r y . T h e  

phenomenal growth in the literature o f memory and history in the previous few 

decades has increased our understanding o f  the subjective nature o f both memory and 

history. Despite scientific advances, there are still many basic questions concerning 

the operation o f  memory. However, it is evident that memory involves a more 

complex process than a straightforward storing and recovering o f information. As 

Portelli states, ‘memory is not a passive depository o f facts, but an active process o f  

creation o f meanings.’'^ This active process involves a constant modification o f our 

memories. Gillis suggests that ‘we are constantly revising our memories to suit our 

current identities.’'*̂

Much o f  the conscious and unconscious selection, interpretation and distortion 

connected with memory are socially conditioned.'^ The concept o f social or collective 

memory was first studied in depth by the French sociologist M aurice Halbwachs.'^ 

While Freud believed that an archive o f  memories was located in the unconscious o f 

an individual psyche, Halbwachs argued that memories were constructed by social 

groups and that present concerns determine what o f the past is remembered and the 

way in which it is remembered. This ‘social framework of memory’ indicates that 

individual memories only flourish within frameworks provided by social groups and 

that without group confirmation, individual memories are weakened. Halbwachs’ 

theory faced some criticism for its excessive emphasis on the collective nature o f 

social consciousness. Bloch suggested that it was dangerous to borrow terms from 

individual psychology and simply attach the term ‘collective’. Opinions diverge on

'■ Portelli, A., ‘The Peculiarities of Oral History’ in History Workshop Journal, vol 12 (1981), p. 101.
For example, historians do not treat the Poor Law Inquiry of 1836, as oral evidence.

'■* Cited in Burke, P., ‘History as Social Memory’ in Butler, T. (ed.). Memory: History, Culture and the 
Mind (Oxford, 1989), p. 97.

Portelli, A., ‘What makes Oral History different’ in Perks, R. and Thomson, A. (eds.), The Oral 
Histoiy Reader (London, 1988), p. 69.

Gillis, J.R., ‘Memory and Identity: The History of a Relationship’ in Gillis, J.R. (ed.). 
Commemorations: The Politics o f  National Identity (Princeton, 1994), p. 3.

Burke, P., ‘History as Social Memory’, p. 98.
Halbwach’s study of collective memory, Les cadres sociaux de la memoire was first published in 

1925, Les manoires collectives in 1950 and reissued as On Collective Memory in 1980 and 1992.
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the extent to which individual memories are influenced by the collective memory o f 

their social groups.'^

Recently, the concept o f collective memory has informed much o f the 

literature on memory and the topic is inherently connected with that o f oral tradition. 

Portelli and Passerini have both explored the significance o f collective memory and 

subjectivity in oral evidence.^^ Portelli has argued that the very subjectivity o f oral

history should be considered a strength, rather than a weakness and that ‘subjectivity
21is as much the business o f history as the more visible ‘facts.”  Bloch asserted that, 

for historians: ‘the past is their tyrant. It forbids them to know anything which it has 

not itself, consciously or otherwise, yielded to them .’^̂  In other words, all historical 

sources are subjective.

The two main schools o f thought concerning oral sources diverge on the 

importance o f subjectivity. The positivist approach focuses on the search in the 

evidence for ‘hard facts’ or ‘how it really w as’. The interpretative approach focuses 

on mentalities and highlights the unique characteristics and subjective nature o f oral 

sources. I believe that the two approaches are not mutually exclusive and can be used 

together. Most oral evidence imparts both factual knowledge and information on how 

a society remembers events and the construction o f historical consciousness.

Therefore, this study will employ both methods.

Prior to any examination o f oral tradition, an understanding o f its unique 

characteristics, many o f which are shared with oral history, is necessary. The 

distortions associated with the interview process, the problems o f committing oral 

sources to paper, the influence o f feedback and the impact of features associated with 

memory, are just some o f the common characteristics o f oral tradition and oral history. 

Oral traditions may be subject to greater distortion, as what was once ‘oral history’ is 

passed along a chain o f transmission and becomes ‘oral tradition.’ As the tradition 

moves further away from the actual event, further feedback may infiltrate the source 

and further mutation may occur. Therefore, the following discussion includes features 

pertinent to both oral tradition and oral history.

Burke, P., ‘History as Social Memory’, p. 98.
Portelli, A., The Death o f  Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and M eaning in Oral History 

(New York, 1991); Passerini, L., Fascism in Popular Memory. The Cultural Experience o f  the Turin 
Working Class (Cambridge, 1987). See bibliography for references to their other work.

Portelli, A., ‘The Peculiarities o f Oral History,’ History Workshop, vol. 12 (1981), p. 100.
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Some historians have alleged that the use o f oral sources renders history ‘more 

dem ocratic.’ It offers an insight into the history of people who are otherwise excluded 

from history and challenges the ‘accepted judgements o f h is to r ia n s .D is to r t io n s  are 

often the most interesting feature o f  oral traditions. As Portelli states, ‘the importance 

in oral testimony may often lie not in its adherence to facts but rather in its divergence 

from them, where imagination, symbolism, desire break in. There are no ‘false’ oral

sources these previous ‘errors’ sometimes reveal more than factually accurate

a c c o u n t s . P a s s e r i n i  states that the raw material o f oral history consists not just in 

factual statements b u t.. .includes.. .the dimension o f memory, ideology and
25subconscious desires.’

The process in which an oral document originates, the interview, is prone to 

distortion. While written documents are fixed and may only be interpreted by a 

historian, the content o f oral sources is largely dependent on the input o f the 

historian/interviewer. Vansina has described the interview situation as being ‘fraught 

with t e n s i o n . T h e  informant may be reluctant to impart information to an outsider 

or stranger or alternatively, may be anxious to tell the interviewer what he/she wants 

to hear. The input o f the interviewer, in terms o f their selection o f the topic, 

informants and questions cannot be ignored.

Henige has asserted that no one who has worked extensively with oral 

materials will deny their value as historical s o u r c e s . A t  the centre o f any debate 

concerning oral sources is the question o f their trustworthiness. An important method 

in assessing the veracity o f oral sources is their comparison with all other available 

sources. It is vital that the historian working with oral sources has a thorough 

knowledge and understanding o f all the relevant sources. A comparison o f different 

sources reveals any inconsistencies and Vansina correctly states that oral data serve to 

check other sources as they serve to check it. After a thorough analysis o f all the

■“ Bloch, M., The H is to r ia n ’s Craft, p. 59.
Thompson, P., ‘The V oice o f  the Past: Oral History’ in Perks, R. and Thom son, A. (eds.), The O ral 

H isto iy  R eader, p. 26. See also Vansina, J., O ral Tradition as H istory  (London, 1985), pp. 197-8 and 
various articles in H istory Workshop Journal.
■'* Portelli, A ., ‘The Peculiarities o f  Oral H istory’, p. 100.

Passerini, L., ‘Work Ideology and Consensus under Italian Facism ’ in Perks, R., and Thom son, A. 
(eds.). The O ral H istory Reader, p. 54.

Vansina, J., O ral Tradition as H isto iy, p. 111.
H enige, D ., The C hronology o f  Tradition: Q uest f o r  a Chim era  (Oxford, 1974), p. 191.
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sources, the historian is able to arrive at an approximation o f what happened, as the
28‘past is something outside our experience, somethmg that is other.’

The inherent relationship between memory and oral tradition suggests that 

certain features o f memory influence the nature of oral tradition. For example, it is 

easier to remember concrete items, which can be visualised, than the abstract concepts 

which they stand for.̂ "̂  The failure o f oral tradition to retain accurate information on 

dates has been described as ‘one o f the greatest limitations o f all oral traditions.

Henige states that measuring the past is ‘very much a by-product o f  being able to write 

things dow n.’ He explains that the retention o f dates in oral societies requires a lot o f 

time and mental effort and oral societies do not have a huge interest in chronology.^'

A similar distortion is apparent in the telescoping o f two separate events, into one, in 

oral tradition. One reason for this phenomenon is that sometimes, the ‘duration o f the 

past loses its relevance for the present.’ Only past events that have an influence on the 

present are accurately r e m e m b e r e d . T h e  memory o f repetitive events or situations 

also affects oral tradition because it is usual for individuals to remember only the first 

and last experiences o f a repetitive event. The intensity o f emotions involved in the 

experience has a direct influence on whether it is remembered or not. Usually, 

exciting situations are better remembered than boring ones. Similarly, there may be a 

tendency to suppress displeasing or painful emotions, resulting from a conscious 

avoidance o f  unpleasant facts or unconscious repression.

The concept o f unconscious repression, which occurs as a result o f a 

particularly traumatic event or period, has been discussed since the time o f Freud and 

is particularly pertinent to this study. During the recent commemorations o f the Great 

Famine, the subject o f repressed trauma was a central topic o f discussion. Various 

individuals (usually non-historians) contended that the traumatic nature o f the Famine 

resulted in a suppression o f memory by survivors and that this was passed on from 

generation to generation. During the commemorations, the term ‘collective traum a’ 

was used to indicate that all Irish people shared a repressed collective memory o f the

Vansina, J., ‘Oral Tradition and Historical M ethodology’ in Dunaway, D.K. and Baum, W.K. (eds.), 
Oral Histoiy. An Interdisciplinary Anthology, p. 125.

Vansina, J., Oral Tradition as Histoiy, p. 171.
Thompson, P., The Voice o f  the Past, p. 167.
Henige, D., Oral Historiography, p. 96. See also Henige, D., The Chronology o f  Tradition.
Henige, D., The Chronology o f  Tradition, p. 5.
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Famine. It was suggested that the only way to reheve the pain o f this collective 

memory was through ‘recovered memory therapy.’ We, as an Irish nation, had to 

‘rem em ber’ and ‘come to term s’ with the trauma o f Famine.^*^

6  Grada and O Ciosain have analysed the concept o f ‘collective traum a’ and 

its relevance to the Famine. O Grada questions the existence o f a ‘collective memory’ 

concerning such a potentially divisive event such as a Famine. He asserts that ‘the 

‘collective m em ory’ voiced in the commemoration is in large part artefact or m yth.’^̂  

The impact o f  the Famine was not uniformly distributed across different groups. O 

Grada also queries the duration o f a collective trauma. While a proportion o f the 

population who lived through the Famine, and their children, undoubtedly endured 

significant distress, it is a fallacy to suggest that Irish people in the 1990s were 

similarly traumatised. 6  Grada asserts that ‘the famine did not inflict ‘common 

injuries’ at the time, never mind across the generations.’^̂  6  Ciosain successfully 

argues that there are flaws in the concept o f ‘repressed traum a.’ He alludes to an 

inverse relationship between the impact o f the Famine and the extent o f the supposed 

cultural and psychological effects. He refers to the persistence o f older forms o f 

demographic behaviour, religious practice and the Irish language in western counties, 

where the Famine was particularly bad. Similarly unexpected is the fact that these 

areas provided the ‘richest corpus o f narrative forms for representing Famine’ and 

perhaps ‘the least repressed memory o f it.’^̂  6  Ciosain also questions the notion o f a 

collective silence after the Famine.^^ He challenges the view that, between the 1930s

”  Vansina, J., ‘Memory and Oral Tradition’ in Miller, J.C. (ed.), The African Past Speaks (Kent,
1980), pp. 263-270; Thompson, P., The Voice o f  the Past, p. 134.

6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity’ in McBride, I. (ed.), 
H istoiy and M em oty in Modern Ireland (Cambridge, 2001), pp. 112-13; 6  Grada, C., ‘Famine, Trauma 
and Memory’ in Bealoideas, vol. 69 (2001), pp. 121-44. Kinealy wrote that ‘ ...scars left by such 
tragedies are deep and enduring. It is only as Ireland emerges with a distinctive and positive cultural 
identity.. .that Irish people throughout the world are able to come to terms with the impact o f the 
Famine years and to confront the ghosts o f their tragic past. The outcome o f  this confrontation can be 
positive and it can be part o f a “healing process” for Ireland and the Irish diaspora.’ Kinealy, C., ‘The 
Great Irish Famine - A Dangerous Memory?’ in Gribben, A. (ed.). The Great Famine and the Irish 
Diaspora in America (Amherst, 1999), p. 244.

6  Grada, C., ‘Famine, Trauma and Memory’, p. 122.
Ibid., p. 142.
6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity’, pp. 112-13.
For example, Kinealy wrote that ‘the interest in the Famine during 150'“' commemorations was 

particularly surprising in light o f the long silence which was evident regarding this event, especially 
among Irish historians.. ..Retrieving the buried experience o f  the Famine was made more difficult by the 
fact, that.. .the experience o f the Famine years appeared to disappear from the public arena in the 
immediate aftermath o f the event.’ Kinealy, C., ‘The Great Irish Famine - A Dangerous Memory’, pp. 
239, 245.
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and 1970s, the academic establishment ignored the Famine, and concludes that ‘in an 

absolute sense, the assertions about silence and suppression are far from being 

correct.’ Despite some interesting arguments, I believe that the evidence indicates 

that, during these decades, there was a discernible reluctance among the academic 

establishment to write about the Famine.

Novick poses similar questions concerning ‘collective traum a’ and the recent 

evolution in Holocaust consciousness in the United States. He contends that the 

concept o f ‘repressed trauma’ is not credible because, overall, American Jews were 

not ‘traumatised by the Holocaust, in any worthwhile sense o f that term .’"̂  ̂ Novick 

refers to Halbwach’s concept o f ‘collective memory’ and suggests that present 

concerns in the United States have influenced what o f the past is remembered. In 

particular, the change in attitude towards victimhood has stimulated an interest in the 

Holocaust. N ovick’s discussion o f ‘memory spasms’ is pertinent to the memory o f 

the Great Famine and the sesquicentennial commemorations in the mid-1990s. He 

states that ‘memory spasms’ occur on the occasions o f round-numbered anniversaries, 

such as the bicentennial o f the American Revolution. Significantly, Novick states that 

‘the flurry o f commemorations on such occasions doesn’t signify that w e’re in the 

presence o f  important collective m e m o r y . I n d e e d ,  the spate o f commemorative 

ceremonies and intense discussion, surrounding the Famine commemorations, had 

almost completely subsided by the end o f 1997.'^^

Another anniversary stimulated the Famine questionnaire o f 1945, which was 

distributed on the 100̂ '̂  anniversary o f the Famine. The collection and preservation o f 

Irish folklore and oral tradition has been described as part o f the Gaelicisation policy 

o f  the new Irish state."^  ̂ The endeavour had official support."^"  ̂ The establishment o f 

An Cumann le Bealoideas Eireann (The Folklore o f Ireland Society) in 1927 and its

See Kinealy, C., ‘The Great Irish Famine -  A Dangerous Memory’, pp. 245-7; Bradshaw, B., 
‘Revising Irish History’ in 6  Ceallaigh, D. (ed). Reconsiderations o f  Irish History and Culture (Dublin, 
1994), p. 37 and 6  Grada, C., Ireland before and after the Famine (Manchester, 1993), ‘the 
historiography o f the Famine in Ireland itself has been muted, having produced curiously little research 
until very recently....W hy have Irish historians until quite recently tended to shun famine research.’ pp. 
98-101.

Novick, P., The Holocaust and Collective Memory: The American Experience (London, 2000), p. 3.
Ibid., p. 4.
The Famine commemorations, which began early in 1995 and came to a standstill towards the end o f  

1997, mistimed the duration o f the Famine. The actual Famine did not have any real impact until 1846 
and was still having a marked effect in certain areas into the early 1850s.

6  Giollain, D., Locating Irish Folklore: Tradition, Modernity, Identity (Cork, 2000), p. 129.
Including that o f the first president o f Ireland, Douglas Hyde and the Taoiseach, Eamon de Valera.
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journal, Bealoicleas, marked the initiation of an organised effort to collect, preserve 

and publish oral material.'^^ It soon became apparent that the enormity of the task 

demanded more than the efforts of a voluntary organisation could offer. Continued 

representation to the Government resulted in the establishment of Institiuid 

Bheciloideas Eireann (The Irish Folklore Institute) and later, Comisiuin Bealoideasa 

Eirecum (Irish Folklore Commission), which was replaced in 1971 by the Department 

o f Irish Folklore and was incorporated into University College Dublin."̂ *̂  The work of 

those involved has been deservedly praised. As Dorson stated, ‘no nation of the world 

has gathered in its folktales with the fullness, the loving care and the dazzling rewards 

manifest in I r e l a n d . 6  Giollain has stated that ‘it must be seen as one of the most 

important cultural projects in Irish history.’ The collection of material include two 

manuscript series, the Main Manuscript and the Schools Collection. By the early 

1990s, these collections contained approximately one and a half million pages. There 

is also a collection o f sound recordings and photographs. Three quarters of the 

material is in the Irish language.

The material was collected in a number of ways. Indoor staff o f the 

commission went on field trips and private collectors donated material. The 

appointment of full-time collectors from 1935 made a significant difference to the 

quantity and quality of material that was received by the Commission.^® 6  

Suilleabhain described the collectors as;

Men who had shown, by the work they had done as part-time collectors for the society and 

institute, interest in rural traditions and a capacity for acting as collectors. None o f  them was a 

university graduate; rather they were devoted men who knew their local Irish-Gaelic dialect well, had 

an intimate knowledge o f  country life and a deep respect for the custodians o f  an ancient, orally 

preserved culture.^'

6  Suilleabhain, S., Folktales o f  Ireland, p. xxxiii. Introduction. See also the editorial in Bealoideas, 
vol. 1 (1927), pp. 4-6, in which Seamus 6  Duilearga outlines the aims and methods o f  the society.

Almqvist, B., ‘The Irish Folklore Commission: Achievement and Legacy,’ Bealoideas, vol. 45 
(1977), pp. 8-9.

Dorson, R., Foreword to Folktales o f  Ireland, p. v.
6  Giollain. D., Locating Irish Folklore, p. 141.
6  Cathain, S., ‘The Irish Folklore Archive, in History Workshop Journal, vol. 31 (1991), pp. 145-6.
Almqvist, B., ‘The Irish Folklore Commission: Achievement and Legacy’, p. 12. The full-time 

collectors were invariably men and the number that were employed at any one time ranged from seven 
to ten.

6  Suilleabhain, S., Folktales o f  Ireland, pp. xxxiv-xxxv. Introduction.

23



There were also a greater number o f part-time collectors who contributed 

material and they received expenses from the commission.^^ In November 1951, 

Dorson spent a week with Tadhg 6  Murchadha, a collector in Kerry and observed 

how:

The rural families take for granted the visit o f  the folklore collector. He has become an 

mstitution like the priest and the postman, and receives a friendly w elcom e....The old men respond 

eagerly to his arrival, both from a glow of social pleasure and a sense o f the value o f his work and their 

contribution.. ..In former days the collectors had come from outside and above, from the educated, 

aristocratic, and professional class, to peer curiously in to the peasant culture beneath them. Now the 

collectors came from the ranks and spoke with their own people, not to publish curious books but to 

record their common legacy and to honor its carriers.. ..Fieldworkers like Tadhg.. .have laid pipelines 

from the streams o f  folk tradition in the counties to the central reservoir in Dublin.' '̂^

The full-time collectors received training at the Commission’s headquarters, 

including instructions on how to use the Ediphone recording machine. They were also 

trained how to transcribe verbatim the recorded material into the standard notebooks 

which were sent to the Commission and then bound in strong leather volumes. While 

efforts were made to use good quality paper and ink in the notebooks, the preservation 

o f the Ediphone recording machines was poor. The Ediphone cylinders were 

expensive. Once the transcription had been checked against the sound recording at 

the office o f the Commission, the wax cylinders were erased and re-used. This effort 

to save money resulted in a significant loss o f valuable sound recordings. The 

collectors also kept field diaries that recorded their daily activities, including 

information on their field work and individual informants.

An essential tool and work o f reference for both full-time and part-time 

collectors was 6  Siiilleabhain’s Handbook o f  Irish Folklore. O Suilleabhain spent 

three months in the folk tradition archives in Uppsala and Lund in Sweden, mastering 

the comprehensive classification system evolved by Swedish folklorists. The result

6  Giollain, D., Locating Irish Folklore, pp. 132-34.
Dorson, R.M., Foreword in 6  Suilleabhain, S., Folktales o f  Ireland, pp. xxvii-xxx. For a contrasting 

view, see Quinlan, C., “ A punishment from God’: The Famine in the Centenary Folklore 
Questionnaire,’ in The Irish Review, vol. 19 (1996), pp. 71-2. In a letter to Quinlan, the daughter o f  an 
informant wrote that ‘My grandfather would see him (IFC collector sometimes accompanied by Delargy 
himself) coming along the long winding road...and sometimes wouldn’t have time for him....(Jesus 
Christ They’re coming again) he’d say to himself and he’d race for the shore or the hill. ‘Tis hard to be 
telling stories when you haven’t the time or the humour.’
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was the publication, in 1937, o f a hand manual for collectors, Ldmhleabhar 

Bealoicleasa. This work was extended, translated and published in 1942 as A 

Handbook o f  Irish Folklore. It comprised a series o f questions on every aspect o f 

folklore and oral tradition, based on the Swedish system o f classification. Included in 

the Handbook was a set of instructions for collectors.^"^ While Moss recommended 

the establishment o f some general guidelines for interviewers, he also advised that 

‘there should be considerable freedom for interviewers to depart from guidelines 

where they feel there is a chance for some useful information that was previously 

unanticipated or n e g l e c t e d . 6  Ciosain discusses the extent to which the Handbook 

unduly influenced the responses acquired from informants, and refers to the projection 

o f the national experience onto localities.^^ 6  Suilleabhain’s instruction to collectors 

to use their ‘intelligence and initiative when collecting. Follow every clue,’ suggests 

that collectors were not expected to adhere rigidly to the format o f the questionnaire 

or the format o f the Handbook. The collectors were typically well trained and 

dedicated people.'

On the centenary anniversary o f the Great Famine, the Irish Folklore 

Commission distributed their sixteenth questionnaire called ‘The Great Famine o f 

1845-52.’^̂  The questionnaire method was based on German and Scandinavian 

models. 6  Danachair described the method as ‘one o f the most fruitful sources of 

inform ation.’ '̂̂  A total o f approximately 328 questionnaires were distributed and 

approximately 141 replies were received, resulting in approximately 3,500 pages o f 

material.^’̂

A hundred years had elapsed between the actual Famine events and the 

responses that were generated by the Famine questionnaire. Therefore, this material 

does not constitute direct personal memory. The informants are usually the children

See appendices two and three.
Moss, W.W., Oral History Program Manual (London, 1974), p. 24.

■*’̂ 6 Ciosain, N., ‘Was there ‘Silence’ about the Famine?’ in Irish Studies Review, vol. 13 (1995-6), p. 9.
Bo Almqvist was prepared to ‘stake any hope o f eternal salvation’ on the excellent merits o f the 

collectors. See Almqvist, B., ‘The Irish Folklore Commission: Achievement and Legacy’, p. 14.
See appendices.
6  Danachair, C., ‘The Questionnaire System’ in Bealoideas, vol. 15 (1945), p. 203.
Letter from Bairbre Ni Fhloinn, Department o f Irish Folklore, U.C.D., 21/2/1995. Cited in Quinlan, 

C., “ A Punishment from God’, p. 71. The mean age o f the informants was 73-4 years o f age and the 
age ranged from 30 to 99 years. O Grada calculates that the % o f  informants from the various 
provinces was as follows; 38% from Muster, 25% from Connaught, 20% from Ulster (mainly Donegal) 
and 18% from Lemster. O Grada, C., An Drochshaol: Bealoideas agus Amhrdin (Dublin, 1994), p. 2.
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or grandchildren o f those who experienced the Famine. Oral history consists o f 

reminiscences or descriptions o f contemporary events that occurred during the lifetime 

o f the informant. However, oral tradition is defined as messages that are no longer 

contemporary. They have been passed orally beyond the generation that produced 

them. The link between the observation o f the event and the final recording o f  the 

tradition can be simple or quite complex. Vansina describes the process as a ‘chain o f 

transm ission.’ The person who witnesses the event tells another person what he/she 

perceived happened. This person then passes on the information orally to another 

person. This process continues until the last informant tells it to someone who records 

it. However, such a straightforward chain o f transmission seldom exists. It is more 

likely that a number o f people hear the message and pass it on to another number o f 

people. The idea that the message is transmitted from one link in one generation to 

one link in the next generation is an idealised and simplified version o f what usually 

happens.^’'

This process o f multiple transmission and the passage o f time inevitably 

results in distortion. These distortions are based on the nature o f  memory, some o f 

which are outlined above. Certain events or situations are better remembered than 

others and are transmitted with more care and a c c u r a c y . T h e  constant modification 

o f memory and the associated distortions are an inherent part o f oral tradition and any 

study o f oral tradition must include an analysis o f these distortions. They provide 

invaluable informafion on the nature o f memory and in particular, the way in which 

people and communities remember different situations.

While many oral historians study traditions that describe events that occurred 

centuries ago, the questionnaire material describes relatively recent events.

Informants interviewed in the 1940s, could have received their information from 

people who actually experienced the Famine. The mean age o f the informants was 

mid-70s. An informant bom in the early 1870s, would have had plenty o f 

opportunities to talk to Famine survivors. An examination o f informants’ accounts 

demonstrates that this appears to have been the source o f  much o f  the information: ‘I 

heard me grandfather say’; ‘I mind me granny to say that’; ‘I did hear them talk o f the 

Famine. I heard me mother talk o f it, an’ she died an old woman o f ninety’ and so

Vansina, J., O ral Tradition as History, pp. 12-13, 27-30.
See p. 20 for relevant discussion.
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In many cases, the chain o f transmission appears to be short and simple. For 

example, a grandparent tells a grandchild about his/her Famine experiences and this 

grandchild is the fmal informant, who relates the information to a collector, who 

records the tradition.

The interval o f one hundred years, between the Famine and the questionnaire, 

allowed ample time for the absorption o f extraneous printed or written material into 

the oral traditions. Henige has termed this process as ‘feedback’ and indicates the 

eagerness o f all societies to assimilate new ideas and their propensity to regard these 

new ideas as their own, after a very short time. Often, an informant is unaware that 

the material consists o f feedback, either because it happened a long time ago or 

because it happened in a subtle way.^"  ̂ By 1945, primary education and a high level o f 

literacy had been prevalent in Ireland for the previous fifty years. It is almost certain 

that the oral traditions o f the Famine suffered contamination from external sources, 

such as newspapers, books and traveller’s accounts. Given the multitude o f sources o f 

feedback, identifying it in a tradition can be virtually impossible. While some features 

o f a tradition, such as long lists o f abstract data, may be immediately suspected as 

feedback, the detection o f smaller details, assimilated well in a tradition, is difficult. 

However, given the pervasiveness o f feedback, the historian should examine all oral 

traditions for possible external links. While it is important to examine the writings 

available to informants, this is often difficult in a literate and writing-saturated 

society.

In the reports, a number o f the collectors openly include verbatim material 

from written or printed sources. At the end o f the Westmeath report, the collector 

transcribes extracts from the account books o f landlord, Richard Reynell o f Killynon. 

In the Donegal report, the collector includes extracts from the diary o f Mrs Allingham. 

Although the diary describes deaths from fever and starvation and provides an 

interesting commentary on political events, I have not included either it or the extracts 

from Reynell’s account books in my analysis. They do not constitute oral tradition 

and the collectors clearly indicated the distinct nature o f the material. In the same

These are just a sample o f  informants’ descriptions o f  where they received information about the 
Famine.

Henige, D., ‘Tmths Yet Unborn? Oral Tradition as a Casualty o f Culture Contact’, Journal o f  African 
Histoiy, vol. 23 (1982), p. 411. See also Oral Historiography, pp. 81-2 and The Chronology o f  
Tradition, pp. 95-103.
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report, there are other examples o f material taken verbatim from written and printed 

sources. However, on these occasions, the collector does not indicate that the material 

derives from other sources, suggesting that he may not have been aware o f the fact. 

Infonnant Edward M cGrane’s information on landlord John Hamilton is taken from 

accounts written by Hamilton after the Famine.*^^ The same informant provides 

precise information on the topography o f the parish that appears to be taken directly 

from some guidebook o f the area.^^ Mr Downey, an informant in the same report 

provides details on the prices o f various commodities prior to the Famine.^^ The 

occupation o f the informant provides a clue as to the source that has evidently 

infiltrated the oral tradition. Mr Downey is the editor and proprietor o f a local 

newspaper, the Donegal Democrat. Not all feedback in oral tradition is as easily 

identified as these examples. The collector o f the Carlow/Wicklow report states that 

he is suspicious about a number o f ‘long detailed accounts o f  the sufferings o f the 

people’ and that ‘owing to the small percentage having such accounts, 1 am inclined to 

think that they had their origin in other districts and may have been possibly read 

although my informants assure me that they themselves heard it from the older 

p e o p l e . T h i s  indicates an awareness o f feedback by the collectors and also the 

difficulty they encountered in judging the purity o f a tradition.

Therefore, by the time the Famine traditions were related to the collector, they 

undoubtedly had experienced some distortion because o f the time lapse and they had 

been contaminated by extraneous material. However, they constitute oral tradition, 

with all the usual distortions, as defined by Jan Vansina. The recording o f the 

material introduced further distortion. It is impossible to ascertain the 

representiveness o f the informants who were interviewed. A hidden bias on the part 

o f  the collector’s choice o f informants may have distorted the nature o f the 

responses.^^ It is also difficult to assess the way in which the interview was 

conducted, for example, leading questions may have been directed at informants,

See pp. 183, 224 and 228 for examples o f  this.
McGrane describes ‘Drumholme parish contains an area o f 35,907 acres, including 669 acres under 

water. . The account continues in this vein and is definitely a form of feedback.
Mr Downey states that ‘potatoes (old). Id per stone; new potatoes 3d; beef and mutton, 5d per lb; 

fresh butter 6d per lb .. .brewed whiskey, 7s. 8d per imperial gallon.’
Patrick O ’Toole, collector o f  the Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC, 1075.
The Kilkenny report includes a list o f the name, age, address and occupation o f the eighteen 

informants. Twelve are listed as farmers and two as labourers. No indication is given regarding the 
size o f the farms.
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although the guidehnes set by the Irish Folklore Commission, for instructors, provides 

an insight into how collectors were likely to conduct interviews/^ Five o f the seven 

reports do not appear to be direct transcriptions o f the informant’s accounts. Each o f 

the collectors differed in his/her approach to the recording o f the material. The 

Annagh/Down report appears to be a direct transcription. The collector, Michael J. 

Murphy, typed the report. He states the name, address, age and occupation o f each 

informant. During one account, Murphy states that he uses his ‘own phonetics.’ 

Although the syntax o f the accounts is more difficult, M urphy’s is the most rewarding 

o f all the reports. It provides a true sense o f the oral nature o f the evidence.^' P.J. 

Gaynor’s report on Cavan also provides what appears to be a direct transcription o f 

the inform ant’s accounts. The five other accounts are written in the words o f the 

collector and incorporate the information o f the informants in different ways. 

Almqvist remarked that the collectors also contributed their own knowledge, as well 

as making extensive enquiries locally.^^ The Mayo collector, Padhraic O ’Moghrain 

writes down what his collectors told him: ‘Mrs O ’Boyle heard her mother tell how ... 

At times, he adds his own observations and clearly indicates when he does so. The 

collector o f the Carlow/Wicklow report, Patrick O ’Toole is less precise in indicating 

when he is adding his own observations. His method o f collecting accounts from 

infomiants varies. One particularly long account was written down by the 

i n f o r m a n t . O n  another occasion O ’Toole states that an account ‘was taken down at 

various tim es’ from an informant. He includes a list o f people who had ‘no famine 

tradition whatever further than having heard o f it.’ The Donegal, Kilkenny and 

W estmeath reports are also written in the words o f the collectors. In the Donegal 

report, the collector states that a particular informant provides ‘the details on which 

the following account is based.’ Although the collectors often did not take direct 

transcriptions, they generally appear to have followed the tenor and nature o f what 

was said. In doing this, they were following the guidelines set by the Irish Folklore

See appendix three.
Murphy J Muiphy (1913-1996) worked tirelessly for the Irish Folklore Commission (1942-1971) and 

was one o f the most experienced collectors o f Irish folklore. He recorded a vast collection o f  oral 
tradition and published many books and articles.

Almqvist, B., ‘The Irish Folklore Commission’, pp. 12-13.
That o f Mr Foley.
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C o m m iss io n .O v e ra ll, the reports are a valuable source o f oral traditions o f the 

Famine, recorded in the 1940s, by collectors o f the Irish Folklore Commission.

Despite O Danachair’s endorsement o f the questionnaire, there has been some 

criticism o f its use as a method of collecting oral evidence. Portelli has alluded to 

problems associated with ‘rigidly constructed interviews.’ He maintains that they are 

likely to exclude ‘elements whose existence and relevance were previously unknown 

to the researcher and are not contemplated in the question schedule’ and that ‘such 

interviews tend to confirm the historian’s previous frame o f r e f e r e n c e .S im ila r  

criticisms o f the questionnaire method are discussed by O Ciosain, who states that the 

distribution o f  an identical set o f questions, produces a certain uniformity o f response. 

He argues that specific questions tended to prejudge the way in which the Famine was 

experienced in different areas. Conversely, O Ciosain states that the absence o f 

certain questions can also distort responses. In particular, he is concerned with the 

failure to enquire about supernatural motifs relating to the Famine, despite the 

apparent regular occurrence o f such stories. If, as O Ciosain contends, collectors 

located and reported such stories, it appears that collectors were not rigidly following 

the framework o f the questionnaire and they were using the questionnaire in a flexible 

manner. This corresponds with 6  Suilleabhain’s instructions to collectors to ‘use 

your intelligence and initiative when c o l l e c t i n g . T h e  English edition o f the 

Handbook was published just three years prior to the distribution o f the Famine 

questionnaire and presumably, anyone interested in the subject, and in particular, 

those who collected oral material, consulted it.^^ 6  Suilleabhain advised collectors to 

enquire about supernatural stories concerning the F a m i n e . T h e s e  sort o f accounts 

crop up a number of times in the oral tradition r epo r t s . F i na l l y ,  6  Ciosain is struck 

by the positivist framework o f the questionnaire, which endeavours to find out ‘what 

really happened.’ He contends that the questionnaire was heavily influenced by the

See appendix three.
Portelli, A., ‘The Peculiarities o f  Oral History’, p. 103.
See appendix three.
S. Nic Shiomoin, the collector in Westmeath wrote to 6  Suilleabhain: ‘I got a copy o f your Folklore 

book early in the year. May I congratulate you most heartily, on such excellent work on such a gigantic 
scale.’ Letter to 6  Suilleabhain, 9/10/1945, Westmeath report.

6  Suilleabhain, S., A Handbook o f  Irish Folklore, p. 535. See appendices. This contradicts 6  
Ciosain’s argument, concerning the absence o f a question about the supernatural, in the Famine 
questionnaire. 6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f  scarcity’, p. 98.

See for example, pp. 311-12.
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written history o f the Famine. An analysis o f the responses may reveal the extent to
80which collectors and informants were influenced by the questionnaire.

6  Siiilleabhain’s observation that ‘the voices, with their many modulations, 

are silent on the printed page’ '̂ indicates the inherent problems o f committing oral 

evidence to the printed page. Vansina states that when oral traditions are written 

down, ‘they are tom from .. .natural c o n t e x t . O n c e  a tradition is written down, 

distortion is inevitable. Portelli states that the transcription o f oral sources transforms 

aural objects into visual ones and that ‘expecting the transcript to replace the tape for 

scientific purposes is equivalent to doing art criticism on reproductions, or literary 

criticism on translations.’^̂  The tone, volume range and rhythm o f popular speech is 

lost on the page and there is a corresponding suppression o f the emotional content o f 

s p e e c h . A d d i t i o n a l  distortion occurs when the oral evidence is shaped for 

readability. The elimination o f pauses and repetitions and the imposition o f
85grammatical fomis and order result in significant distortions. Another important 

distortion, evident in most transcriptions o f oral sources, is the absence o f the 

interviewer’s voice. A transcript usually gives the informants answers, without any 

reference to the questions that are being asked. This creates a false impression that an 

informant provides the same information, regardless o f the interviewer’s input, in the 

form o f questions. The inclusion of questions results in a more accurate version o f the 

t r a d i t i o n . O t h e r  techniques that should be applied to reduce distortion include; to
87indicate whenever a text is edited or cut; to leave the syntax intact ; a detailed 

description o f the context in which the transcription is taken, including gestures o f the 

infomiant, reasons why the informant decided to participate; to include all necessary 

field notes and the aural recording o f the interview.

Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity’, pp. 97-8.
6  Siiilleabhain, S., Folktales o f  Ireland, p. xxxvii.
Vansina, J., ‘Oral Tradition and Historical M ethodology’, p. 122.
Portelli, A., ‘The Peculiarities o f  Oral History’, p. 97.
Portelli, A., ‘What makes oral history different’ in Perks, R. and Thomson, A. (eds.), The Oral 

H istoiy Reader, pp. 65-6.
Samuel, R., ‘Perils o f  the Transcript’ in Perks, R. and Thomson, A. (eds.). The Oral H istoiy Reader, 

pp. 389-91.
Portelli, A., ‘Peculiarities o f Oral History’, pp. 103-4.
Samuel, R., ‘Perils o f the Transcript’, pp. 390-1. Samuel contrasts Ronald Blythe’s Akenfield: 

Portrait o f  an English Village with George Ewart Evans, Where Beards Wag AII and concludes that 
despite, perhaps because of, the difficulty with the syntax, Evans’ work is far more satisfactory.
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Unfortunately, most transcriptions, including the Famine questionnaire 

responses, fail to have these structures in place. The informant’s responses appear as 

monologues, without any reference to the questions asked by the interviewer. While it 

is difficult to assess the changes made by collectors to the transcripts, they were 

repeatedly instructed to ‘record the information in the exact words o f the speaker’^̂  

Collectors were trained in this technique. O Duilearga also emphasised that the staff 

in the Irish Folklore Commission treated collected material sensitively and did not 

change or edit it in any way: ‘we consider ourselves not as creators or adapters, but as 

literary executors o f  earlier generations.’^̂  Despite a variety o f shortcomings and 

diversity in the quality o f responses, the Famine questionnaire provides a valuable 

body o f evidence o f the oral traditions concerning the Famine. It is common for 

historians to be obliged to work with oral evidence that has been written down and 

with traditions that have been collected by someone else. The discipline o f history 

necessitates the reconsideration o f older evidence. An awareness o f possible 

distortions aids an analysis o f the material.

O f the approximately 141 responses to the Famine questionnaire, I have 

selected seven reports for this study. The selection o f these reports was arbitrary. I 

read through all o f the available reports (in the English language) in order to acquire 

an understanding o f what was a v a i l a b l e . I  then chose seven reports that I believed 

reflected the general character o f the reports. I ensured that each report covered a 

different locality. The seven reports range from c. 6,700 to c. 21,000 words in length. 

They describe the effect o f the Famine in seven districts, which comprise o f different 

numbers o f townlands, parishes and baronies, within counties. On two occasions, the 

districts outlined in the reports straddle county boundaries. The seven areas are as 

follows; 1) the area and surrounding districts o f Rostrevor and the M oumes in south 

Down and Crossmaglen in south Armagh; 2) the parish o f Hacketstown in Carlow and 

Wicklow; 3) the parishes o f Baileborough and Shercock in Cavan; 4) the towns and

See appendix three. Prior to this, in the editorial o f the first edition o f Bealoideas, O Duilearga 
instnicted collectors to ‘record material verbatim, retaining all peculiarities o f dialect and making no 
“corrections.”’

6  Duilearga, S., ‘Volkskundliche Arbeit in Irland von 1850 bis zur Gegenwart mit besonderer 
Berlicksichtigung der “Irischen Volkskunde-Kommission’” , Zeitschrift fu r Keltische Philologie imd 
Volksvorschung, no. 23 (1943). Cited in O Giollain, D., Locating Irish Folklore, p. 136.

Unfortunately, my limited Irish precluded me from examining the Irish reports. O Grada suggests 
that the Irish language material is generally richer than the English material. O Grada, C., Black '47 
and Beyond: The Great Irish Famine in History, Economy and M em oiy (Princeton, 1994), p. 199.
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Map 1: Poor law unions referred to in the oral tradition reports



surrounding districts o f Ballyshannon and Ballintra in Donegal; 5) the town and 

surrounding district o f Inistioge in Kilkenny; 6) the town and surrounding district o f 

Newport in Mayo and 7) the town and surrounding district o f  Castletowndelvin in 

Westmeath.

It is difficult to categorise and quantify qualitative evidence and oral traditions 

lack the systematic character required for formal statistical sampling. For example, 

the length and quality o f each oral tradition report and each individual reference 

within these reports differ. However, it is important that a system is in place in order 

to assess the representiveness o f an account, the level o f internal consistency betw'een 

accounts and the relationship between the oral tradition reports and other sources.

This study includes a simple aggregation and tabulation o f references in the reports 

according to a variety o f topics. The tables are not adjusted for inherent differences, 

such as the length o f  each reference. Given the nature o f the material, little can be 

done to rectify this, except to acknowledge the problem and allow for irregular results. 

Such a structuring o f the evidence is essential for both an examination o f the source 

for ‘actual facts’ and for a more interpretative analysis, that reveals possible 

distortions and omissions.‘̂ ‘ Similarly, a comparison o f the oral tradition reports with 

other relevant sources is not a straightforward exercise in positivistic methodology. 

While this approach may reveal hitherto unrevealed facts, it also provides an insight 

into the way in which events are remembered.

McHugh was the first historian to examine the responses to the Famine 

questionnaire. His findings constituted a chapter in Edwards and W illiam s’, The 

Great Famine: Studies in Irish History, 1845-52!^^ McHugh wrote that his intention 

was to ‘present the picture o f the famine retained in the Irish oral tradition, as far as it 

can be pieced together from the tradition o f hundreds o f our people who still discuss 

the experiences o f their ancestors in famine t i m e s . H e  approached the material in a 

historical manner, examining oral traditions from the questionnaire responses, under

Lummis, T., ‘Structure and Validity in Oral Evidence’, International Journal o f  Oral History, vol. 2 
(1981), pp. 109-120.

The idea for this book originated in a conversation between de Valera and O Duilearga. Although 
the original list o f  topics did not include folklore, McHugh, a friend o f Dudley Edwards, was appointed 
to write a chapter on the folklore o f the Famine. 6  Grada, C., ‘Making History in Ireland in the 1940s 
and 1950s. The Saga o f the Great Famine’, in Brady, C., (ed.), Interpreting Irish History (Dublin, 
1995), pp. 269, 271.

McHugh, R., ‘The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition’, in Edwards, R.D. and Williams, T.D. (eds.), The 
Great Famine: Studies in Irish Histoiy, 1845-52 (Dublin, 1995), p. 391.
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six main headings/^"^ McHugh concluded that the material adds ‘something human 

and vivid to our understanding o f the past and can also bring new information to hght’ 

and that it had both a factual and psychological contribution to make towards a better 

understanding o f the Famine.^^ 6  Grada has described the chapter as the ‘most 

evocative contribution in the book’^̂  and it certainly sets a different tone to the other 

chapters, examining the most tragic and emotive aspects o f the Famine. One o f the 

editors later wrote that M cHugh’s chapter provided an insight into popular attitudes,
97notably absent from other chapters.

Several decades passed before the oral traditions o f the Famine were re-visited 

by a number o f historians. Cathal Poirteir’s work. Famine Echoes, comprises a 

transcription o f a selection o f oral traditions concerning the Famine. Poirteir follows a 

rough chronology o f the Famine under sixteen headings and he includes a contextual 

introduction to each section. In the main introduction, Poirteir describes the unique 

value o f oral tradition as a source on the Famine and admits that his intention ‘is not 

to analyse the material in any detail or in a scholarly fashion, but to give an idea o f the
?98variety o f experience recorded in oral history.’

6  Grada’s work on the subject is more rewarding, focusing on the insight 

provided towards attitudes and feelings, rather than searching the traditions for 

infomiation on the 1840s.'^*̂  He demonstrates that some o f the more frequently 

occurring assertions are not supported by the relevant documentary evidence, 

including reports that the informant’s area escaped heavy mortality and the reluctance 

to identify those that were perceived to have taken advantage o f people’s distress 

during the Famine. In a recent article in Bealoideas, O Grada has explored the 

concept o f a collective memory o f the Famine.'®^

McHugh was unable to use the evidence in the Main Manuscript Collection or in the Schools 
Collection because this material was not indexed until a later period.

McHugh, R., ‘The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition’, pp. 435-6.
6  Grada, C., ‘Making History in Ireland’, in Brady, C. (ed), Interpreting Irish History (Dublin,

1994), p. 272.
R. Dudley Edwards’ academic diary, 28/12/1954. Cited in 6  Grada, C., ibid., p. 286.
Poirteir, C., Famine Echoes (Dublin, 1995), p. 18. See also Poirteir’s work, Glortha on Ghorta 

(Dublin, 1996), a collection o f Irish-language transcriptions o f oral traditions o f  the Famine.
6  Grada, C., Black ’47, see chapter 6, ‘Famine Memory.’ See also An Drochshaol. Bealoideas agus 

Amhniin (Dublin, 1994).
6  Grada, C., ‘Famine, Trauma and Memory’.
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Lysaght uses the questionnaire replies to investigate the position o f women 

during the Fam ine.'^’ She focuses on the significance o f historical legends and 

international oral tales that predate the Famine. However, her work is limited by her 

selective use o f the oral traditions. She acknowledges this; ‘it is not the purpose o f 

this paper, to test the veracity or historicity o f  the various incidents and circumstances 

mentioned; rather it is to seek to ascertain perceptions o f , and attitudes toward, the
109 'circumstances and role of women during the Famine.’ O Grada argues that Lysaght 

draws from the entire archive in order to flesh out her generalisation resulting in a 

cliched image o f the woman as a model o f compassion.

Quinlan’s work is subject to the same limitations. She examines the 

questionnaire replies for information concerning the ‘collective memory o f  the 

famine. ’ She admits the limitations inherent in such a study: ‘this has been a 

thematic discussion o f the folklore o f the famine. Themes were chosen which seem to 

reveal its psychological legacy, but there are many other aspects o f the material which 

merit exam ination....In the material chosen, however, I have attempted to uncover 

accounts which were, perhaps subconsciously, selective or evasive.’ The benefit o f 

such a study is not clear. One could argue that the deliberate selection o f particular 

traditions, in order to confirm a preconceived notion is futile. A more effective 

treatment o f the material would be an examination o f complete reports for the range o f 

topics covered.

6  Ciosain’s discussion o f Famine memory challenges previous studies and 

criticises the generally positivistic approach to Famine questionnaire material. He 

argues that any meaningful study o f this source should not classify material according 

to historical subject matter, but rather, should commence with the different types o f 

knowledge which constitute the twentieth century folklore itse lf 6  Ciosain 

proposes a multi-layered typology of Famine folklore, consisting o f local memory, 

popular memory and global memory. He moves away from examining the oral 

traditions for insight into the 1840s, and towards a reconstruction o f a wider popular

Lysaght, P., ‘Women and the Great Famine’ in Gribben, A. (ed.), The Great Famine and the Irish 
Diaspora in America and ‘Perspectives on Women during the Great Irish Famine from Oral Tradition’ 
in Bealoideas, vol. 64-5 (1996-7), pp. 63-131.

Lysaght, P., ‘Women and the Great Famine’, p. 24.
6  Grada, C., ‘Famine, Trauma and Memory,’ p. 131.
Quinlan, C., ‘A Punishment from God’, p. 68.
6  Ciosain, C., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representatation o f Scarcity’, pp. 98-100.
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representation o f scarcity whose repertoire o f images and narratives is used to discuss 

these events. This study should indicate whether 6  Ciosain’s approach applies to 

these reports.

A number o f these historians have emphasised the need for a more in-depth 

examination o f the oral traditions o f the Famine. O Grada states that ‘a 

comprehensive analysis o f all the folklore material is overdue, but that is not 

attempted here.’ '^  ̂ Poirteir suggests that ‘to compare and contrast the versions o f 

history provided by oral and written sources is part o f the process which is necessary
107to properly debate the trustworthiness o f oral tradition as an historical source.’ This 

study attempts to follow both suggestions. Seven entire reports are analysed and 

compared with all relevant source material for an insight into both events during the 

Famine and the way in which such events were remembered within local 

communities.

6  Grada, C„ Black '47, p. 199. 
Poirteir, C., Famine Echoes, p. 17.
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CHAPTER ONE

Pre-Famine Ireland

You would come across old walls, here and there, throughout the country, where there

were people living before the Famine.'

During the three decades between the end of the Napoleonic wars and the 

beginning of the Famine, there is ample evidence to substantiate T.W. Freeman’s 

statement that ‘in some ways, the story of prefamine times resembles a tragedy rising 

to its devastating climax.’̂  Virtually all o f the numerous travellers’ accounts of 

Ireland testify to a backward, overpopulated and endemically poverty-stricken 

country.^ The condition of the Irish was compared to that of the poorest Indian 

peasant and African slave."  ̂ Kohl wrote that ‘Now I have seen Ireland, it seems to me 

that the poorest among the Letts, the Esthonians and the Finlanders, lead a life of 

comparative comfort.’̂  William Thackeray warned that the traveller to Ireland ‘is 

haunted by the face of the popular starvation. It is not the exception, it is the 

condition of the people.. ..where there are miseries that one does not dare to think of.’  ̂

The Times blamed Ireland’s poverty on that fact that ‘the people of Ireland generally 

do not labour either physically or mentally, in anything like the proportion that the 

people of England do’  ̂ In 1812, Edward Wakefield expressed his concern about 

Ireland’s dependence on the potato.^ Shortly after the publication of Wakefield’s 

work, another traveller to Ireland, J.C. Curwan declared prophetically that ‘a failure in 

the potato crop, which Heaven avert! would nearly absorb the whole resources of the 

country to subsist its population; which at the best of times is burthensome, but by 

such a casualty, may become destructive.’̂  The evidence of three official reports, the

' James Argue, Cavan report, Irish Folklore Commission, 1075.
" Freeman, T.W., Pre-Famine Ireland (Manchester, 1957), p. 10.
 ̂ See for example, Inglis, de Beaumont, Nicholson, Kohl, Foster, Young, De Tocqueville.
Berkeley, G., ‘A Word to the W ise’ in Luce, A A . and Jessop, T.E. (eds.), The Works o f  George 

Berkeley, Bishop o f  Cloyne, vol. 6, p. 237.
 ̂ Kohl, J.G., Travels in Ireland (London, 1844), p. 47.
Thackeray, W., The Irish Sketchbook (London, 1887), pp. 83-4.

 ̂ The Times, 15/5/1844.
 ̂Wakefield, Edward, An Account o f  Ireland, Statistical and Political, vol. 2 (London, 1812), p. 723. 
Curwan, J.C., Observations on the State o f  Ireland, vol. 2 (London, 1818), p. 42.
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Poor Law Inquiry o f the mid-1830s, the Census o f 1841 and the Devon Commission, 

confirm the almost unanimous negative view o f pre-Famine Ireland.

Under the Poor Inquiry a padiamentary commission was appointed to assess 

the state o f the labouring poor with the view o f proposing recommendations for a 

national system o f poor relief. A questionnaire was sent to prominent residents. The 

manner in which the information was obtained rendered it susceptible to distortion. 

The commissioners did not question the poor directly but relied on the opinions o f 

those who were in positions o f influence in the area. Despite this, the Poor Inquiry is 

a valuable source on the living conditions o f the labouring class in pre-Famine 

Ireland. It highlights the lack o f employment, ragged clothing, limited diet and dismal 

housing conditions o f Irish labourers.

Despite some criticism o f its reliability, the 1841 census provides 

indispensable detail on a range o f subjects.'^ A cursory examination o f the results on 

housing, reveals a very poor standard, with approximately two fifths o f all families 

lived in one roomed cabins or tenements o f the very worst description.

The Devon Commission’s investigation into Irish land tenure focused on the 

poverty o f the labourers. The Report o f the Devon Commission described the state o f 

the labouring class: ‘it would be impossible adequately to describe the privations 

which they habitually and silently endure.. ..sufferings greater, we believe, than the 

people o f any other country in Europe have to sustain.’"  The commission

recommended the introduction o f a bill whose principal feature was compensation for
12improvements. It was opposed by the main landlord interest in parliament.

The picture that emerges from an examination o f traveller’s reports and 

government reports appears to support Freeman’s assertion that pre-Famine Ireland 

was inexorably headed towards disaster. However, such an assumption is misguided. 

Firstly, there are inherent problems with the traveller’s accounts as a source.

Secondly, there were mitigating circumstances to Ireland’s poverty. Thirdly, poverty 

is not a prerequisite for a disaster such as the Famine.

See Woodham-Smith, C, The Great Hunger (London, 1962), p. 31 and Lee, J., ‘On the Accuracy o f  
the pre-Famine Irish Censuses’ in Goldstrom, J.M., and Clarkson, L.A. (eds.), Irish Population, 
Economy and Society, Essays in Honour o f  K.. H. Connell (Oxford, 1981), pp. 293-4.
" Evidence taken before Her M ajesty’s Commissioners o f  Inquiry into the State o f  Land in Ireland, 
part ii. H.C. 1845 [616], xx, pp. 1152, 1116 Hereafter referred to as Devon Coinmission).

Brady, J.C., ‘Legal developments, 1801-79’ in Vaughan, W.E. (ed.), A New H istoty o f  Ireland, V, 
Ireland Under the Union, I, 1801-70 (Oxford, 1989), p. 456.
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Travellers to Ireland were most likely to visit in the summer months, when 

food supplies were at their lowest and employment was scarce. They tended to travel 

on the main roads, where poverty appeared at its worst. Travellers from abroad could 

not help but compare living conditions with their own.'^ Despite this, there is a 

remarkable uniformity o f views expressed by the various travellers.

Several historians argue that poverty in pre-Famine Ireland is a more complex 

issue than is frequently assumed.’"̂ Mokyr maintains that ‘the classification o f Ireland 

as one o f the poorest nations o f Europe shouldn’t be accepted without 

qualifications.’'^ He warns that measures o f national income per capita are 

misleading as indices o f welfare. He also highlights the dangers o f using the same 

standards to compare two very different countries.'*^ Mokyr and others draw attention 

to the relatively healthy diet o f the Irish and the diversity o f  pre-Famine Irish 

agriculture.

The image o f Irish agriculture on the eve o f the Famine as backward and 

wholly potato based is overly simplistic. It was usual for subsistence and commercial 

agriculture to co-exist on the same farm. The subsistence sector consisted o f the 

production o f potatoes, while cash was obtained from seasonal wage labour and the 

sale o f  other products such as com, oats, pigs and the produce o f cottage industry.'^

By the 1840s, approximately three-fifths o f all agricultural output was bound for the 

market.'^ The high consumption o f potatoes in Ireland allowed the export o f a high 

proportion o f  grain that was grown so that by 1845, approximately one quarter o f 

agricultural output was exported. At this time, Ireland was the largest single supplier 

o f com to Britain.

Although materially poor, the rural Irish consumed a highly nutritious, though 

monotonous diet and in some districts, the local bog provided easy access to plentiful

6  Grada, C., Black '47, p. 24 and Mokyr, J. and 6  Grada, C., ‘Poor and getting Poorer? Living 
Standards in Ireland before the Famine’ in Economic History Review, vol. 41, no. 2 (1988), p. 211.

For example, Kinealy, C., Mokyr, J. and O Grada, C.
Mokyr, J., Why Ireland Starved: An Analytical and Quantitative History o f  the Irish Economy, 1800- 

1850 (London, 1985), pp. 6-7.
Mokyr states that ‘a comparison among economies which have considerable differences in leisure 

consumption or average family size may therefore be highly misleading’ and it is possible that ‘the rural 
Irish simply consumed a different bundle o f consumption goods from French, Germans, Dubliners.’ 
Mokyr, J., Why Ireland Stai~ved, p. 7-8.

Mokyr, J., ‘Uncertainty and Prefamine Irish Agriculture’ in Devine, T.M. and Dickson, D. (eds.), 
Ireland and Scotland, 1600-1850:Parallels and Contrast in Economic and Social Development 
(Edinburgh, 1983), p. 91.

Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity (Dublin, 1994), pp. 3-4.
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and cheap fuel. An examination o f the pre-Famine diet reveals that it provided a 

sufficiency o f proteins, vitamins and minerals. Indications o f the health o f the Irish 

are reflected in the apparent longevity and height o f Irish people. It has been 

calculated that the average Irish lifespan (for those who survived the first year) was 

approximately 50 years o f age, which compared favourably with the rest o f Europe. 

The examination of height data from military records reveals that Irish men were 

slightly taller than other recruits, which indicates a healthy diet.

It is tRie that pre-Famine Ireland experienced endemic poverty. However, to 

suggest that such poverty led inevitably to the Great Famine is erroneous. Although 

the potential for disaster existed in pre-Famine Ireland, it was by no means inevitable.

If phytophthora infestans had not reached Ireland, it is possible that Ireland could have
20eventually experienced real progress and growth.

The seven oral tradition reports provide numerous accounts o f  pre-Famine 

Ireland. The topics covered include population, diet, housing and agriculture. An 

examination o f these references should reveal how pre-Famine Ireland was 

remembered by succeeding generations. Is there evidence o f an idealisation o f  life 

before the disaster o f the Famine? Do informants use the benefit o f hindsight to 

assess the years before the Famine?

6  Grada, C., Ireland Before and During the Famine (Manchester, 1993), pp. 15-17. 
Mokyr, J, Why Ireland Starved, pp. 6, 231.



Population

I heard them say that in them two fields up there there was any amount o f
21houses.. ..Now you’d never think there was. I heard aged men tell that.

Pre-Famine h'eland was widely regarded as overpopulated by contemporary 

commentators. In 1817 Malthus wrote that ‘the land in Ireland is infinitely more 

peopled than in England; and to give full effect to the natural resources o f the country 

a great part o f the population should be swept from the soil.’^̂  Although Malthus 

later retracted this o p in io n ,n u m ero u s  contemporary commentators maintained the 

view that Ireland’s problems stemmed from its overpopulation. In the century 

preceding the Famine, the Irish population progressively increased until it reached a 

peak close to 8.5 million in 1845. The rate o f increase was particularly high prior to 

1820 but slowed down in the 1820s and 1830s. Areas which experienced the highest 

rate o f population increase were situated in the west o f the country, usually on poorer 

land. There was ‘a massive shift in population density from east to west, from good 

land to bad land and from port hinterlands and river valleys to bog and hill fringes.
25The Malthusian theory propounded by many historians has been exammed 

critically by Mokyr who concludes that there ‘is no evidence that prefamine Ireland 

was overpopulated in any really useful sense o f the word.’^̂  Indeed, many historians 

neglect to state that on the eve o f the Famine, population growth was slowing down.

The reason for the explosion in population has been linked to the role o f the 

potato in pre-Famine Ireland. Modem historians, including Salaman and Connell, 

have connected potato consumption with population growth. Connell stated that ‘the 

two facts are closely bound together: the potato loosened both the positive and the 

preventative checks to population.’ He estimates that the general adoption o f the

John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
*" Ricardo, D. (ed., Piero Sraffa), The Works an d  C orrespondence o f  R icardo, vol. 1 (Cambridge, 
1981), p. 175.

Malthus, T.R., P rinciples o f  P o litica l Econom y  (Cambridge, 1989), pp. 345-56.
W helan, K., ‘Pre and Post-Famine Landscape Change’ in Poirteir, C. (ed.). The G rea t Irish Fam ine  

(Dublin, 1995), p. 24.
Including Connell, K. H., Solow , B. and Freeman, T.W .
Mokyr, J., Why Ireland Starved, p. 64.
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potato ‘in any area o f Ireland allowed at least a doubling o f the density o f
27population.’

Cullen challenged the theory o f a causal impact of the potato diet on 

population growth. He concluded that ‘the potato’s role in Irish history is . . .a passive 

rather than an active one. Its widening culture and consumption must be seen as 

fitting into a process o f population growth already under way for reasons that are as 

yet altogether obscure and not as a cause o f that growth.’ In response, Mokyr tests 

both theories and suggests that the potato was certainly a factor, if  not the only one, in 

pre-Famine demographic history.^^

The subject o f pre-Famine population is the most popular topic in the oral 

tradition reports concerning pre-Famine Ireland. The 34 references focus on the 

contrast between pre and post-Famine populations. Particular attention is paid to 

townlands that were thickly populated before the Famine and lost a large proportion o f 

its population as a result o f the Famine. There are descriptions o f the ruins o f houses 

where people lived before the Famine. Oral tradition retains the names o f families 

who were part o f the community before the Famine but subsequently disappeared.

The traditions will be compared with evidence from the 1841 and 1851 census to 

ascertain whether areas which experienced very heavy population decline were more 

likely to retain such details or vice versa. A cursory examination o f the figures reveals 

that the Mayo and Cavan reports provide the highest number o f references to pre- 

Famine population. These two counties experienced the highest decrease in 

population between 1841 and 1851 (see tables l .I  and 1.2).

Connell, K. H., The Population o f  Ireland 1750-1845 (Oxford, 1950), pp. 121-3.
Cullen. L.M., ‘Irish History Without the Potato’ in Past and Present, vol. 40 (1968), p. 82.
Mokyr, J., ‘Irish History with the Potato’ in Irish Economic and Social History, vol. 8 (1981), p. 27.
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Table 1.1: Oral tradition references to pre-Famine population

Table 1.2:

Report Number o f
oral tradition

references
Arm/Down 4
Carl/W ick 4
Cavan 8
Donegal 4
Kilkenny 3
M ayo 8
W /meath 3
Total 34

Decrease in county population between 1841 and 1851, expressed as a 

percentage

County Percentage
decline

M ayo 29.4
Cavan 28.4
Kilkenny 24.3
Carl/W ick 21.3
W meath 21.2
D onegal 13.9
Arm/Down 13.4

Source.- Census o f  1841 and 1851
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Table 1.3: Number o f persons, to the square mile, in the 1841 census

County Number o f  
people

Armagh 453
Down 378
Cavan 326
Kilkenny 254
Carlow 249
W/meath 199
M ayo 182
W icklow 161
Donegal 159
Ireland 251

Source; Census o f 1841.

Four informants in the Armagh/Down report allude to the fact that their area 

had a much larger population prior to the Famine.^^ John Treanor o f Forkill states 

that ‘the Famine cleaned the country. I heard them say that. From Brooks’ Mill to 

Shiels’ Cross I could count ten houses that used to be there an’ there was more.’ He 

proceeds to name individuals who used to occupy holdings and then describes a 

particular area ‘I heard them say that in them two fields up there there was any amount 

o f houses.. ..Now you’d never think there was. I heard aged men tell that.’^’ Treanor 

describes the high number o f houses in just two fields. As early as 1804, Coote stated 

that ‘Armagh is indisputably, in proportion to its size, the most populous county in 

Ireland’^̂  and by the 1840s, Armagh was statistically the most densely populated 

county in Ireland (see table 1.3). The three other informants also refer to the much 

higher population that existed before the Famine: ‘There was as many more people 

here then,’^̂  ‘the country was full o f people at the tim e.. ..There was five times as 

many people’ "̂̂ and ‘All the houses that I mind that’s away. It was the Famine put 

them away. There was five an’ six times as many people here in my early times.

Sarah Morgan, the informant o f the last account, appears to describe her personal

John Treanor, Sarah Morgan, Mickey O ’Rourke and Susan Murphy.
John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Coote, C., Statistical Survey o f  the County o f  Armagh (Dublin, 1804), p. 245. 
Micky O ’Rourke, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Susan Muiphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Sarah Morgan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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recollection o f the effect o f the Famine. However, Morgan was bom in 1852 and so 

her allusion to ‘my early tim es’ is an account o f the early 1850s rather than pre- 

Famine Ireland. Her account may be a reference to the lasting effect o f the Famine on 

the population o f the area.

Table 1.2 demonstrates that between 1841 and 1851, Armagh and Down 

experienced lower levels o f population decline than the other relevant counties. 

However, the areas described by the informants experienced higher levels o f 

population decline than the corresponding county figures. For example, the 

population o f the town o f Forkill dropped by nearly 40%, the part o f Forkill parish in 

the barony o f Orior Upper dropped 26.8%, and the population o f  Drumintee decreased 

by 26.1%.

The same phenonomen is evident in the Carlow/Wicklow report. The three 

references to pre-Famine population describe the very high population, which existed 

prior the Famine. Two o f the three informants refer to the townland o f Knockananna. 

Myles O ’ Keefe maintains that ‘there were a few short o f 1000 people in 

Knockananna at the time o f the famine.’ The 1841 census records 417 people in the 

townland o f Knockananna. By 1851, this figure had fallen to 249, a decrease o f  just 

over 40%. It is possible that there was an increase in population in Knockananna 

between the time the census was taken in 1841 and the eve o f the Famine. However, 

for the censal data to tally with O ’ Keefe’s account, the population would have had to 

double in approximately four years, which seems a little high. One explanation for the 

distortion is the high population density in the townland. The collector’s assertion 

that ‘Knockananna was very thickly populated before the famine’ is correct. The 

population density o f the townland was unusually high. The 1841 census records a 

population density o f nearly 1562 people per 1000 acres.

Tom Kavanagh from Knocknacheagh states that ‘there were a lot o f houses at 

the bottom of Carrignamuck which they called the street. There is only one house 

there now .’ *̂̂ The population in this townland decreased by 16.9%). In 1841 there 

were 17 inhabited houses. By 1851, there were 15 inhabited houses. It is important to 

note that Kavanagh is describing only part o f this townland and he is comparing the 

pre-Famine population with that o f the 1940s.

Tom Kavanagh, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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The collector o f the Carlow/Wicklow report provides an interesting aside. He 

states that people who were evicted from other districts migrated to Knockananna and 

he associates these people with

a number o f small fields at the rear o f the Catholic Church called the Back Bawns and from all 

accounts it seems to have housed a few hundred people. Some say it was a commons and others hold 

that the landlord who owned it never sought any rent for it. At the moment there are 20 houses there 

but the sites o f 55 cabins have been pointed out to me and I presume there were many more, all traces 

o f which have long since disappeared.^^

The Devon Commission provides evidence that this occurred in Wicklow. In 

1842, evicted tenants from Ashford moved onto a common at Rathnew ‘where they
38joined a growing throng several hundred strong who lived there in rent-free squalor.’ 

Informants in the Kilkenny report also refer to townlands that lost particularly 

high proportions o f their population.^"^ The county o f Kilkenny experienced the third 

highest decrease in population o f the relevant counties. Michael Hanrahan states that 

‘the whole district was very thickly populated immediately before the Famine. It may 

be truly said that there were, on average ten families to every one now existing.’ He 

provides a table that shows the contrast in the number o f houses before the Famine, 

and in the 1940s, in the townlands o f  Brittas, Cappa, Fiddaun and Sallybeg."^® The 

Famine had a catastrophic effect on the populations o f these townlands, with Brittas 

and Fiddaun losing 40.8% and 42.3% of their population respectively."^'

The two informants in the Westmeath report who refer to pre-Famine 

population both describe townlands where the decrease in population between 1841 

and 1851 was larger than the Westmeath average o f 21.6% or even the 

Castletowndelvin parish average o f 22.9%. Mrs Leonard states that ‘before the 

Famine this (Ballinvalley) district was very thickly populated. There were twenty 

families, and over in it where now there is only e i g h t . A c c o r d i n g  to censal data, 

between 1841 and 1851, the population o f Ballinvalley declined from 166 to 77, 

representing a huge decrease o f 53.6%. Assuming there were approximately 8.3

Patrick O ’Toole, collector o f the Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Devon Commission, part iii, H.C. 1845 [657], xxi, p. 705.
Michael Hanrahan and Pierce Grace.
Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Fiddaun figure is the mean for Fiddaun lower and upper. Cappagh lost 22.8%.
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people per family, Mrs Leonard’s estimate o f twenty families tallies with the census 

evidence o f 166 people. Patrick Mullen describes the population o f the townland o f 

Ballyhealy, ‘much denser then than now, as there were numbers o f small cabins (all 

over the townland, in which many families l i v e d . T h e  decrease in population in 

this townland was 25.6%.

The Cavan report contains particularly rich oral traditions concerning pre- 

Famine population. Seven informants provide eight accounts, which focus on the 

contrast between pre and post-Famine populations in a number o f local areas and 

describe the ruins o f houses from pre-Famine times. Between 1841 and 1851, the 

county o f Cavan experienced a loss o f over 28% o f its population, the second highest 

loss endured by any o f  the relevant counties. Some o f the areas described in the oral 

traditions suffered even greater losses.

Three o f the informants attempt to estimate the decline in population in their 

area. Barney Gargan states that ‘the population was three or four times thicker before 

the Fam ine.’ Terence Clarke estimates that ‘the population in Upper Killinkere would 

be four times greater before the Famine than it was after it’ and Mr Barron maintains 

that ‘the population o f Knockbride was at least twice as big before the Famine as it is 

today.’ An important distinction arises between the contrast o f pre and post-Famine 

population and pre-Famine and 1940s population. Between 1841 and 1851, the 

population o f Killinkere and Knockbride declined by 28.6% and 33.6% respectively.

There is a particular emphasis on the ruins o f  houses from pre-Famine times. 

Five o f the informants describe ‘old walls here and there through the country, where 

there were people living before the F a m i n e . B a r n e y  Gargan recalls that ‘there were 

a lot o f old walls and old houses in comers o f fields and on the sides o f the mountain 

and I saw them when I was a little fellow .. ..and I heard people saying that families 

lived in them before the Famine. There were old people when I was a gassun that 

knew the people that lived in those houses.’ Charles Clarke provides another good 

example o f the use o f mins as a mnemonic device:

Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Patrick Mullen, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075. See also, Barney Gargan, Charles Gargan, Terence Clarke 

and Charles Clarke.
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before the famine there was a big population in the townlands o f Tullynaskeagh, Wilton, 

Leitrim and Blackhill.. ..The old fields and old gardens contained the remains o f  houses that people 

lived in before the Famine. I remember when I was ten years old crossing a meadow at Wilton and I 

came across an old house with the doors and windows gone. I was told it was the ‘Coys’ old school and 

it was there before and after the Famine.'*^

The townlands singled out by Clarke, included Leitrim and Blackhill, which 

recorded high decreases in population between 1841 and 1851 of 36% and 29.6%.'^^ 

These five informants use the ruins of pre-Famine houses as mnemonic devices, 

enabling them to remember the location of where the pre-Famine population lived.

Like the Cavan report, that for Mayo contains a high number of detailed 

accounts o f the pre-Famine population and the effect of the Famine on the population. 

Details about specific areas are supported by independent informants. The seven 

infomiants all refer to the contrast between the population before and after the 

Famine: ‘the whole place was much more thickly populated then than now.’*̂^

Between 1841 and 1851, the population of the county of Mayo decreased by 29.4%. 

The areas referred to by the informants suffered even higher losses. For example,
48both .lohn F. Chambers and John Kilroy describe the area known as Doire Leatan. 

Chambers states that ‘there were about 100 families living in Doire Leatan...on less 

than 300 acres of land."̂ "̂  This he heard from his old nurse Peggy Lavelle (nicknamed 

Peggy Leathan) who was bom there before the Famine.. ..There are numerous graves 

there, on Runan’s Hill to the back (N) of MacManamon’s house, all of Famine 

v i c t i m s . K i l r o y  provides similar evidence: ‘he heard from the old people that there 

were 85 families in Doire Leathan at the time of the Famine. When working the 

gardens near his father’s house there they often came upon piles of shells, cockles, 

winkles, black-shells etc.’ The 1841 census records 153 people in Derryloughan 

More. By 1851, there were only 9 people, representing a massive decrease of 94.1%. 

Derryloughan East, North, South and Beg recorded decreases of 91.1%, 57.3%, 47.6% 

and 70% respectively. The distortion between the figures in the oral tradition

Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Blackliills Lower recorded 29.6% and Blackhills Upper recorded 20.9%. Tullynaskeagh recorded a 

decline o f  17.7%.
John Mulloy, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
According to John F. Chambers, also known as Derryloughan More.
The 1841 census records 231 acres in Derryloughan More.
John F. Chambers, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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accounts and the 1841 census may result from an increase in population from 1841 to 

the eve o f the Famine. It is also possible that the informant overestimated the 

population.

Kilroy’s description o f shells is echoed in another report. William McNea 

states that ‘the previous population of Carrickaneady were weavers, but all had gone 

since the famine. During tillage operations near the remains o f the houses the 

newcomers found piles and piles o f sea-shells.’ '̂ The reference to the shells and 

Cham ber’s description o f Famine graves represent the use o f mnemonic devices by 

the informants.

Patrick MacManamon and Brian Donnelly both describe the townland o f 

Kildun. MacManamon states that ‘there were 20 tenants in the townland o f  Kilkeen 

(Kildun) before the Famine. After it there was not one left. They went away and 

never came back. For years after there was only a herd’s house. Now there are a 

few .’"’̂  Donnelly maintains that ‘there were at least twice as many people in Kildun 

then as now. No, a good many times as many.’^̂  The 1841 and 1851 census’ verify 

that Kildun lost a huge proportion o f its population. Between 1841 and 1851, the 

population declined from 94 to 14, representing an extremely high decrease o f 85.1% 

and it is probable that the decline in population continued after 1851.

The oral traditions concerning pre-Famine population in the Donegal report 

are not as rich as those in the previous reports. Two informants provide four 

references. Both refer to the decline in population in Ballintra.^^ Edward McGrane 

states that ‘in the village o f Ballintra it can be stated without doubt that upwards o f 

half the houses which were standing at the time o f the Great Famine are now gone.’ 

Between 1841 and 1851 the population o f the village o f Ballintra declined by only 

12.3%, less than the county figure o f 13.9%. However, the two informants are 

comparing the pre-Famine population with the population o f the 1940s, rather than the 

1850s. Thomas J. Walls provides an account o f Ballyshannon, ‘at that time the largest 

town in the county. The population was 4,000 in 1831 and in 1841 the figure was 

4,307 since which date there has been a decline. At the present time, it is somewhere

William McNea, Mayo report, IFC 1072. Between 1841 and 1851, the population o f  the townland o f  
Carrickaneady decreased by 40.3%.

Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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around half that.’^̂  The 1841 census records the population o f Ballyshannon as 3,513. 

W alls’ account does not constitute pure oral tradition. It is evident that there has been 

feedback o f some description and that the details are distorted.

In each o f the oral tradition reports, the informants highlight areas that suffered 

excessively high decreases in population between 1841 and 1851. The drop in 

population was usually higher than the county average, (see table 1.2) and reached 

over 40% in each report.^*  ̂ Those townlands that suffered heavy population losses 

were remembered in oral tradition as being heavily populated before the Famine.

There is a inherent sense o f sorrow regarding this loss. References to the higher pre- 

Famine populations do not allude to a countryside that was damagingly 

overpopulated. Here they differ from the general contemporary opinion and the 

opinion o f some historians. Instead the informants appear to mourn the 

transformation o f a once heavily populated into a deserted area.

The reports employ local intimate details to describe areas that had large pre- 

Famine populations. Informants provide supporting evidence on local areas. The 

Cavan and Mayo reports provide especially rich, varied and a higher number o f 

references to pre-Famine population than the other reports. This may be connected 

with the fact that these counties suffered higher losses o f population during the 

Famine (see table 1.2). Some o f the townlands in the Mayo report suffered especially 

high losses o f over 90%. These two reports are the only ones to describe the ruins and 

signs o f pre-Famine houses. This indicates a greater awareness o f pre-Famine 

inhabitants in the area.

Edward McGrane and Thomas J. Walls. W all’s account also contrasts pre-Famine days with the 
1940s.

Thomas J. Walls, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
The Cavan report described areas that lost 36%.
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Diet

Potatoes were the principal diet o f the people at that time -  they had potatoes for

breakfast, dinner and supper.^^

Throughout the eighteenth and early-nineteenth century the Irish diet became 

progressively simpler and increasingly dependent on one item o f food, the potato. As 

early as the 1770s Arthur Young wrote that ‘the food o f the common Irish (is) 

potatoes and m ilk.’^̂  However, the eighteenth century diet was more varied, 

comprising a combination o f pastoral products, grains and vegetables. Connell 

explains that the potato displaced the traditional foods ‘because it provided a family’s 

subsistence on a smaller area o f land.’^̂  By the 1840s it has been estimated that 3.3 

million people lived exclusively on the potato, that 4.7 million people used it as their 

predominant item o f diet and that only 0.7 million people were independent o f the 

potato.^’̂  The consumption o f the potato was extraordinary. Bourke has estimated 

that an adult male consumed at least 121b o f potatoes per day.^’’ It was supplemented 

by other items o f consumption including regular additions o f milk or buttermilk and 

seasonal substitutes such as herrings. Oatmeal had a more prominent role in the 

north-east o f the country. Foods such as meat, eggs, butter and tea were considered a 

luxury item and usually consumed at Easter, Christmas and other special events.

The Poor Law Inquiry provides a rich source o f evidence on the diet o f the labouring 

poor in the m id-1830s throughout Ireland. One o f the questions included in the 

questionnaire was ‘what is the ordinary d ie t.. .o f the labouring classes in your parish?’

James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Young, A., A Tour in Ireland, vol 2 (London, 1892), p. 116.
Connell, K H., ‘The Potato in Ireland’ in Past and Present, vol. 23 (1962), p. 58.
Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God? The Potato and the Irish Famine (Dublin, 1993), p. 52.
Ibid., p. 76.
Kennedy, L., Ell, P.S., Crawford, E.M. and Clarkson, L.A. (eds.), Mapping the Great Irish Famine 

(Dublin, 1999), p. 68.
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The answers varied from the word ‘potatoes’ to detailed analyses of the local diet. 

Clarkson and Crawford have conducted a detailed regional analysis of the responses.^^ 

With the exception of the Carlow/Wicklow report, all of the oral tradition 

reports provide references to pre-Famine diet. The references vary from short 

accounts of the dominance of the potato to detailed descriptions of a variety of foods 

consumed in the area. The oral tradition accounts will be compared with Poor Law 

Inquiry responses from the same area.

Table 1.4: Oral tradition references to pre-Famine diet

Potatoes Oats and 
oat products

Fish Meat M ilk Butter/
Eggs

Other
vegetables

Total

Arm/Down I 1 1 0 0 0 0 3
Cavan 6 3 0 7 3 2 I 22
D onegal 2 2 1 0 2 1 0 8
Kilkenny 3 1 2 1 0 0 0 7
M ayo _  2 1 3 0 0 0 0 6
W /meath 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 4
Total 15 9 7 8 6 3 2 50

Table 1.5: Variety index of labouring class diet in Ireland, by county

County
Down 1343
W icklow 1288
Armagh 1149
Kilkenny 1115
Donegal 1098
M ayo 1024
W/meath 957
Carlow 950

Source; Clarkson, L.A. and Crawford, E.M., ‘Dietary Directions; A 

Topographical Survey o f the Irish Diet, 1836’, p. 178.

The counties of Armagh and Down were part of the oatmeal zone. Although 

oats were cultivated throughout the country, they had a more prominent role in Ulster 

and along the eastern seaboard. Clarkson’s and Crawford’s regional analyses of Poor

Clarkson, L.A. and Crawford, E.M., ‘Dietary Directions: A Topographical Survey o f  the Irish Diet, 
1836’ in Mitchison, R. and Roebuck, P. (eds.), Economy and Society in Scotland and Ireland 
(Edinburgh, 1988), pp. 171-192.
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Inquiry responses confirm that witnesses from the north-east and east of the country 

were more Hkely to include oatmeal in their responses.^'^ Sarah Grant states that ‘up 

to the Famine they had potatoes three times a day, an’ brawlum.^^ An’ they had oaten 

bread and porridge. A herrin’ was a God send.’̂  ̂ The oral tradition account is 

supported by the Poor hiquiry. In the barony of Fews Lower in Armagh, it was stated 

that ‘the principal food of the labourers consist of potatoes and for a couple of months 

in summer, stirabout for breakfast. Labourers very seldom eat meat, eggs or fish.

They sometimes fall in with an egg. The number of meals per day is never less than 

three.’ hi the barony of Upper Iveagh in Down, the Commissioners were told that ‘the 

principal food of the labourers is potatoes’ and the consumption of meat was only at 

‘Christmas and Easter. They sell their eggs and sometimes they have salt herrings, but 

are never in this district reduced to less than the ordinary number of meals, three in 

one day. ’

The Kilkenny accounts are also supported by independent sources. One of the 

two references is very detailed and discusses the difference in diet between the 

labouring class and better off farmers:

the potato was the main food o f the people. The poorer people lived on potatoes and salt for 

breakfast, dinner and supper. They ate cooked potatoes cold as we would ate apples now. The better 

off farmers could afford a little bacon, but the poorer ones had to sell their wheat, barley and oats, and 

pig, if  they had one to pay the rent.. ..Sometimes a barrel o f herrings was bought for the household. 

These were salted and hung up on sticks over the fire-place. This helped to vary the food somewhat. 

Rye bread was used by some o f the better off families...Oaten meal porridge was used but only the 

better o ff  families could afford this luxury. The wheat was not used as a food at all. It was too precious 

to be eaten as bread. Every grain was sold, so that the rent money would be forthcoming at the proper
67time.

Patrick Kavanagh provides a similar account: ‘the food was of the simplest 

kind -  potatoes and salt and salt herrings occasionally.’ As early as 1800-01, William 

Tighe reported that ‘potatoes, with milk, as often as it can be procured, form almost

Ibid., p. 181.
In the same report, Johnny Robin Murphy describes brawlum; ‘They had bravm-lum. It was a broth 

without any b eef You’d make it on oaten meal, an’ if you had cabbage there... or if  you had none, 
nettles. An’ many a one there might have a grain o f flour, an’ they’d make dumplins an’ boil them in it’ 
I mind it well in Lent w e’d have that three days o f the week.’

Sarah Grant, Amiagh/Dovm report, IFC 1072.
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the whole o f the food o f the poorer classes....Potato, that is too often swallowed dry, 

with only a grain o f salt; a herring is considered a luxury by a poor peasant.’ He also 

described the diet o f the poor before the potato became dominant: ‘consisted o f oaten 

bread and milk; from April to August barley bread was sometimes used and in the 

hilly parts o f the parish, rye b r e a d . T h i s  description corresponds with the oral 

tradition’s description o f the more varied diet o f the better o ff farmers.

The Westmeath report also demonstrates support between the oral tradition 

references to pre-Famine diet and evidence in the Poor Law Inquiry. Mrs Leonard 

describes the usual diet o f labourers: ‘at that time the people lived mainly on potatoes 

and buttennilk. They had wheat and oats but had to sell it or give it to the landlord for 

rent.’ Leonard proceeds to describe the diet o f the “ working m en’. . ..a plate o f 

porridge for breakfast and supper and colcannon and oaten bread and sometimes a bit 

o f meat for their dinner.’^̂  The Poor Inquiry’s description o f the pre-Famine diet in 

Westmeath corresponds with Leonard’s account: ‘principally...potatoes and at times 

not having even that vegetable.. ..Sometimes milk, or when that can’t be had, they are 

obliged to have recourse to herrings or salt.’^̂  Leonard’s allusion to a limited diet 

corresponds with Clarkson and Crawford’s analysis o f the variety index o f counties, in 

which Westmeath scores a low figure.

Similarly, the Donegal report contains references to the pre-Famine diet that 

correspond with the Poor Inquiry. William Torrens states that

the poor people o f Dmmholme parish in pre-Famine years made such use o f  potatoes that they 

cooked them for breakfast, dinner and supper. Buttermilk and salt usually accompanied them in the 

absence o f  fish, which were not to be had at all times, though undoubtedly more plentiful in the district 

in those days than they are now. The usual way o f  eating the potatoes in these poor homes was out o f  a 

large basket made o f  unpeeled rods, into which the pot o f  potatoes was dumped on the doorstep and the 

water allowed to drain off, “Teeming the spuds” this was called. ... A meal o f salt, buttermilk and 

potatoes was called “dip-at-the-stool”, a term fairly expressive o f the performance o f dipping the potato 

in the salt which reposed on the stool. If a large fish on occasions took the place o f the buttermilk and

T. Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tighe, W., Statistical O bsen’ations relative to the County o f  Kilkenny, 1800-1801 (Dublin, 1802), 

pp. 479-80.
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Poor Inquiry (Ireland) Appendix E containing baronial examinations relative to food, cottages, and 

cabins, clothing and furniture, pawnbroking and savings banks, distillation. H.C. 1836 [37], xxxii, p. 
41. (Hereafter referred to as Poor Inquiiy, Appendix E)
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salt, it was unceremoniously dumped in upon the potatoes in the basket and everybody took a piece off  

with the fingers and thumb as the dinner or supper went on.’ ’

The Ordnance Survey Memoirs for Donegal describe the diet o f  labourers as 

‘potatoes, milk, fresh and dried fish’ and the Poor Inquiry confirmed that Donegal 

had a higher consumption o f fish than most other counties. William Torrens also 

stated that: ‘Stirabout was taken at least once a day if the meal was plentiful or oftener 

if the potatoes were scarce. Oaten bread was also made in large discs baked in front 

o f the fire and eaten mostly with milk. Butter was fairly plentiful and cheap.’

Donegal was on the outer fringe o f the oatmeal zone. According to the Poor Inquiry, 

Donegal recorded the highest number o f references to butter consumption o f the 

relevant counties.^^ Despite this, consumption o f butter in Donegal was still low and 

it is unlikely that it was ‘fairly plentiful and cheap.’

The Cavan report provides over half o f the references to pre-Famine diet and is 

more problematic than the preceding accounts. Seven informants provide eight 

references to pre-Famine diet, some o f which detail an incredibly varied diet. It is 

difficult to gauge the influence o f the collector on the quantity o f references that were 

collected. The informants are divided into three groups. One group emphasises the 

dominant role o f the potato, supplemented by o a tm e a l,a n o th e r  describes a very 

varied diet^^ and the third focuses on the prominent role o f various meats such as veal, 

beef and bacon.^^ The diversity o f responses is unprecedented. Argue and McIntyre 

declared that ‘potatoes were the principal diet o f the people at that time -  they had 

potatoes for breakfast, dinner and supper’ and ‘several families ate potatoes and salt 

three times a day. And if  they hadn’t a cow or a goat to give them milk, they would 

go to a local farmer for a “drop” o f m ilk.’ This corresponds with the evidence in the 

Poor Inquiry. Rev. F. Fitzpatrick o f Shercock described the diet as ‘potatoes and milk 

in summer though very often without milk.’

In contrast, Barney Gargan maintained that ‘before the Famine people lived on 

potatoes and bacon, pork, eggs and milk.’ He proceeds to moderate the notion o f such

William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Day, A. and McWilliams, P., Ordnance Survey Memoirs o f  Donegal, vol. 39 (Belfast, 1997), p. 61. 

^■^Kemiedy, L., Ell, P.S., Crawford, E.M. and Clarkson, L.A. (eds.), Mapping the Great Irish Famine, p. 
72.

Argue, Clarke, McIntyre and O ’ Carroll.
Gargan, although he hints that the poor relied on potatoes and stirabout.
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a varied diet: ‘They had potatoes, eggs and butter for dinner, but it was only few had 

butter, for they were very poor. Very often they would have potatoes for breakfast and 

supper. If they were well-off, they would have oaten stirabout for supper but only few 

could afford it. I heard my mother saying that her people had always oaten m eal.’ 

G argan’s allusion to butter is correct. Very little o f the butter produced in Ireland was 

consumed. It was exported for its high value. Crawford and Clarkson’s analysis 

confirm that Cavan had a very low level o f consumption o f butter. Contrary to 

G argan’s view, eggs were also too valuable an item to be widely consumed and were
77usually reserved for sale.

Those accounts which highlight the role o f meat in the pre-Famine diet are 

distorted. Charles Moran states that ‘they had potatoes and milk for breakfast and 

potatoes and boiled bacon for dinner; potatoes and milk for supper. The hardest thing 

to get was meal and it was seldom they had any porridge.’ According to Clarkson’s 

and Crawford’s regional analysis o f the Poor Inquiry evidence, Cavan had a higher 

level o f consumption o f oatmeal than most counties, so M oran’s allusion to porridge 

does not correspond to Poor Inquiry evidence. The Poor Inquiry evidence reveals that 

when the poor ate meat, it was most likely to be bacon. However, any meat was a 

luxury item and the consumption o f bacon was never a daily occurrence. Charles 

C larke’s and Terence Clarke’s assertions, that beef and veal were plentiful, are 

similarly flawed.

The notion o f a varied diet in county Cavan, as described in some o f the oral 

tradition accounts, is not supported by other evidence. Crawford and Clarkson’s 

variety index o f labouring class diet in Ireland demonstrates that Cavan’s was 

relatively low (see table 1.5).

The Mayo report also displays some distortion. Brian Donnelly maintained 

that ‘food was generally plentiful before the Famine. People set much more potatoes 

and oats then. There was a quern in every house and they dried the oats and ground it
• »78into caiscin. They went to the strand and got shellfish and other kinds o f  kitchen.’ 

Donnelly’s reference to the consumption o f oats appears distorted. Oats were not a 

usual item o f consumption in pre-Famine Mayo. The Poor Inquiry evidence alludes to

Charles Moran, Charles Clarke and Terence Clarke.
^^Ell, Kennedy, Crawford and Clarkson (eds.), M apping the Great Irish Famine, pp. 72-3. 

Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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the irregular consumption o f meal: ‘in their own houses the principal food o f the 

labouring classes consists o f dry potatoes; when hired, they sometimes get milk in 

addition, or perhaps, one meal o f oatmeal. Those who live along the sea-shore have it 

in their power to procure a little fish in the winter m onths.. ..the people are very 

desirous to have a little meal at Christmas and Easter and will make a sacrifice to 

obtain it.’ This evidence corresponds with Donnelly’s reference to potatoes and fish 

and a limited supply o f milk.

The majority o f the accounts provide correct information on the limited 

nature o f the pre-Famine diet. The six reports with references to diet provide accounts 

o f  the dominance o f the potato. Many o f the accounts are supported by the evidence 

o f the Poor Inquiry, in which very few respondents fail to mention the role o f the 

potato as the staple food o f the labouring class. The oral tradition reports describe the 

role o f oatmeal in northern counties and that o f fish along the western seaboard. The 

Amiagh/Down report refers to ‘oaten bread and porridge’ and the Donegal and Mayo 

reports both describe the inclusion o f fish in the diet. In the Armagh/Down and 

Kilkenny reports fish is described as a rarity in the pre-Famine diet, while it is not 

alluded to in either the Cavan or Westmeath reports. This may indicate an accurate 

retention o f the details o f pre-Famine diet in oral tradition. However, there is also the 

possibility that this accuracy is a consequence o f 1940s conditions when there was 

still a lower consumption o f fish in inland counties than those on the western 

seaboard.

The references to oats in reports other than Armagh/Down report are valid. 

Cavan was also part o f the so-called ‘oatmeal zone.’ Oats were cultivated throughout 

Ireland, although usually for export. It was used as a seasonal food during the lean 

summer months, hence the phrase ‘meal months.’ The Donegal report stated that 

oatmeal was sometimes included in the diet and the Westmeath report maintained 

correctly that oats were used to pay the rent. The only instance where the reference to 

oats appears distorted is in the Mayo report. The Cavan report also displays 

distortion. Some o f the Cavan accounts provide details on a rich and varied pre- 

Famine diet where meat was enjoyed as a daily item o f diet. Such distortions 

probably represent an error on the part o f the informants who may describe items of 

their own diet as part o f the pre-Famine diet. It is difficult to say. Overall however, 

the oral traditions are accurate in their descriptions o f pre-Famine diet and manage to
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highlight some o f the subtle regional differences that were evident prior to the 

Famine.
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Agriculture

If you cross Tierworker mountain, you will see where they set potatoes in ridges on it

-  the ridges are there still/"^

According to the 1841 census, 66% o f the population in Ireland was dependent 

on agriculture. A large proportion o f these lived on tiny holdings and were oblivious 

to the technical innovations that had changed the nature o f agriculture in other 

countries and parts o f Ireland.

Table 1.6: Oral tradition references to livestock, crops and cultivation o f

the potato, in pre-Famine Ireland

------------------------

Lazy-

b e d s

M an u re High

crop
y ie ld s

U s e  o f  

marginal  

land

Early

m arriages

O ther

c ro p s

L iv e s t o c k T o ta l

Carl/W  ick 1 1 2 1 2 0 0 7

C avan 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 4

K ilkenn y 2 1 1 0 0 1 0 5

M a y o 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

T o ta l 4
—

3
-----------

______ 3 3 2 1 1 17

Six o f the seven oral tradition reports provide references to agriculture in pre- 

Famine Ireland. The Armagh/Down report contains none. The topics include 

descriptions o f the size o f holdings, crops that were grown, farm implements that were 

used, livestock, methods o f cultivation, the use o f marginal ground and the use of 

manure.

Cultivation of the potato

The Carlow/Wicklow, Cavan, Kilkenny and Mayo reports describe the 

cultivation o f  the potato in pre-Famine Ireland. The informants allude to the ease with 

which the potato was grown and the methods used to cultivate it, including
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descriptions o f lazybeds and manure. They also indicate that the cultivation o f 

potatoes in pre-Famine Ireland was related to the subdivision o f land, early marriages 

and the increased farming o f marginal land.

The potato flourished in Ireland’s cool, wet climate and sour, acidic soils. 

Trevelyan associated the lazybed with an Irishperson’s inclination towards laziness, ‘a 

fortnight for planting, a week or ten days for digging.. ..and during the rest o f the year 

he is at leisure to follow his own inclinations.’ However the lazy-bed system was 

labour intensive and particularly suited to Irish conditions. The trenches o f the lazy 

bed system maximised drainage, provided shelter and allowed the potato to be 

cultivated on steep and often inaccessible hillsides. It was a resourceful use o f wet 

and poor land that was too poor for grain and not o f much value for grazing and was 

instrumental in the reclamation o f previously under-utilised boglands and 

mountains.^' As the population expanded, increasing numbers o f people were able to 

subsist on ever more marginal and higher land. The potato yielded enough food to 

feed a family on a very small portion o f land. On less than one acre, a labourer’s 

family could be fed for nine months o f the year. The potato provided a higher food 

yield per acre than any grain crop.^^ An informant in the Carlow/Wicklow report 

associates this with the ability o f a person to marry and subsist on a very small portion 

o f land.

There was a widespread contemporary belief that the Irish married early in life. 

Respondents to the Poor Law Inquiry attested to this theory. The Catholic Bishop, Dr 

McGilligan explains what he thought to be the reason for the apparent early marriages 

o f the poorer classes: ‘They cannot be worse off than they are and that they may help 

eachother.’^̂  Travellers supported the notion o f particularly early marriages among 

the Irish.^"  ̂ M okyr’s analysis o f the 1841 census for evidence o f early marriages

Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Trevelyan, C., The Irish Crisis (London, 1850), p. 4.
Green, E.R.R., ‘Agriculture’ in Edwards, R.D. and Williams, T.D. (eds.), The Great Famine: Studies 

in Irish History, 1845-52 (Dublin, 1995), pp. 101-3.
^'Kennedy, L., Ell, P.S., Crawford, E.M. and Clarkson, L.A. (eds.), Mapping the Great Irish Famine, p. 
69.

Poor Law Inquiry. Cited in Salaman, R.N., The History and Social Influence o f  the Potato 
(Cambridge, 1985), p. 276.

For example, Foster, T.C., Letters on the Condition o f  the People o f  Ireland (London, 1846), p. 513.
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disputes what he refers to as largely impressionistic evidence and he states that the
• 85theory ‘simply does not apply to the bulk o f the population.’

In the Carlow/Wicklow report, P. Foley’s account illustrates a number o f 

important features o f pre-Famine Irish agriculture, including the important role o f the 

potato in the evolution o f Ireland’s cottier system. He describes methods o f 

cultivating the potato and indicates a connection between the potato and early 

marriage. He describes how ‘it was noticed for some years before the famine that 

almost any way potatoes were grown they gave a bumper crop. A poor man could 

plant a ‘starg’ o f ground which he could get from any obliging farmer sometimes in a 

cut-away bog (the farmer would give the cut-away to get it tilled and reclaimed) free 

o f charge. The crop be it noted would be sown without any manure o f any description 

and yet the poor man would be satisfied with the crop he would if  sown under such 

conditions. A crop o f potatoes grown in ridges or ‘lazy’ beds without any manure 

were known as ‘grass potatoes.’ He proceeds to describe the result: ‘for some years 

before the famine any young country man with strong matrimonial intentions who 

happened to have a starg o f grass potatoes planted to his credit could with a 

reasonable hope o f success ask the coleen o f his choice to marry him and then 

pleading with the girl and her parents he could point to the plot o f potatoes as a visible

means o f support. The great famine dashed this little form o f inducement to pieces for
^86ever.

The Cavan report demonstrates a far more negative view o f the cultivation o f 

potatoes before the Famine. Barney Gargan alludes to the increasing use o f marginal 

land: ‘if you cross Tierworker mountain you will see where they set potatoes in ridges 

-  the ridges are still there. You would wonder at anybody setting potatoes in such 

places where there is nothing but heather and long grass, but the place was so thickly 

populated at the time that they had to plant potatoes there.’ Peter Glennon adopts the 

same tone as Gargan: ‘the people had a bad system o f planting potatoes before the 

Famine -  they had no manure for the land. They were very poor; they were taking 

everything out o f the ground and putting nothing into it in the way o f m anure.’ 

G lennon’s allusion to the scarcity o f manure is contradicted by Charles Clarke who

Mokyr, J., fV/iy Ireland Stai-ved, pp. 37, 60. Cullen also states that the age o f  marriage among the 
Irish on the eve o f the Famine was comparable to other European countries. An Economic H istoiy o f  
Ireland, p. 118.

P Foley, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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states that ‘there were a lot of hme kilns around here before the year 1845 and ’46. 

There was lime-stone in the land and the people raised it and then burned it in their
07

own kilns. They used it as manure for the land.

The Kilkenny report includes accounts of the importance of manure to the 

cultivation of potatoes. Michael Hanrahan alludes to a time when ‘the people helped 

each other in the growing of crops, saving them, in the drawing of lime and in many 

other ways. A widow woman from Brittas, who had no help to save the harvest was
00

assisted by the neighbours of the townland m savmg it.’ It is impossible to ascertain 

the truth of such a statement and to what extent it is influenced by idealisation of pre- 

Famine times. The same informant provides a description of the cultivation of crops: 

‘potatoes, wheat, oats, barley and rye were the chief crops raised. Each householder 

sowed at least four times the acreage under potatoes as is sown today. The work was 

done by the spade and shovel. In those days women did heavy manual work, just like 

the men -  digging, trenching, shovelling and so forth. The wheat was sown in ridges 

as were the potatoes and the other crops. Some farmers ploughed the soil with a 

wooden plough. The wheat was sown and the grain covered over with a spade or 

shovel, thus forming ridges. The potatoes and other crops were treated in a similar 

manner.’ Hanrahan uses wheat, rather than potatoes, to describe the system of 

cultivation. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, William Tighe noted that ‘the 

best ground.. .is dedicated to wheat; this culture is the predominant item in the central 

and western parts of Gowran.’^̂  The same source described the role of women in the 

cultivation of potatoes: ‘the old method of setting potatoes was with the back of a 

spade and is still practised in many parts.. ..the sets are spread on the dung, and men 

or women walking backwards cover them with a spade; women often drop the sets, 

and the men bury them; two persons work abreast on one ridge; sometimes women 

carry sets in their aprons and digging the holes drop them in .. ..This is a tedious and 

laborious process but produces good crops’^̂

A Kilkenny informant describes the ease with which potatoes were grown in 

pre-Famine Ireland: ‘in pre-famine times, the potato could be sown anywhere with 

astonishing success. It was sown in the sides of the ditches and was very fruitful.

fact that the two informants were from different areas may have something to do with this.
Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tighe, W., Statistical Observations relative to the County o f  Kilkenny, p. 176.

‘""//j/V/., pp. 217-18,293.
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Potatoes were sown half a mile up Mt. Leinster in a place called “Scearach” gap 

between Mt. Leinster and the Blackstairs. Mr William Naddy, one o f my informants 

told me. He said the marks o f the ridges are to be seen there to the present day .. ..The 

potato seed could be sown as late as the end o f July and still be a good crop in those 

days.’ The ridges function as a mnemonic device.

Two informants in the Kilkenny report provide detailed descriptions o f the 

role o f  manure in the successful cultivation o f potatoes in pre-Famine Ireland.

Michael Hanrahan stated that

lime was the chief manure used. The farmers o f the area carted the lime from the lime kilns 

situated half a mile beyond Thomastown on the Kilkenny road.. ..lime-stone was then drawn from 

Thomastown and burned in the local kiln. This lime-stone was drawn by farmers from Clodiagh and 

the Rower, a distance o f  eight and twelve miles respectively.

P. Grace added that ‘the great majority o f families hving near the river Nore or 

Barrow were boatmen and small farmers. They brought mud and sand by boat and 

used it as manure for their holdings. Lime-stone was brought by boat also. This 

practise applied particularly to farmers living between Clonamery and Ferrymount 

Garrett, and adjacent to the rivers Nore and B a r ro w .T h e s e  accounts are supported 

by William Tighe who described farmers from county Wexford travelling to Kilkenny 

‘to purchase lime, and draw it home 25 or 30 miles, over mountain roads and through 

difficult passes.’ In the barony o f Gowran farmers put 120 barrels o f lime on each 

acre. The allusion to the manure being transported by boat is also supported; 

‘Limestone is brought up the Nore from quarries above Waterford bridge.’ The 

descriptions o f mud and sand are also confirmed by Tighe: ‘river sand, often called 

sea sand, is more extensively used than marie; it is raised in the middle o f the river,
93about 3 miles from Ross.’

In the Mayo report, Brian Donnelly states that ‘people set much more potatoes 

and oats then.’ On the eve o f the Famine, over two million acres o f land were planted 

with potatoes. During the Famine, the planted area dropped drastically but climbed

Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
P. Grace, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tighe, W., Statistical Observations relative to the County of Kilkenny, pp. 441-9.
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back up to over one million acres in 1871. Hereafter it fell, never to regain its former 

dominance. Oats also suffered a decline in cultivation after the Famine.

In the same report, Michael Gorman alludes to the use o f marginal land for 

cultivation on the eve o f the Famine: ‘their way o f living was very poor.. ..All the 

land, even the very worst o f it, was t i l l e d . T h i s  feature o f pre-Famine Ireland was 

especially apparent in Mayo, which experienced a very large increase in population 

prior to the Famine.

The oral tradition accounts that describe the cultivation o f the potato in pre- 

Famine Ireland allude to all o f the important associated features and specific details 

are supported by other sources. The reports offer alternative views o f the role and 

effects o f the potato. The Cavan and Mayo reports allude to negative aspects such as 

the increased recourse to poor, marginal land and the Cavan report indicates that the 

farming methods were inadequate. The Carlow/Wicklow and Kilkenny reports are 

more positive. In fact, they tend towards an idealised vision o f pre-Famine Irish 

agriculture where life was simple and neighbours helped eachother. Foley mourns the 

passing o f the ease with which people could marry. None o f the infonnants examine 

pre-Famine agriculture for signs o f the disaster that followed. They make no 

association between the methods o f agriculture that prevailed prior to the Famine and 

the subsequent catastrophe.

Size of holdings:

Table 1.7: Oral tradition references to the size o f holdings in pre-Famine Ireland

Report Oral tradition 

references
Cavan 3
D on ega l 2
Kilkenny 1
W /m eath 2
T otal 8

K ennedy, L., Ell, P.S., Crawford, E.M. and Clarkson, L.A. (eds.), M apping the G reat Irish Famine, 
pp. 176-7.

M ichael Gorman, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
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Infomiants in the Cavan, Kilkenny, Donegal and Westmeath reports provide 

information on the size of land holdings prior to the Famine. Table 1.8 provides 

information on the size of farms in the relevant counties, according to the 1841 

census. Bourke has discussed a number of problems associated with the use of the 

1841 census for agricultural statistics, including the ambiguity o f the term ‘acre.’ It 

was not specified to the 1841 census enumerators whether to use Irish or statute acres 

so the vast majority of the returns were expressed in Irish or plantation acres (60% 

bigger than the statute acre). If statute acres had been used in 1841, fewer holdings 

not exceeding one acre would have existed than were in fact computed.^^ This causes 

difficulties for comparisons between 1841 and other post-Famine years. However, a 

comparison of county figures for 1841 should be reasonably reliable.

Table 1.8: Proportion of farm sizes in counties, according to 1841 census

~ 1-5 acres 5-15 acres 15-30 A b ove 30
acres acres

A rm/Down 46.5 39.1 10.5 3.8
Carl/W ick 29.2 34.2 18.4 18.1
Cavan 42.1 47.6 7.6 2.6
Donegal 46.2 38.3 10.5 5
Kilkenny 31.1 34.9 21.8 12.2
M ayo 72.6 22.2 2.7 2.4
W /meath 37.5 35.8 14.5 12.2
Total for Ireland 44.8 36.6 11.5 7

Source; Census o f 1841.

Three Cavan informants describe the small size of farms in pre-Famine 

I r e l a nd . Ar g u e  states that ‘another cause that aggravated the plight of the people 

was the size of the holdings. The holdings were too small and the rent was too high’ 

and McIntyre maintains that ‘the people were living in very poor circumstances before 

the Famine.. ..The farms were small. Some had four or five acres; very few had 

twenty acres; others had only two acres; a woman called Anne Collins had only one 

acre; there were people had an acre and a half; the average sized farm in this part 

would be about seven acres.’ Charles Clarke estimates the average farm size as five

Bourke, P.M. A., ‘The Agricultural Statistics o f the 1841 Census o f Ireland. A Critical Review’ in 
Economic H istoiy Review, vol. 18 (1965), p. 378.
'’̂ Charles Clarke, James Argue, and Laurence McIntyre.
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acres. Although the proportion o f farms in Cavan under five acres was high, it was 

still lower than the Irish average o f 44.8%. However, Cavan scored the second 

highest figure o f farms under 15 acres. This supports McIntyre’s assertion that there 

were very few fanns over 20 acres in Cavan.

Patrick Kavanagh states that in Kilkenny, ‘in those days a family existed on 

five or six acres o f l a n d . T a b l e  1.8 demonstrates that Kilkenny had the highest 

proportion o f farms over 15 acres. However, over 30% o f farms were still under 5 

acres in size. Although there was a smaller proportion o f  small farms in Kilkenny, 

Kavanagh’s reference is still based in fact, since many families lived on tiny farms.

The only two references to pre-Famine agriculture in Westmeath allude to the 

very small size o f land holdings. Mrs Leonard describes the effect o f the subdivision 

o f  land: ‘the farms were all very small, the amount o f land in each farm ranging from 

five to ten acres and some o f them were even smaller. They were that small, because 

if there were three or four sons in a family, according as they wanted to get married, 

the father would give him a portion of the farm and the neighbours would collect and 

build a cabin for him, the job taking only a few days.’ Like Kilkenny, compared to 

most other counties, Westmeath had a lower number o f farms under 15 acres. Despite 

this, over 70% o f Westmeath farms were still under 15 acres.

Edward McGrane describes the division o f land according to religious 

affiliation: ‘much o f this rich belt was before 1845 and afterwards in the occupation o f 

descendants o f the Planters. They owned most o f the good farms with a large acreage 

and the Catholics in this part o f Donegal at the time o f the Famine were about 65% o f 

the population. Some o f these had farms wedged in between their more prosperous 

Protestant neighbours and could not be rated higher than “small farmers,” averaging 

about ten acres o f holdings.’ In 1835, the Ordnance Survey Memoirs stated that the 

average farm size in the parish o f Drumhome was from 6 to 20 a c r e s . D o n e g a l  

comprised part o f the Ulster plantation o f the seventeenth century. As part o f a 

special scheme o f the plantation, Trinity College Dublin, the established Church o f 

Ireland and servitors were granted land in the barony o f Tirhugh. Unlike other parts o f 

Ulster, they were under no official obligation to remove the existing Irish tenants and

Patrick Kavanagh, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Day, A. and M cW illiam s, P., O rdnance Survey M em oirs o f  D onegal, vol. 39, p. 58.
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it appears that the area was sparsely p la n te d .U n fo rtu n a te ly , questions relating to 

religion were not included on the census until 1861 and so it is difficult to assess the 

division o f land according to religion.

Given the high number o f very small holdings in Mayo, it is surprising that 

there are no relevant oral tradition reports. During the Famine decade, tens o f 

thousands o f these very small farms, were obliterated.

Transhumance, livestock and other miscellaneous references concerning pre- 

Famine agriculture

The only other reference to pre-Famine agriculture in Donegal describes the 
tradition o f transhumance. William Torrens states that:

Up till three hundred years ago the people living near the coast used to drive their cows up to 

this region of mountain and bog for the summer months, when they had their cropping done about 

home, and stayed their until harvesting operations called them back. They carried on dairying there in 

roughly constructed cabins made of mud and even up till the time of the Famine a few of the 

descendants of these coastal folk still continued to drive their cows up there. This upland tract was, 

save for the time it was occupied during the summer, was uninhabited until less than two centuries ago. 

Then some families began to drift there and reclaim prices of bog. More followed from time to time, 

settled down and built houses which were somewhat of an improvement (on the earlier mud structures). 

Some of those who trekked there were named Travers and this name in the course of time became so 

numerous as generations of them multiplied that the whole area finally became known by the alternative 

name of “the Travers’ Mountain.

The practice o f transhumance or booleying/creaghting was a system o f 

seasonal nomadism and was associated with the rundale and clachan system o f 

landholding. During the summer, families brought their animals up to mountain 

pastures where they constructed temporary huts and made butter. Torrens provides a 

detailed and correct description o f the system o f transhumance and maintains that it 

was in operation up until the time o f the Famine. It is probable that the tradition 

survived into the nineteenth century. Torrens provides intimate details concerning a

Anderson, J, ‘Rundale, Rural Economy and Agrarian Revolution: Tirhugh’, in Nolan, W., Ronayne, 
L. and Dunlevy, M. (eds.), Donegal: History and Society (Dublin, 1995), p. 453.

William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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particular family that are unlikely to be found in other sources and connects the 

practice with the increasing cultivation o f marginal land.

A Carlow/Wicklow informant states that ‘even before the potato crop failed 

oats was cultivated extensively.’’^̂  Agricultural statistics did not begin until 1847. 

The consumption o f oatmeal was higher in Wicklow than most other counties and it is 

probable that oats were cultivated to a greater extent in Carlow and Wicklow than 

many other, especially western counties.

Table 1.9: County cattle and pig numbers per 100 acres, arranged according to the

ranking in the 1841 census

Cattle Pigs
Down
Armagh
Cavan
Carlow
Kilkenny
W /m eath
W icklow
D on ega l
M ayo

Kilkenny
Cavan
Down
Carlow
Armagh
W /m eath
W icklow
M ayo
D on ega l

Source.- Census o f  1841 and Eli, P.S., Kennedy, L, Crawford, E.M ., 
and Clarkson, L.A., (eds.), M apping the G reat Irish Fam ine, pp. 
196-7.

Five Cavan informants allude to the livestock on farms prior to the Famine. 

The descriptions are varied. Barney Gargan and Charles Clarke both refer to goats; 

‘the country was full o f  goats. People, middling well off had a cow or two, but the 

poorer families had only goats’ and ‘a good many farmers had a cow each and a 

number o f goats; some families had nothing but g o a t s . C h a r l e s  Moran, Terence 

Clarke and Peter Glennon provide diverse descriptions o f the possession o f  young 

cattle or calves: ‘In those days they had few young cattle and the cattle they had were 

not good,’ ‘they used lot o f veal before the Famine. They seldom reared a calf unless 

a heifer that they were going to keep as a cow’ and ‘’a suck calf would be only worth

Patrick O ’T oole, collector o f  the CarlowAVicklow report, IFC 1075. 
Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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7/6 and he would be thrown on top of a load of turf and sold in whatever town they 

were going to sell the turf. They had very little c a t t l e . O n l y  Charles Moran refers 

to the possession of pigs; ‘They had pigs but very few. They kept no bonhams or 

suckers.’ Table 1.9 shows the ranking order of the relevant counties from figures 

derived from the 1841 census and it reveals that it 1841, Cavan had the second highest 

number o f pigs per 100 acres and the third highest number of cattle. Moran’s allusion 

to a low number of pigs is supported by T.W. Freeman who states that the 1841 

census demonstrates the low number of pigs on smaller holdings, in spite o f the 

common belief that ‘the pig is the companion of the humblest p e a s a n t . H o w e v e r ,  

Bourke shows that the scarcity of potatoes in the spring of 1841 probably resulted in a 

lower than normal return for pigs in the 1841 census because many smallholders 

would have sold their pigs. Bourke also points out that the 1841 census did not 

include ‘calves of the current year’ and so the cattle returns in the 1841 census are 

undercounted.

Moran, Clarke and Glennon respectively.
Freeman, T.W., Pre-Famine Ireland, p. 71.
Bourke, P.M.A., ‘The Agricultural Statistics,’ p. 382.
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Housing

And I myself dug up foundation-stones where no living person remembered to see a 

house. The most o f them were mud-wall houses and lots o f them were to be seen

The expansion in population in the century prior to the Famine led to an 

increase in the demand for housing. Those forced onto marginal land used local and 

accessible materials such as mud, turf, sods, straw and timber to built rudimentary 

shelter. The census o f  1841 provides detailed information on the standard o f housing 

on the eve o f the Famine. The census commissioners divided housing into four 

categories, ranging from the best (1^‘ class) to the worst (4̂ *̂  class). Fourth class 

houses comprised ‘all mud cabins having only one room ’. Third class houses were o f 

‘a better description o f cottage, still built o f mud, but varying from two to four rooms 

and windows.’ A second class house was ‘a good farm house, or in towns, a house in 

a small street, having from five to nine rooms and windows.’ First class houses were 

‘all those houses o f a better description than the preceding c l a s s e s . T h e  census 

results reveal that a large proportion o f the population lived in the very worst type o f 

houses. Over 40% o f families occupied fourth class houses and another 39% 

occupied third class housing. Approximately four-fifths o f the population were living 

in what were little better than mud huts. An examination o f regional census figures 

indicates that there was a greater proportion o f fourth class housing in the west and 

south west o f Ireland. T.W. Freeman suggests that west o f a line from Derry to Cork, 

the proportion o f fourth class houses was at least 40% almost everywhere, and in 

some places was as high as 80%.” ^

The oral tradition reports provide only 7 accounts o f pre-Famine housing. 

Table 1.11 provides information on the percentage o f families from the relevant

James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
'"'^Kennedy, L., Ell, P.S., Crawford, E.M. and Clarkson, L.A. (eds.), Mapping the Great Irish Famine, 
p. 76.
' Freeman, T.W., ‘Land and People circa 1841’ in Vaughan, W.E. (ed.), A New History o f  Ireland, V, 
Ireland Under the Union, I, 1801-70,
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counties that were hving in different classes o f housing. A comparison o f table 1.11 

and the number o f accounts in each report reveals a correlation between the number o f 

families that lived in fourth class housing and the number o f reports that describe pre- 

Famine housing. The reports with the highest number o f accounts describing pre- 

Famine housing had the worst housing conditions and those reports that provide no 

accounts are at the bottom of the table. However, the number o f accounts is too small 

to make any correlation conclusive.

Table 1.10: Oral tradition references to pre-Famine housing

Report Oral tradition 
references

Carl/Wick  
Cavan  
D on ega l  
Kilkenny 
M ayo

1
1
2

_  1 
2

Total 7

Table 1.11: Percentage o f families, living in different classes o f accommodation,

ranked according to highest percentage o f families living in 4th class accommodation

County 1st 2nd 3rd 4th
M ayo 0.6 5.1 33 61.3
D on ega l 0.8 12.6 39.9 46.7
W/meath 1.9 17.8 42.3 38
Cavan 0.8 15.9 45.7 37.6
W icklow 2.6 24.5 37.8 35.1
Carlow 2.7 25.2 39.3 32.8
Kilkenny 2 25.1 41.4 31.5
Armagh 1.7 20 47.6 30.7
Down 1.9 30.6 43.3 24.2

Source; Census o f  1841

The Carlow/Wicklow report provides one reference to pre-Famine housing.

The collector describes the ease with which cabins were constructed: ‘It was said that 

all any young fella required to get married was a patch of potatoes. The erection o f a 

cabin entailed little labour.’"  ‘ The Westmeath report provides a similar account. Mrs

Patrick O ’Toole, collector o f  the Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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Leonard states that if  a young man was getting married, ‘the neighbours would collect
112 •and build a cabin for him, the job taking only a few days.’ The construction o f a 

sim ple cabin, using local and usually free materials did not take longer than a week, 

especially with the help o f neighbours. A Mayo informant to the Poor Inquiry stated 

that ‘the people can all build their own cabins.’*'  ̂ These accounts highlight the ease 

w ith which the houses were built, rather than the awful living conditions o f the 

houses.

The Cavan report provides a similarly non-critical description o f  pre-Famine 

housing. James Argue describes the remains o f houses that he had come across: ‘And

1 m yself dug up foundation-stones where no living person remembered to see a house. 

The most o f them were mud-wall houses and lots o f them were to be seen yet. You 

w ould see an old mud-wall gable that stood three hundred years and you couldn’t 

knock a chip out o f it.’""̂  Argue highlights the solid construction o f these mud 

houses. His remarks are motivated by the presence o f the ruins o f  the houses and he 

describes the ruins, rather than the actual condition o f the houses prior to the Famine.

The Mayo, Kilkenny and particularly the Donegal report provide more detailed 

descriptions o f the conditions o f pre-Famine houses. In the Kilkenny report T. Whyte 

states that:

the cottiers hved in wretched thatched hovels during this period. The conditions were very 

prim itive.... The vast majority o f houses throughout the district consisted o f a kitchen, two or three 

other rooms -  a parlour, bed-room and one or two other bed rooms. .. .The floors o f  the dwelling were 

o f  hard yellow clay. The windows were small and inadequate."^

The 1841 census confirms that the majority o f dwellings in Kilkenny were 

third class houses, ‘a better description o f cottage, still built o f mud, but varying from

2 to 4 rooms and windows.’ The Poor Law Inquiry supports other details. Reverend 

A. Pack stated that in Inistioge the houses were ‘generally o f rude stone with yellow 

clay m ortar.’ It also reported that ‘the fixed nature o f the windows rendering

Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Poor Inquiiy (Ireland) Appendix E containing baronial examinations relative to food, cottages and  

cabins, clothing and furniture, pawnbroking and savings banks, distillation. H. C. 1836 [37], xxxii, 
pp. 10, 24-5. (Hereafter referred to as Poor Law Inquiry, Appendix E.)

James Argue, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
T. Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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ventilation.. .impossible produced an atmosphere offensive to a stranger and to the 

inmates positively unwholesome.’

The two Mayo informants comment on the size o f the houses in a particular 

area. Mr John Kilroy states that ‘the people o f Carrickaneady (pre-Famine) lived in 

very small houses’ and Sister Martina said that ‘the houses o f the pre-Famine tenants 

in Carrickaneady were very sm all.’' The 1841 census and the Poor Law Inquiry 

confirm that houses in Mayo were particularly small. The 1841 census reports that 

61.3% of families lived in fourth class houses. This represents the highest proportion 

o f fourth class houses for the relevant counties. The Poor Law Inquiry found that in 

Mayo ‘along the sea-coast, where the population is extremely crowded, the cabins are 

o f  a very miserable description.’ In the Donegal report, William Torrens provides a 

detailed description o f the ‘comfortless houses’ o f the lower classes.

The accounts o f pre-Famine housing in the oral tradition reports are unusually 

positive. The descriptions o f squalid and filthy housing that pervade other sources 

such as traveller’s reports and the Poor Law Inquiry are generally absent from oral 

tradition."^ For example, alluding to Irish cabins, Thackeray wrote that ‘the 

wretchedness o f them is quite painful to look a t . ... An ordinary pig-stye in England is 

really more comfortable. Most o f them were not six feet long or five feet high, built 

o f stones huddled together, a hole being left for the people to creep in at, a ruined 

thatch to keep out some little portion o f the rain.’"^ O f the six reports that contain 

accounts o f pre-Famine housing, three o f them highlight positive aspects such as the 

ease with which they were constructed and the durability o f the houses. The Mayo 

report’s allusions to the small size o f pre-Famine housing is supported by other 

sources. The Donegal and Kilkenny reports are the only ones to provide a detailed 

description o f the interior o f a pre-Famine house and to allude to the unpleasant and 

unhealthy living conditions. Although the details are supported by other sources, the 

accounts lacks the awfulness o f other sources. The fact that the Famine obliterated the 

extent o f fourth class housing may account for this. By 1851, the proportion o f

The context o f both references is the eviction o f tenants in Carrickaneady. Kilroy states that ‘a 
number o f them went to Sir Richard and asked leave to build new and larger and more comfortable 
houses. Leave was given but those who took advantage o f  it had their rents raised as soon as the new 
houses were completed.’ Sister Martina states that ‘the tenants were evicted shortly before her 
grandmother.. .got a holding there.’

The Kilkenny report alludes to the unpleasant living conditions prior to the Famine.
Thackerary, W. M., The Irish Sketchbook, pp. 100-1.
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families living in 4̂ '̂  class housing had decreased from 42.5% to 23.6% and the 

decline continued apace. The sudden eradication o f this type o f  housing may have 

diminished the extent to which it was remembered in a local community.
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Clothing

Table 1.12: Oral tradition references to pre-Famine clothing

Reports Oral tradition 
references

Cavan
Donegal
Kilkenny

2
1
1

Total 4

Travellers’ descriptions and evidence from the Poor Law Inquiry and 

Ordnance Survey memoirs present a uniform depiction o f the state o f clothing prior to 

the Famine. Travellers were struck by the ragged state o f the labourer’s clothes. 

Thackeray stated that ‘after a couple o f months in the country, the stranger’s eye 

grows somewhat accustomed to the rags; they do not frighten him as at first: the 

people who wear them look for the most part healthy enough.’' The Poor Law 

Inquiry gives the impression that the peasantry throughout Ireland were very badly 

clothed. Only three o f the oral tradition reports provide information on pre-Famine 

clothing.

Gargan states that:

at that time the women wore mantles o f black clothes with capes that came down below their 

shoulders. The rest o f the mantle would go down to their boots.. ..They made fine and coarse linen and 

fine shirts and coarse shirts out o f the flax. They m ade.. .petticoats for the women and coloured them 

red with some kind o f dye. They also dyed the linen a heather colour....Skirts and jackets for the 

women were made from the linen.. ..Frieze coats were made from wool. Corduroy suits o f  clothes were 

bought in the shops.

Terence Clarke provides a similar account: ‘m en’s and wom en’s clothes were
1 9 1home made. They m ade.. .frieze and linen. And there were weavers and dyers.’ In 

the Donegal report, William Torrens refers to heavy blue coats, cream flannel 

waistcoats and white corduroy or moleskin trousers, which were ‘often washed to

Ibid., p. 241.
Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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appear in a spotless condition on Sunday.’ He maintains that ‘the women folk, young 

and old, preferred going about barefooted, and when on occasions they did wear boots 

out from home, they usually carried them under an arm and put them on when nearing 

their destination.’'^^ Gargan’s and Torrens’ accounts are at variance with evidence 

from other sources. The Poor Law Inquiry commissioners were frequently told that
I ‘y o

‘the clothing o f the peasantry is very bad from head to foot.’ In Cavan, the poor 

law commissioners found that ‘the clothing o f the labourers is in general very bad and 

many o f those who were present at the examination were in an extremely ragged 

state.’ The discrepancy may result from the informant’s focus on the clothing of 

better off classes, while other sources focus on the clothing o f the labouring class.

Torrens reference to the importance o f clean clothes on a Sunday is supported 

by evidence from the Poor Inquiry. In Wicklow it was reported that one third o f the 

population ‘who are o f an age to attend divine service, are prevented by the want o f 

clothes. The wife and girls have one shawl between them and take it in turns to go to 

chapel.’ In the Kilkenny report, T. Whyte agrees that ‘owing to the poverty o f  the 

people, the one suit o f clothes did service for two or even three members o f a family 

on Sundays. One member o f the family went to early Mass. He returned home 

quickly to give the suit to another brother so that he might assist at another Mass. The 

same applied to f o o t w e a r . I n  1800-1 it was noted that in Kilkenny, ‘it is only by 

continuing to wear them as long as they can be made to last, by frequent mending and 

patching, that they are ever able to keep themselves clad.’'^^ In Gowran, the Poor 

Law Commissioners found that ‘the use of shoes and stockings is rather decreasing, 

especially among women and c h i l d r e n . T r a v e l l e r s  noted the absence o f  shoes on 

the poorer classes. The Poor Inquiry testifies to the dearth o f footwear, especially 

among women and children.

With the exception o f the Kilkenny account, which provides an accurate 

description o f pre-Famine clothing, the descriptions o f pre-Famine clothing in the oral 

tradition reports are flawed. Either informants are mistaken or their descriptions are

Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Poor Law Inquiry, Appendix E, p. 17.
Ibid., p. 21.
T. Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tighe, W., Statistical Observations relative to the County o f  Kilkenny, 1800-01, p. 477.
Poor Law Inquiiy, Appendix E, p. 17.
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o f  the clothing o f  a better o ff farmers . All other sources highlight the awful condition 

o f  the clothes o f the labourers.
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Prophecies

Three o f the oral tradition accounts provide four accounts which suggest that 

the Famine was foretold in a prophecy. Two o f the four accounts describe the person 

who gave the prophecy as being bhnd o f dumb. In the Carlow/Wicklow report, Amby 

Flynn states that ‘the famine was foretold in Columcilles prophecy and he said there 

was another to come.’’^̂  The Mayo report contains two descriptions o f prophecies. 

Both o f  the men who made the prophecy are identified. Brian Donnelly states that his 

father

went one night, some years before the Famine, to escort a blind fiddler, Andy Dali O ’ Clery to 

a dancing school at Kildun. Andy was supposed to have a gift of prophecy. On the way they talked 

about the number of houses and of people in Kildun. Andy said “The times will come when there will 

be but a single house in Kildun.” That time came to pass after the Famine.'^'’

Michael Gorman also identifies a man who prophesied the Famine:

Father John Burke, P.P of Newport, was at a ‘station’ in Derrycooldrim in 1843. There were a 

great many houses in that village then. There was an old man named Bradshaw, from Doontrusk, at the 

station. Fr Burke begun to joke with him saying that a man of his age ought to be able to give a good 

lecture himself. “If I read as much as you Father, I ’d be able to give a lecture and maybe a prophecy.” 

The priest said that he had not read many prophecies but that he had read one which said that there 

would be failure of the crops in 1847 and starvation in 1848 and that, in 1849, the child in the cradle 

would remember it.

In the Westmeath report, Patrick Mullen identifies the person who forecast the 

Famine as a stranger to the area: ‘he heard his father saying that a dummy went round 

some time before the Famine warning the people, in some way to save up all the food

Amby Flynn, Carlow/Wickow report, IFC 1075.
Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.

‘ Michael Gorman, Mayo report, IFC 1072. The collector of the Mayo report discusses a discrepancy 
m dates relating to Father Burke and concludes that the year 1843 referred to in this report is actually 
1803.
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they could, that a Famine was coming. The dummy, who ever he was, was never seen 

in the district before or since.’

Conclusion

Oral tradition uses reports o f prophecies to indicate that there was knowledge 

in pre-Famine Ireland that a disaster was imminent. This contrasts with the rest o f the 

oral tradition accounts on pre-Famine Ireland. An examination o f the traditions 

relating to pre-Famine Ireland reveals that there is very little indication that there were 

problems ahead. The informants do not search for signs that pre-Famine Ireland was 

heading towards disaster.

Despite allusions to a very high population prior to the Famine, none o f the 

infomiants discuss the problems associated with overpopulation. They correctly 

identify areas that experienced a heavy decrease in population during the Famine. 

There is a sense o f sadness that the once thickly populated areas are now deserted.

One may expect an association in oral tradition accounts between accounts o f 

pre-Famine diet and the Famine. After all, the reliance on the potato before the 

Famine led to starvation when the potato crop failed in the mid-1840s. However, not 

one informant links the pre-Famine diet o f potatoes with the ensuing starvation. With 

the exception o f some distorted accounts, the majority o f oral tradition accounts 

accurately describe the supremacy o f the potato in the pre-Famine diet, while also 

alluding to subtle regional differences. The Poor Inquiry provides support for many o f 

the oral tradition accounts. While there are inherent allusions to the monotony o f the
132pre-Famine diet, ‘they had potatoes for breakfast, dinner and supper,’ there is no 

discussion o f the danger o f such a dependence on the potato.

The accounts describing pre-Famine agriculture are divided on the efficacy o f 

methods o f cultivation and more especially, the cultivation o f the potato. While the 

Carlow/W icklow and Kilkenny reports focus on the positive aspects o f pre-Famine 

agriculture such as the high crop yields and the simplicity o f farming life, the Cavan

Patrick M ullen, W estmeath report, IFC 1075. 
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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and Mayo reports question tiie value o f the farming methods. Despite this criticism, 

the informants do not link farming methods with the Famine.

There are surprisingly few references in oral tradition to the tiny size o f farms 

on the eve o f the Famine. This is especially true o f the Mayo report, which despite 

having the highest number o f very small holdings, provides no such reference. The 

references to housing and clothing differ considerably from other sources. A number 

o f infomiants highlight positive aspects o f pre-Famine houses and there is no mention 

o f the ragged clothing described by various travellers and the Poor Law Inquiry. This 

distortion may represent an element o f idealisation on the part o f informants regarding 

pre-Famine Ireland.

Unlike the majority o f modem historians, oral tradition does not examine pre- 

Famine Ireland for signs o f the impending disaster. The informants present a more 

nuanced view o f pre-Famine Ireland than many other sources. They highlight both 

positive and negative features, with a tendency towards the positive. Many o f the 

details are supported by other sources. The failure to link features o f pre-Famine 

Ireland with the Famine reveals that the informants do not consider the Famine an 

inevitable result o f an overpopulated country or o f an over reliance on one crop. They 

treat pre-Famine Ireland as distinct from the Famine.
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CHAPTER TWO

Arrival of the Blight

The damage was cornin’ on the spuds.*

The potato bhght was frequently referred to as the disease, potato murrain, 

distemper, the rot or the blackness. It was caused by the fungal disease phytophthora 

infestans and wreaked havoc on the food supply of millions of Irish people. By the 

1840s the potato had become the staple food of approximately two-fifths of the Irish 

population or over three million people. Previous potato diseases were not unknown 

and were a result of both adverse weather conditions and specific diseases. In seasons 

o f drought, the lack of moisture affected the growth of the potatoes. In exceptionally 

wet years, they suffered from water logging and consequent rot and in very cold 

weather, frost damage affected the potatoes in growth and in storage. In the 1830s a 

fungal infection known as ‘taint’ or ‘dry rot’ affected the potato in both Ireland and 

Britain. Another disease known as ‘curl’ was viral. Despite a number of shortages, the 

potato was generally trusted as one of the most reliable of European food crops.^ The 

arrival of potato blight shattered this confidence.

It is still unclear how and when the potato blight entered Europe. Bourke and 

Lamb’s work has illuminated the debate somewhat. They have shown that as early as 

1843, phytophthora infestans existed in north-eastern America and that it probably 

reached Europe in 1844.  ̂ Infected tubers may have travelled on ships as part of the 

guano^ trade between South America and Europe. Ironically, it is probable that blight 

was introduced into Europe as part of an attempt to find a more resistant potato variety 

to the aforementioned ‘taint.’ The provincial government of West Flanders imported 

different potato varieties from North and South America for the 1844 planting season 

and at harvest time the potatoes suffered some discoloration and rotting. The first

' John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
“ Bourke, A., The Visitation o j God? The Potato and the Irish Famine (Dublin, 1993), p. 147 and 
Donnelly, J.S., ‘Famine and Government Response’ in Vaughan, W.E. (ed.), A New History o f  Ireland. 
V. Ireland under the Union, I. 1801-70, p. 272.
 ̂ Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe in 1845-6 and the Accompanying 
Wind and Weather Patterns (Dublin, 1993), pp. 3-4.
 ̂ Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe.
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reports of blight were reported in West Flanders in 1845.^ Once in Europe, the blight 

spread rapidly. By the late summer and early autumn of 1845, it had spread across 

most of northern and central Europe, including Ireland where its effect over the next 

few years was devastating.

Although much has been written about subsequent events in Ireland, little has 

been recorded of the reaction of people at the time to this new and disturbing disease. 

Oral tradition provides such an insight. There are accounts of the timing of the 

disease, its effect on the potato crop, what caused it and methods of counteraction. 

The accounts will be examined and compared with independent sources.

 ̂A seafowl excrement that was used as a fertiliser. 
 ̂ Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God?, p. 130.
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Timing of the blight

It came in a night in August^

Irish newspapers reported the appearance of a disease that had damaged the 

potato crop in America. When the disease appeared in Europe the Dublin Evening
o

Post remarked on the possible danger to the potato crop in Ireland. Just two months 

after its first European appearance near Courtrai in Belgium, the potato blight struck 

Ireland. As early as the 20̂ *̂  of August 1845, Dr David Moore observed the disease in 

the Botanic Gardens.*^ It was first reported in the Dublin Evening Post and the 

Waterford Freeman on 6*'̂  September 1845. A couple of days later, the Gardener’s 

Chronicle announced that ‘We stop the Press, with very great regret, to announce that 

the Potato Murrain has unequivocally declared itself in Ireland.’'^

By the 19̂ '̂  of September the constabulary had been ordered to make discreet 

enquiries about the state of the potato crop. Due to the variation in the extent of blight 

throughout the country, the resulting constabulary reports are contradictory. 

Furthermore, there was no standard method of collating the data and some areas were 

excluded from the survey.'' However, the reports give an indication of the extent of 

crop losses from the potato blight. The first report by the constabulary was complete 

by October and predicted that the very heavy crop yield would offset the partial loss of 

the potatoes.'^ As the harvest progressed, subsequent reports were less confident. By 

the end of the year, the constabulary estimated that a quarter of the potato crop was 

destroyed. The Scientific Commission, appointed by Peel in October 1845 to enquire 

into the cause o f the blight and suggest a remedy, were also ordered to calculate the 

extent of the loss. The Commissioners stated that the blight was far more extensive 

than reported by the local constabularly, that the crop yields were not particularly high 

and that in certain areas, over half of the potato crop was unfit for human

 ̂Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
* Dublin Evening Post, 9/9/1845.
 ̂Nelson, C., ‘David Moore, Miles J. Berkely and scientific studies o f potato blight in Ireland, 1845-7’, 

Archives o f  Natural History, vol. 11 (1983), cited in Dowley, L.J., ‘The Potato and the Late Blight in 
Ireland’, in O Grada, C. (ed.). Famine 150: Commemorative Lecture Series (Dublin, 1997), p. 57.

G ardener’s Chronicle, 12/9/1845.
" Kinealy, C., A Death-Dealing Famine (London, 1997), pp. 59-60.
'■ A general assessment could not be made until the end o f October, when the digging was complete.
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consumption.'^ Kinealy suggests that the Commissioners’ overestimation o f the loss 

o f  the potato crop in 1845 may have inadvertently influenced the government into 

providing more relief than they would otherwise have p ro v id e d .B o u rk e  estimates 

that the mean loss o f the potatoes was approximately 40% but that excellent crop 

yields in 1845 resulted in a shortfall in production o f only about a quarter or a third 

below normal y e a r s . T h e  blight o f 1845 only affected certain areas and the greatest 

impact was in eastern counties. The early potatoes, which comprised approximately 

one sixth o f the total crop, escaped the blight as they had already been dug by the time 

the disease made its appearance in Ireland. An excellent oats crop and the fact that it 

affected the more affluent eastern counties mitigated the effect o f the blight. The 

Quakers stated that ‘the first appearance o f the fatal blight on the po ta to .. .was in the 

year 1845.. ..The distress however was not very great. The yield had been unusually 

plentiful, so that the portion that remained was considerable. The grain crop had also 

been abundant.’’^

in 1846 the effect o f the blight on the potato crop was devastating. There were 

reports o f the reappearance o f the blight as early as July 1846, a full two months 

before it had been reported the previous year. The disease was detected in counties 

that had previously been free o f the disease.'^ The Northern Whig explained that ‘last 

year the destruction o f the potato crop was comparatively limited: many parts o f the 

country remained quite free from the disease....but this season, we have been unable 

to learn that a single field has escaped.. ..this year, no soil or situation seems to afford 

protection.’'^ Even before the late crop was harvested, government officials estimated 

that around three-quarters o f the crop was lost.'^ However, this transpired to be an 

underestimation. Detailed surveys demonstrated that the average loss was as high as 

90%.^^ By the end of July and beginning o f August, virtually the entire crop was 

destroyed. The blight had travelled the country at an estimated fifty miles per week

Copy o f  the report o f  Dr Playfair and Mr Lindley on the present state o f  the Irish potato crop, and 
on the prospect o f  the approaching scarcity 1846 [28], xxxviii; Report o f  the Commissioners o f  Inquiry 
into matters connected with the failure o f  the potato crop, 6 February 1846, 1846, [33], xxxvii.

Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, pp. 34-5.
Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God?, pp. 144-5.
Transactions, pp. 29-30.
For example, county Wicklow.
Northern Whig, 3/9/1846.
Correspondence from July 1846 to January 1847 relating to the measures adopted fo r  the re lief o f  

distress in Ireland and Scotland (commissariat series), p. 4. [761], H.C. 1847, li, p. 26.
Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe, p. 47.
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and reached every part of Ireland, prompting the recently appointed Lord Lieutenant to

state that ‘I verily believe that by Christmas there will not be a sound potato in the
 ̂1country.’ The resulting distress was immense.

One of the consequences of this distress was minimal planting. The relief
22works interfered with planting and there was a severe shortage of seed. The irony of 

this was that in 1847 the blight was less extensive than the previous two years. 

Although crop yields were very good, only a fraction of the usual acreage of potatoes 

had been planted. The near absence of blight encouraged people to have renewed faith 

in the potato crop and huge efforts were made to acquire seed for the following year. 

The inspector-general of the coast guard stated that ‘they parted with the beds from 

under them to acquire seed.’^̂  The acreage planted was three times higher than in 

1847. "̂  ̂ Disastrously, the blight returned with a vengeance and by the end of July 

1848 the blight had once again destroyed the potato crop. The harvests of 1849 and 

1850 were blight-free throughout most of the country. However, there were isolated 

re-occurrences, mostly along the western seaboard. Only by 1852 was the whole of 

Ireland completely free of the disease that had obliterated its food supply.

Table 2.1: Oral tradition references to the year in which the blight was first

observed

Report 1843 1845 1846 1847 Total
Arm/Down 0 1 0 2 3
Carl/W ick 0 0 2 1 3
Cavan 0 0 0 0 0
Donegal 0 3 0 0 3
Kilkenny 1 1 0 1 3
M ayo 0 0 4 0 4
W /meath 0 1 0 0 1
Total 1 6 6 4 17

Three informants in the Armagh/Down report allude to the first observation of 

blight in the area. Peter Sloan accurately states that T heard me father sayin’ that

■' Lord Bessborough to Lord John Russell, 6 October 1846, cited in Gooch, G.P. (ed.). The Later 
Correspondence o f  Lord John Russell 1840-1878, vol. 1 (London, 1925), p. 150.

Kinealy, C., A Death-Dealing Famine, p. 118.
Papers relating to Proceedings fo r  R elief o f  Distress, and State o f  Unions and Workhouses in 

Ireland, 1848. H. C. 1847-8 [999], liv, p. 74, 17/8/1848.
810,000 acres compared to 284,000 acres.

85



there wasn’t a priddy left in the country that time. That started in ’45 an’ lasted three 

or four years, an’ 46 was the worst.’ Two informants mention the year 1847. John 

Treanor maintains that ‘in 1847 an’ the damage was cornin’ on the spuds’^̂  and James 

Caufield states ‘that would be the year ’47 I think. I heard them say that. An’ the year 

after they had an a b u n d a n c e . T h e  collector queries the accuracy of the latter report 

and states that ‘he is surely confusing his detail? I have heard that the year before 

1845 they had an abundance.’

Blight certainly affected the potato crop, in this region, as early as 1845. A 

constabulary report in October 1845 from Crossmaglen found ‘disease general 

through the district’^̂  and in December 1845, a meeting of inhabitants at Forkill 

resolved that ‘the disease in the potato crop is such as to cause great and well-founded 

alarm in this d i s t r i c t . B y  August 1846, the Northern Whig alerted the public that
30‘the prospects are incalculably worse now that they were last year.’ The following 

month they stated that an inspection of potato fields throughout the North revealed 

that there was not ‘a single exception’ to the potato destruction.^’ These sources 

confirm Sloan’s account. The other two informants suggest that blight first appeared 

in 1847. There are a number of explanations for this misconception. The year 1847 is 

often tenned ‘Black ‘47’ because of the particular distress associated with that year 

and the informants may have mistakenly associated the distress of 1847 with potato 

blight. Alternatively, the informants may have been alluding to one of the isolated 

areas that experienced partial blight. The Carlow/Wicklow and Kilkenny reports 

contain similarly distorted references.

There are contradictory reports about the extent o f blight in Carlow and
32

Wicklow in 1845. Kinealy asserts that Wicklow was virtually blight free in 1845. 

However, other sources demonstrate that there were instances of blight in the county 

in 1845. In December of that year, John Donoghue, the constabulary sub-inspector 

stated that his report on the potato crop was delayed because of ‘the great difference of 

opinion existing among some of the clergy, gentry and respectable farmers in the same

Peter Sloan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
James Caufield, Armagh/'Down report, IFC 1072.
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tow nlands.. .as to the proportion o f potato crop lost by disease.’ He reports losses 

from one fifth to a t h i r d . T o w a r d s  the end o f October, Elizabeth Smith o f Baltiboys 

noted in her diary that the blight had affected some large conacre fields.^'^ In Carlow, 

resident magistrate, Charles M. Tuckey stated that ‘the produce o f the potato crop is 

abundant but unfortunately is more or less diseased in every part o f the district.

The evidence concerning 1846 is less contradictory. The constabulary in Wicklow 

reported that, ‘not a single stalk has escaped.. ..about three-quarters o f  the early crop is 

diseased -  the late crop -  I think will be o f no use at all’^̂  and in Carlow the crop 

appears to be generally affected by the b light.. ..the size o f the tuber does not exceed
•7 7

that o f a w alnut.’

The three oral tradition references allude to the years 1846 and 1847. P. Foley 

provides two explicit references that the first signs o f blight in his part o f Wicklow
38were in 1846: ‘From the first appearance o f the blight in July ’46.’ The third 

reference is part o f famine song provided by Patrick Synott which includes the lines: 

‘Twas in the summer o f ’47.. ..Their potato crop had died/In the year o f the famine.

The three references in the Donegal report provide consistent and explicit 

evidence that the potato blight first appeared in the area in 1845. Edward McGrane 

states that in the autumn o f 1845 ‘appeared the harbinger o f the black famine years,

1846, 1847 and 1848. According to his observation, the potato crop, ‘though not 

wholly destroyed in 1845, was in greater part but a decayed m ass.’ Torrens states that 

‘the blight in the Ballintra district first appeared in the summer o f 1845’ and Gildea 

maintains that ‘the blight first appeared on the potato crop in the autumn o f 1845.’ 

Other sources support the evidence o f these three informants. McGrane is correct in 

his assertion that the blight o f 1845 was not complete in its destruction o f the potato 

crop. Reports from coastguards in the county maintained that there ‘will, in many 

p arts .. .be a scarcity o f potatoes, but no famine is apprehended.’"̂^

Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, p. 69.
”  RLFC 3/1/267, 24/12/1845.
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The Kilkenny report contains one seemingly accurate account, one erroneous 

account and one misleading account. The collector states that ‘the crop was 

considerably affected by the blight in ’45, was more severe in ’46 and ’47 left the 

whole district in an extremely serious position. Black ’47 is the usual name applied to 

this year locally. The appearance o f the blight in ’45 caused consternation and 

dreadful forebodings throughout the district.’"̂ ' Mr Whyte stated that: ‘the famine 

appeared earlier than ’45 in the district. He gives ’43 as the year he had heard it 

appeared f i r s t . T h e  fmal account alludes to the total failure o f the potato crop in 

‘Black ’47.’

Other sources support the theory that the potato crop was affected by blight 

from 1845. The local newspaper reported that ‘the rot in potatoes prevails to a very 

considerable extent in county Kilkenny.. .It occurs.. .in almost every part o f  the 

county. About one-third o f the crop appears to be a f f e c t e d . M r  Tighe, the local 

landlord o f Inistioge ‘thinks that nearly one half o f the crop in his district is 

a f f e c t e d . T h e  oral tradition allusions to blight in 1847 are supported by evidence o f 

a partial blight in the area. In July 1847, the Kilkenny Journal stated that ‘there will 

be at least a partial failure of the potato crop in this county. Since Wednesday last the 

blight is quite visible on several o f the potato stalks and leaves which have been 

e x a m i n e d . H o w e v e r ,  it is also possible that informants are misguided about the 

year 1847 and that the tenn ‘Black ‘47’ distorts their perception o f the extent o f the 

blight which was in fact partial and incomplete.

Mr W hyte’s suggestion that the blight first made its appearance in 1843 is 

uncorroborated by any other sources, Bourke investigates the belief that blight existed 

prior to 1845. The G ardener’s Chronicle contained a letter from a MP Elliott, 

Fermanagh who described ‘a disease in this county for the last three or four years 

which has done much m isch ief’ Cooke elaborated on the story, maintaining that the 

Fermanagh correspondent had testified to the occurrence o f potato blight ‘in districts 

o f Ireland for two or three years previous to its general o u t b r e a k . B o u r k e  concludes

The collector o f  the Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Mr Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Kilkenny Journal, 22/10/1845.
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that it is improbable that a disease such as the bhght would have remained dormant in 

a limited area, especially during the weather conditions of the summer of 1843.

Like the Donegal report, the Mayo informants provide consistent and 

supporting evidence about the year in which the blight was first observed in the area. 

Patrick MacManamon states that the blight first appeared ‘on the last night of July 

1846.’ Michael Gorman agrees that the morning after the of August 1846 the 

potatoes were destroyed. Brian Donnelly is less specific: ‘In 1846 the Famine began.’ 

Other sources provide conflicting evidence on the presence o f blight in Mayo 

in 1845. In October 1845, sub-inspector Ferrrall wrote that in Newport the potato crop 

‘is free from disease and very abundan t.H ow ever, there are problems with the
48constabulary returns for Mayo. Henry Brett, the county surveyor for the OPW stated 

that blight had ‘committed great ravages’ over most parts of the county. However, he 

added that those areas that suffered most in other years of famine ‘are at present, 

comparatively free from the disease,’ including coastal districts."̂ *̂  A few days later, 

the inspecting commander of the Belmullet Coast Guard maintained that the blight 

had not progressed as much as had been previously anticipated.^^ Local landlord 

Colonel Arthur Knox-Gore provides contradictory evidence. He described the ‘great 

injury the crop has s u s t a i n e d a n d  maintained that ‘no part of Mayo has suffered so
52much from the potato rot as those districts beyond Newport towards Achill.’ The 

local newspaper also provides conflicting and at times confusing evidence. At the end 

o f October 1845, the Mayo Constitution reported that while there was evidence of a 

partial loss in some areas, ‘many of the statements made on the subject are 

exaggerated.’ Within a month the newspaper admitted that while there were 

contradictory reports about the extent of the disease, that ‘it must be confessed that the 

majority o f persons of experience and observation, think the damage is so extensive 

that there is much cause for apprehension.’ Two weeks later, it was reported that ‘the
CO

disease m the potatoes has progressed to an alarming extent.’
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There is no such conflicting evidence in relation to the following year’s blight. 

All sources concur that the blight was widespread and devastating. The chairman o f 

the Mayo parish relief committee warned o f ‘a total loss in the potato crop in this 

neighbourhood.’ "̂̂ By mid-September John Edward Vernon o f Ballycroy Lodge 

stated that ‘the failure o f this crop in this neighbourhood is c o m p l e t e . T h e  Mayo 

Constitution was in no doubt this season about the extent o f blight. At the beginning 

o f  August they stated that ‘let no one be misled by supposing that the disease is not 

general. We have the best authority for stating it is’ and that ‘decomposition is taking 

place much more rapidly’ than last year. The widespread and rapid spread o f the 

disease in 1846 compared with the partial and limited extent o f blight in 1845 may 

account for the Mayo informant’s belief that the blight first occurred in their area in 

1846.

The only reference in the Westmeath report asserts that the blight was first 

observed in the year 1845: ‘the two years 1845 and 1846 were very wet and affected 

the com crop. In this place the potato crop had just reached maturity when the blight 

cam e.’ Constabulary reports describing the extent o f  blight in Westmeath in 1845 

provide unyielding evidence that the potato crop was severely affected by the blight.

In September, they reported that in Castletowndelvin, ‘not the slightest appearance o f 

disease had manifested i t s e l f H o w e v e r ,  within a month, the same sub inspector 

stated that in Castletowndelvin ‘since the regular digging has commenced, it has been 

found, that it is almost a total failure, there being scarcely a potato untouched by the 

prevailing d i s e a s e . O t h e r  sources confirm that blight was prevalent in the area.

The chairman o f the Westmeath Farming Society wrote that the potato crop had been 

‘destroyed to an alarming extent by the prevailing disease.’^̂  Thomas Fetherstone, 

deputy lieutenant and resident in Bracklyn Castle, Castletowndelvin estimated that ‘in 

this part o f the parish there is not more than one fourth o f the potato sound.
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Cause of failure

The failure o f the most learned and acute investigators o f natural phenomena, to 

discover either cause or remedy for the blight o f the potato, presents a remarkable 

instance of the limited extent o f human know ledge.. ..The unseen influence which

causes one vegetable to wither.^^

The actual cause o f the potato blight was advanced very soon after the initial 

outbreak o f the disease in Europe. A number o f Belgian commentators correctly 

proposed that a fungus had attacked the potato plant and caused the disease.^^ This 

theory encountered vehement opposition and very soon there were two opposing 

schools o f thought. One faction maintained that a fungus caused the blight, while the 

other believed that it was caused by natural causes such as the weather and that the 

appearance of fungi was a result o f the rot rather than a cause o f it. Exponents o f the 

fungal theory included the Reverend Miles Joseph Berkeley in England and the 

curator o f the Dublin Botanic Gardens, David Moore. However, most followed the 

lead o f John Lindley, the professor o f botany in the University o f London, who 

claimed that the disease was the result o f a surplus o f water due to heavy rainfall.

The Scientific Commissioners appointed by Peel rejected Berkeley’s fungal 

hypothesis. They initially misdiagnosed the blight as a form o f ‘wet rot’ and stated 

that the fundamental cause o f the disease was the cold and wet weather.^^ This was 

the prevailing view at the time, including among pre-eminent scientists o f the day. 

The Northern Whig reported that ‘to tell even well-informed people that the disease is 

caused by a parasitical fungus preying on the plant is sure to draw from them ‘a smile 

incredulously gay.’^̂  Indeed, it was not until the 1860s that the fungal theory was 

conclusively proven. In 1861, de Bary published the first o f  his two works on the Hfe 

cycle o f  the potato blight fungus.
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The largest group o f oral tradition references to the cause o f  the failure o f the 

potato, merely state that the blight caused the failure. Another group o f informants 

suggest that weather conditions had a role in the destruction o f the crop. A number o f 

informants state that the potatoes rotted or they blame ‘the rot.’ Others describe the 

waste o f the abundance o f potatoes the year prior to the Famine and suggest that the 

potato failure was God’s punishment for this waste. An examination o f these 

accounts should reveal whether people at the time were aware o f why and how the 

potato crop failed. It should also expose the extent to which informants include their 

knowledge o f the disease into oral tradition.

Table 2 .2: Oral tradition references to the cause o f the potato failure.

Report Blight Pre-Famine
abundance

W eather Other
ca u se

Total

A nn/D ow n 3 1 3 2 9

Carl/Wick 2 2 3 0 7

Cavan 6 7 0 0 13

D o n eg a l 2 0 1 0 3

Kilkenny 2 0 0 0 2

M a y o 4 0 0 0 4

W /meath 3 1 1 0 5
Total 22 11 8 2 43

Pre-Famine abundance

Four o f the oral tradition reports provide 11 references to the abundance o f 

potatoes the year prior to the Famine. Only two o f these references explicitly refer to 

God. In the Carlow/Wicklow report Mrs Redmond explains that ‘the year before the 

famine potatoes were so plentiful that people did not want them and put them out for 

top dress. That was the reason that God sent the famine, to punish them for their 

w a s t e . I n  the Cavan report, Terence Clarke states that ‘the year before the Famine 

there was the best crop o f potatoes that ever was in Ireland and they didn’t use them 

all -  they were in heaps at the back o f the ditches and when the Famine came the 

people thought it was a punishment from God for the way they treated the previous 

year’s crop.’ *̂̂

Mrs Redmond, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Although the other references do not allude to God, many contain the 

implication that the wastage o f the potatoes played some part in the onset o f the 

Famine. The Cavan report contains particularly graphic images o f the ways in which 

people squandered the potato crop the year prior to the Famine. All seven o f the 

accounts describe them being left to rot in ditches or heaps; ‘The people had so much 

potatoes the year before the Famine that they didn’t know what to do with them and 

they rotted in heaps at the backs o f the d i t c h e s . K a t e  O ’Carroll and Patrick 

O ’Carroll both stated that people used the potatoes to close the gaps in ditches; ‘the 

people round East Cavan weren’t able to sell or use all the potatoes they had the year
71

before the Famine, and they closed gaps in the ditches with them .’ Kate O ’Carroll’s 

account includes the especially vivid description of potatoes being burned; ‘such a 

plentiful crop o f potatoes tha t.. .they filled gaps with them and they put more o f them 

in heaps in the fields and set fire to them and burned them. My grandmother said she
72 5remembered her people burning them in the field.’ Charles M oran’s account 

encapsulates the tone o f the other oral tradition accounts that allude to the wastage o f 

the abundance o f potatoes the year prior to the Famine; ‘they left them in heaps at the 

backs o f d itches.. ..And people said; “You will want them y ef’ and so they did when 

the Famine came. They let great quantities o f them rot and they were put out
73afterwards as manure for the land.’

6  Grada has contended that the perception o f a bumper crop in 1844 is not 

borne out by economic data.^"  ̂ At the time o f the Famine, a number o f diverse groups 

believed that the Famine was God’s judgement, although their rationale for this 

judgement varied.^^ The Quakers referred to the blight as ‘a visitation o f Divine 

Providence blighting that species o f food.’^̂  Captain Perceval wrote to Trevelyan that 

‘the poor fellows bear it very patiently; they seem to take it as a judgement from God 

for their sins.’^̂  Oral tradition represents the viewpoint o f those affected by the blight 

who recalled a seemingly abundant potato crop less than twelve months prior to the 

Famine.^^ The accounts provide particularly dramatic images o f how the people 

believed the potato crop had been squandered. These accounts are surrounded by and 

stand out from the plethora o f accounts that describe the scarcity o f potatoes. Perhaps
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the scarcity o f potatoes during the Famine years distorted people’s perceptions o f pre- 

Famine potato crops.

The blight

Twenty-two references simply state that the cause o f the potato failure was 

blight. The majority o f these references are succinct: Tt was blight come on the 

priddies as far as I m ind’and ‘the blight came on the stalks.’ There is no attempt to 

describe the cause o f blight. A number o f informants highlight the ignorance o f 

people at the time regarding the cause o f the blight. In the Cavan report, Charles 

Clarke states that ‘the blight first appeared as spots on the leaves o f the potato stalks

but the people didn’t know what it w as’ and Terence Clarke also asserts that ‘the
80people didn’t know what it was. They thought it was a plague.’ In the

Armagh/Down report Jimmy Bradley indicates that even he did not know the cause o f
81the potato blight: ‘it was the blight came on the spuds. I never heard how.’ It seems 

surprising that an informant in the 1940s was unaware o f the cause o f the blight. It is 

probable that many o f the informants were acquainted with the cause o f potato blight. 

Hence, it is all the more unexpected that none o f the informants allude to a fungus. 

They appear to accurately convey the reaction o f people at the time o f  the Famine.

Weather

The majority o f contemporary observers assumed that the weather was the 

fundamental cause o f blight. In England, Professor John Lindley was a major 

proponent o f this view. In Ireland the Scientific Commissioners followed the 

consensus o f opinion and held that the disease was a direct consequence o f weather

‘̂*6 Grada, C., An Drochshaol, Bealoideas agus Amhrdin, (Dublin, 1994), pp. 20-3.
Kinealy, C., A Death-Dealing Famine, p. 53.
Transactions, p. 131.
Correspondence relating to the Measures adopted by Her Majesty’s Government fo r the relief o f 

distress arising from the failure o f the potato crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [735], xxxvii, p. 142, 
25/5/1846.

Two of the accounts demonstrate some confusion over the dating of the year of the abundant 
potatoes.
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conditions. In August 1848, the Inspector General of the Coast Guard wrote that ‘the 

constant rain has actually made them turn quite rotten m the ground.’ This belief 

can partly be explained by two factors. First o f all, on a number o f occasions prior to 

the Famine, the weather in the form o f excessive rainfall or severe frost had damaged 

the potato crop. Secondly, the weather does in fact have an important role in the life 

cycle o f  the fungus. In order to undergo the three consecutive stages o f sporulation, 

germination blame and infection, the potato blight fungus requires humid and damp 

weather.^^ A pamphlet issued by the Department o f Plant Pathology in Seale-Hayne 

Agricultural College in Devon stated that ‘rain, mist and ground fog favour the 

disease.

Table 2.3: Oral tradition references to weather as a cause o f the blight.

Report Frost Fog
or

mist

Storm o f  
thunder & 
lightning

Total o f  
foregoing  
columns

Total number o f  
accounts that 

refer to weather 
as cause o f  blight

-------- .............

Arm/Down 1 1 I 3 3
Carl/W ick 0 2 2 4 3
Donegal 0 0 I 1 ____ I
W/meath 0 1 0 1 1
Total 1 4 4 9 8

Four o f the oral tradition reports cite the weather as the direct cause o f the 

blight. A variety o f accounts state that frost, fog, mist, thunder and lightening caused 

the blight. In the Armagh/Down report, Edward Casey states that ‘they put it down to 

frost.’ Jimmie Bradley and Nicholas Nicky Cunningham indicate that the weather o f 

the second week o f August was to blame. Bradley describes ‘a thick mist about the 

fifteenth o f August’ and Cunningham refers to the 12̂ '’ o f August and states that 

‘there come a terrible storm o f thunder an’ lightenin’.... A n’ the next day there w asn’t 

a field o ’ priddies in the country that wasn’t like a heather field.’ In the 

Carlow/Wicklow report, Mr Neill describes a night when his uncle was returning 

home, ‘there was a fog to the ground and there was a heavy smell. When it rose up

Papers relating to Proceedings fo r  Relief o f  Distress and State o f  Unions and Workhouses in 
Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [999], liv, p. 74, 17/8/1848.

Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe, p.8.
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later every plot o f potatoes was as black as the chimney.’ The Famine song in this 

report records that ‘There came one day o f thunder/All the people began to 

wonder/What had happened to the lovely weather/They had enjoyed so well/They 

sadly went to sleep one night/And arose early in the moming/To see how the storm 

had gone.. ..They went out to view their crops.. ..And to their great surprise/Their 

potato had died.’^̂  In the same report, P. Foley provides a detailed account that 

highlights the role o f the weather and the bewilderment o f the people:

it was the end o f  July 1846. The country was looking beautifu l.. ..One morning soon a great 

change had come. Everyone was remarking to each other how dark the day was. Some asked what was 

com ing? W as it rain? Or was it a great thunderstorm? The sky was very dark and bottle blue in 

colour. The sun could hardly be discerned. What was it all? The old people all said they never saw 

such a coloured sky before. The wise or rather learned people all said it was a eclipse o f  the sun, some 

going further by volunteering the information that it was a eclipse o f the sun, moon and the stars as it 

was a ‘quarer’ eclipse than any they had ever seen before. It was a topic o f conversation with 

everybody. By night a thick blue fog had descended on the whole countryside and visibility was very 

p o o r.. ..The people went to bed in fear and dread that some great calamity was about to befall them. 

Next m orning when they awoke and went out to their consternation their lovely potato plots which were 

in such bloom  and showed such a promise o f bountiful crops the day before were all covered over with 

black spots and the leaves and stalks hanging down as if dead.^^

In the Donegal report, William Torrens maintains that ‘blight appeared after a 

severe storm o f thunder and lightening.’ The sole Westmeath account asserts that 

‘there was a dense fog at night and the following morning, the potato stalks were all
87blackened and gave out an awful stench.’

Edward Casey attributes the blight to f ros t . Pr i or  to the Famine, severe frost 

had caused damage to the potato crop and in 1845, a number o f observers presumed 

that the partial failure o f the potato was due to frost damage. The constabulary reports 

describing Westmeath reported that ‘on the night o f 22"  ̂ and 23'̂ *̂ September we

Potato Blight. Pamphlet issued by the Department o f  Plant Pathology, Seale-Hayne Agricultural 
College, Newton Abbot, Devon. 1941.
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experienced a sharp frost from the effects o f which the farmers consider a stop has
O Q

been put to their growth.’

The other reports all allude to fog and storms o f thunder and lightening. A 

national weather service did not exist at the time o f the Famine, hence it is necessary 

to examine alternative s o u r c e s . O n  the 14̂ '̂  o f August 1846, The Ballyshannon 

Herald  reported that ‘during the last two months there has not been a night without 

lightning.’'̂ ' Around the same date, the Mayo Constitution referred to ‘the late very
0 9  • . •

severe lightning which visited this neighbourhood.’ In Wicklow, Elizabeth Smith 

commented upon ‘rainy weather, very rainy.’^̂  Also in Wicklow, Fr John Gowan, 

curate o f Glendalough dated the appearance o f blight in his area to the 19̂ *̂  o f July 

1846: ‘It was a very warm day .. .1 saw a thick white fog gradually creeping up the 

sides o f the hills. When I entered it I was pained with the cold. I at once feared some 

great disaster. The next morning, when I travelled about in discharge o f my duty, I 

found the whole potato crop everywhere blighted.

Bourke and Lamb conducted a detailed examination o f sources related to the 

weather patterns o f 1845 and 1846. Their work demonstrates that the weather 

conditions that are described in the oral tradition accounts were features o f the 

weather patterns o f 1845 and 1846. The summer o f 1845 was dominated by cyclonic 

disturbances. A detailed analysis o f  the weather o f 20**̂  to the 24**̂  o f July reveals 

thundery activity, showers, occasional heavy rain, followed by fogs at nights. The 

summer o f 1846 was one o f  the warmest on record. A heatwave broke out before the 

last week o f June. This was followed by gloomy, overcast conditions and for the 

remainder o f the summer there was a lot o f rain, often accompanied by thunder.^^ 

This indicates that the weather conditions o f the Famine years are accurately retained 

in oral tradition. The oral traditions also retain elements o f the misunderstanding on 

the part o f many during the Famine. None o f the informants refer to the fact that the 

weather played an important role in the life cycle o f the fungus that was responsible

RLFC 2/Z13466.
Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe, p. 13.
Ballyshannon Herald, 14/8/1846.
Mayo Constitution, 11/8/1846.
James, D. and 6  Maitiii, S., The Wicklow World o f  Elizabeth Smith, p. 47.
Gowan, J., ‘The Irish Famine o f 1847’ in Assisi, M. (ed.). Sisters o f  the Holy Faith, (Dublin, 1967), 

pp. 32-7.
Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe.
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for the potato bUght. Instead, the oral tradition preserves the existing belief during the 

Famine, that the weather was a direct cause of the potato failure.

Other causes

The Armagh/Down reports contain two unusual references to the cause of the 

blight. John Treanor states that he ‘heard the old men sayin’ it was the Colorado 

Beetle, an’ American thing that come in the meal that done the harm. It killed the 

priddies in one n i g h t . T h i s  is the only reference to the Colorado beetle in the oral 

tradition reports. The informant is partly correct in his description of the beetle. It did 

feed on the potato, although it was not its preferred food. The beetle fed almost 

exclusively on plants of the genus Solanum and preferred a number o f exotic plants 

than the potato. Treanor is also correct in his description of the transportation of the
97beetle. T t.. ..may also be conveyed in assignments of potatoes and other vegetables.’ 

However, Treanor is mistaken in his belief that a beetle destroyed the potato crop in 

the 1840s. His confusion may arise from a fear of the effects of the Colorado beetle in 

the 1940s. Indeed, the Department of Agriculture’s journal contains articles on the 

appearance of the beetle on the continent and methods to stop its progress. The 

treatment advocated for the eradication of the beetle was the same as that for potato 

blight, which may also explain the confusion of the informant.

In the same report, James Caufield states that the potatoes were destroyed 

because ‘every one was tainted (infected with the rot) but they cut that off. That 

would be the year 47 I t h i n k . I n  the early to mid-1830s the potato crop was 

damaged by taint or dry-rot of the potato. It was the first potato disease to seriously 

affect the potato crop in Ireland. Bourke states that wide-spread confusion exists 

between potato blight and the taint.^^

John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Department o f  Agriculture Journal, vol. 33 (1935), pp. 140-41, 147. 
James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072 
Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God? pp. 29-30.
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Description of the effect of the blight on the potatoes:

It was as fine a field as you’d lay eyes on the night, an’ in the m om in’ when they went

out it was as black as your boot.'^°

The potato blight is caused by a fungus which has the ability to recreate 

‘countless, asexually produced zoospores.’ These spores germinate on the leaves and 

stem o f the potato plant or on the surrounding soil.'^' As the leaves become diseased 

they display dark spots, the rate o f tuber production slows down and when nearly all 

o f the leaves are decayed, tuber production terminates. The potato tubers become 

infected in three ways. Spores o f the fungi may become washed down by rain from 

the blighted foliage though the soil to the tubers. Heavy rains aid this process. 

Alternatively, the spores may infect the tubers when they are dug out at harvest time. 

Tiiis is most likely to occur in late-season blight attacks when the foliage has not been 

completely destroyed and is still producing spores at harvest time. Thirdly, diseased 

potatoes can infect sound potatoes when they are in s t o r a g e . T h e  effect on the 

potato plant is devastating. The leaves and stalks turn black and withered. The tubers 

become discoloured and decay into a black pulp. This is accompanied by the foul 

smell o f the rotting plants. Table 2.4 produces a categorisation o f the oral tradition 

references to different features o f the effect o f the blight, including the speed with 

which the disease destroyed the potato and the unpleasant smell that came from the 

rotting potato plants.

Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072 
Kinealy, C., A Death-Dealing Famine, p. 52.
Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe, p. 6 and O ’ Neill, T.P., ‘The 

Scientific Investigation o f the Failure,’ pp. 132-3.
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Table 2.4; Oral tradition references concerning the effect of the blight on the 

potato

Report Speed
o f

blight

Potatoes
rotted,

d ec a y ed ,
died

Smell
o f

blight

Potatoes
blackened

Potatoes
were

sp otted

U se
o f

pits

Hilly
versus

low
land

Miscell. Total o f  
foregoing  
colum ns

Total no .  
o f  a /cs  on 
effect o f  

blight
A /D 5 8 1 1 1 0 1 2 19 15
C/W 2 2 2 2 1 0 0 1 10 3
Cavan 3 0 1 2 2 0 1 2 11 7
Don 1 2 0 0 2 1 0 2 8 3
Kilk 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 2 2
M ayo 2 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 5 4

W /mth 2 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 7 3
Total 15 14 6 7 7 3 2 8 62 37

Speed

It killed the priddies in one night'^^

Six o f the seven reports provide fifteen references to the speed with which the 

blight devastated the potato crop. Most of the references describe potato fields that 

were blackened overnight and they are usually confirmed by other sources.

The Armagli/Down report provides five references to the speed with which the 

potato was destroyed. John Treanor relates the story of a man who ‘had a field of 

spuds.. .an’ it was of a Saturday evenin’ an’ they were all out in lively blossoms.. ..the 

following Sunday there wasn’t a stalk in the field wasn’t dead.’'̂ "̂  Mary Nugent states 

that she ‘heard the oul woman.. .tell of a field of priddies out across the road there at 

Rocks, an’ it was as fine a field as you’d lay eyes on the night, an’ in the momin’ 

when they went out it was as black as your boot.'^^ The Northern Whig provides 

corresponding evidence about the rapid destruction of the crop. In September 1846 it 

reported that ‘the rapidity with which the disease extends its ravages, is one of its 

most remarkable features. We know many cases where the fresh and luxuriant tops.

John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Ibid.
Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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which seemed to promise a most profitable crop, were, on a single night, bent down 

with disease, blackened and apparently deprived o f vitality.

P. Foley provides corresponding evidence in the Carlow/Wicklow report. He 

emphasises the speed with which the blight worked and the seemingly healthy
107appearance of the potatoes immediately prior to the blight. In the same report, Mr

Neill states that his uncle noticed a fog and that when ‘it rose up later every plot o f
108potatoes was as black as the chimney.’

In the Cavan report, Terence Clarke emphasises that the blight ‘did not come 

gradually -  it came in one night and the stalks all over the country were black in the 

morning.’ Laurence McIntyre’s father told him that ‘the blight came in one 

night.’"°

In Donegal, William Torrens states the day after a severe storm, the blight 

‘showed on the leaves in the form o f brown spots about the size o f a shilling and 

quickly spread until all the leaves had withered and decayed.’ A police report for 

Donegal confimied the very quick spread o f the blight: ‘the disease on the stalk has 

been surprisingly rapid, whole fields have in the course o f eight and forty hours 

become withered down and as black as if  a fire had passed over them .’" ' The local 

newspaper provided corresponding evidence; ‘On Friday the potato crop looked 

healthy and well and on Saturday morning nearly every field was destroyed, as if  by 

frost or fire.’"^ The Belfast Newsletter reported that in Donegal ‘the disease has 

made its appearance with a suddenness and violence that, in many districts, have 

created no slight uneasiness.’"^

In the Mayo report, Patrick MacManamon also highlights the rapid nature o f 

the disease; ‘the blight came suddenly. He heard a Lagduff man say that the potato 

stalks looked lovely and promising on the last night o f July 1846. All were as green 

as holly. Next morning all were as black as soot and the smell was unbearable.’""* 

Another informant, Michael Gorman highlights the condition o f the potato crop the

The Northern Whig, 3/9/1846.
See p. 96.
Mr Neill, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
RLFC 3/1/5507, 20/8/1846.
Ballyshaniwn Herald 14/8/1846.
Belfast Newsletter, 21/10/1845.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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day before it was struck by blight: ‘the crop looked beautiful. Next morning there was 

not a stalk left standing in Ireland.’”  ̂ A local newspaper reported on this feature o f 

the blight: ‘decomposition is taking place much more rapidly.’*’^

Westmeath informants describe the appearance o f the potatoes before and after 

they were attacked by the blight: ‘On the first Sunday in August, the year the first 

blight came, and there were as grand a crop as the eye could see. On the following 

Sunday, they went up to dig some and they found them all withered to the ground.’”  ̂

A local constabulary report for the same locality described the same phenomenon. 

Sub-Inspector Falloon wrote that there had been great disappointment because ‘the 

farmers, having without exception, been led to believe, from the luxuriant appearance

o f the crop, that a proportionable harvest might be expected, but since the regular
118digging has commenced, it has been found that it is almost a total failure.’

Austin Bourke has reservations concerning the numerous contemporary reports 

o f  the destruction o f the potato crop in a matter o f hours. However, he acknowledges 

that the blight ‘worked its destruction with terrifying rapidity.’” *̂ Once the fungus 

had attacked the plant, it spread very quickly and the plant decomposed rapidly. 

Undoubtedly, the pace o f the blight had a significant impact on people at the time.

The vivid accounts highlight the terrifying rapidity with which the potato crop was 

devastated and the seemingly inability to prevent the disease. A large number o f the 

accounts assert that the blight destroyed the potato crop overnight and a number o f 

independent sources support this theory. Given the right weather conditions, it is 

possible that the oral traditions are accurate.

Physical effect on the potato:

The oral tradition accounts provide numerous accounts o f the physical effect 

o f the blight on the potato crop. Informants highlight the way in which the potato 

rotted, decayed or blackened and they describe a smell that was in some way 

connected with the blight. They also describe the black spots that were visible on the

Michael Gorman, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Mayo Constitution, 4/8/1846.
Mr and Mrs Kelly, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
RLFC 2/Z13906, 17/10/1845.
Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God?, p. 148.
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foliage of the potato plant. These are all accurate features of the effect o f the blight on 

the potato.

Each of the reports provide numerous vivid descriptions and use the terms 

‘decayed,’ ‘rotted’ or ‘blackened’ to describe the blighted potato. The Armagh/Down 

report provides 8 of the 14 references to the rot or decay of the potato. Micky 

O’Rourke stated that ‘there were no safe priddies at all, that they all rotted in the 

ground.’ Three other informants in the same report used the exact same 

terminology.'^' John Wood provided a humorous metaphor to describe the effect of 

the blight on the potato: ‘like an oul hen that had the rood, in one night. Then they 

started to rot.’'^  ̂ The local newspaper. The Northern Whig used similar terms to 

describe the effect of the blight: ‘the rot proceeds unchecked.’ It is possible that the

high number of references to the rot of the potatoes is a result of confusion between 

the blight and a earlier potato disease called the taint or dry rot. This earlier disease 

affected the potato crop in the early and mid-1830s and was the first potato disease to 

cause serious alarm in I r e l a n d . A n  informant in the same report provides evidence 

o f this confusion. James Caufield stated that ‘every one was tainted (infected with the 

rot).’'^'

The Mayo report is the only other report to allude to the rot of the potato plant. 

Martin Keane states that ‘the potatoes got blighted and rotted in the ground one 

year.’'̂ *̂  The Carlow/Wicklow report provides two references to the death of the
127plant: ‘the leaves and stalks hanging down as if dead.’ The Donegal and

9128Westmeath reports describe how the leaves ‘all withered and decayed.’ Other 

sources confirm the widespread use of these terms to describe the blighted potato at 

the time. The Ballyshannon Herald reported that ‘at the bottom they are decayed’ and 

the chairman of the Mayo parish relief committee stated that the diseased potato 

‘stalks are all withered...quite black.’

See p. 99.
Johnny Murphy, Susan Murphy and Mr Gwynn state that ‘the priddies just rotted in the ground,’ ‘the 

priddies rotted in the ground’ and ‘the potatoes rotted in the ground’ respectively.
John Woods, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
The Northern Whig, 3/9/1846.
Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God?, pp. 29-30.
James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Martin Keane, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
P. Foley, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
William Torrens and Michael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074; Mr and Mrs. Kelly, Westmeath 

report, IFC 1075.
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Another term which is prevalent in the oral traditions is that the potatoes 

blackened. This effect on the potato inspires a number o f informants to use 

metaphors. In the Armagh/Down report, Mary Nugent describes the appearance o f the
1 70blighted crop: ‘it was as black as your boot.’ In Knockananna, P. Foley stated that 

‘in a few days the whole crop was in the words o f some o f the old people who could 

still speak Irish ‘cho duo le dale’ or as black as a beetle.’ Mr  Neill agreed that 

‘every plot o f potatoes was as black as a chimney’'^' and Patrick MacManamon
1 ^ 9asserts that ‘all were as black as soot.’ Independent sources confirm that the 

blackening o f the potatoes was a recognised phenomenon. Newspapers reported the
133black appearance o f the potatoes: ‘almost all the leaves having become black.’ In 

Donegal, a police report stated that the effect on potato fields was as if  ‘a fire had 

passed over them .’’ "̂̂ This description is echoed in the Cavan report by Kate 

O ’Can'oll who states that ‘the stalks o f the potatoes were burned and nothing would
, 135grow.

A similar number o f references allude to spotting on the leaves o f the potato 

plant. In the Carlow/Wicklow report, P. Foley states that the diseased potatoes ‘were 

all covered over with black s p o t s . C h a r l e s  Clarke correctly describes the spots as 

one o f the first symptoms o f the blight: ‘the blight first appeared as spots on the leaves 

o f the potato stalks but the people didn’t know what it was.’'^  ̂ In the Donegal report, 

William Torrens and Michael Gildea also associate the spots with the onset o f the 

blight: ‘it showed on the leaves on the form o f brown spots about the size o f a shilling 

and quickly spread until all the leaves had withered and decayed’ and ‘the blight first 

appeared on the potato crop .. .in the form o f brown spots which quickly spread until 

all the leaves had turned brown and withered away.’

Another feature o f the potato blight which is retained in oral tradition is the 

repulsive smell that emanated from the rotting plants. The land agent William Trench 

described his reaction to the smell: ‘my feelings may be imagined when before I saw

Mary Nugent, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
P. Foley, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
Mr N eill, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
Patrick M acManamon, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
The Northern Whig, 15/8/1846.
RLFC 3/1/5507, 20 /8/1846.
Kate O ’Carroll, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
P. Foley, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075 
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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the crop, I smelt the fearful stench, now so well known and recognised as the death-
1 ”̂ 0sign o f  each field o f potatoes. I was dismayed indeed.’ The oral tradition 

references are similarly vivid. In the Armagh/Down report, Paddy Doran states that 

‘you could smell them a mile away.’'"̂ ° In the Carlow/Wicklow report, P. Foley 

agrees that ‘the awful smell and stench o f the blight was everywhere.’*"̂ ' In the Mayo 

and Westmeath reports, Patrick MacManamon says that ‘the smell was unbearable’ 

and Mrs Peter Stafford says that the diseased potatoes ‘gave out an awful stench.’ The 

Scientific Commissioners advised that ‘you will know the very bad potatoes by their 

unpleasant smell . ’ The Inspector-General o f the Coast Guard wrote that the ‘stench 

from the fields is in most cases quite sickening.’'"*̂  A poor law inspector identified 

the source o f the smell; ‘the withered leaves and stalks emitting an unpleasant smell, 

caused by their advancing to a state o f decomposi t ion. ’ The oral traditions do not 

indicate that the origin o f the smell was comprehended.

One o f the many remedies suggested for the potato blight was to store 

harvested potatoes in well-ventilated pits which were covered with a thatched roof 

The Scientific Commissioners advocated this system and 70,000 copies o f instructions 

were distributed around the country and the report was printed in newspapers. The 

pits failed to prevent the spread o f blight as diseased tubers infected sound ones.

Three informants allude to the decay o f potatoes after they had been stored in pits. In 

the Donegal report, Michael Gildea states that the loss o f potatoes in 1845 ‘would not 

have been so great from the blight alone, but later in the pits a dry rot set in which 

reduced the s u p p l y . W h i l e  Gildea’s description o f the decay o f potatoes in the pits 

is correct, his allusion to dry rot is flawed. The term dry-rot refers to a disease that 

had struck the potato in the 1830s, also known as the taint. Symptoms o f the disease 

included the decay o f potatoes in storage. However, during the Famine, it was the 

blight that affected potatoes in storage. In the Kilkenny and Westmeath reports, the

W illiam  Torrens and M ichael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Trench, W .S., R ealities o f  Irish Life (London, 1868), p. 47.
Paddy Doran, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
P. Foley, Carlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
R F C 2Z 15036 , 3 /11/1845.
P apers rela ting to P roceedings fo r  R e lie f o f  D istress and S tate o f  Unions an d  W orkhouses in 

Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [999], liv, p. 74.
P apers rela ting to P roceedings fo r  R e lie f o f  D istress and S tate o f  Unions and  W orkhouses in 

Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [999], liv, p. 16, 12/8/1848.
See RLFC 2/Z 14350.
M ichael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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infonnants correctly state that the same disease struck the potatoes in the fields and in 

storage: ‘Not alone did it affect the growing crop in ’45 but it also affected the tubers 

in the drills and in the pits, great numbers o f them turning black.’

The Armagh/Down and Cavan reports each provide one reference to the 

difference in the extent o f blight on low and higher lying ground. The two references 

conflict. Edward Casey states that ‘it was in the low lyin’ moory ground it lit. The
I 4  0

fields on the hills it never touched them ,’ whereas James Argue asserts that 

‘potatoes planted in high up ground suffered the m ost.’*'̂  ̂ As discussed earlier, the 

potato blight required favourable weather conditions. Potatoes grown on higher land 

encountered far colder conditions, which were detrimental to the spread o f blight. 

Therefore, in the unusually cool summer o f 1845, those potatoes on higher ground 

suffered less blight than those grown in warmer lowlands. The county surveyor for the 

Office o f Public Works in Mayo reported that mountain areas were ‘comparatively 

free from the d i s e a s e . D u r i n g  the warm summer o f 1846, these potatoes were no 

longer able to escape the blight. The Poor Law Commissioners reported that ‘the 

mountain lands which were unaffected or but partially affected last year (1845) are 

reported to be very much affected by the disease this year.’'^' Casey’s account is 

rooted in fact. Argue may be describing the year 1846 when very few areas escaped 

the blight. It is possible that the potatoes growing on high ground in that year were 

particularly badly blighted.

Included in the miscellaneous category are references to the potato crop 

looking ‘withered.’ This term is used in other sources to describe the effect o f the 

blight on the potato. In the Carlow/Wicklow report, P. Foley alludes to the size o f  the 

potatoes that were harvested: ‘in most cases there were none at all and where there 

was any they were not as big as small marbles.’ This was a direct consequence of 

the blight, which halted the growth o f the potatoes. As the leaves become diseased, 

the rate o f tuber production slows down. A police report for county Carlow stated that

The collector, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075..
Edward Casey, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
RLFC 3/1/101,23/11/1845.
Thirteenth report o f the Poor Law Commissioners, p. 123. Cited in Bourke, A. and Lamb, H., The 

Spread o f  Potato Blight in Europe, pp. 35-6.
William Torrens and Michael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074 and Mr and Mrs Kelly, Westmeath 

report, IFC 1075.
P. Foley, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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‘the size o f the tuber does not exceed that o f a w a l n u t . I n  the Cavan report, Argue 

refers to the process in which tubers got infected: ‘the people were not alarmed and 

didn’t take enough pains when they were picking the potatoes -  they allowed too 

many spotted ones to get mixed with the good tubers, with the result that the spotted 

ones smitted the others. And the most o f the good ones went bad.’'^  ̂ It is true that 

when stored together, blighted potatoes infected sound ones.

RLFC 5/3/01, 8/1846.
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Counteractive measures

A n’ they come home an’ shook the blessed water on it, but they mightn’t have 

bothered. Every priddy rotted.'

The confusion that existed at the time o f the Famine regarding the cause o f the 

potato failure meant that it was difficult to find a remedy. Despite this, many 

treatments were suggested, the most popular o f which were recommended by the 

Scientific Commissioners. It soon become apparent that the Commissioners’ 

proposals were flawed. At first, they proposed a system o f ventilation and highlighted 

the importance o f keeping the potatoes dry. This was followed by a recommendation 

that the diseased potatoes be steeped in bogwater. This prompted the Freeman's 

Journal to state that ‘the present Commissioners have satisfactorily proved that they
157know nothing whatever about the causes o f or remedies for the disease.’ Bourke 

has indicated that a number o f people came tantalisingly close to a cure in the 1840s. 

He refers to the reports that potatoes grown near copper smelting works at Swansea 

escaped the b l i g h t . H o w e v e r ,  it was not for another forty years that Millardet 

chanced upon the remedy for potato blight. In 1882, Millerdet noticed that grapes in a 

French vineyard which had been sprayed with a mixture o f copper sulphate and 

hydrated lime so as to prevent theft, had escaped attacks o f downy m i l d e w . A  

solution o f copper sulphate forms the basis o f Bordeaux and Burgandy mixtures, the 

fungicidal sprays that control potato blight. It took another twenty years before the 

use o f these sprays was widespread in Ireland.

Three o f the oral tradition reports provide five references describing 

counteractive measures that were attempted against the potato blight. In the 

Armagh/Down report, Mary Nugent describes the blessing o f a blighted potato field 

with holy water: ‘an’ the next m om in’ they got together when they seen it, an’ went 

away across the country to some priest, I don’t mind he’s name, to blessed water to 

throw on the priddies.. ..An’ they come home an’ shook the blessed water on it, but

Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
' Freeman 's Journal, 10/11 /1845.
' Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God?, pp. 150-4.

Dowley, L.J., ‘The Potato and the Late Blight in Ireland’, p. 63.
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they mightn’t have bothered. Every priddy rotted.’ In the same report, Paddy 

Doran provides an account that echoes Bourke’s description o f the factory fumes in 

Wales:

I do mind them sprayin’ with the hme -  With a besom -  a heather besom'*"' (By dipping the 

besom in a bucket o f lime-wash and sprinkling the potato stalks.) An’ do you know how that come 

about? How they found out about how to do it? Well, I can tell you. at that time when the blight was 

cornin’, there was a linie-kiln down at Newcastle.. ..An’ when the kiln would be workin’, an’ say the 

south wind was blowin’, it’d blow all the dust o f the lime that was bumin’ over the field o f  priddies. 

Well, the field would be where that field o f rushes is now, an’ it blew all the dust over it. Well, I heard 

them sayin’ that all the fields.. .in the country were gone, an’ that field was sa fe .. ..That’s what they took 

the spray...from.

Lime is a basic fungicide and prior to the Famine, it was used to treat wheat 

seed from smut. It was also used as a general manure and was mixed with dung, clay 

and other materials, for the culture o f p o t a t o e s . O t h e r  informants maintain that 

there was no known remedy at the time of the Famine. Mary Nugent states that ‘they 

did not then do any sprayin’ that I ever heard o f  Sure it w asn’t out at the time, an’ no 

one knowed o f it.’ '̂ ’"̂ William Blake connects the confusion regarding the source o f 

the blight with the difficulty of finding a remedy for it: ‘they tried everything to cure 

the blight but could find no remedy as they had no idea what it w as.’'^  ̂ William 

Naddy states that ‘the people had no scientific methods o f counteracting the blight. 

They sowed earlier in the year so that they were more mature when the blight 

cam e.’'̂ ’̂’ It is true that if  the potato is mature when the blight strikes, that the potato 

losses will be lowered.

Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
A besom is a broom of twigs.
Paddy Doran, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Bourke, A., The Visitation o f  God?, p. 109; Coote, C., S w vey o f  the County o f  Armagh, p. 238. 
Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
William Blake, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075 
William Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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Conclusion

The arrival o f a new and mysterious disease that devastated the main food 

supply o f the people is almost guaranteed to have an impact on the oral traditions o f 

an area. An analysis o f the seven oral tradition reports reveals remarkably accurate 

and vivid descriptions o f the arrival o f the blight to Ireland, the effect it had on the 

potato crop and the perceived causation o f the disease at the time o f the Famine.

With the exception o f one account, all o f the traditions concerning the timing 

o f  the arrival o f  the potato blight concur that it struck between 1845 and 1847, with 

over 70% of them alluding to the years 1845 or 1846. The divergence between those 

infonnants who refer to the first appearance of blight in 1845 and those who mention 

1846, highlights the partial nature o f the 1845 blight. Certain areas remained free from 

blight until 1846, including the west o f the country. In other words, the oral traditions 

reflect the fact that some areas would have first experienced the blight in 1845 and 

other areas would not have experienced it until 1846.

All o f the Mayo accounts allude to the arrival o f the blight in 1846. The five 

references to the arrival o f the blight in 1847 reveals an interesting distortion in oral 

tradition. Given the widespread nature o f the blight in 1846, it is unlikely that many 

areas experienced blight for the first time in 1847. It appears that the term ‘Black ‘47’ 

and the subsequent focus on 1847 as a year o f intense suffering convinced some 

infomiants that this was the year in which blight first struck.

The oral traditions concerning the cause o f the potato failure present an 

accurate portrayal o f the reaction o f  people at the time. They allude to the belief that 

the Famine was a consequence o f a wastage o f the abundant potato crop the previous 

year. The references accurately convey the prevailing belief that the blight was a 

direct consequence o f weather conditions. Finally, there is absolutely no mention o f 

the fact that the blight was caused by a fungus. It is unlikely that none o f  the 

infonnants was aware o f the real cause o f blight. However, there is no feedback o f 

this infomiation into local oral tradition. The accounts represent remarkably accurate 

descriptions of people’s beliefs at the time o f the Famine.

The accounts are similarly accurate regarding the effect o f  the blight on the 

potatoes. Using vivid images, the traditions convey the shocking aspect o f this 

disease. They preserve the alarm that was undoubtedly felt by people when they
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witnessed the devastation o f their crop. There are numerous images o f blackened 

fields and withered plants. There are accounts o f the ominous smell that accompanied 

the blight. Once again, there is no allusion to the cause o f these features. For 

example, the dreadful smell is linked to the blight but there is no explanation o f its 

source, i.e. rotting plants.

When the oral traditions were collected, the counteractive measure o f spraying 

against the blight was widespread in Ireland. The small number o f references to 

counteractive measures concur that there was no remedy for the blight at the time o f 

the Famine. The informant who describes the blessing o f the potato crop with holy 

water admits that it was ineffective.

The oral traditions vividly and accurately conveys the sense o f shock and 

despair felt by people when they witnessed the failure o f the potato crop. Given the 

superior knowledge concerning the potato blight when the oral traditions were 

collected, the traditions, in this respect, are surprisingly unaffected by hindsight.
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CHAPTER THREE

Famine Disease and Mortality

There was none died around here with hunger in the Famine'

Calculating the demographic toll of the Great Famine is difficult. The 

evidence is both partial and flawed. Sir William Wilde^ alluded to the problem when 

he wrote that;

no pen has recorded the numbers o f  the forlorn and starving who perished by the wayside or in 

the ditches, or o f  the mournful groups, sometimes o f whole families, who lay down and died, one after 

another, upon the floor o f  their miserable cabin, and so remained uncoffmed and unburied, till chance 

unveiled the appalling scene.^

W ilde’s observation that ‘no pen’ had recorded the Famine’s cost in deaths 

was astute. The lack of reliable written data has constrained the research of historians 

who have been forced to estimate the number of Famine deaths on the basis of certain 

assumptions. Given the limited nature of the sources used to examine Famine 

mortality, should not alternative sources be utilised? Several historians have already 

used oral traditions in their research on Famine mortality.

McHugh’s examination of oral traditions of the Famine includes sections on 

disease and mortality."^ 6  Grada’s conclusions reveal scepticism of the value of oral 

traditions as evidence of the regional incidence of famine mortality. The distortions 

evident in the oral traditions of famine mortality are understood correctly by O Grada 

to be indicative of attitudes abroad at the time of the Famine and, more importantly, of 

the attitudes o f the informants.^ Poirteir’s work contains two chapters pertaining to

' Johnny Robin Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
 ̂Noted Dublin surgeon and compiler o f three volumes o f  data on disease and death as part o f  the 

census o f  Ireland for the year 1851.
 ̂ The Census o f  Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f Death, Vol. 1. H.C. 1856 [2087-1], xxix, p. 243. 

(Hereafter referred to as The Census o f  Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f Deaths.)
McHugh, R., ‘The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition’ in Edwards, R.D. and Williams, T.D. (eds.), The 

Great Famine, pp. 414-27.
 ̂ 6  Grada, C., Black ’47, pp. 203-6.
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Famine mortality, one of which concerns the victims o f starvation and the other, the 

victims o f  disease/’ In her analysis of the position o f women during the Famine, 

Lysaght includes a section, ‘Women, Famine Disease and M ortality.’  ̂ On the subject 

o f mortality, Quinlan is struck by the lack o f references to death from starvation 

among family members o f informants. A parallel is drawn between survivors o f the 

Famine and o f other horrific episodes such as the Holocaust. Quinlan argues that the 

effect o f such events on survivors is an inability or unwillingness to talk about their 

experiences.^ A more comprehensive analysis o f the oral traditions concerning 

famine mortality and a comparative approach is needed to establish their reliability.

Tables 3.3-3.6 provide a content analysis o f all the oral tradition references to 

mortality. They are categorised according to: cause o f death; effect o f the famine on 

immediate locality; effect o f the famine on the family o f the infonnant and the 

identification o f the victims. Tables 3.1-3.2 and 3.7-3.8 provide infomiation on 

Famine mortality from other sources. They include estimates o f excess mortality 

made by other historians and figures from W ilde’s Tables o f Deaths. Thus a 

framework is in place in which the oral traditions o f famine mortality can be analysed 

independently and comparatively with other sources.

The chapter commences with an examination o f the available demographic 

data and the work o f historians who have attempted to calculate the levels o f excess 

mortality during the Famine. This will be followed by a thematic approach to the oral 

traditions. I intend to test whether a correlation exists between oral traditions and the 

levels o f  Famine mortality in an area. Finally, I will examine the oral traditions 

concerning the burial o f Famine victims.

The official registration o f deaths did not begin in Ireland until 1864.

Therefore, the census returns o f 1851 require careful examination for possible flaws or 

distortions. The census mortality returns comprise two distinct sources o f evidence: 

that obtained from the records o f public institutions and that compiled from the 

information contained in census forms completed on 31st o f March 1851. While the 

fonner had problems o f missing or incomplete records, the latter was vulnerable to

Poirteir, C., Fam ine Echoes (Dublin, 1995), pp. 85-115.
 ̂ Lysaght, P., ‘Perspectives on W omen during the Great Irish Fam ine’. See p. 35 o f  this study for 

discussion o f  the limitations o f  Lysaght’s study.
Quinlan, C., ‘A Punishment from G od.’ See p. 35 o f  this study for discussion o f  limitations o f  

Quinlan’s study.
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distortion. The retrospective nature of the census forms, which required each head of 

family to enter the date and cause of death of any member of their household who had 

died during the previous decade, led to considerable undemumeration of deaths. This 

happened in a number of ways. Deaths which had occurred in families of emigrants 

before they left the country were omitted and many people presumably succumbed to 

the Famine with no surviving household member left to report their death. The value 

of the census in accurately recording mortality figures was questioned at the time. It 

was described as falling:

short o f  the actual number which took place, as they are only those afforded by persons who 

were living in h eland at the time o f  taking the Census; a correct statement o f the number o f  deaths, their 

causes etc. can never be procured by means o f such an inquiry, especially when it extends over a period 

so long as nearly ten years.^

Alternatively, there were no instructions on the census forms advising heads of 

families to omit recording deaths which had occurred in other institutions.

Duplication of records of deaths, while slight, did occur.

Appended to the census of 1851 were Sir William Wilde’s Tables of Deaths. 

They comprised a 686-page volume of tables with extensive and detailed data on the 

causes of death in the previous decade. This data was tabulated according to year, 

county, disease and gender. Deaths were differentiated according to whether they 

occurred in rural or civic areas and in workhouses or hospitals. While suffering the 

same problems of undemumeration as the rest of the census, Wilde’s tables were 

flawed in other ways. For example, due to the method of collecting information for 

the census, any correlation between a specific disease and the possibility of having 

survivors, meant that the disease would be underreported. Sir William MacArthur 

was aware of the problems which beset Wilde’s tables and warned:

against accepting the figures o f  mortality at their face value, and against basing any theory on 

the relative proportions o f the several groups, because the possible error in each o f  the totals is so large 

that any deductions drawn from the differences between them would not only be valueless but actually 

misleading.'”

 ̂ The Census o f  Ireland, !85 l. Part VI, General Report. H.C. 1856 [2134], xxxi, p. 44.
MacArthur, W., ‘Medical History o f  the Famine’ in Edwards and Williams (eds.) The Great Famine, 

p. 311.
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To use the tables as an accurate source of information on famine mortality 

would be naive. However, Mokyr and O Grada have argued that, if handled with care, 

the tables can be used to detect ‘certain regional and temporal patterns.’"  Due to the 

lack of other sources on the subject, many are drawn to Wilde’s tables. When using 

the tables, it is important to be cognisant of their inherent problems and remain 

vigilant for anomalies which could arise.

Given the difficulty of interpreting the available sources and therefore of 

calculating excess mortality during the Famine, the context of Kevin Nowlan’s 

statement is understandable. He wrote that ‘it is difficult to know how many men and 

women died in Ireland in the famine years between 1845 and 1852. Perhaps all that
• 19 ♦ • •matters is the certainty that many, very many died.’ Other historians have not shied 

away from attempting to calculate the number of people who would not have died in 

the absence of a Famine. Their attempts at such calculations are evidence of both the 

difficulty and importance of estimating Famine mortality.

The range of estimates of excess mortality varies considerably. Contributors 

to the same volume as Kevin Nowlan ignored his inferred warning and their estimates 

ranged from ‘some figure well above 500,000,’'  ̂ to approximately one million.

These estimates are essentially approximations based on very rough calculations.

They are overshadowed by the careful computations of excess mortality by historians 

such as Cousens, Mokyr, 6  GrMa and Boyle. While all are subject to criticism for 

various aspects of their work, their serious attempts at this difficult subject deserve 

our attention.

Methods of estimating excess mortality differed among these historians. 

Cousens was the first to attempt calculations of excess Famine mortality and he relied 

heavily on the death rates recorded in the census of 1851 He accepted that there 

were distortions inherent in the census figures but maintained that there ‘is sufficient 

material to enable the reconstruction of the approximate annual death rates to be

" Mokyr, J. and O Grada, C., Famine D isease and Famine M ortality: Lessons from  the Irish 
Experience, 1845-1850, p. 11.
'■ N owlan, K., Foreword in Edwards and W illiam s., (eds.), The G reat Famine, p. vii.

MacArthur, W ., ‘M edical History o f  the Fam ine’, p. 312.
O ’ N eill, T. P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f  Relief, 1845-52’, in Edwards and W illiam s 

(eds.), The G rea t Famine, p. 255.
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made.’ He supported the figures derived from the census figures with evidence 

from other sources such as baptismal records for 1847 and records of burials in Dublin 

cemeteries. At the start of his study, Cousens rejected any hypothesis based on the 

assumption that recorded mortality during the decade 1841-51 would have remained 

static during ordinary conditions. He showed that the recorded death rates under 

normal conditions tended to record an annual rise ‘probably as deaths were more 

completely recalled.’'^ He estimated the approximate rate at which mortality would 

have been recorded in each county had the Famine not served to raise it. He sets the 

annual normal death rate at equal to 22 per 1000 for every county. In calculating the 

annual changes in population from 1851-61, the census commissioners used an 

estimated death rate of 1 in 45 or 22 in 1000. The differences between the postulated 

nomial death rate and the recorded famine mortality (which he corrects for the 

supposedly incorrect time pattern of the deaths reported to have occurred during the 

decade) gives Cousens a measure of excess mortality due to Famine conditions.

Cousens acknowledged that his results were subject to a number of sources of 

error, among these: that involved in the estimation of the normal death rate at 22 

deaths per thousand and the possibility of the duplication of a death on a census form 

which had already been returned by an institution. However, he fails to recognise the 

danger of undemumeration due to his dependence on the census data of 1851. His 

figures are probably biased downwards. Cousens estimated the excess mortality 

figure as 800,645.

Cousens, S.M., ‘Regional Death Rates in Ireland during the Great Famine, 1846-51’, in Population 
Studies, vol. 14, no. 1 (1960), pp. 55-74. 

p. 74.
Ibid., p. 58.
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Table 3.1: Cousens’ estimates of county excess mortality, as a percentage of the

population, 1846-50

County %
Mayo 12.5- 14.9
Carlow 7.5- 9.9
W/meath 7 .5 -9 .9
Armagh 5 .0 -7 .4
Cavan 5.0 - 7.4
Donegal 5 .0 -7 .4
Kilkenny 5 .0 -7 .4
W icklow 5 .0 -7 .4
Down 2 .5 -4 .9

Source: Cousens, S.M., ‘Regional Death Rates in Ireland during the Great 

Famine, 1846-51’ in Population Studies, xiv, no. 1, 1960, p. 55-74.

Cousens’ estimate is far below Mokyr’s estimate of between 1.1 and 1.5 

million excess deaths. The methods used to arrive at these figures are considerably 

different. Mokyr is critical of Cousens’s dependence on the 1851 census data for the 

estimation of excess death rates during the Famine. He estimated the death rate as a 

residual, by comparing the 1846 and 1851 total population, after accounting for births, 

emigration and internal migration. First, he extrapolated the population of each 

county to 1846. He made the assumption that the pre-Famine average birth and death 

rates were stable for the years 1841-6. He subtracted the figure for emigration for 

those years. He compared the 1851 population with the ‘counterfactual’ population 

each county would have had if death and birth rates had remained the same from 

1846-50, subtracting the Famine emigrants.

Mokyr’s results are subject to possible errors. Chief among these is the doubt 

surrounding the fall in birth rate during the Famine and whether to count averted 

births as part of the excess mortality.'^ In response to this, Mokyr obtained what he 

termed, upper and lower bound estimates of the excess death rates during the Famine. 

The upper bound scale assumes that birth rates were unaffected by the Famine and the 

lower bound scale estimates assume that the lower child/woman ratios observed in 

1851, compared to 1841, were wholly due to reduced birth ratios. Some 

demographers see these ‘averted births’ as part of the Famine death toll, while others 

believe that their inclusion artificially inflates the mortality figures.
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Mokyr then calculated the excess death rates by subtracting the pre-Famine 

death rate from the estimated Famine death rate and he calculated the number of 

actual victims of the Famine by applying the excess death rates to the estimated 1846 

population.'^ Mokyr worried that his method of subtracting emigrants, in order to 

calculate excess mortality, underestimated the number of Famine deaths. All those 

emigrants who died at sea or shortly after arrival at their destination, due to Famine 

related causes are not included in the total death rate. Mokyr estimated that 

approximately 5% (or 46,000 people) of total overseas migration should be included 

in the total death figure (which would work out as a smaller percentage of excess 

deaths.) He maintained that while this probably made his estimates a little low, his 

overall conclusions remained the same.

Tables 3.2 and 3.2a; Mokyr’s upper and lower bound average annual county excess

deaths rates, 1846-51, per thousand

County Upper
Bound

C ounty Lower
Bound

M ayo 72,0 M ayo 58.4
Cavan 51.8 Cavan 42.7
W /meath 26.3 W /m eath 20,0
D on ega l 18.7 Kilkenny 12.5
Kilkenny 18.1 A rm /D own 11
A rm /Down 17.4 D o n eg a l 10.7
Carl/W ick 11.7 Carl/W ick 6.8

Source: Mokyr, J., Why Ireland Starved, p. 267.

The estimates of Boyle and 6  GrMa support Mokyr’s lower bound figure of 

approximately one million excess deaths during the Famine. Their method involved 

using the 1821 and 1841 census and emigration statistics to obtain mortality and 

fertility estimates for the pre-Famine period. Their work on pre-Famine birth and

death rates concluded that the former was declining between 1821-41 and that the
21latter were slightly higher than the English equivalent. The estimates enabled them

Donnelly, J.S., The G reat Irish Potato Famine, (Gloucestershire, 2001), p. 171.
Mokyr, J., Why Ireland Starved, pp. 264-5.
Boyle, P. and 6  Grada, C., F ertility Trends, Excess M ortality  and the G reat Irish Famine.
Ib id , p. 4.
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to project the 1841 population to 1851, making allowance for emigration and for 

normal mortality. They attempted also to correct the distortion associated with age 

heaping which is evident in the census o f 1841. This projected population was 

compared with the actual population as given by the 1851 census and the difference 

represented the amount o f excess deaths. Boyle and O Grada concluded that the 

impact o f the Famine was to double the gross death rate per thousand.

Cousens has stated that ‘the assessment o f the regional pattern o f  mortality is a
23very necessary preliminary to any study o f famine mortality.’ Yet very little has 

been done in the analysis o f the regional variation in Irish Famine mortality. W ilde’s 

tables provided the first breakdown o f Famine mortality by county. While the figures 

involving total mortality were seriously underestimated, the emerging trends contain 

useful information about the characteristics o f Famine mortality. An analysis of 

W ilde’s raw data demonstrates that the Famine was approximately twice as likely to 

kill people in the provinces o f Munster and Connaught as in Leinster and Ulster. The 

percentage o f deaths due to starvation was four times as high in Munster as in Leinster 

and seven times as high in Connaught as in Ulster. The data also show that the more 

serious the crisis, the lower the proportion o f Famine related deaths due to fever.^"^

Cousens and Mokyr have both grappled with estimates on the regional levels 

o f excess famine mortality and come up with figures which are derived using different 

methods and which diverge over certain counties but which contain basic similarities. 

The contradictory evidence regarding, in particular, the counties o f Carlow and Cavan 

may be explained by the fact that the basis o f their calculations was different.

Mokyr’s estimates, based on assumptions about the geographical distribution o f 

emigration during the Famine, are problematic. The data has been shown to 

underrepresent the number o f post- Famine migrants from the south and west o f 

Ireland and there is no reliable information on the emigration to England and Scotland 

during the Famine. A feature o f his estimates is the very high figures for both 

Connaught and Ulster. Meanwhile, Cousens’s reliance on the imperfect death tables 

in the 1851 census may have caused distortions in his figures, including, 

underestimation o f levels o f  excess mortality in Connaught and overestimation o f

Ibid., p. 18.
Cousens, S.M. ‘Regional Death Rates in Ireland during the Great Irish Famine, 1846-52’, p. 4. 
6  Grada, C., Black '47, p. 88.
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levels in Leinster. Another reason for these regional differences may be the differing 

modes o f  presentation. Mokyr expressed the death rate in terms o f  the average annual 

number o f deaths per thousand o f the population during the years 1846-51. Cousens 

presented his estimates in terms o f the percentage o f people who died over the whole 

period, 1846-50. Despite the divergences, there are many similarities between both 

sets o f estimates. Both Cousens and Mokyr showed that excess mortality was highest 

in the extreme west, high in M unster and south Ulster and relatively low in Dublin 

and east Ulster.

Even a cursory study o f the regional levels o f excess mortality highlights the 

dearth o f research on the subject. While the work o f Cousens and Mokyr is regarded 

as among the best work on the subject, one wonders if  such studies reveal the true 

extent o f  the regional variation o f excess Famine mortality. Dr. Donovan’s 

declaration that ‘in another world only will stand recorded the number o f lives that 

were lost’ seems close to the truth.^^ In the future, an analysis o f excess mortality in 

the various poor law unions, rather than counties, may yield important information on 

the local variation o f  excess Famine mortality.

Donovan, 'Observations on the peculiar diseases to which the famine o f last year gave origin and on 
the morbid effects o f insufficient nourishment,’ Dublin M edical Press (1848), pp. 84-6.
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Effect of Famine on informant’s locality:

I don’t think it was so bad in these areas 

Table 3.3: Oral tradition references to the effect of the Famine on a locality

Report Deaths

occurred

Few

deaths

occurred

N o

deaths

occurred

There was  

disease in 

the area

The area 

was  

unaffected

The area was  

not as bad 

as other areas

T otal

A rm /D ow n 16 1 3 0 0 2 22

Carl/Wick 25 0 1 3 0 2 31

Cavan 12 0 2 0 0 0 14

Donegal 8 0 0 0 0 1 9

Kilkenny 10 0 0 0 0 1 1 1

M ayo 9 0 0 1 1 0 11

W/meath 1 1 0 0 0 0 3 14

T otal 91 1 6 4 1 9 112

References to the effect of the Famine on the informant’s locality are provided 

in each of the reports. The Carlow/Wicklow report records the highest number of 

references. The Donegal report records the lowest with Mayo and Kilkenny close 

behind. Already, a pattern is indicated. A comparison of table 3.3 and table 3.2 

reveals that the county with the highest excess mortality rate (Mayo), records one of 

the lowest number of references to the effect of the Famine on the immediate locality. 

Inversely, the counties with the lowest excess mortality rate (Carlow/Wicklow) 

contain the highest number of such references.

Apparent also is the tendency to downplay the effect of the Famine in the 

informant’s locality or else to state that other areas were worse off. Such references 

comprise between 9% and 27% of the total references in each report. An analysis of 

these references may provide important information on the nature o f memory of the 

Famine.

Nearly 30% of references to the effect of the Famine on the Armagh/Down 

area conclude that the Famine did not affect the immediate locality. The report 

contains contradictory statements. On the one hand, a group of informants were of the 

opinion that few people died in their locality during the Famine; T don’t think it was

Mrs Healy, Armagh./Down report, IFC 1072.
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so bad in these areas... Not so horrifying as in the west; and I doubt if  it extinguished a
77great many famihes entirely’ and ‘there was none died around here with hunger in 

the Famine. I heard them say that. But they said it was a holy terror over in 

C o n n a u g h t .D e s c r ib in g  the same localities, other informants explained how ‘the 

young and strong died be the road’^̂  and Sarah O ’Hare recalled her grandmother 

saying that ‘the people died with the hunger here.’^̂

Are other sources able to shed some light on the contradictory nature o f these 

accounts? A previous chapter has already outlined how the county as a unit o f 

analysis can gloss over regional variations. Other sources demonstrate that this is 

especially true for counties Armagh and Down. Censal data show that the population 

decline in Down and Armagh from 1841-51 was 10.7% and 15.6% respectively, far 

below the national average o f 24% and the Ulster average o f 17.3%.^* However, the 

areas under observation in the reports suffered greater falls in population. For 

example, the parishes o f Dromintee and Forkill suffered losses o f 23.5% and 26.8% 

respectively, with the town o f Forkill suffering a decline in population o f nearly 40%. 

Letters from the Forkill relief committee were anxious to highlight the ‘distress o f this 

densely inhabited part o f the country’^̂  and declared that ‘many deaths have occurred 

within this district which have been attributed to want o f food.’ In Down, the 

Rostrevor and Killowan relief committee wrote that ‘this parish extends through a 

very poor mountainous district and the people generally are fast approaching to a state 

o f  total destitution.’ "̂̂ It is clear from the censal data and other sources that the 

Famine had a marked effect on the areas described in the Armagh/Down report. Some 

informants deny that the Famine had a tangible effect on the area. This is consistent 

with the pattern suggested above i.e. localities with reports which were abundant with 

references to the effect o f  the Famine were less likely to have suffered high levels o f 

excess Famine mortality. On the surface, this report seems to fit this description. 

However, when examined in more detail, it becomes clear that many o f the references

Ibid.
Johniiy Robin (Murphy), Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Susan Muiphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Sarah O ’Hare, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
The Census o f  Ireland fo r  the Year 1851.
RLFC 3/1/3567.

”  RLFC 3/2/2/38.
RLFC 3/2/8/39.
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actually deny that the Famine affected the locality and the particular areas alluded to 

in the report, represent pockets o f extensive distress, unusual in these counties.

The Carlow/W icklow report is replete with references to the effect o f  the 

Famine on the area. Indeed, the depth o f detail on mortality and disease, provided by 

some informants, is unusual in oral tradition. Tables 3.2 and 3.2a record a relatively 

low level o f excess mortality in the relevant counties. However, the suggestion o f a 

distinct pattern is illusory.

Once again, there are a number o f contradictory accounts on how the Famine 

affected the locality. Luke O ’Toole states that ‘as far as he personally saw and when 

compared with stories he heard from other and better districts, Knockananna and the
T r

immediate neighbourhood was not too bad.’ O ’Toole’s account is contradicted by 

Mr Gartland o f Ballybrack, Hacketstown who ‘heard that Knockananna and the Glen 

o f  Ineal was badly hit with the famine but that the people around Hacketstown 

escaped fairly well as they had a good supply o f oats.’^̂  In a description o f 

Hacketstown, Mrs Carroll agrees with Mr Gartland: ‘the famine did not affect that 

part o f the country too badly. Her grandm other.. ..never heard o f any deaths or any 

great hardship.

Censal data suggests that the areas described in the Carlow/Wicklow report 

were particularly hard hit by the Famine. Within Wicklow, the greatest decline in 

population from 1841-51 occurred in the southwest o f the county, which is the area 

under observation. The baronies o f Ballinacor south and Shillelagh suffered declines 

in population o f 29% and 27% respectively. The townland o f Knockananna saw a 

drop in population o f over 40% and the parish o f Hacketstown recorded a similar 

decline o f  over 32%. While not representative o f actual deaths, such sharp decreases 

in population were probably due, in part, to deaths caused by the Famine.

With just nine relevant references, the report describing districts in Donegal 

fails to illustrate exactly how the area was affected. One informant compared the 

effect o f  the Famine in his district with other parts o f  the county: ‘taking Donegal as a 

whole, some parts o f it were worse hit by the Great Famine than others. In portions o f 

the north-west and west the effects were much worse than in this south-western com er

Luke O ’T oole, Carlow/ W icklow  report, IFC 1075. 
Mr Gartland, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075. 
Mrs Carroll, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
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of the county, although in some cases here too it was bad e n o u g h . T h e  informant 

concedes that the district o f Balhntra did not escape Famine suffering. Censal data 

reveals that while the population of Donegal decreased by 13.9% from 1841-51, that 

of the Poor Law Union of Ballintra dropped by 22.6%.^^ While Donegal experienced 

lower mortality than many other counties, parts of this particular district experienced a 

marked decline in population and probably higher excess mortality ratios than that of 

the entire county. For example, the townland of Lisminton, referred to in the report, 

recorded a decrease in population of 37.8% from 1841-51. Other sources inform us 

that destitution was rife in this district. In December 1846, James Hack Tuke, of the 

Society of Friends, stated that:

It is impossible to describe the dreadful state in which this county is . . ..all the way round this 

place and Ballyshannon, famine is depicted in every countenance we meet. I have no doubt that I speak 

within bounds when I say, that in the districts 1 have mentioned, two-thirds or three-fourths o f the 

inhabitants are this day suffering from want o f food.'*°

The Ballyshannon Herald was replete with descriptions of Famine related 

deaths and suffering. One report on starvation stated that ‘not a parish is exempt from 

it....In this barony the poor are in an awful state - wretched creatures daily infest our 

town in search of food or employment, who have more the appearance of corpses than 

human b e i n g s . W i t h  the exception of McGrane, all of the Donegal informants who 

describe the effect of the Famine, acknowledge that there was extensive suffering and 

Famine related deaths in the area. The Donegal report describes accurately, if 

reservedly the effect of the Famine on a district, parts of which suffered extensively.

References describing the effect of the Famine, on localities in Westmeath, are 

diverse. While many are explicit on the level of Famine suffering and mortality in the 

area, just over 21% of the references are of the opinion that the Famine was ‘not 

nearly so bad in this district as it was in other parts of the country and that the more 

comfortable farmers helped out their poorer neighbours as best they c o u l d . T h e

Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
The informant may have been referring to the tovmland o f Ballintra, which recorded a decrease in 

population o f  just 12.3% for the same decade.
^"RLFC 3/2/17/16.

The Ballyshannon //m /W  ,4/12/1846.
Pat Gibney, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
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informant o f  the latter account was based in Billistown which experienced a sizeable 

decrease in population, o f 54.5%, from 1841-51. On occasion, informants provide 

contradictory references. Pat Gibney admits later in his account that ‘a great many 

families who owned cabins and very small farms in Billistown and Ballinacor were all 

wiped out at that time. They either died out or went to A m e r i c a . A n o t h e r  

informant, Mrs Leonard, provides another inconsistent account:

great numbers o f  people died o f  hunger and disease.. ..The death rate was not so great in this 

district as several families left the country as soon as they were afforded an opportunity....Some o f the 

poor people never reached their destination as the ships that carried them were rotten and they sank in 

the middle o f the Atlantic.'*'*

How are such contradictions explained? In the first part o f his statement, 

Gibney may have been alluding to the general situation throughout the entire country 

during the Famine, while the second part was a reference to his own locality. 

Seemingly incongruous accounts are often subject to a process o f self-correction or 

explanation on the part o f the informant. Mrs Leonard’s account conveys an 

interesting point which is relevant to modem day research on levels o f Famine 

mortality.

According to M okyr’s estimates o f excess mortality, Cavan had a lower 

bound excess mortality estimate o f 42.7 deaths per thousand. The areas outlined in 

the report suffered some o f the highest population loss in the county between 1841-51. 

The baronies o f Castlerahan and Clankee lost 31.3% and 31.5% respectively.

Dromore and Kilcrossduff, referred to in the report, recorded high losses o f 43% and 

42.7% respectively. Contemporary sources reflect the suffering in Cavan, with the 

local newspaper reporting, ‘distress and starvation staring us in the face.’“̂^

Describing Kilcrossduff, Laurence McIntyre states that ‘thirty two families that were 

living in the townland o f Kilcrossduff left because o f the poverty during the Famine

Jhid.
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
The fact that emigrants died en route to their destination and were not counted in the figures for 

excess mortality is a topic o f some concern among historians who attempt to calculate levels o f excess 
Famine mortality.

The Atiglo-Celt, 24/4/1846.
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and some o f them died o f hunger. A graphic picture is painted by Mrs Kate

O ’Carroll who said that:

People would pass you on the road and they’d go a little bit till they’d collapse and die. Y ou’d 

see a man sitting on a heap o f stones, breaking them and when you passed him a little way and turned 

round and looked at him, you’d see him dead on the heap o f stones.'**

A contradictory account was given by Barney Gargan who stated that he had 

‘never heard o f anybody being got dead in this part o f the country during the 

F a m i n e . E a r h e r  in his account, Gargan had given evidence o f  deaths: ‘There was a 

lot o f fever around here because o f the hunger and a good many people died.’^̂  It is 

difficult to assess whether Gargan was referring to different specific localities. Mrs. 

James Clarke’s account is similar; ‘I didn’t hear o f many people dying from hunger at 

C liffem a.’^’ The allusion to a definite location helps to contextualise this statement. 

The census o f 1851 records a decrease in the population o f Cliffema o f 34.3%, from 

1841-51, which indicates heavy losses during the Famine.^^ Apart from these 

aberrations, the Westmeath accounts all testify to deaths and suffering during the 

Famine.

Mayo experienced one o f the highest levels o f excess mortality and had one o f 

the lowest number o f references to mortality in the area. O f these references, only one 

suggests that the area escaped suffering. Brian Donnelly states that ‘the people o f 

Drumgallagh stood the Famine very well. Only one family had to l e a v e . A c c o r d i n g  

to censal data, the population o f Drumgollagh in the parish o f Kilcommon, barony o f 

Erris suffered a relatively low decrease in population o f 11.9% between 1841-51.

The rest o f the references provide stories and graphic images o f suffering and 

deaths. Two informants single out a particular area. Although the details on 

Glendahurk vary slightly, the basis o f the story remains the same. Martin Keane states 

that ‘people came from Roscommon after the famine and settled down in 

G lendahurk.. ..They built little houses and did some tillage. Not one o f  them

Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Kate O ’Carroll, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Ibid.
Mrs James Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Although we cannot determine accurately what caused the decrease in population.
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remained. Some died o f hunger, the rest left.’ "̂̂ Mrs Brigid Moran o f Knockmanus 

described how ‘a lot o f people left good houses in Kilmeena and came to Glendahurk 

where they were given free holdings o f mountain bog. They all died o f starvation.

The remains o f some o f the bogains in which they lived are still to be seen.’^̂  Other 

sources confirm that Glendahurk suffered during the Famine. A letter to the Poor Law 

Commissioners implored them to turn their attention to ‘the destitute condition o f the 

inhabitants o f Glendahurk who owing to the total loss o f their potato crop last year 

and during the present are in a state o f the most appalling d i s t r e s s . C e n s a l  data 

records a decrease in population o f 36% in Glendahurk from 1841-51.

In the Kilkenny report, William Naddy o f Kilmacshane states that Tt would 

appear that the townland o f Kilmacshane, Inistioge was not as badly affected as other 

townlands in the d i s t r i c t . T h e  decrease in population between 1841-1851 in 

Kilmacshane compares favourably with other townlands in the same parish. It 

recorded a decrease o f 10.3% while others such as Ballycocksoost, Kilcross and 

Killeen recorded decreases o f 52.3%, 43.8% and 41.9% respectively. This harmony 

between sources is repeated with the description o f a particular area o f Inistioge; ‘The 

families living in the part o f the townland o f Tinnaslatty known as The Barracks
r  o

suffered great hardship also from hunger and fever.’ Between 1841 and 1851, the 

population o f Tinnaslatty dropped from 148 to 94 people, representing a decrease in 

population o f 36.5%>. Other sources confirm that there were areas in Kilkenny which 

suffered greatly during the Famine. The local newspapers reported, ‘more deaths 

from destitution’^̂  and the relief committee in Inistioge described local people as 

being in ‘a famishing state.’

Brian D onnelly , M ayo report, IFC 1072.
Martin Keane (or Caine), M ayo report, IFC 1072. 
Brigid Moran, M ayo report, IFC 1072.

RLFC 3 /1 /5316 .
W illiam  Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Patrick Kavanagh, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
The Kilkenny Journal, 12/1846.
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Effect of Famine on family of informant

We were always well to do^^

Table 3.4: Oral tradition references to the effect o f the Famine on the inform ant’s

family

Report R elatives
helped
others

R elatives
were

unaffected

R elatives 
survived  

while others

R elatives
suffered
d ise a se

R elatives 
died from  

Famine

T otal

died ca u ses
A rm /D ow n 2 1 0 0 1 4

Carl/W ick 3 0 2 0 0 5
Cavan 1 3 0 0 0 4

K ilkenny 2 0 0 0 0 2

M ayo 2 0 0 0 0 2
T otal 10 4 2 0 1 17

A similar construct o f the Famine is perceptible in an analysis o f accounts 

which describe how informant’s families survived the Famine. There is a notable 

paucity o f evidence on the subject. Five reports yield a grand total o f seventeen 

references and only one informant, Hugh O ’Hagan, admits that a distant member o f 

his family died from a Famine related cause: ‘Nicholas Carville he’s name was, an he 

was a cousin o f granny’s. He died with it an’ all he’s family.’ '̂ O ’Hagan’s account 

represents a deviation from the rest o f the references to the effect o f the Famine on an 

infonnant’s family, which distance relations from any form o f suffering and portray 

family members as helping the less fortunate. Kate Dominic o f Killeavy describes the 

kind actions o f her granny: ‘We were always well to do. A n’ granny would always 

have the oaten meal saved. And when the poor creatures would be com in’ with their 

wee cans o f porridge, granny would run out with a plate o f oaten meal and empty it 

into it.’*̂  ̂ Mr Gwynn, a Protestant from Ballymoney, Rostrevor had a similar story o f 

his relations helping the starving: ‘I minde my father and my grandfather collecting

’̂"Kate D oniinic, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Hugh O ’Hagan, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072. 

Kate D om inic, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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off the gentry to provide for the poor people. Only for that the people would have 

starved.

Given the high number o f references and level o f detail on Famine deaths in 

the Carlow/W icklow report, it is all the more notable that there are no references to 

deaths among relations o f the informants, who, once again, are distanced from any 

form o f suffering. Jim Lawlor o f Knocknaboley tells a story o f his father who;

‘worked on the new line at Mullans and brought a bit o f boiled yellow buck in his 

handkerchief to work with him every day and he divided every day with a lad called 

Walshe. One day he hadn’t enough for him self and Walshe fell dead at his feet.’ '̂̂  

Another informant, Mrs Byrne from Ardnaboy relates a similar story, set in a different 

location, without naming those involved: ‘two men were working in Kilcamey and 

one man divided his dinner with the other each day and one day when he hadn’t 

enough for him self the other man died o f s t a r v a t i o n . E i t h e r  this event was a regular 

occurrence or Mrs Byrne is relating the same story as Mr Lawlor. Given that the 

climax o f Lawlor’s story was hardly a tribute to the largesse o f his family and that it 

nonetheless persisted in the tradition, it is possible that the details are trustworthy.

Mr J. Toole o f Tinahely describes the kind actions o f his grandfather who used 

to drive the landlord’s car and ‘collect goods from the people to pay the rent. He used 

to take pity on the people dying by the roadside and give them some m eal.’^̂  The 

focus o f Toole’s story is on his grandfather’s assistance to starving people by the 

roadside and not that his grandfather helped the landlord to collect goods from a 

probably impoverished tenantry.

An aberration o f sorts occurs in the Cavan report. Mrs James Clarke described 

the farni she was living on: ‘was five separate farms at that time. There were five 

houses on it. There is a meadow beside us containing about two and a half acres and 

there were five plots on it. A man named Reilly lived in a house beside the fort on our 

farm. A man named Larry Dunne lived in another house nearby. I think they died 

during the F a m i n e . I t  is unusual that an informant would admit to living on a farm 

where Famine victims lived and died. Informants are usually careful to avoid the

Mr Gwynn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Jim Lawlor, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075 
Mrs Byrne, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. 
Mr Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. 
Mrs James Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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implication that their family may have benefited from another family’s suffering.

Thus, the features o f  this story do not correspond to those attributed to an ideal type 

and may be regarded as reliable.

This account aside, the remainder o f those which describe the family o f 

informants in Cavan may be read as attempts to idealise the role o f the inform ant’s 

family. Barney Gargan describes the suffering during the Famine in Tierworker, 

Baileborough, yet he states that his ‘mother’s fam ily.. .were not much affected by the 

Famine. They had a little money saved - Brian, the eldest brother had £40 in the 

Bank. They had good land and the crops were not badly a f f e c t e d . C h a r l e s  Clarke 

o f Tullynaskeagh, Baileborough echoes Gargan: ‘There were local families that were 

not much affected by the Famine. The Donnellys o f Tullynaskeagh and our own 

people (The Clarkes) were well off.’^̂  Terence Clarke o f Baileborough said that 

‘there were three or four families that were more or less unaffected by the Famine....A 

third was my grandfather, Tom Rogers, who lived in Greaghlough. His descendants
70are still there. They might have had com at the time and didn’t sell it.’ Both 

Terence Clarke and Barney Gargan choose to describe a particular grandparent or 

branch o f  the family which did not suffer during the Famine.

In the Kilkenny report, William Naddy provides two accounts o f how his 

relatives endured the Famine. He describes the kind deeds o f  his relatives: ‘The 

farmers in this place had potatoes to spare even in the worst years o f  the famine. 

Naddys and Gormans were particularly fortunate and were extremely generous to their 

less fortunate neighbours.’ He describes in greater detail the kind actions o f his 

relatives, who ‘often brought a ‘jo g ’ o f potatoes at night and threw them on the village 

square in Inistioge. They often brought milk, cabbage and anything they could spare 

in the same manner.’ '̂

The Mayo report contains two references which describe the actions o f  the 

inform ant’s family during the Famine. Martin Keane describes his relations who:

found a strapping young man in his twenties lying asleep to the lee o f the kiln with the flames 

blowing over him. They woke him and brought him to the house but did not bring him in, because they

Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
William Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.

130



were afraid of the ‘sickness’. They made him comfortable beside a fence with straw to lie on, and gave
72him something to eat. He was dead next morning.

Thomas Kelly tells a similar story;

A woman, carrying a child in her arms came into the house of his uncle, Paddy Kelly, at

Rosturk, and asked for a nights’ lodging. They kept her, and gave her part o f whatever food was going.

The child died during the night and the mother took the body with her in the morning without telling the

people o f the house what had happened. She brought him up the rise behind the house, laid the corpse

beside a sod fence, and knocked part of the fence to cover it. When the fence was noticed and they
73went to make it up, the body was found and buried there.

W hile both stories testify to the kindness o f  the informant’s relatives, there is 

the admission in the first story that instead o f  being invited into the house, the 

unfortunate man was left outside, where he died. This admission lends an air o f  

authenticity to the story because it includes details which do not necessarily provide a 

positive image o f  his relatives.

Martin Keane (or Caine), Mayo report, IFC 1072. 
Thomas Kelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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Identification of Famine victims

Well, I never heard who it was died, but I know they died

Table 3.5: Oral tradition references to the identification or non-identification of

Famine victims

Repor t N o n - N o n  N o n - I dent i f i ca t i on Ident i f i ca t i on I de nt i f i ca t i on I de nt i f i ca t i on T Ota!

i d e nt i f i ca t i on i dent i f i cat ion i dent i f i ca t i on o f  v i c t i m o f o f o f  p e r s o n

o f  v i c t i m  o f o f  v i c t i m o f  v i c t i m o f v i c t i m v i c t i m cured

un s pe c i f i e d o f o f unspec i f i ed o f o f o f  a

cause disease s tarvat i on cause disease s t arva t i on disease

A r m / D o w n 1 9 8 0 2 0 1 21

Car l /W ick 21 15 25 1 2 4 0 6 8

Cavan 5 13 6 1 0 2 0 27

D o n e g a l 0 4 4 1 0 0 0 9

Ki l ken ny 0 8 3 1 0 1 0 13

M a y o 4 4 6 4 1 I 0 2 0

W / m t h 8 3 4 1 1 0 0 17

T o t a l 3 9 5 6 56 9 6 8 1 175

With family members of informants apparently unaffected by the Famine, who 

do the reports identify as Famine victims? Approximately 86% of the references to 

the death of an individual, do not identify the victim. Table 3.5 provides a breakdown 

of the references, by county and the references are further classified according to 

whether they relate to a victim of an unspecified cause, disease or starvation. The 

distinguishing feature of the table is the clear division between the left and right sides. 

A common thread between all the reports is the apparent reluctance to identify those 

who died of Famine causes. The informant does not deliberately lie, but expresses a 

particular sensitivity around the identification of Famine victims. It is also quite 

probable that informants did not possess information on the identity o f individual 

victims.

Paddy Doran encapsulates the tone of most of the informants in relation to the 

identification of Famine victims, especially those who died of starvation: T did hear 

of the Famine. Oh, sure the people died with the hunger. Well, I never heard who it

Paddy Doran, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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was died, but I know they died.’^̂  Those victims, identified in the Armagh/Down 

report, died o f disease. There are no references to any named person dying o f 

starvation. Micky O ’ Rourke tells us that ‘The people themselves then took sickness 

an’ died be the run (consecutively). There was a man named Fearon in Edenapps, an’

I mind him an’ he’s mother were buried the one day. I heard the people say that was 

c o m m o n . E v e n  an association with a Famine death was somehow shameful. In a 

story o f an aged woman dying in the house o f a ‘wealthy party out behind the 

m ountain’, the informant says that ‘the house she come into I know well, an’ it’s
77

themselves told me, though 1 w on’t mention their nam e.’ The majority o f the
• 78references thus refer vaguely to the victims as ‘the people died with the hunger’ or 

‘they died up at our place.

Only seven o f the 68 references, which refer to death from Famine causes in 

the Carlow/W icklow report, identify the victim. Jim Lawlor o f Knocknaboley is not 

reticent in naming a family who was found dead during the Famine: ‘walls down in 

Tyrells bog and a family named Sweeney lived there and one day a man passed by and 

found them all dead with the h u n g e r . T o m  Kavanagh o f Knocknacheagh identifies 

’a man named Doyle lived where O ’ Keefe’s public house is in Knockananna and he 

got weak working on the roads. He was brought home on a door and died from 

hunger.’ '̂ Neither o f these accounts refers to living relations o f the victims. It is 

possible that if  an entire family died out during the Famine, the sensitivity concerning 

the identification o f victims may be lowered, because there is no risk o f  offending a 

living relation. The depth o f detail in both accounts, lends credence to the stories.

The walls o f  Tyrell’s bog reminds the informant o f the fate o f the Sweeneys. The 

location o f the home o f Mr Doyle is remembered. The walls and the public house act 

as mnemonic devices, the locations having certain memories attached to them that 

facilitated remembrance o f that tradition. The second account describes how Mr 

Doyle became weak while working on the public works. James Boyle, superintendent 

engineer for the Board o f Works relief department in Wicklow was struck by the

Ibid.
Micky O ’Rourke, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. In Griffith’s Valuation, a number o f Fearons are 

recorded in Faughil, Jonesboro.
John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Sarah O ’Hare, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Owen Rafferty, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Mr Lawlor, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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appearance of men on the public works: ‘Men who joined the works stout and 

vigorous are seen to faint.’

The sole reference in the Donegal report, which identifies a victim, does not 

specify the cause of death. The informant states that ‘a number of families vanished 

in Drumholm parish between the years 1845-52 either by death or emigration and the
O T

names are no longer seen in lists of the population.’ The informant proceeds to give 

a list of the names of such families. The decision to identify these families may be 

connected with the fact that the families were no longer in the area. Alternatively, the
84informant may have had access to actual population Mists’ of some nature. Another 

account described the fate of victims of starvation and identified them as strangers to 

the area:

Many people from around the country, as far as Kinlough in Co. Leitrim and beyond, applied

for admission to the Union Workhouse at Ballyshannon in a destitute condition, but accommodation

was not always available....More than a score o f those who had reluctantly to be turned away died o f  

85
Starvation.

A report in The Ballyshannon Herald verifies that destitute people travelled to 

Ballyshannon, from other areas, in search of relief The newspaper reported that 

placards were placed around the town urging people not to encourage street beggars to 

come into the town but to seek relief in their own a r e a s . A  letter to the Relief 

Commissioners in December 1846 stated that, ‘the union workhouse has refused to
87receive any more inmates.’

The majority of relevant references in the Cavan report do not identify Famine 

victims and almost 89% of the references use generalities such as ‘some of them 

died’^̂  and ‘lots o f people died.’^̂  The identification of a man who died while 

working on the public works has overtones of a similar reference in the

Tom Kavanagh, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
RLFC 3/2/32/15 .
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Possibly Griffith’s Valuation or church registers. This would constitute a clear case o f feedback in 

the oral traditions.
John Downey, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
The Ballyshannon Herald, May 1847.
RLFC l>lini51.

** Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Peter Glenna, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Carlow/W icklow report: ‘A man called Ned Byrne died in the fields. They were 

making an old road from Tullybrick to Taghart and they were working on it at 

tenpence a day “without bite, bit or sup” and a number o f them died along the road 

where they were working.

A more unusual reference concerns victims who had living descendants in the 

area. Even more atypical is the description o f one o f the victims dying o f hunger:

I heard o f children that became orphans during the Famine. Some o f their descendants (the

McCauls) have property in Baileboro’ at the present time. At the time o f the Famine the family lived in

Kilcrossduff The father died and the mother fell dead with hunger as she was walking in a lane. Their

two little sons, Mickey and Pat were taken here to this house and they were reared in it .. ..Our family

were not affected by the Famine. They had a good farm and plenty o f  means and God was kind to
91

them. They had plenty o f stock and oats.

The identification o f the victims lends credibility to the story. The informant 

also highlights the help given by his family to those less fortunate.

A reluctance or inability to name Famine victims is evident in the Kilkenny 

report, where informants detail the location, but not the identity o f the victim. Patrick 

Kavanagh ‘remembered hearing his father say that a man was found dead o f hunger 

and disease at the gates leading to Roches o f W oodville.’^̂  At variance with such 

accounts, two informants take heed o f part o f question three o f the Famine 

questionnaire which asks: ‘Can you give any accounts o f the dissolution o f individual 

local families during the Famine (or soon afterwards) by death or migration (to other 

districts) or emigration (to other countries)’? Mrs Corcoran and Thomas Brophy 

comply with the request and provide a long account, detailing the names o f over 

twenty families, from specified areas, who died or became ‘extinct since the famine
5 93years.

Thirty per cent o f references to Famine deaths in the Mayo report identify the 

victim. O f these six references, three o f them concern the same individuals. Three 

informants provide accounts, describing the deaths o f three identified sisters.

Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Ibid.
Patrick Kavanagh, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Corcoran and Thomas Brophy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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Although the accounts differ in the location o f the graves o f the girls, the identity and 

location o f their death remain consistent.

Mrs Margaret Murray o f Srahmore, Newport, heard the story from her mother 

who was ‘a growing girl or full grown at the time o f the Famine. That three girls 

named Philips, sisters o f Sean Hannraoi died in Gleann na mBo (to the N. W. o f 

Lough Feagh) and were buried there, one at Bun na dTom on the shore o f the lake, the 

other two farther away in the glen.’ '̂̂  Patrick MacManamon, Sragevagh, Newport, 

heard that ‘A few people died in Glen na mBo from starvation. They were Sean 

Hannraoi’s sisters and were buried in the glen.’^̂  Tom Chambers, Fauleens, Newport, 

had ‘heard about the graveyard near the “Captain’s Cottage in Treenlaur. He 

understood that Sean Hannraoi’s sisters were buried there. He had not heard about 

graves in Gleann na m Bo.’'̂  ̂ The final sentence in the latter account suggests that 

Tom Chambers was asked by the collector if he had heard o f the graves in Gleann na 

mBo. It is possible that the collector asked the informants if  they recalled the story in 

question. The possible input by the collector may not actually cause any distortion but 

may create the implication that all three informants recalled the stories spontaneously.

Another account which identifies a victim o f the Famine does so with the 

apparent knowledge that there are no living relatives in the area to offend:

One man named Paddy Gallagher, who lived in West Rosturk went away with a bag and two 

potatoes tied, one in each comer o f the bottom, and a stick tied across the top o f  the bag. He carried 

another stick in his hand. He was found dead on the roadside near Louisburgh (30 miles away). His 

wife was taken in by her relative, Mulgrew, in Knockbreague. When Paddy’s sons grew up they went 

away. They never wrote home or came home.^^

A cursory examination o f the accounts concerning Famine victims in the 

Mayo report suggests a possible pattern. O f the reports under analysis, it suffered the 

highest excess Famine mortality and the report records the highest percentage o f 

identified Famine victims. However, a more rigorous investigation o f the references 

reveals that three accounts identified the same Famine victims, possibly as a result o f 

the intervention o f the collector. In addition, half o f the Mayo references that do not

Mrs Murray, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Tom Chambers, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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name the victims o f starvation, identify them as strangers to the area. One such 

account describes how ‘a woman called Peggy Tom (Mrs Flynn) o f Gortfahy, had the 

breakfast ready one morning in the bad times when two strange girls came in. They 

were given a plate o f yellow-meal stirabout. They ate so greedily that it preyed on 

them. They both died next day.’^̂  The depiction o f Famine victims as strangers to an 

area allows acknowledgement o f Famine deaths in the area, without any damage to the 

com munity’s image o f itse lf The distortion may not be deliberate on the part o f the 

informant. If whole families died during the Famine, leaving no descendants, their 

deaths may be remembered as those o f strangers. Areas which suffered higher excess 

Famine mortality would have experienced the obliteration o f entire families.

The speculation that the deaths o f entire families were, over time, regarded as 

the deaths o f strangers holds for some traditions. However, examples abound in other 

accounts which indicate the opposite. In the Westmeath report, Patrick Mulligan 

stated that: ‘He said that he heard that many families died in that locality in those 

times. He mentioned the names o f a few o f the families, Boyles and Andersons from 

Kilgar.’̂ '""

Martin O ’M alley, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
W illiam  M cNea, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
Patrick M ulligan, W estmeath report, IFC 1075. There is no mention o f  either B oyles or Andersons in 

Griffith’s Valuation.
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The causes of Famine mortality

Great numbers of people died of hunger and disease'®^

Table 3.6: Oral tradition references to the cause of death of Famine victims

Re po r t Star- Fever Chole r a Af t e r T h e Diar rhoea D ys en t e ry Scarlet Diges t  U n s p e c  U n s p e c  Miscel l T  o t a l

a t i on a si ck fever ive ified ified

feed' ness illness disease

A/D 1 1 4 5 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 22

C/W 31 14 2 1 0 0 0 3 0 1 1 0 6 68

Ca van 7 4 4 1 0 0 1 0 3 8 2 0 30

Don 4 4 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 10

Kilk 4 2 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 13

M ay o 6 2 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 6 1 0 19

W /m I li 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 9 2 0 17

T otal 67 30 19 3 2 0 2 3 4 36 7 6 179

Table 3.7: Deaths from diseases, from June 1841 -  30̂ *̂  March 1851

C ou n t y U n s p e c  D ys en t e ry Diar rhoea Cholera Fever Dr opsy M a r a  S t ar v C o n s u  nf i rmi ty T ot a l T  ot a l

ified smus at ion m p t i o n o f n u mb e r  o f

f or ego i ng recorded

c o l umn s dea t hs

A/D 6 8 5 4 3 1 9 0 2 453 1215 900 8 2 09 4 4 4 23 165 14042 10538 5 3 9 8 2 7 9 1 8 3

C/W 251 1 671 435 669 4 68 8 555 1917 57 4 9 3 4 4 69 5 21 132 3 0 8 8 2

Cavan 4 4 05 1496 886 76 6512 586 1584 261 3 1 6 0 3 54 5 2251  1 31761

Donega l 2291 1745 1006 99 4 7 40 1 122 62 9 2 66 4 0 0 4 3 4 24 1 9 3 2 6 3 6 3 3 0

Ki lkenny 2 7 49 747 360 574 4 44 8 397 1858 138 4 5 0 6 4 81 3 2 0 5 9 0 2 7 4 8 0

Ma yo 3 54 3 7273 1434 1088 1 1 199 1 180 1345 3 5 16 3 1 36 2 933 3 6 6 4 7 5 3 7 2 5

W / m t h 3 2 1 4 2 5 ? 841 234 1997 355 1472 85 3 0 99 3 68 4 1 5232 2 1 1 15

T otal 2 5 5 6 7 15373 7415 3955 4 2 5 92 6 28 9 13228 4 4 88 36881 3 3 6 3 2 1 8 9 4 2 0 2 8 0 4 7 6

Source: The Census o f  Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f  Death, vol. II

Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
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Table 3.8: Deaths from disease from 6̂  ̂o f June 1841 -  30'*’ March 1851, per

10,000 o f the population'®'

County Unspe c 

ified

Dysentery Diarrhoea Cholera Fever Dropsy Maras

mus

Starv

ation

Consum

ption

Infirmity

A/D 125 60 50 20 165 40 80 3 245 190

C/W 145 35 20 40 2 60 30 100 3.5 265 245

Cavan 2 1 0 70 40 4 3 10 30 80 10 150 170

Donegal 80 60 40 4 170 40 20 10 140 120

Ki lkenny 170 50 20 40 2 80 20 110 9 28 0 3 0 0

Mayo 1 10 2 2 0 40 30 3 4 0 30 4 0 1 10 90 90

W /meath 2 5 0 20 70 20 160 30 120 7 2 4 0 2 9 0

Source: The Census o f  Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f Death, vol. II

Assessing the cause o f death o f Famine victims is demanding. The Famine

magnified the difficulties which medical practitioners encountered in the diagnosis

and classification o f disease. Hence, there was considerable irregularity in the

maintenance o f  records both inside and outside hospitals and other institutions. There

is also some divergence between the medical terminology used in the mid-nineteenth

century and that applied today, which creates certain difficulties in the interpretation

o f the evidence.'®^ However, Mokyr and 6  Grada conclude that despite this
1

divergence, much o f W ilde’s information makes sense. Tables 3.7 and 3.8 provide 

information on W ilde’s figures concerning cause o f death. Table 3.6 provides a 

categorisation of the oral tradition references to the causation o f death and reveals that 

the three main causes o f death recorded in oral tradition are starvation, fever and 

cholera. Apart from unspecified causes, other causes o f death are almost negligible. 

This section analyses how oral tradition records causation o f death during the Famine.

The population refers to the mean o f the 1841 and 1851 recorded population. 
Mokyr, J. and 6  Grada, C., Famine Disease and Famine Mortality, p. 2. 
Ibid., p. 6.
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Deaths from starvation

Table 3.9: Deaths from starvation as a percentage o f all recorded deaths and oral

tradition references to starvation as a percentage o f all references to 

cause o f death

C o u n t y D e a th s  from C o u n t ie s  ranked C ou n ty Oral trad refs  to C o u n t ie s  ranked

i .. . s ta r v a t io n  as a in order o f s ta r v a t io n  as a j in order o f  no .

% o f  all s tarva t ion % o f  all refs  to  J o f  refs  to

recorded deaths deaths cause o f  death s ta r v a t io n  d ea th s

A r m / D o w n 1 0.22
I
1 M a y e A r m / D o w n 50 A r m / D o w n

C a r l /W ic k
“t ‘ '

0.19 i C a v a n C a r l /W ic k 45.6 ’ C ar lA V ick

C a v a n 1 0.82 ! D o n e g a l C a v a n 23.3 D o n e g a l

D o n e g a l 0.73 j K i l k e n n y D o n e g a l 40 M a y o

K i l k e n n y 0.5 1 W /m e a t h K i l k e n n y 30.8 K i l k e n n y

M ay  0
■f—

6.5 1 A r m / D o w n M a y o 31.6 w / m e a t h

W / m c a t h 0.4 C a r l /W ick W /m e a th 23.5 C a v a n

Source; The Census o f  Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f Death, vol. II.

In modem clinical terms, a person dies from starvation as a result o f the 

attrition o f protein and fatty deposits in the body, causing gradual systematic atrophy, 

especially o f the heart muscle. The physical effects o f malnutrition include the loss o f 

body fat, wasting o f skeletal muscle and atrophy o f visceral organs (except the brain 

and nervous tissue). Other symptoms include extreme weakness, muscle pains, 

sensitive skin, a decrease in blood pressure and heart rate and oedema (the retention o f 

fluid). Death from starvation is a proctracted affair. Towards the end, the intestinal 

lining becomes thin and smooth and loses its ability to absorb food, resulting in severe 

diarrhoea. Eventually vital functions subside simultaneously.

According to the census o f 1851, 20,402 people died from starvation between 

1845 and 1850. This figure is a small fraction o f recent estimates o f excess mortality 

during the Great Irish F a m i n e . I t  is clear, therefore, that either most people who

Mokyr, J. and 6  Grada, C., Famine Disease and Famine Mortality, p. 2; Geary, L.M., ‘What People 
Died o f During the Famine’, in 6  Grada, C., Famine 150, pp. 95-100; Crawford, E.M., ‘Subsistence 
Crises and Famines in Ireland; A Nutritionist’s V iew s’ in Crawford, E.M., (ed.). Famine: The Irish 
Experience 900-1900 ('Edinburgh, 1989), pp. 198-201.

MacArthur suggests that most o f the deaths attributed to ‘dropsy,’ a swelling due to fluid 
accumulation often accompanying acute starvation, should be included as starvation deaths. This would 
have the effect o f  approximately doubling the figures, but the proportion o f the population who died
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perished during the Famine did not die of hteral starvation or that the census of 1851 

was deeply flawed. Both explanations contain a kernel o f truth. Deaths from literal 

starvation were relatively rare during the Famine. The majority of Famine deaths 

were caused by a variety of infectious diseases and a lesser number from dietary 

deficiency diseases. Despite this, between 23% and 50% of the oral tradition 

references to cause of death allude to starvation. Although informants deny that death 

from starvation occurred in their families, starvation represents the primary specified 

cause of death in each report, except in Donegal, where it equals deaths from fever 

and in Kilkenny, where it equals deaths from cholera.

The Armagh/Down report records the highest percentage of deaths from 

starvation. Jimmy Quinn of Kilkeel states that ‘the people died w i’ the hunger sure 

enough.. ..I heard an old man up Newry Street the name of Daniel Doran say he saw 

men drop dead on the street o’ Kilkeel with the hunger.’’®̂ Other sources confirm that 

deaths from starvation took place in the area. Lieutenant H.S. Griffith, Inspecting 

Officer for the county of Armagh wrote that ‘I am informed that two deaths from 

starvation have recently occurred in Upper Orior and numbers are in a dying state 

from the same c a u s e . H o w e v e r ,  other informants who refer to starvation as a cause 

o f death, minimise its importance and emphasise the role of infectious diseases. Susan 

Murphy stated that ‘Well, there was one or two died of hunger, but it was the fever 

was bad.’’̂  ̂ Wilde’s figures supports the assertion that more people died from fever, 

than from starvation.

With 31 references to death from starvation, the Carlow/Wicklow report 

provides nearly half of all such oral tradition references. According to Wilde, in 

Carlow and Wicklow, deaths from starvation represented 3.5 deaths per 10,000 of the 

population, compared to 260 from fever. One informant stated that ‘half the 

population died from hunger and were buried in the ditches.’ Others qualified the 

effect of deaths from starvation. Luke O’Toole declared that ‘In all he only knew of

from this cause would still be minimal. Marasmus describes the death from some sort o f food 
inadequacy o f infants and small children. While Crawford indicates that both these terms are directly 
connected with hunger, Mokyr and 6  Grada suggest that they also pertain to syndromes that were not 
famine related. Crawford, E.M., ‘Subsistence Crises and Famines in Ireland,’ p. 201; Mokyr, J. and O 
Grada, C., Famine Disease and Famine Mortality, pp. 4-5.

Jimmy Quinn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
RLFC 3/2/2/34.
Susan Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Mr Gartland, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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about half a dozen people to be got dead on the roadsides from direct starvation 

during all the spring, summer and autumn of ’47.’' Another explanatory factor for 

the high number of references to death from starvation in this report is that informants 

may have been describing the same victims. Mrs Whelan describes how ‘a woman 

and two children were found starving at Knocknaguilly Cross. The woman died.’ ’'' 

Tom Hughes states that ‘a woman and two children were found in a ditch. She had a

piece o f turnip which she divided with the children. She died herself. Another half
112 • • turnip would have saved her.’ The two accounts share similar details and may refer

to the same woman and child.

The Donegal report records an equal number of references to deaths from

starvation and deaths from fever. Although it is the only report to do so, it still falls

short of illustrating the true level of deaths from infectious disease compared to deaths

from starvation. The census of 1851 recorded 266 deaths from starvation and 4740

deaths from fever in Donegal between 1841 and 1851. While these figures cannot be

relied upon, the differential between both causes was undoubtedly wide. One

infonnant confimis this for a specific year: ‘There were more deaths in 1847 than in

1845-6 due to fever than the starvation.’"^ While the informant is correct in

emphasising the impact of fever deaths in 1847, the previous two years also recorded

more deaths from fever than starvation."'^

Other sources confirm that deaths from starvation occurred in the area. The

Ballyshannon Herald reported that ‘on Monday last a poor widow and her child died -

within two miles of this town...died from want.’ The same issue reported deaths in

the workhouse and that a woman and two children were found starving on the

roadside and that the mother died."^

The Cavan report has the lowest proportion of references which describe

deaths from starvation. This does not tally with the census figures, in which deaths

from starvation, as a percentage of the population, is second only to Mayo and equal

to Donegal. Contemporary sources confirm that deaths from starvation occurred in

'"’Luke O ’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Whelan, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Tom Hughes, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Michael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
For the three consecutive years, 1845-47, the census recorded figures o f 278, 428 and 1,178 for 

fever deaths and figures o f 6, 44, and 99 for starvation deaths in Donegal.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 12/3/1847.
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the area. The local newspaper described ‘hunger, with its inevitable consequent 

sickness and death before our eyes.’ ' The oral tradition records deaths from 

starvation in areas which suffered high population losses. Laurence McIntyre o f 

K ilcrossduff describes how ‘some o f the people that left this townland went to 

America and England and other places. Others o f them died o f hunger and gout
117trouble. There were funerals to Killaun graveyard four times a day.’

Starvation, as a cause o f  death, represents almost 31% o f references in the 

Kilkenny report. The census records 138 deaths from starvation between 1841-51 but 

this is probably an underestimation. Contemporary newspapers include reports on 

deaths from starvation; ‘More deaths from starvation.... a poor man, named John 

Delany, staggered into the house o f John Fogarty, near Lisdowney, in a dying state, 

from starvation. He was offered some bread and actually dropped dead in trying to 

swallow a morsel o f it.’"^ John Curran describes hunger as one o f a number o f 

causes o f death: ‘In the townland o f Kylemore, the Rower, the fourteen 

fam ilies.. .suffered very much from hunger, fever and cholera. The priest.. .anointed 

thirteen at one visit.’ This account is correct in grouping deaths from starvation 

with deaths from infectious disease and is representative o f the majority o f Kilkenny 

accounts.

W ilde’s tables apportion Mayo the highest proportion o f starvation deaths, 

with 110 per ten thousand o f the population, or 3516 people, dying from this cause. 

The report reflects, more than adequately, the impact o f starvation on Famine 

mortality. Nearly 32% o f the references to death describe hunger as the cause.

Patrick MacManamon states that ‘his grandfather saw people drop dead on the road 

from hunger and d i s e a s e . T h e  Mayo Constitution reported that ‘In the 

neighbourhood of Newport on Sunday last, a poor man named Mulloy, was found on 

the road side, his emaciated frame betokened that his death was the result o f want. He 

was a native o f Burrishoole. On Friday last, a poor man died in Deradda, near 

Newport, o f actual hunger, leaving a family to follow in rapid succession.’ Despite 

such suffering in Mayo and the consequent inhumane and heartless atrocities which

Anglo-Celt, 21/8/1846.
Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075. The townland o f Kilcrossduff experienced a decline in 

population o f 42.7%.
The Northern Whig, 19/12/1846.
John Curran, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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inevitably occur in such times, the oral tradition records that ‘many people died with
121hunger rather than talce the neighbour’s share. “It is little enough for yourselves’” .

Over half of the references to cause of death in the Westmeath report are 

unspecified. Of the remaining references, half of them describe starvation as a cause 

of death. Mrs Fitzsimons reports that ‘hundreds of families died with hunger during 

the F a m i n e . J u s t  85 deaths from starvation are recorded between 1841 and 1851 in 

the county of Westmeath. Mrs Leonard of Ballinvalley provides a more credible
123description: ‘Great numbers of people died of hunger and disease.’

Deaths from fever

Table 3.10: Deaths from fever as a percentage of all recorded deaths and oral

references to fever as a percentage of all references to cause of death

C’o nil t y Deaths from Counties ranked County Oral trad refs to Counties ranked
.

fever as a % o f in order o f fever as a % o f in order o f  refs

all recorded fever deaths ail refs to cause to fever deaths

: deaths
' ■ “ 1"

o f  death

A r m /D o w n 1 1.6 M ay o A r m /D o w n  ; 18.2 D onegal

Carl/Wick 15.4 Cavan Carl/Wick 1 2 0 .6 Carl/Wick

Cavan j 20 .5 Kilkenny Cavan 13.3 A r m /D o w n

Donegal 13 Carl/Wick Donegal 4 0 K ilkenny

K ilkenny 16.2 Donegal Kilkenny I 15.4 Cavan

M a y o 21 A r m /D o w n M a y o  j 10.5 M a y o

W /m eath 9.5 W/meath W/meath 0 W /m eath

Source.' The Census o f  Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f Death, vol. II.

Modem medical knowledge enables us to classify the causes o f Famine deaths.

Faced with a multiplicity of symptoms during the Famine, doctors struggled to 

identify and name the diseases they treated. For example, the terms famine fever, the 

fever and road fever were most commonly used as generic terms embracing both 

relapsing and typhus fever. Both typhus and relapsing fever are caused by micro

organisms, transmitted by pediculus humanus, the human body louse. Typhus, 

rickettsia prowazedi, can enter the body through scratches on the skin, through the 

conjunctiva, or by inhalation. It affects the small blood vessels. Those in the brain

Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072. 
Thomas Kelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
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and skin are particularly susceptible to attack, resulting in the common symptoms of 

delirium and stupor, and the characteristic spotted rash. The onset of typhus is 

manifested by shivering, headaches and aching pains. In fatal cases, death usually 

occurs from heart failure about the fourteenth day. Relapsing fever is caused by a 

thread-like spiral organism called a spirochaete and is generally contracted through 

the skin. The name of this fever derives from the numerous relapses which occur 

during the course of the illness, each interval lasting about seven days. Symptoms 

include high temperature, vomiting, nausea, nose bleeding and jaundice, hence the 

popular name, yellow-fever.'^'^ During the Famine, confusion between the two fevers 

was inevitable, including among the medical profession. A few doctors even 

maintained that both typhus and relapsing fever were no more than symptomatic
125varieties of the same infection and little attempt was made to distinguish the two.

The oral traditions highlight the confusion concerning the diagnosis o f fever. 

Dysentery and diarrhoea were common fatal complications of famine fever and so, 

there was often confusion between the two.

References to death from fever comprise between nil and 40% of references to 

cause of death, representing both the primary and the lowest specified cause in various 

reports. With such a range, a correlation between references to fever deaths in the 

reports and recorded fever deaths, as a percentage of population, is easier to define. 

Apart from the Westmeath report, which contains a high number of unspecified cause 

o f death references, the other reports fit a pattern. The three reports with the highest 

number of references record the lowest level of recorded deaths from fever as a 

percentage of the population. On the other hand, the three reports with the lowest 

number of references record the highest level of recorded fever deaths. Is there a 

discernible reluctance to refer to deaths from fever in areas which suffered a high 

proportion of such deaths.

In the Armagh/Down report, deaths from fever comprise approximately 17% 

of references to causes of death, less than references to both starvation and cholera. 

However, these references emphasise the significance of deaths from fever. Susan 

Murphy’s assertion that there were a couple of deaths from hunger, ‘but it was the

MacArthur, W .P., ‘M edical History o f  the Fam ine’, pp. 265-268. 
Ibid., pp. 277-8.
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fever was bad’ is supported by Hugh O ’Hagan o f Kilkeel who states that ‘they’s be

all down with the fever. Oh, it kilt hundreds. ’ Dr, R. W. Cooke, superintendent o f
128Kilkeel district wrote that ‘fever continues speedily among us.’ The local 

newspaper reported that ‘we regret to say that fever is on the increase in this 

neighbourhood.’'^^ Few references in a report does not necessarily imply that 

infomiants are avoiding the issue o f fever deaths and alternative sources may provide 

information more relevant to a particular district than that obtained from W ilde’s 

figures.

36% o f the references to fever in the Carlow/Wicklow report distinguish by 

name or description the fever as typhus. Two different informants describe its ravages 

in a particular townland. Luke O ’Toole states that ‘There was a big population in 

Rathbawn at that time but many o f them were cleared out with typhus. A black car 

like a van with a lid over it went around collecting the sick and brought them to 

h o s p i t a l . J a m e s  Lawlor describes how ‘One family in Rathbawn were wiped out 

with typhus and buried in their own floor and that night there was a new family in the 

house.’

Given the difficulty in identifying different fevers during the Famine, it seems 

improbable that the first informant in the chain o f transmission identified typhus as 

the fever which affected Rathbawn. It is more likely that he/she would have referred 

to ‘famine fever’ or ‘the fever’. However, somewhere along the chain, possibly in the 

testimony o f the final informant, typhus is identified as the specific disease which 

affected the area.

Other informants in the same report describe the symptoms o f a fever which 

match those of typhus. Typhus fever was also known as fiabhras dubh or black fever 

because o f the dusky hue o f the skin which afflicted its victims. Joe Clare o f Tinahely 

describes ‘people lying in the ditches rotten and they would be as black as tar from the 

fever’ and another describes a fever, ‘and the people who would get it got as black

Ms Susan Muiphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Hugh O ’Hagan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
RLFC 3/2/8/56.
The Downpatrick Recorder, 20/2/1847.
Luke O ’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. 
James Lawlor, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. 
Joe Clare, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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as tar and used to swell up.’'̂  ̂ The fear of infection is palpable in some of the 

accounts, as is confusion concerning the transmission of fever. One account relates 

how a woman ‘got so hungry that she killed the cat and ate it. She died with fever that 

the cat had contracted from something it had e a t e n . T h e  same informant says that 

‘there were so many bodies in the pond at Aughrim that the Government had to get it 

cleared out. The men who did the job caught a few trout and ate them but they
135immediately got the typhus from them and died.’ Both accounts imply that 

transmission of the fever occurred by eating something already infected with the fever. 

In fact, both typhus and relapsing fever were caused by micro-organisms, transmitted 

by the human body louse. However, it would be another sixty years before this 

information was available.

John Doyle acknowledges that fever could also be transmitted through human 

contact:

They had a car then for burying the people who died o f fever and they had a bell on it so that 

when they would be coming the people would keep o ff the road.... A car used go around Aughrim 

district every day collecting the fever patients and the driver had to sit amongst them. There was nearly 

a new driver every day as each o f them got the complaint.

References to fever huts indicate an awareness of the importance of isolating 

fever patients: ‘A lot of little houses were to be seen along the roads containing fever 

patients. Shelters were often built over the patients where they lay in the
137 138roadsides.’ These huts were also known as botogai.

The Donegal report contains the highest proportion of references to fever as a 

cause of death, equalling its effect to that of deaths from starvation. One informant 

described the progress of fever:

James Lawlor, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. One o f  the symptoms o f  severe starvation was 
the appearance o f brown blotches on the skin.

John Doyle, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Tom Kavanagh,Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. In the same report, Luke O ’Toole describes the 

same structures, ‘a sod shelter was built up around them wherever they might be found on the roadside.’ 
MacArthur, W.P., ‘Medical History o f the Famine’, p. 306. See also Geary, L.M., ‘What People 

Died o f During the Famine’, pp. 104-5.
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Fever was prevalent here towards the end o f 1846 and throughout the greater part o f  1847. 

There were many deaths from this cause alone brought about by privation and cold, insanitary 

conditions among the very poor and the careless habits into which the working class in general fell with 

so much suffering around.. ..Insanitary conditions had much to do with the spread o f fever.. ..dunghills 

piled close to the door o f the dwelling house.

References to insanitary conditions and dunghills, echo reports in The 

Ballyshannon Herald, which warned people to remove heaps o f manure from 

thoroughfares, lanes or alleyways, otherwise the Ballyshannon Board o f Guardians 

‘will cause them to be removed and prosecute the o f f e n d e r s . D e s p i t e  the failure to 

recognise the source o f infection, the Donegal report provides an accurate description 

o f  fever and its timing. Michael Gildea emphasises the extent o f the disease in 1847, 

compared with previous years. W ilde’s figures reported deaths from fever in Donegal 

as 278, 428, 1178 and 1104 deaths for the years 1845,1846, 1847 and 1848 

respectively.'"^' Reports in the local newspaper detailed the progress o f the Famine.

In November 1846, the newspaper stated that ‘Donegal, generally speaking, is free 

from fever.’ By May 1847, it reported that ‘fever is rapidly spreading throughout 

this town and vicinity and several respectable persons are at present lying in it.’'"̂ ^

This newspaper report echoes the oral tradition account: ‘The well-to-do class caught 

the fever as well in trying to bring aid to the stricken.

The Cavan report contains a more confusing depiction o f fever. This is in 

spite of, or perhaps because of, the high proportion o f recorded fever deaths. One 

infomiant is brief, yet to the point on the subject o f fever during the Famine: ‘Fever 

broke out as a result o f the F a m i n e . A n o t h e r  two informants attribute fever to 

eating a heavy meal. Barney Gargan stated:

There was a lot o f  fever around here because o f  the hunger and a good many people died.

They were starving so long that when they got the oaten meal and made bread and stirabout they ate too 

much and it brought the fever on them ... .They ate more beef and drank more soup than they were fit for

William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 28/5/1847.
The Census o f  Ireland, 185 J, Part V, Tables o f Death, vol. II, pp. 516-17. 
The Ballyshannon Herald, 27/11/1846.
Ibid., 28/5/1847.
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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and it killed some o f  them and more o f them took the fever. The strong heavy meals heated up the 

blood and caused the fever. When the tea came it did away with the fever - it cooled the blood.

A letter to the Society of Friends, stated that ‘one man said of the poor people, 

‘If they get any strong dose at all, they die off at once. (Dose = meal).’'"̂  ̂ The 

mistaken belief that people contracted fever from eating a heavy meal is found in a 

number of accounts in different reports and may be partly explained by Peter Glenna’s 

assertion that it was a disorder associated with the digestive system, rather than the 

fever which affected people: ‘People died after they got a good bit to eat when they 

were brought to a neighbour’s house and got a substantial meal, they were not able to 

digest it and they died.’’"̂^

The Kilkenny and Mayo reports exhibit similar traits to the Cavan report.

While all three counties recorded high proportions of recorded fever deaths, the 

corresponding oral tradition reports had few references to fever. 15% of the Kilkenny 

references to cause of death describe fever, which is lower than references to deaths 

from starvation and cholera. The references are not particularly insightful or 

descriptive ‘hunger set in to be followed by sickness and f e v e r . T h e  same is true 

for references to fever in the Mayo report. Wilde’s tables recorded 8,878 deaths from 

fever between 1845-9, representing a substantial percentage of the population. 

Newspaper reports described the spread of fever in Mayo: ‘The rapid strides of this 

fearful epidemic are becoming every day more t e r r i f i c . T h e  two references to fever 

in the report fail to reflect the impact which the disease undoubtedly had throughout 

the county. Joseph Gallagher states that ‘one of the O ’Kellys of Achill died of fever 

the time of the Famine.’'^’ Michael Gorman describes ‘a man in LetteiTnaghera was 

sick of the fever. He died. There was no one in the house with him except his wife.
152It seems the neighbours avoided the house through fear of the fever.’

Compared to the references to fever in the Carlow/Wicklow and Donegal 

reports, the previous three reports are often vague and confusing. Whether this is

Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
Transactions, p. 202.
Peter Glenna, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
William Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
The Mayo Constitution, 25/5/1847.
Joseph Gallagher, Mayo report, IFC 1072. 
Michael Gorman, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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correlated to the high level of recorded fever deaths in the corresponding counties is 

debatable.

Wilde recorded 1,452 deaths from fever between 1841 and 1851 in the county 

o f W e s t m e a t h . T h e  Westmeath report is notable for its lack of references to any 

deaths from fever. This may be partially explained by the high number of references 

to deaths from unspecified causes. Mrs Leonard declares that ‘great numbers of 

people died of hunger and d i s e a s e . T h e  disease referred to may have been a fever.

Deaths from cholera

Table 3.11: Deaths from cholera as a percentage of all recorded deaths and oral

references to cholera as a percentage of all references to cause of death

C 0 iin t y D e a th s  from C o u n t ie s  ranked C ou n ty Oral  trad refs  to C o u n t ie s

c h o le r a  as a % in order o f ch o le r a  as a % ranked  in order

o f  all recorded ch o ler a o f  all refs  to o f  refs  to

death s death s cause o f  death ch o le r a  d ea th s

A r m /D o w n 1.5 C arl/W ick A r m /D o w n 22 .7 D o n e g a l

C'arl/W ick 2.4 i K ilk e n n y C ar l/W ick 2.9 K i lk e n n y

C'avan

i1

M a y o C avan 13.3 A r m /D o w n

D o n e g a l i 0.3 I A r m /D o w n D o n e g a l 40 C avan

K i lk en n y 2.1 ......J W /m e a t h K ilk e n n y 30.8 M a y o

M a y o 1 ^  ^ D o n e g a l M a y o 10.5 W / m e a t h

W /m e a th i 1.1 C avan W  /m e a th 5.9 Carl/W ick

Source.- The Census of Ireland, 1851, Part V, Tables o f Death, vol. II.

By 1847, official records had attributed over 1000 deaths to cholera.

However, the disease did not reach Ireland until December 1848. It arrived in Ireland 

from Britain, reached its peak in April 1849 and by June o f the same year, the cholera 

epidemic was virtually over. Although short-term, the effect of cholera on mortality 

was significant and in some unions, it contributed to an overall rise in mortality in 

1849 compared with the previous year.'^^ Asiatic cholera is caused by the Vibro 

cholerae bacterium. It is spread by infected individuals, whose excreta contaminate

The problems associated with both W ilde’s figures and the complications in the comparison o f  
references in different reports cannot be disregarded.

The Census o f  Ireland, Part V, Tables o f Deaths, vol. II, pp. 302-3.
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Kinealy, C., This Gi'eat Calamity, p. 254.
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food, and more generally, drinking water, although this was unknown at the time o f 

the Famine. Symptoms include acute diarrhoea, usually accompanied by vomiting,
1 S7which resulted in severe dyhydration.

The difficulty in accurately diagnosing diseases during the Famine and the 

retrospective nature o f the 1851 census both ensured confusion in disease 

nomenclature and its timing and this is especially true o f cholera. For example, the 

resemblance between some symptoms o f dysentery and cholera generated false alarms
158that Asiatic cholera had broken out, before it had even reached Ireland. W ilde’s 

figures concerning cholera are also unreliable, as he conflated cholera and some 

dysentery and diarrhoea mortality.

There is extensive confusion in the oral traditions concerning cholera during 

the Famine. Many informants were o f the belief that ‘they died with the thing they 

called the cholera when the Famine was on.’'*̂  ̂ References to cholera are scattered 

liberally throughout the reports. They comprise between 3% and 31% o f references to 

cause o f death. Table 3.8 demonstrates the low level o f actual deaths from cholera 

compared to fever.

References to cholera in the Armagh/Down reports comprise 22% of 

references to cause o f  death, which exceeds the proportion o f references to fever.

There is considerable differentiation in the descriptions o f cholera in this report. John 

Woods uses the term to describe a type o f fever: T think a lot died with the cholera, 

that was a fever that tim e.’'̂ ’' Another informant is aware that cholera came towards 

the end o f or after the worst o f the Famine: ‘A n’ there came a plague after. I mind 

hers sayin’ that she looked out one day at three o ’ clock in the day, an’ the streets were 

black with crows. There w asn’t a soul to be seen about. They were lyin’ with the 

plague (cholera).’ Two informants describe cures for cholera. John Treanor tells a 

story o f a soldier who came home during the Famine and caught cholera:

An’ when you’d take the cholera, you’d be dead in a few hours. So he mn, an’ he got a drop 

o f whiskey, an’ let a slug (drink out o f bottle) down... Aw, he run as far as Dundalk I heard...an’ he run

Geary, L.M., ‘What People Died o f During the famine’, p. 108. 
MacArthur, W.P., ‘Medical History o f the Famine’, p. 285. 
Geary, L.M .,‘What People Died o f  During the Famine’, p. 108. 
Sarah O ’Hare, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Woods, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Hugh O ’Hagan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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back. An’ every so often he’d take a slug. He run himself into a heat, you see, an’ run easier then, an’ 

took an odd slug o f  the bottle, an’ kept runnin’ all the time. That cured him. I heard aged men tell that 

here.' '̂^

Mary Nugent names a woman who survived cholera;

I mind Katchy Kerly (o f Dernaroy, Dromintee) sayin’ they died with the cholera. A n’ she took 

It herself, she sayed. So she went down to the field .. .it be to be in the hay-time.. .an’ over to a hay

stack, an’ she got under the hay, an’ the heat an’ the weight o f it was a cure. The heat I think.

It is improbable that either story is based in fact. Fever and cholera were 

spread by the human louse and contaminated water respectively.

Two informants give detailed descriptions o f the effect cholera had on the 

body o f the victim. Mary Nugent described how ‘They took it first, I mind to hear her 

say, between the two big toes, an’ it turned black, an’ it went up the foot an’ the leg 

an ’ into the body, an’ it turned as black as behind the fire, till it killed them on their 

two feet in no time at all.’'*̂  ̂ This description is echoed by John Treanor: Tt started 

they say between the two big toes an’ worked its way up till it killed you.’’^̂  It is 

possible that both informants are describing scurvy, a disease caused by a lack o f 

vitamin C. Scurvy can cause haemorrhagic blotches or purpura to appear on the skin 

and in advanced cases it can lead to massive effusions o f blood into the muscles and 

under the skin. In severe cases the leg may be completely black up to the middle o f 

the thigh. Such discolourations gave rise to the popular name o f cos dhubh or black 

leg.'^^ In normal times, scurvy was unknown in Ireland, where the central dietary role 

o f  the potato provided ample vitamin C to the population. However, the loss o f the 

potato crop obliterated sources o f vitamin C and soon after the potato failed, the 

symptoms o f scurvy were witnessed. The confusion regarding disease during the 

Famine is demonstrated by W ilde’s belief that fluctuations in humidity and 

temperature and the ‘moral depression coupled to inactivity’ contributed to an

John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Ibid.
John Treanor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
MacArthur, W.P., ‘Medical History o f the Famine’, pp. 269-70.
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increase in s c u r v y . D e s p i t e  the prevalence of this disease during the Famine, 

Wilde’s figures record only 167 deaths from scurvy between 1841-51, presumably an 

underestimation of the actual figure. One could speculate that, like the informants, 

Wilde might have inadvertently recorded deaths from scurvy as cholera deaths.

Half of the references to cholera in the Cavan reports associate the disease 

with illnesses o f the digestive system. Nowadays, the term ‘dysentery’ is restricted to 

amoebic dysentery, which is usually only found to tropical and sub-tropical countries, 

and bacilary dysentery, an infectious disease, which occurs periodically in epidemics.

It is caused by the dysentery bacillus and spread by flies, direct contact or pollution of 

the water by faeces infected with the bacillus. S3̂ p to m s include diarrhoea, nausea, 

aching pains and fever. Intestinal upsets, caused by unsuitable food, can prompt the 

infection. During the Famine, the term dysentery was more generally applied to any 

condition in which inflammation of the colon was associated with the frequent 

passage of bloody s t o o l s . A l t h o u g h  the 1851 census makes separate entries under 

diarrhoea and dysentery, it would have been difficult to distinguish between the 

modern disease Shigellosis and acute d i a r r h o e a . Du r i n g  the winter of 1846-7, 

chronic dysentery was widespread and was attributed to the consumption of unsuitable
1 -j j

food such as raw or partially cooked Indian meal.

Mrs Clarke states that ‘fever and cholera wiped out a lot of people - they were 

eating indifferent food that didn’t agree with their systems. They were eating anything 

they could get.’'̂  ̂ Mrs O’Carroll describes how ‘there came out a kind of cholera.

The Government was after sending over the Indian meal; the poor Irish didn’t know 

how to boil it and it killed a lot of them.’'^̂  Another informant described the dangers 

associated with Indian meal:

He also recognised that the change in diet was a contributory factor. Census o f  Ireland fo r  the year  
1851, Part V, Tables o f  Deaths, pp. 513-4.

Geary, L.M., ‘Famine, Fever and the Bloody Flux’, in Poirteir, C., (ed.), The Great Irish Famine, 
pp. 76-7.

Mokyr, J. and 6  Grada, C., Famine Disease and Famine Mortality, pp. 7-8.
Dublin Quarterly Journal o f  M edical Science, vol. 7 (1849), pp. 103-4.
Mrs Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Mrs O ’Carroll, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Indian Meal was imported into the country and a number o f  agents were appointed to 

distribute it. And it was said that some o f them mixed lime through it in order to make a profit and the 

people took dysentery after eating the stirabout that was made from it.'̂ '*

The introduction of Indian meal into the workhouse in Cavan town was 

controversial. At a meeting of the Cavan Board of Guardians, the medical officer 

reported that since the introduction of Indian meal into the diets of the inmates, 

paupers were complaining of violent and sudden attacks of the stomach and bowels. 

The medical officer attributed this to Indian meal and he recommended that it be 

removed from the menu. The local newspaper reported that ‘dysentery has increased 

rapidly in the last week’’^̂  and Dr. Fleming reported from Baileborough that 

dysentery or fever was in one cabin out of every two in the rural areas.

Wilde’s tables record just 42 cases of cholera and a marked increase in deaths 

from dysentery and diarrhoea in Cavan in 1849. Deaths from dysentery in Cavan 

increased from a recorded 280 in 1848 to 534 deaths in 1849. Deaths from diarrhoea 

showed a similar increase from a recorded 105 in 1848 to 365 deaths in 1849. The 

tendency during the Famine for wrongful diagnosis means that there may have been 

confusion over a severe form of dysentery and cholera. The latter set of figures and 

the oral traditions lend credence to this theory.

The proportion of references to cholera equals the references to starvation as 

the cause of death in the Kilkenny report. Mr Naddy describes how ‘great numbers of 

people died in this cholera house. Many died too, of the cholera in their own homes.

It is estimated that about 3 people in every house in the Inistioge district died either of 

fever or of cholera during these y e a r s . W i l d e ’s figures support Mr Naddy’s 

assertion that fever and cholera accounted for a considerable fraction of Famine 

deaths. Approximately one fifth of all the deaths recorded in Wilde’s tables between 

1845-9 were caused by fever and c h o l e r a . A n o t h e r  informant is less accurate and 

associates cholera with a digestive illness:

Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Anglo-Celt. 17/4/1846.

23/4/1847.
William Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
The Census o f  1851, Part V, Tables o f  Deaths, vol. II, pp. 242-3.
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Large numbers o f  people had died as a result o f  the cholera in Inistioge. Those who ate the 

black potatoes invariably contracted the dread disease and nearly always died as a result. Speaking o f  

this, Mrs. Lyng told me she remembers her father to say that a person could be well in the morning and 

be dead in the evening, should they be unfortunate enough to be stricken by the disease.’’^

While the description o f the fatal and sudden nature o f cholera is accurate, the

description o f the contraction o f the disease is confused.

W ilde’s tables record nearly eight fever deaths for every one cholera death

between 1845-9 and 747 deaths from dysentery between 1841-51 in Kilkenny.

However, in the oral tradition, there are no references to dysentery deaths and there

are more references to cholera than fever deaths. This suggests that oral tradition

references to cholera may in fact be descriptions o f dysentery or fever.

The one reference to cholera in the Westmeath report refutes that it affected

the area: ‘At the time o f the Famine there was a terrible disease called cholera. It is

said that it never entered Delvin. People say that no bad diseases can ever enter
180Delvin. A saint long ago said that sickness would never ‘top the hill.”  There is no 

reason to believe that Delvin escaped any Famine disease and the reference to the 

saint may indicate an attempt to distance the area from Famine suffering. MacArthur 

has discussed the immunity o f an area in Down from fever and concludes that it was

due to the fact that the area in question ‘lies o ff the direct route to the larger towns
181which were the goal o f the hosts o f starving migrants.’

In the same report, an informant describes a disease called ‘cholera cromby’: 

‘The people used to suffer greatly from heart-ache during the Famine, from eating raw 

meal. There were special doctors to try to cure it. The disease was called cholera 

cromby. The doctors were called ‘hookers’. T h e  reference to cholera cromby is 

unique to this report and appears to describe the effects o f eating unprepared meal. A 

letter to Castlepollard Relief Committee in Westmeath urged that unground meal be 

distributed: ‘It will be found useful to have the com distributed for sale without being
183ground...it will be cheaper.’

J. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Gilmore, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
MacArthur, W.P., ‘Medical History o f the Famine,’ pp. 273-4. 

'*■ Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
'*'RLFC 3/1/5863
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The reports which describe Carlow/Wicklow, Donegal and Mayo, contain 

undetailed references to cholera. The sole reference in the Donegal report describes 

the epidemic o f 1832. In the Carlow/Wicklow report, Luke O ’Toole makes the bland
184statement that people ‘suffered from a disease called Irish Cholera.’ In the Mayo

185report, Thomas Kelly is similar in tone: ‘People were dying with cholera.’

A number o f similar images and phrases crop up repeatedly throughout the 

reports and indeed in the oral traditions o f earlier famines in Ireland. Anna Collard 

discusses this phenomenon and concludes that ‘there is some kind o f culturally 

constituted format for certain types o f historical t h i n k i n g . W i t h  the exception o f 

Donegal, each o f the reports contain at least one reference which describes how ‘the
1 o*y

grass juice oozed from the mouths o f the dead people.’ The Mayo report describes 

the victims as alive but ‘crawling on their hands and knees eating grass and 

w atercress.’ Mrs James Clarke describes how ‘they were on their way to the 

W orkhouse and they got weak from hunger and they couldn’t go any farther. They 

started to eat grass just like cattle and when they died on the roadside the grass was 

found in their m o u t h s . T h e  image o f people found dead with grass in their mouths 

is rendered even more terrible in the Westmeath report. The victims are described as 

helpless babies. Mrs McEvoy o f Ballyhealy, Delvin, ‘heard that they had to eat 

turnips in the fields and that the babies were often found dying with grass in their 

m ouths.’*'̂ ® Such stories are not improbable. It is known that starving people 

attempted to eat grass and that many people died during physical effort, such as 

searching for food. The image o f people dying with their mouths stained green is 

strong in the oral traditions o f the Famine.

Crows are another familiar m otif in the oral tradition o f  the Famine and crop 

up in two reports. In the Westmeath report, an informant describes ‘a man found dead 

in Sheepstown, on the land now owned by Norman O ’Neill and there were a hundred 

crows around him .’'^' In a description o f cholera, informant Hugh O ’Hagan states

Luke O ’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Thomas Kelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Collard, A., ‘Investigating ‘Social Memory’ in a Greek Context’, in Tonkin, E. MacDonald, M. and 

Chapman, M. (eds.), H istoiy and Ethnicity (London, 1989), pp. 96-7.
John Doyle, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Mrs P. Moran, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Mrs James Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Mrs McEvoy, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.

156



that the ‘streets were black with c r o w s . T h i s  vaguely ominous image is an 

effective way o f making the story more memorable to an audience.

A startling image o f the Famine, found in oral traditions from a number o f 

areas in Ireland, concerns the discovery o f a dead mother with a child at her breast.

The horror o f this tradition is compounded with the discovery that the infant is alive 

and still trying to feed from its mother’s breast. Although the identity o f the mother in 

such stories is seldom revealed, the place o f  discovery is usually identified. The 

story related by Mrs P Moran in Mayo adheres to most o f the above criteria: ‘I heard 

over twenty years ago o f a woman found dead at Rossgaline bridge during the famine 

with a live baby at her breast.’

6  Ciosain describes such images as part o f a wider ‘repertoire o f images, 

motifs and short narratives, many o f which predate the Famine and which were part o f 

a wider international narrative r e p e r t o i r e . T h e  use o f familiar motifs and images is 

proven to be an effective way to portray and make memorable the horror o f deaths 

during the Famine.

Hugh O’Hagan, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Lysaght, P., ‘Perspectives on Women’, p. 99.
Mrs P. Moran, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f  Scarcity’, in McBride, I. (ed.), 

Histojy and Memoiy in Modern Ireland (Cambridge, 2001), p. 102.
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Burials

Many were buried where they died. The living were “out o f their feeling” and 

besides were unable to carry a corpse to the graveyard.

As their family members and neighbours died from starvation and disease, 

survivors endeavoured to provide them with a decent burial. However, Famine 

conditions meant that usual burial traditions were often swept aside. The danger o f 

neglecting traditional funeral rites and the subsequent loss o f  psychological comfort to
197 • •the bereaved, has been analysed by a number o f people. The oral tradition reports 

provide evidence o f the disruptive nature o f the Famine on mortuary customs and the 

huge efforts made by individuals to bury those who had died.

Location o f Famine graves

Their attachment to a place of family burial is notorious, to “lay their bones among
198their own people” being the hope that clings to them most firmly through life.

Table 3.12: Oral tradition references to the location o f Famine graves

R eports D escription  o f Informant On the M ass D escrip tion  o f T otal

the location cannot road or in graves the d isco v ery  o f
o f  the grave remember d itches Famine remains

A rm/Down 8 7 1 0 1 17

Carl/W ick 12 0 0 3 2 17

Cavan 10 0 1 I 0 12

D on ega l 4 0 0 0 2 6

Kilkenny 5 0 1 0 0 6

M ayo 26 0 0 0 2 28

W /m eath 6 0 2 2 0 10

T otal 71 7 5 6 7 96

Brian D onnelly, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
For exam ple, Gorer and Marris. See also K im ball’s discussion o f  the connection betw een the 

abandonment o f  mortuary custom s and mental and emotional breakdown. Kimball, S., introduction to 
Van G ennep’s The Rites o f  P assage  (London, 1960), pp. xvii, xviii.

Hall, Mr and Mrs, S.C., Ireland: Its Sceneiy, Character, etc, vol. 1, p. 221.
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Seven informants in the Armagh/Down report assert that they are unaware of the 

location of the Famine graves: ‘I don’t ’ mind much then, or where they buried them. 

But sure where barrin’ Dromintee or Faughart or Killeavy wherever your people 

were.’''̂ ^̂ Others describe the burial of Famine victims in the usual graveyards, ‘I 

don’t expect we had any of your ‘Famine g r a v e y a r d s . T h e  Carlow/Wicklow report 

provides a very different depiction of where Famine victims were interred. Four 

informants state that the bodies of those who died during the Famine were thrown into 

ditches and left to rot; ‘many people weren’t buried but were thrown into the 

d i t c h e s . W i t h  the exception of one informant, all o f the informants in the Cavan 

report state that consecrated graveyards were used to inter the Famine dead and there 

is support amongst informants on the graveyards that were used: ‘there was a big 

trench dug in the g r a v e y a r d . P e t e r  Clarke is the only informant in the Cavan report 

to describe the failure to bury Famine victims. He describes the recollections of a 

doctor called Adams: ‘he told me it was most terrifying to drive along the road and 

see a corpse lying here and a corpse lying there. And some of them seemed as if they 

had been trying to get as near as possible to the cemetery. Both sides of the road were 

strewn with them.’̂ ^̂  Clarke’s account indicates the importance attached to being 

buried in consecrated ground and the effort people made to achieve this. In the 

Donegal report, Hugh Dorian states that:

The old Catholic graveyard at M ullinacross... A ll the Catholic people o f  the parish who died  

during, or as a result o f  the Famine, are buried there. N ot more than a dozen inscribed stones mark 

graves and the great majority o f  the dead who were laid there are now absolutely unknown. The 

graveyard is not more than half-an-acre in extent.̂ *̂ '*

Mary Nugent, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072. See also accounts o f  John Treanor, Sarah (W iley) 
Grant, Tom m y Murphy, Owen Rafferty, Peter Sloan and Jimmy Quinn, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 
1072.

Mrs K. Hearty, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Hopkins, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075. See also accounts o f  Edward Stephenson, Joe 

Clare and Hugh Byrne, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
Mrs James Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075. Mrs James Clarke, Charles Clarke, Laurence McIntyre 

and Patrick O ’ Carroll describe the graveyard on the church hill.
Peter Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Hugh Dorian, aged 75, D onegal report, IFC 1074. D avid D ickson and Brendan M acSuibhne have 

recently edited the memoirs o f  a Hugh Dorian. In 1870, this man had a son called Hugh, probably the 
same Hugh Dorian who provided information to the Irish Folklore Com m ission in 1945. The memoirs 
include a section on the Famine. Surprisingly, the son did not incorporate his father’s written material 
into his account o f  the Famine. The younger Hugh only provides a short account concerning burials 
durmg the Famine. (Dorian, H. (ed. by Dickson, D. and M acSuibhne, B .), The O uter E dge o f  U lster: A 
M em oir o f  Social Life in N ineteenth-C entury D onegal (Dublin, 2000).
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The Kilkenny informants provide inconsistent evidence regarding the location 

o f Famine graves. The collector states that ‘There were not any unburied bodies in the 

district as far as I could a s c e r t a i n . H o w e v e r ,  Edward Barron asserts that ‘James 

Ryan told him it w asn’t an unusual sight to see people in the ditches during the famine 

years lying dead or dying with bits o f grass in their m o u t h s . I n  the Westmeath 

report, Mrs Gilmore provides a horrific account: ‘they would be thrown into ditches
90 7

and often there would be hundreds upon hundreds on top o f eachother, dead.’ The 

Mayo report provides the largest number o f references to the location o f Famine burial 

sites, the majority o f which, describe the interment o f dead on unconsecrated land: 

‘there are plenty buried along by the sea-shore as you go down to the Castle. There 

are several graves in Cnoc Rua on the south side o f the road to the west o f the Post

O ffice.... the priest told the people it was not right to be burying corpses here and
208there and to bring them to the graveyard. Otherwise, diseases would com e.’ Pat 

Moran agreed that ‘they buried in queer places. But it was a great thing (in their 

condition) for them to bury them at all and not leave them over ground.’ Given the 

high mortality rate in Mayo, there are surprisingly few references in the Mayo report 

to mass graves or to uninterred remains. The accounts may be subject to distortion, 

revealing a pride in the fact that all Famine victims received at least some sort o f a 

burial. Other sources indicate that mass graves were resorted to in Mayo and that 

there were numerous instances in which the corpses o f Famine victims were left 

unburied. In December 1847, the editor o f the Connaught Telegraph, stated that 

Famine victims had been ‘thrown into holes dug in cabbage gardens, in fields without 

c o f f i n s . I n  1848, the newspaper carried a report o f ‘a boy on the Newport Road, so 

long dead that we are told the body had partly melted away.’ The failure o f oral 

tradition to provide details o f such common occurences may indicate the difficulty o f 

retaining the memory o f such horrific events in a local community. The belief that 

those who died during the Famine received at least some sort o f a burial offered 

comfort to Famine survivors.

The collector, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Edward Barron, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Mrs Gilmore, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
Martin O ’Malley, Mayo report, IFC 1072. 
fh id.  p. 39.
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An examination o f relevant burial registers of the Catholic Church reveals a 

marked increase in burials in consecrated graveyards during the Famine years. 

Unfortunately, the number o f relevant registers that has been traced is limited. 

However, there is information related to areas in four o f the reports. Table 3.13 

provides my calculations for the increase in burials during the worst o f the Famine 

years in these parishes.

Table 3.13: Increase in the number o f burials in graveyards, in a selection o f
parishes, expressed as a percentage o f the equivalent figure for either 
1844 or 1852 ^"’

Parish 1845 1846 1847 1848 1849 1850 1851
Camew, W icklow 277 73 7 33
Delvin, W/meath 112 30 39
Kilbroney, Down Lower Lower 102 Lower Lower Lower Lower
K ingscourt, Cavan 217 100 39 21
Mullingar, W/meath Lower 3 84 18 42 Lower Lower
Newry, Down 15 136 230 65 42 63 23

Source; Catholic Burial Registers.

Given the rise in Famine mortality, the increase in the number o f burials in 

consecrated graveyards is expected. The figures in table 3.13 demonstrate that there is 

little connection between the level o f oral tradition references to burials in consecrated 

ground and the extent o f such burials. For example, only one informant in the 

Carlow/W icklow report alludes to a consecrated graveyard. However, the incomplete

burial registers for the parish o f Camew reveals that, in 1848, there was a substantial
211increase in the number o f people who were buried in the parish graveyard.

Informants in other reports correctly refer to the burial o f Famine dead in the 

conventional graveyards.

The Kilbroney, Mullingar and Newry calculations are based on a comparison with the 1844 figure 
and those o f  Carnew, Delvin and Kingscourt are based on the 1852 figure. Catholic Burial Registers, 
P5499, P4163, P5502, P4256, P4172 and P4183.
"" One could speculate that the corresponding figure for 1847 was even larger.
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Treatment of the corpse

Table 3.14: Oral tradition references to the treatment o f the corpse

Report U se  o f  
coffin s

U se  o f  
carts

A lack 
o f

mourners

A nim als eating  
the remains 

and cannibalism

Live
burials

T he u se M iscell. T otal
o f  sh ee ts  

and creels
-----------

A rm /D ow n 4 I 1 1 0 0 0 7
Carl/W ick 6 1 3 3 1 1 1 16
Cavan 4 0 3 0 0 0 1 8
D on ega l 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 3

K ilkenny 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 3

M ayo 2 2 1 0 0 7 0 12

W /m eath 2 1 0 2 1 1 0 7

T otal 20 5 9 6 2 10 4 56

Describing the scarcity of coffms during the Famine, William Foster wrote, 

‘and to those who know the almost superstitious reference of the Irish for funeral rites, 

they tell a fearful story.’ '̂  ̂ With the exception of the Donegal report, all of the oral 

tradition reports describe the shortage of coffms during the Famine and the use of 

sliding or bottomless coffms. Mary Daly states that: ‘I heard them sayin’ at the fire 

many a time at Cross that the time of the Famine in Creggan they had what you’d call 

second-hand coffins. They were on sort of hinges or somethin’ an ‘ when you’d take a 

corp’ to Creggan buryin’ ground, you’d let the corp out of the coffin an’ use it 

a g a i n . J a m e s  Lawlor described them as ‘special coffms.. .with a trap-door in the 

bottom for letting them into the grave.’ '̂"̂  In the Cavan report, Mrs James Clarke’s 

account has the effect of comparing dead bodies with dung. She states that ‘the 

corpses were carried in a coffin with a detachable bottom, they opened it the same 

way as you’d open the bottom of bawrthogs when putting out dung and they let the
?215corpse drop into the trench. The same coffin was used again and again.’ William 

Naddy provides a unique reference to a trigger system: ‘these coffins had hinges 

attached to the bottoms. A trigger was pulled and the body was let drop into the

Transactions, p. 155.
Mary Daly, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
James Lawlor, Carlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
Mrs James Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075. Pardogs were manure creels or pots that had a hinged  

bottom w hich allowed manure to be dumped where it was needed. See Evans, E.E., Irish Folk Ways, p. 
168.
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pit ,216 Mayo report contains contradictory reports concerning the use o f coffins.
217Brian Donnelly asserts that, ‘no body was left unburied without a coffin.’

However, seven informants in the same report provide explicit references to the fact 

that Famine victims were buried without coffins. Martin O ’Boyle states that ‘corpses 

used to be rolled up in an old sheet or any old piece o f c l o t h . A  local newspaper 

reported that a coffin fund was set up in Castlebar in order ‘to prevent the recurrence
219of the inhuman spectacle we witness o f people burying the dead without coffins.’ 

Three informants describe the use o f a creel to carry the corpse to the graveyard and 

another refers to corpses wrapped in sugain o f straw. Martin Keane states that
220‘corpses were carried in cleeves to Killeen and buried without shroud or coffin.’

Martin O ’Malley and Michael Gorman both describe individuals carrying the bodies 

o f relatives in creels: ‘putting her husband’s body into a ‘cleeve’ (creel) and carrying it 

on her back out from Inis na Croise.’^ '̂ The local newspaper reported the use o f 

creels: ‘two o f the children died and were covered in a creel by their mother at 

midnight and interred without coffins.

One o f the more visible signs o f the Famine’s disruption on burial customs 

was the scarcity o f mourners at a funeral. Prior to the Famine, the whole community 

attended a local wake and funeral, which was a great social occasion. Five o f the nine 

references attribute the low number o f mourners to a fear o f infectious disease.

Charles Clarke explains that ‘there were so many funerals at the time and people 

didn’t like to attend the funeral because the men died o f fever and they were afraid 

they might take it.’^̂  ̂ Terence Clarke states that ‘according as they died, the 

surviving members o f each family buried the ones that died. And when the last of 

them died it was hard to get anybody to carry out the burial, people were afraid that 

they’d take the fever.

William Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Martin O ’Boyle, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Connaught Telegraph. Cited in Mullen, M., The Darkest Years, p. 30.
Martin Keane, Mayo report, IFC 1072. The references to creels are unique to the Mayo report. 

Creels were a type o f basket made o f straw rushes and other pliant materials. Evans states that a certain 
type o f  manure creel was in use ‘all along Atlantic coastlands from Spain to Scotland.’ Evans, E.E., 
Irish Folk Ways, p. 168.

Martin O ’Malley, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Mayo Constitution, 30/3/1847.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Far worse than the prospect o f a low turnout at a funeral was that o f an animal 

or other human eating a corpse. Any unburied corpse will attract the attentions o f 

scavenging animals. There are four oral tradition references to dogs and rats eating 

the remains o f Famine victims. Peter Sloan describes ‘people.. .lying dead along the 

roads and in the fields. It seems they fell out o f their standin,’ an’ the dogs eatin’ at
7 7 Sthem .’ The horror o f these accounts is confirmed by reports in local newspapers.

At a meeting o f  landed proprietors in Cork, it was stated that ‘a dog was seen running 

from a churchyard with the body o f a child in his mouth.
2^7Accounts o f famines elsewhere have reported instances o f cannibalism. " 

W illiam Wilde stated that ‘it is scarcely possible to exaggerate in imagination what 

people will do, and are forced to do before they die from absolute want o f 

food.. ..some instances may have occurred at which human nature, in its ordinary 

healthy condition, r e v o l t s . T h e  Westmeath report is the only report to contain any 

reference to the taboo subject o f cannibalism. Pat Gibney states that he ‘heard an old 

man, the late John Keane o f Bracklyn say th a t.. ..in some places in the country was so 

bad that the people ate human f l e s h . T h e  reference is vague and the informant 

does not provide any details. Oral tradition appears to avoid discussion o f  this topic.

Although it is difficult to define the location o f Famine graves, the support 

amongst infonnants indicates that burial sites are accurately remembered. Such 

information is not readily available in other sources. Any examination o f Famine 

mortality involves a discussion o f the failure o f the 1851 census to accurately 

calculate the number o f people who died because so many people died and were left to 

rot in ditches or buried in their homes. Oral tradition provides an insight into such 

unrecorded deaths. The locations are embedded in the local landscape, which is used 

as a mnemonic device, facilitating remembrance o f the graves.

The failure to provide coffins for Famine victims is a central theme in the oral 

traditions relating to the burial o f Famine victims. Some informants deny that anyone 

was buried without a coffin in their area during the Famine. This indicates that a 

shame was associated with the failure to provide a decent burial. Measures resorted to

Peter Sloan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Athlone Sentinel, 4/6/1847. For similar descriptions, see Mayo Constitution, 12/1/1847 and Mullen, 

M., The Darkest Years, p. 62.
See 6  Grada, C„ Black ’47, pp. 210-11.
Wilde, W., Census o f 1851, Part V, Table o f Deaths, pp. 243, 310.
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during the Famine, including the use o f sliding coffins, sheets and creels, represented 

a significant departure from traditional nineteenth century customs. Prior to the 

Famine, huge importance was attached to the proper treatment o f the corpse and the 

correct burial procedure. The image o f bodies being dumped from sliding coffins 

with neither coffin nor shroud undoubtedly left its mark on local communities.

The Famine disturbed the support system that had existed in communities at 

the time o f a death. Neighbours who had previously attended the wake and funeral 

were now either too weak or too frightened to attend. This meant that Famine victims 

with no living relatives often went unburied. These traditions concerning the scarcity 

o f mourners indicate the extremely disruptive influence o f the Famine on the normal 

social life o f a community.

Pat Gibney, W estmeath report, IFC 1075.
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Conclusion

At the start o f  this chapter, I suggested that a more comprehensive analysis o f 

oral traditions o f  mortality and disease during the Famine was required. It was 

evident that oral tradition was not going to reveal substantial details on the precise 

number o f people who perished or the specific causation o f death. The investigation o f 

whether correlations exist, yields important information on the nature o f how 

mortality is remembered within communities.

The determination o f whether a correlation exists between oral tradition 

references to how a locality fared during the Famine and regional levels o f excess 

mortality is complex. The suggested pattern permeates all o f the reports, but in 

diverse and sometimes complex ways. Some reports appear to adhere to the pattern, 

but on closer examination, do not or else follow it in a indirect fashion. For example, 

the Carlow/W icklow report has a relatively low excess mortality rate and a high 

number o f references and thus appears to follow the pattern. However, other sources 

reveal that the areas described in the reports probably suffered a higher excess 

mortality rate than the relevant counties. Similarly, with a relatively low excess 

mortality rate and high number o f references, the Armagh/Down report follows the 

pattern. However, a closer examination reveals that the relevant areas probably 

experienced high levels o f excess mortality and that a high percentage o f the 

references denied that the area was affected. Thus, by a circuitous route, the report 

adheres to the pattern. The Cavan, Kilkenny, Mayo and Westmeath reports follow the 

pattern.

Each report also contains denials o f Famine suffering in the locality. In the 

Carlow/Wicklow, Cavan and Westmeath reports, these accounts are contradicted by 

other accounts in the same report or by other sources. The account in the Mayo 

report, which downplays the level o f suffering in a particular townland, is supported 

by censal data. The distortions associated with distancing a locality from Famine 

suffering may result from the influence o f cultural values, which determine the ideals 

to be striven for.^^® While some accounts, which show the communities in a negative 

light, may be deliberately suppressed, it is also possible that the possible inability o f
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survivors o f the Famine to discuss local suffering was translated, by succeeding 

generations in the same locality, into a belief that the locality escaped Famine 

suffering.

The level o f mortality in each o f the localities under discussion makes it likely 

that many o f the informants’ families would have experienced hardship, if  not death 

during the Famine. However, this likelihood fails to make an impact on the oral 

tradition o f the Famine. Instead, the informants relate how the their families helped 

less fortunate individuals. Stories which do not advance the interests o f the 

inform ant’s family may be deliberately omitted.

The extent o f identification, or non-identification, o f Famine victims is similar 

throughout the reports. O f the 175 references to individuals dying during the Famine, 

only 24 o f them identify the victim. A number o f factors indicate that a degree o f 

deliberate suppression was involved in the failure to identify more Famine victims. 

Informants appear less reluctant to identify victims o f disease, than those who died o f 

starvation. There are twice as many identified victims o f disease, as there are 

identified victims o f starvation. This disparity is not explained by there being more 

references in general to death caused by infectious disease. Oral tradition identifies 

starvation as the main killer during the Famine. In addition, a number o f informants 

appear to emphasise the fact that those who died during the Famine were strangers to 

the area. However, it is also likely that the non-identification o f Famine victims was a 

result o f lack o f information on the part o f the informant.

Deaths from starvation constitute a large proportion o f oral tradition references 

to cause o f death. Table 3.9 reveals the contradiction between the level o f starvation 

deaths in the reports and the recorded deaths from starvation as a percentage o f the 

population. This may be partially explained by the fact that a proportion o f  references 

to starvation in the reports also refer to (and at times emphasise the importance of) 

deaths from infectious disease. However, this does not fully explain the large 

differential between both sets o f figures. A superficial examination o f the two tables 

reveals a possible pattern between references to starvation deaths in the reports and 

recorded deaths from starvation. The two reports which have the highest number o f 

references to starvation deaths describe counties which record the lowest level o f 

deaths from starvation. However, with the exception o f Mayo, all o f the counties

Vansina, J., Oral Tradition as History (London, 1985), p. 96.
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demonstrate very low levels o f recorded starvation deaths. Far more significant is the 

vast disparity between the low level o f recorded deaths from starvation and the central 

position o f starvation as a cause o f death in oral tradition. An examination o f the 

reports reveals that, despite being a rare causation o f death, there are strong images o f 

people dying from hunger in each report. The horrific nature o f such deaths 

undoubtedly had a strong impact on the oral traditions o f the Famine. While the 

shocking images o f people dying o f starvation may be somewhat over-represented, the 

impact o f infectious disease does not go unnoticed.

Although the proportion o f oral tradition references to fever as a cause o f 

deaths is comparable to that recorded by Wilde, discrepancies still occur. An inverse 

correlation is apparent. Reports describing areas which suffered the highest levels o f 

fever mortality, provide the lowest number o f oral traditions to deaths from fever, and 

vice versa. For example, the Mayo report had only half the proportion o f references to 

death from fever, compared to the proportion o f recorded fever deaths. The 

Armagh/Down, Carlow/Wicklow and Donegal reports all provided higher proportions 

o f  references to fever as a cause o f death than the recorded proportion o f such deaths.

It appears that informants in areas that suffered a lower proportion o f fever deaths 

were less reluctant to identify it as a cause o f death.

There is an abundance o f oral tradition references to deaths from cholera.

There are descriptions o f its effect throughout the Famine years, with little realisation 

that it occurred over a relatively short space o f time and towards the end o f the 

Famine. At times, Wilde confirms the peculiar timing o f cholera described in the oral 

reports, but his figures are also flawed. Both sources have a tendency to diagnose 

other diseases, such as dysentery, fever and scurvy, as cholera. This helps to explain 

the relatively few references to dysentery and fever and the liberal references to 

cholera, although the former two diseases were responsible for more Famine deaths 

than cholera. Another possibly distorting influence on the level o f  references to 

cholera is question two o f the Famine questionnaire; ‘Please write down any stories or 

traditions you can find locally about the following: Famine deaths, burials, graves, 

graveyards, the Cholera in your district; local fever hospitals at the tim e.’ Although 

there is a reference to ‘fever hospitals,’ cholera is the only disease that collectors are

number o f reports understate the proportion o f fever cases.
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explicitly asked to enquire about. This may have inadvertently led to an over

em phasis on cholera.

While informants demonstrate an understanding o f the contagious nature o f 

Famine diseases, they do not generally allude to the increased danger o f contracting 

such diseases, as a result o f the disruption caused by the Famine. During the Famine, 

there was certainly a knowledge that diseases, especially fever, were contagious. 

However, it was not until the 1880s that the role o f micro-organisms was understood.

The disruptive influence o f the Famine on mortuary customs is retained in the 

memory o f  local communities. Grainger states that ‘to neglect to allow death the
232significance o f  a completed process is to refuse to accept it as happening at all.’

The retention o f these accounts in oral tradition may constitute a way o f 

commemorating those victims who were denied a proper burial.

Oral tradition accounts that understate local Famine mortality, avoid 

discussion o f mortality within informant’s family or fail to identify victims may 

provide information on the effect o f the Famine on survivors. The possible inability 

o f  survivors to talk about particular episodes or events is relevant to the oral traditions 

on Famine mortality. Examples abound o f the unwillingness or inability o f survivors 

to articulate their experiences o f traumatic events. Anna Collard describes the effects 

o f  the civil war in a Greek village and the inability o f the surviving inhabitants to 

communicate the events o f that war.^^^ Naomi Rosh White discusses the limits o f 

representation in Holocaust accounts. She explains that with such episodes, the 

historian is confronted, not with whether information is being withheld, but with the 

problem o f how one might convey experiences and feelings for which words cannot 

be found. She concludes that accounts o f such events can only allude to what are, 

ultimately unspeakable truths.^^"^ William Bennett described how ‘such afflictions are
235but the shadows o f things to come and the beginning o f unutterable sorrows.’

Perhaps oral traditions, more than any source, reflects the difficulty o f describing 

certain aspects o f mortality and disease during the Famine.

Grainger, R., The Social Symbolism o f  G rief and Mourning, p. 83.
Collard, A., ‘Investigating ‘Social Memory” , pp. 89-103.
White, N.R., ‘Marking Absences: Holocaust Testimony and History’ in Perks, R. and Thomson, P. 

(eds.), The Oral H istoiy Reader (London and New York, 1988), pp. 173-4.
Transactions, p. 163.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Government Relief

The Poor Relief (Ireland) Act of 1838 provided Ireland with its first permanent 

system of poor relief The country was divided into 130 new administrative units, 

known as poor law unions, each of which had a Board of Guardians and a workhouse. 

The system catered for approximately 100,000 paupers. The Irish system of poor 

relief was more rigid than its English counterpart. Only those who resided in the 

workhouse were entitled to relief Outdoor relief was strictly prohibited and a right to 

relief did not exist. Once a workhouse was full, the poor law had no responsibility to 

provide additional means of relief. George Nicholls, the architect of the Irish Poor 

Law, recognised the limitations of such a system. Its inflexible nature rendered it 

incapable o f dealing with a major crisis.'

Both Sir Robert Peel and Lord John Russell realised that the scale and nature 

of the Great Famine demanded more than the Poor Relief Act offered. Both men 

employed a number of temporary relief measures, distinct from the existing system. 

Peel arranged for the importation of Indian com and meal, from the United States and 

Britain, to Ireland. This food was sold to local relief committees for distribution and 

it was available for purchase, at less than cost price, from government depots. By the 

summer of 1846, approximately 140,000 men were employed on the system of public 

works. The repeal of the Com Laws in the July of that summer, led to the collapse of 

Peel’s government and its replacement by a Whig govemment, led by Lord John 

Russell. Russell’s govemment was committed in principle to the doctrine of laissez- 

faire, which discouraged intervention in the Irish market. The many interventions into 

the Irish economy indicate that this commitment was not strictly adhered to. Once in 

power, the Whig govemment focused on the provision of employment, through a 

revised system of public works, rather than the sale of food, as a form of relief. The 

Temporary Relief Act of Febmary 1847 allowed for the issue of free rations, through a 

network of soup kitchens. Despite these measures, following the harvest o f 1847, the 

Whigs resorted to an amended version of the poor law, as the principle means of

' Kinealy, C., ‘The Role o f the Poor Law during the Famine’ in Poirteir, C. (ed.), The Great Irish 
Famine, pp. 105-7.
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relief. This chapter presents oral traditions concerning the success or otherwise o f 

these, and other measures.

An examination o f British relief policies is inherently connected with the 

question o f responsibility for Famine suffering and mortality. This subject remains 

the most complex and controversial feature o f Famine debates. T.P. O ’N eill’s 

contribution to Edwards’ and W illiams’ The Great Famine, on the organisation and 

administration o f relief, was detailed and described some o f the inadequacies 

associated with certain relief policies. However, O ’Neill eschewed a comprehensive 

discussion o f responsibility for the Famine. Indeed, after the publication o f the 

volume, one o f the editors described his misgivings: T f it is (called) studies in the 

history o f the Famine it is because they are not sure all the questions are answered. 

There are still the fundamental matters whether its occurrence was not due to the 

failure o f the sophisticated to be alert.’

Cecil Woodham-Smith was less reluctant to apportion blame. In The Great 

Hunger she wrote that ‘as a nation, the English have proved themselves to be capable 

o f  generosity, tolerance and magnanimity, but not where Ireland is concerned’ and she 

concluded that ‘the famine left hatred behind. Between Ireland and England the 

memory o f what was done and endured has lain like a s w o r d . I n  a review o f the 

work, the historian, A.J.P. Taylor wrote that ‘the English governing class ran true to 

form ’ and ‘though they killed only two million Irish people, this was not for want o f 

trying.’  ̂ The tone o f Taylor’s article resembled that o f the Young Irelander, John 

Mitchel, who declared that a ‘no sack o f Madgeburg or ravage o f the Palatinate, ever 

approached in horror and desolation to the slaughters done in Ireland by mere official 

red tape and stationary and the principles o f political econom y.. ..million and a half o f 

men, women and children were carefully, prudently and peacefully slain by the 

English government. They died o f hunger in the midst o f abundance, which their own 

hands created .. ..The Almighty indeed sent the potato blight, but the English created 

the famine.’^

“ Gray, P., ‘Ideology and the Fam ine’ in Poirteir, C. (ed.), The G reat Irish Famine, pp. 86-94.
D onnelly, J.S., ‘The Great Famine: its Interpreters, Old and N ew ’ in H istory Ireland, vol. 1 (1993), p. 

29.
W oodham -Sm ith, C., The G reat Hunger, pp. 411-12.

■*’ Taylor, A .J.P., Essays in English H istory  (London, 1976), pp. 75-78.
 ̂ M itchel, J., The Last C onquest o f  Ireland (Perhaps) (G lasgow ), pp. 218-19.
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Such assertions of British culpability provoked a number of historians to re

examine the Famine and they focused on possible social and economic reasons for the
n

Famine. Mary Daly’s The Famine in Ireland exemplifies this approach. She 

suggests that ‘the role o f the British government as a relief agent should perhaps be 

seen in a more sympathetic light than it is generally regarded.’ Daly argues that the 

ideological considerations that restricted government relief policies were apparent in 

other organisations and that even present day famine relief efforts are constrained by 

ideological and economic concerns. She points to the inadequacy o f the response 

from Irish quarters and states that there was ‘no strong identifiable call from Ireland 

for any particular measure to meet the famine.’  ̂ Daly’s claim that intervention in the 

food market in the autumn of 1846 would ‘undoubtedly have led to a boycott o f the 

food trade by private traders’ is not established by precedent. During the subsistence 

crisis of 1782-4, the Lord Lieutenant Temple ignored the protests of the powerful 

mercantile sector and placed an embargo on the export of com, potatoes, flour and 

related products.‘̂ The merchants did not boycott the food trade and food prices were 

reduced.

The work of Daly and others was necessary, in order to expand the discussion 

concerning responsibility for the Famine. The inclusion of factors other than that of 

mere British culpability broadened the debate. However, in an attempt to distance 

themselves from this version of history, these historians were sometimes in danger of 

overlooking important aspects of British relief policy during the Famine.

Lately, there has been another adjustment in the debate concerning British 

responsibility. A number of historians have sought an approach to the question of 

British responsibility, which neither justifies the nationalist claims o f genocide, nor 

avoids the main issues of culpability. Their aim is to combine a critical methodology 

in the analysis of the evidence, with a more sensitive response to the catastrophic 

nature of the F a m i n e . T h e  debate concerning British relief efforts is ongoing, but 

little use has been made of oral tradition, as a source on the topic. An analysis of the

’ See Bradshaw, B., ‘N ationalism  and Historical Scholarship in M odem  Ireland’, in Brady, C. (ed.), 
In terpreting Irish H istory  (Dublin, 1994), pp. 204-5 and 6  Grada, C., Ireland before and  after the 
Famine, p. 100.
 ̂ Daly, M ., The Famine in Ireland  (Dundalk, 1986), pp. 113-15.
K elly, J., ‘Scarcity and Poor R elie f in Eighteenth Century Ireland: the Subsistence Crisis o f  1782-4’ in 

Irish H istorica l Studies, vol. 28 (1992), p. 44.
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oral traditions relating to this subject may illuminate the perceptions of communities 

who were the focus of relief efforts.

Table 4.1: Oral tradition references to relief

Report Public Soup W orkhouses Relief Indian Miscell Total
W orks Kitchens Committees Meal

Arm/Down 21 24 5 1 15 4 70
Carl/W ick 24 1 1 0 9 8 43
Cavan 14 6 5 4 7 7 43
Donegal 8 4 3 1 2 2 20
Kilkenny 7 2 1 0 2 2 14
Mayo 13 2 1 1 9 3 29
W/meath 3 5 1 0 1 4 14
Total 90 44 17 7 45 30 233

The seven oral tradition reports provide approximately 233 references to 

Government relief efforts (see table 4.1). The references vary considerably in terms of 

length and quality. Some provide ample detail, and others are mere allusions. The 

largest number of references (90) alludes to the public works. The next largest group 

of references (44) refers to the distribution of gratuitous relief in the form of food, 

either from soup kitchens or government food depots. There is also a large number of 

references (45) to Indian meal. The 30 references that are categorised ‘miscellaneous’ 

include references to government donations of seeds and the export of food from 

Ireland to Britain. There is disparity in the number o f references in each report. 

Although it describes an area that required the least amount of relief, the 

Armagh/Down report provides the highest number of references to government relief 

There is the potential for a correlation between the number of oral tradition references 

to public works and soup kitchens in a specific area, and the recorded take up of the 

relief measure in the same area. A bias towards or against a certain mode of relief 

may provide insight into the perceptions surrounding particular forms of relief, in a 

community. The oral traditions relating to the different relief measures shall be 

assessed thematically. Other relevant sources, including contemporary newspapers,

Bradshaw, B., ‘Nationahsm and Historical Scholarship’, in Irish Historical Studies, vol. 26 (1989), p. 
350.
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parliamentary papers and relief commission papers, shall be employed in a 

comparative analysis.
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Workhouses

These great asylums of destitution -  the Union Workhouses.”

The Poor Rehef Act of 1838 provided for the establishment of a centrally

located workhouse in each of the 130 poor law unions. The first workhouse opened in

1840 and on the eve of the Famine, a large proportion of them were in operation. The

workhouses were not in great demand prior to the Famine. The harsh regime in the

workhouses ensured that refuge was only sought in extreme circumstances. Residence
12

in the workliouse was made ‘as disagreeable as was consistent with health.’ The 

workhouse system catered for the reception of approximately 100,000 paupers and 

was inherently incapable of dealing with a crisis such as the Famine. The impact of 

the 1845 potato failure, on workhouse numbers, was unremarkable and by March 

1846, the workhouses were still less than half full. However, the second potato failure 

had a more profound effect on the demand for workhouse relief By mid-October 

1846, four workhouses were full to capacity and the numbers seeking refuge in the 

workhouse rose rapidly. By the end of the year, over half the workhouses were full 

and by February 1847, almost all were full and many were overcrowded. The 

introduction of the soup kitchens eased the situation. Despite the failure of the 

workhouses to respond adequately to the crisis, the Irish Poor Law Amendment Act of 

August 1847, transformed the poor law into the main organ for Famine relief. From 

now on, the destitute that were not able-bodied were to be relieved either in or out of 

the workhouse and the unemployed able-bodied destitute were entitled to relief, which 

had to be administered within the workhouse. Under certain conditions, the 

amendment allowed relief to the poor who were not resident in the workhouse and 

during the last few months of 1847 and the entire year of 1848, 70 of the poor law 

unions sanctioned outdoor relief to the able-bodied destitute. The workhouses 

experienced continued overcrowding in the subsequent years and a peak was reached 

in 1849.

'' Mr Redington to Sir Som erville. C opies or Extracts o f  C orrespondence re la ting  to the s ta te  o f  the 
Union Workhouses in Ireland, 1847. H.C. 1847 [766], Iv, p. 55, 20/1 /1847.

O ’N eill, T .P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f  R elief, 1845-52’ in Edwards and W illiam s 
(eds.), The G reat Famine, p. 209.
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The oral tradition reports provide only seventeen references to the workhouses. 

Considering their role in the provision o f relief and the number o f  people who were 

relieved from or in the workhouse, the number o f references seems low.

In the Armagh/Down report, five informants provide five reference to the 

workhouses in Kilkeel, Banbridge and Castlewellan. Three o f the informants use the 

slightly disparaging term, ‘poorhouse.’ Four o f the informants allege that the Kilkeel 

workhouse was built at the time o f the Famine. Mr Gwynn states that ‘there was no 

Poorhouse and one had to be set up. ’ John Woods states that ‘that’s the year all the 

Poorhouses were built, in 46 and 47. There was a Poorhouse too in Banbridge an’ 

K ilkeel.. ..They were all built in the year o f the Famine. A n’ anyone would know it; 

for they were all built on the one design.. .Newry as w ell.’'"̂  Most workhouses, 

including Banbridge and Kilkeel were actually built before the Famine. The first 

admissions o f paupers to Kilkeel and Banbridge were September 1841 and June 1841, 

respectively. By 1845, 118 o f the 130 union workhouses were in operation. Woods is 

correct regarding the design o f the workhouses. George Wilkinson, the architect 

commissioned to design the workhouses, was directed to produce a uniform, cheap 

and unattractive building: ‘the cheapest decription compatible with durability...all 

mere decoration being studiously excluded.’’^

Jimmie Donnan uses the ruins o f the workhouse and the present landscape as a 

mnemonic device. He states that ‘the Hospital’s built where the Poorhouse 

w as.. .built in the time o f the Famine. There’s a good bit o f it there yet. They got 

hard done in it. I mind the time my wife’s mother was in it and they only got what 

kept them alive.’ This is the only account, in the Armagh/Down report, that 

describes the treatment o f inmates o f the workhouse. A primary objective o f the 

Commissioners was to make life in the workhouse as repellent as possible. The 

treatment o f workhouse inmates was not unlike that o f prisoners. Paupers had to enter 

as an entire family unit. Once inside the workhouse, inmates were segregated, 

according to sex, and subjected to harsh routine and discipline. They were compelled 

to work at a variety o f demeaning and disagreeable tasks and had to wear a paupers 

unifonn. Donnan’s description o f the inadequate diet is accurate. The Poor Relief

Mr Gwynn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Woods, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Fifth Annual Report o f  the Poor Law Commissioners, 1839, p. 27.
Jimmie Donnan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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Act o f  1838 had stipulated that the workhouse diet should be monotonous and inferior 

to that o f the poor outside the workhouse. The Kilkeel workhouse minute books 

confim i that the guardians o f this union believed that ‘the Dietary o f the Paupers in 

the Workhouse should not be made superior to persons who are obtaining their living 

by labour outside the H o u s e . T h e r e  is also evidence that the already meagre rations 

were reduced during the Famine. In January 1847, a number o f reductions were 

implemented in the diet. Later that month, the poor law commissioners cautioned the 

Kilkeel guardians on the use o f molasses in the diet because it was responsible for an 

increase in diarrhoea. In March o f that year, ‘owing to the low price o f Indian meal

and the Oatmeal being still h igh .. .Indian meal be given in future to the Paupers for
18breakfast, mstead o f oatmeal.’

Two informants detail the abolition o f the workhouse. John Woods states that 

‘it’s over twenty years anyway since the one in Kilkeel was put away’ and Jimmie 

Donnan recalls that ‘they done away with it...about the year 1916.’ After the 

establishment o f the Northern Ireland state, under the Government o f  Ireland Act 

1920, Kilkeel workhouse was adapted for use as a District Hospital.'^

Mary Murnin, o f Kilkeel, describes how ‘it was at the W orkhouse they give 

out the soup.’^̂  There is evidence that as early as the autumn o f 1846, the guardians 

o f  the Kilkeel workhouse wanted to provide outdoor relief to the destitute poor o f 

certain districts. A notice was put on the gate o f the workhouse that: ‘none o f the Out 

Door Poor admitted except from the following Divisions viz. Kilkeel, M oume Park, 

Greencastle.. .or Mullatown. No one admitted later than 12 o ’ clock. No one

permitted to take away provisions with them .’^' The Poor Law Commissioners
22strongly objected to the proposed policy which was reluctantly abandoned. The 

workhouse minutes provide evidence that the policy was implemented the following 

year. The clerk o f the Board referred to the ‘Dinner given by the Guardians to the 

Outdoor Poor April last. Stating that this was clearly illegal, but that he did not feel it 

his duty to disallow it.’^̂  Alternatively, M um in’s account may refer to the outdoor

Kilkeel Workhouse Minute Books, 28/4/1847.
'V/w/.., 13/1/1847, 27/1/1847 and 31/3/1847.

O ’Connor, J., The Workhouse o f  Ireland (Dublin, 1995), p. 203.
Mary Murnin, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Kilkeel Workhouse Minute Books, 21/10/1846.

--Ibid.,  11/11/1846.
Ibid., 23/6/1847.
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relief provided under the Poor Law Amendment Act. In April 1848, an average of 

192 people received outdoor relief from the Kilkeel workhouse.^^

John Doyle provides the only workhouse reference in the Carlow/Wicklow 

report. He states that ‘there was a Poor House at Shillelagh and it was so 

overcrowded so they put up poles outside and put litter on top of them and patients
25who were not too bad were placed under these shelters m the open.’ There is 

evidence that the workhouse at Shillelagh suffered overcrowding during the Famine. It 

was built to accommodate 400 inmates and by the end of January 1847, the 

workhouse was full to capacity.^*  ̂ By April, the number of inmates in the workhouse 

was 532.^^ By January 23*̂^̂ , throughout Ireland, there were 108,487 inmates in the 

workhouses, which were only supposed to contain 100,480.^^ The Poor Law 

Commissioners recognised the extent of overcrowding and directed the Guardians to 

obtain additional workhouse accommodation, to be financed by the Poor Rates. The 

Guardians erected temporary sheds and sleeping galleries around larger rooms, or 

hired local buildings that were used as auxiliary workhouses. Between September 

1847 and September 1848, the accommodation in the workhouses, throughout Ireland,
29increased by one third and by September 1849, there was room for 250,000 paupers.

The five detailed accounts in the Cavan report also refer to overcrowding and 

mortality in the Baileborough workhouse. Barney Gargan and Terence Clarke both 

describe overcrowding and the extension of workhouse accommodation. Barney 

Gargan states that ‘so many people were coming into Baileboro Workhouse at the 

time that there was not enough room in it for them all and the Guardians had to take 

the houses.. ..I think one of them was a hotel in Main Street. I don’t know where the 

other one w as.. ..Baileboro Workhouse was only built to accommodate 699 people but 

at times during the Famine there would be over 1,000 people in it, between the Fever 

Hospital and the body of the house.’ °̂ Terence Clarke also provides various figures 

relating to workhouse capacity and describes the location of the auxiliary workhouses:

P apers re la tin g  to P roceedings fo r  the R e lie f o f  D istress and S tate o f  Unions and  W orkhouses in 
Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [999], liv, p. 239, 29/7/1848.

John D oyle, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
C opies o r  E xtracts o f  C orrespondence rela ting to the S tate o f  the Union W orkhouses in Ireland,

1847. H. C. 1847 [766], Iv, p. 68.
Ibid., pp. 148-9.
O ’N eill, T .P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f  R elief, 1845-52’, p. 244.
D onnelly, J.S., ‘The Administration o f  R elief 1847-51’ in Vaughan, W .E. (ed.), A N ew  H istory o f  

Ireland, V, Ireland under the Union, 1801-70, p. 318.
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‘in the years before the Famine there were between two hundred and three hundred 

inmates in Baileboro Workhouse. In the year 1852 there were about one thousand, 

three hundred and fifty treated in the workhouse, the hospital and auxiliaries. There 

were three auxiliaries set up in 1852 to deal with fever cases. One was the house 

Charley Hourican is living in (This house is a short distance from Baileboro and to the 

right o f the road leading to Virginia). There was one in Thomas Street but I don’t 

know in what house and the third was in Kingscourt.’ '̂ Pure oral traditions do not 

retain figures such as these and it is almost certain that Clarke must have consulted 

some other source before producing such evidence.

The Baileborough workhouse was opened in 1842 with accommodation for 

600 inmates. The Baileborough workhouse recorded 225 inmates in the last week of 

November 1844. The impact of the Famine on workhouse admissions was 

considerable. The local newspaper carried reports of the overcrowding in the 

workhouse. As early as September 1846, it reported the admission of 52 paupers to 

Baileborough workhouse in just one day. The following month, the Poor Law 

Commissioners warned the Guardians of Baileborough workhouse o f ‘the danger 

which must necessarily arise from admitting into the workhouse a greater number of 

inmates than the institution was intended to c o n t a i n . I n  response to the 

overwhelming number of admissions to the workhouse, the guardians proposed that 

‘beds be put up in the day rooms for the purpose of accommodating the paupers in the 

house above the number the house was intended to contain.^"  ̂ In December 1846, the 

medical officer of the workhouse stated that he considered the workhouse was 

‘overcrowded, that the Hospital is insufficient to accommodate the patients 

therein.. .in some instance five are obliged to lie in one bed’ and he advised the Board 

of Guardians ‘to reject any applicants that might apply for admission until further 

accommodation be p r o v i d e d . A r o u n d  the same time, the local newspaper reported 

that ‘there are over 200 over the number in the workhouse, and fever has just made its 

appearance. This comes from over-crowding.’^̂  The Poor Law Commissioners

Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Anglo-Celt, 25/9//1846.
Baileborough Workhouse Rough Minute Books, 31/10/1846.
Ibid., 7/11/1846.
Ibid., 24/12/1846.
Northern Whig, 29/12/1846.
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advised the Guardians to hire ‘a suitable building in the neighbourhood o f the 

W o r k h o u s e . I n  May 1847, a shed was erected to afford temporary accomodation 

and in May 1848, referring to the proposed houses in Baileborough, the Poor Law 

Commissioners directed the guardians to ‘make the arrangements that may be deemed 

best.’ *̂̂ Five auxiliary workhouses were provided in Baileborough, which provided an 

extra 650 p l a c e s . H o u s e s  belonging to Maxwell and Cowers were hired as auxiliary 

workhouses and there was a temporary fever hospital in Kingscourt. Terence 

C larke’s claim that there was also an auxiliary workhouse in Kingscourt is supported 

by an entry in the workhouse minute book, which states that an auxiliary workhouse 

shared a location with the solicitor Mr Armstrong."^'

Three o f the informants describe mortality in the workhouse.^^ Charles Clarke 

states that ‘a lot o f people had to go to Baileboro’ Workhouse and a good number of 

them died in it’ and that ‘a great number o f the ones that died in Bailieboro 

W orkhouse were buried on the church hill.’ Mrs Clarke provides similar evidence: 

‘so many died in the workhouse that the contractors for burying them were kept busy 

carrying their remains to the old graveyard on the hill near the old Protestant 

C h u r c h . T h e  minute books for Baileborough workhouse detail the purchase o f 

coffins for paupers.'^^ The guardians o f Baileborough workhouse resolved that ‘the 

Master be directed to send some able-bodied male paupers to repair the fence round 

the graveyard in Baileborough where the paupers sent may be buried without 

interfering with family places in the yard.’'̂  ̂ Mrs Clarke also provides a vivid image 

o f people dying on their way to the workhouse: ‘they were on their way to the 

Workhouse and they got weak from hunger and they couldn’t go any farther. They 

started to eat grass just like cattle and when they died on the roadside the grass was 

found in their m o u t h s . A f t e r  the death o f Andrew McComb, who had been

Baileborough Workhouse Rough Minute Books, 2/1/1847.
Baileborough Workhouse Minute Book, 13/5/1848.
Gallogly, D., ‘The Famine in County Cavan’ in Kinealy, C. and Parkhill, T. (eds.), The Famine in 

Ulster (Belfast, 1997), p. 70.
Baileborough Workhouse Minute Book, 1848.
Thom's D irectoiy  lists a solicitor, Mr Benjamin Armstrong with residences in Kingscourt and 

Westmoreland Street, Dublin. Thom’s Directoiy, 1848.
Barney Gargan, Charles Clarke and Mrs Clarke.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Baileborough Workhouse Minute Books. See for example, 22/6/1847 and 24/3/1849.
Baileborough Workhouse Rough Minute Book, 15/3/1847.
Mrs Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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discharged from Baileborough workhouse, the poor law commissioners requested that 

‘due precaution may be used by the Guardians removing any destitute persons from 

the workhouse.’

In a letter to Russell, the Chief Secretary, Labouchere wrote that: ‘the 

mortality in the workhouse is rapidly increasing, both from the crowded state of the 

unions and the exhausted state in which the applicants are r e c e i v e d . M r s  Clarke’s 

account suggests that paupers delayed going to the workhouse until it was too late. 

This seems to have been a usual phenomenon. Such was the deterrent value o f the 

workhouse test, paupers often waited until they were dying and many only entered the 

workhouse, to ensure a coffm and burial.^^ The Anglo-Celt newspaper reported the 

story of a man who ‘in order to escape starvation, he, with his wife and familiy were 

obliged to have recourse to the workhouse as a last resort.^’ The weak state of 

inmates on their admission, and the prevalence of infectious diseases, were factors in 

the high mortality rate in workhouses. By the end of October 1846, the average rate 

o f mortality among every thousand inmates, was four. By the end of January 1847, 

the rate had increased to 13 per thousand inmates and in mid-April a peak of 25 was 

reached.

Charles Clarke describes an incident when ‘the contractor for the supply of 

milk to the Workhouse delivered chalk-water instead of milk. This was discovered 

and there was a Sworn Enquiry into it and he lost the contract.’ Throughout the 

summer of 1846, the local newspaper reported that the milk received by the paupers in 

the Workhouse in Baileborough was of very poor quality and that the master of the 

Workhouse, Mr Morgan told the board that ‘he was sorry to inform the board that the 

milk was not only bad, but altogether unfit for human use.’^̂  The minute books of 

Baileborough workhouse record habitual problems with the quality of the milk. In 

February 1846, a pauper named John Allen complained to the board of guardians that 

‘the pauper’s health was much impaired in consequence of the milk being bad.’ Four 

months later an investigation took place in which ‘the Porter was examined on oath 

before the Chairman’ regarding the bad quality of the milk provided by the contractor.

Baileborough Workhouse Minute Books, 3/6/1848.
Labouchere lo Russell, 11/12/1846. Cited in Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, p. 118.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘The Administration o f  R elief 1847-51’, p. 318.
Anglo-Celt, 7/11/1846.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘The Administration o f Relief 1847-51’, p. 318.
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Two months passed and the Master of the workhouse stated that ‘the milk sent in by 

Alexander Kelly one of the contractors.. .was both rotten and stinking’ and that ‘the 

milk sent.. .by Isaiah Gibson, the other contractor was very bad.’ In consequence of 

this, the board resolved that their law agent was to be ‘instructed to take proceedings 

against Alexander Kelly.. .for sending in bad buttermilk as reported by the Master.

At a Baileborough relief committee meeting in May 1847, reference was made to ‘the 

practice o f mixing water, whitened with flour with the milk delivered at the 

workhouse, which had been proven against a milk contractor to this establishment.’^̂  

Problems concerning the milk in the workhouse continued and as late as 1852 it was 

decided ‘not to take any more milk from John Smith’ because it had already ‘been 

returned twice.’ Although there are no references to the delivery of chalk-water 

instead of milk, there were major problems with the milk supply in the Baileborough 

workhouse. Other localities experienced similar problems with contractors. The 

Board o f the Ballyshannon Workhouse was informed that the contractor for the milk 

‘was in the habit of having it skimmed before he sent it to the workhouse.’'"’̂

Barney Gargan describes outdoor relief at the workhouse: ‘old James Stafford, 

o f Baileboro told me that he was a youth during the Famine and that he remembered 

seeing a crowd of men walking down to the Workhouse at that time. I think it was
58oaten porridge they got.. ..They went twice a day to the Workhouse to get food.’ 

During the winter of 1846-7, the local guardians in Baileborough, provided outdoor 

relief to people who were not inmates of the workhouse, thus contravening the 1838 

Act. They also provided outdoor relief under the Poor Law Amendment Act. The 

description of oaten porridge corresponds with an entry in the workhouse minute 

book, which states that advertisements were to be issued for ‘oatmeal and Indian for 

the workhouse and oatmeal for the depots.’^̂  In July 1848, the Baileborough

”  The Anglo-Celt, 22/5/1846 and 7/8/1846.
The guardians subsequently decided to direct their solicitor to stay the proceedings against Mr Kelly. 

Anglo-Celt, 28/5/1847.
Baileborough Workhouse Rough Minute Books and Minute Books, 2/2/1846, 13/6/1846, 3/8/1846, 

9/11/1846 and 4/12/1852.
Mr D ’Arcy to the Commissioners. Papers relating to Proceedings fo r  the R elief o f  Distress, and 

State o f  Unions and Workhouses in Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [955], Iv, p. 76, 20/2/1848.
Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Baileborough Workhouse Minute Books, May 1848.
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workhouse provided outdoor relief for 8,483 paupers, or 8.7% the population of the 

union. This figure was below the national average for that month of 10.1%.^^

The three accounts in the Donegal report offer insight into perceptions towards 

the workhouses. Edward McGrane describes the local landlord’s attitude: ‘he was of 

the opinion that for the people to enter these places, or to live solely upon alms meant 

demoralisation, in that it destroyed feelings of self-respect, independence and 

industry.'^' The workhouses were designed to depress the spirits of the inmates and 

relief officials were aware of the reluctance of the poor to enter the workhouses.

McGrane provides an intriguing story of a man who had such a dread of the 

workhouse that he refused to enter and subsequently died of starvation:

A strange death o f  starvation took place in this district in the winter o f  1846. A small farmer 

w ho was the father o f  several children, was seen by his neighbours to be losing flesh rapidly. They  

could not understand the cause as he was known to be a thrifty man and was not in dire want, as it was 

kjiown that there was still a small store o f  potatoes in the house from which the fam ily used to make a 

meal once daily. He had a horror o f  the W orkhouse and would do anything rather than go there. His 

condition grew gradually worse and at last he died. The doctor was p u zzled .. .so a post mortem  

exam ination was decided u p on .. ..as it was found that he was full o f  indigestible potato skins. He had 

been eating these for a considerable time and gave the inside o f  the potatoes to his children.

An identical account is noted in John Hamilton’s personal diary: ‘the family of 

a small tenant not far from St.. Eman’s. He had several children. They and his wife 

seemed to support the privation tolerably; but the father was failing fast, a hale 

middle-aged man, and one who would make every effort, submit to every hardship, 

rather than go upon the rates. He died.. ..and it was known that his little store of 

potatoes was not quite exhausted. He and his family were seen making a scanty meal 

o f them daily. The doctor made a post-mortem examination to discover his malady, 

and found that he was full of indigestible potato skins, of which he had been in the 

habit o f making his meals, giving the insides to his c h i l d r e n . T h e  similarity 

between McGrane’s accounts and John Hamilton’s personal journal confirms that 

McGrane had direct access to Hamilton’s journal.

A ppendix  to P apers rela tin g  to the R e lie f o f  D istress and  S tate o f  the Unions in Ireland. H.C. 1847-8  
[999], Iv, p. ii.

Edward McGrane, D onegal report, IFC 1074.
“  Ibid.
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A similar case o f starvation was reported to the Poor Law Commissioners by 

M r D ’Arcy: ‘a man named K eenan.. .had died o f destitution and want o f food.. ..the 

wife had previously died and .. .five children were left in a state o f the most 

melancholy misery; the father, it was evident, had fallen a sacrifice to the 

determination to hold his land (2'A acres) sooner than come with his family, to the 

workhouse for r e l i e f T h e  latter story was connected to the section o f the 1847 Poor 

Law Amendment Act, known as the ‘Gregory Clause’ or the ‘Quarter Acre Clause,’ 

which stipulated that any person who occupied more that a quarter o f an acre was not 

eligible for relief inside or outside o f the workhouse. One o f the effects o f the clause 

was a substantial rise in evictions, as some landlords used the clause to clear their 

estates o f  impoverished smallholders. There were reports that destitute smallholders 

were reluctant to relinquish their holdings and families were dying o f  starvation, 

rather than enter the workhouse. A Quaker report stated that ‘several cases had been 

reported to us, on credible evidence, in which individuals thus circumstanced had 

suffered members o f their family to die o f want, rather than render themselves entitled 

to poor-law relief by the surrender o f their land.’^̂  The effects o f the Gregory Clause 

do not apply to M cGrane’s account, which is dated in the winter o f 1846. Other 

reports on Ballyshannon workhouse justify his horror. Tuke, ‘found the poor house in 

about as bad a condition as any we have seen .. ..the deaths were indeed f e a r f u l . T h e  

local newspaper reported that ‘the poorhouse o f the Union is crowded to excess, 

which has caused fever and dysentery to spread among the inmates to an alarming 

extent. Deaths are frightfully n u m e r o u s . I n  a letter to the Poor Law 

Commissioners, Mr D ’Arcy, the Temporary Inspector, described the appalling 

conditions in the workhouse.^^ It is hardly surprising that a man would refuse to enter 

the workhouse.

John Downey describes the overcrowded state o f the Ballyshannon workhouse 

and the fate o f those who were refused entry: ‘many people from around the country

James, T).,John H am ilton o f  D onegal, 1800-1884  (Dublin, 1994), p. 181.
Mr D ’A rcy to the Com m issioners. P apers rela ting to P roceedings fo r  the R e lie f  o f  D istress and  

State o f  the Unions and Workhouses in Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [955], Iv, p. 73, 7 /2 /1848 .
Transactions, p. 93.
Tuke, J.H., N arrative o f  the Second, Third and Fourth Weeks o f  William F orster's v is it to som e o f  

the D istressed  D istricts o f  Ireland  (London, 1847)
The Ballyshannon Herald, 2 /4 /1847.
Mr D ’Arcy to the Poor Law Commissioners. P apers rela ting  to the R e lie f an d  D istress and  the S tate  

o f  the Unions and Workhouses, Fourth series, 1848. H.C 1847-8 [896], liv, pp. 97-8.
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around.. .applied for admission to the Union Workhouse at Ballyshannon in a destitute 

condition, but accommodation was not always available owing to the abnormal 

number seeking entry which far exceeded anything in the minds of the people who 

planned the building. More than a score of those who had reluctantly to be turned 

away died of s t a r v a t i o n . T h e  pathway to the local workhouse was often referred to 

as cciscin na marhh (pathway of death) because of the deaths of people who were 

refused entry to the workhouse.^^ In December 1847, the temporary inspector, Mr 

D ’Arcy described the appearance of the applicants for admission to the workhouse: ‘I 

never witnessed greater wretchedness and starvation.’ '̂ The Ballyshannon workhouse 

had been built to accommodate 500 paupers. By the end of 1846, the accommodation 

limit had been exceeded. On 14̂ '̂  of November, the Guardians expressed concern at 

the ‘vast increase in the number of paupers in the last week’ and the following week, 

they were forced to halt a dm i s s i o n s .B y  13 March 1847, there was 592 inmates in 

the Ballyshannon workhouse. The secretary of the Society Institute in Ballyshannon
73  • •wrote that ‘the union workhouse has refused to receive any more inmates.’ Initially, 

the guardians refused admission to applicants from other unions. In December 1847, 

Mr D’Arcy wrote of ‘the admission to the workhouse of persons having no fixed 

residence within the Union, or who may have lately come to reside within it. The 

Guardians invariably refuse to admit such persons on the ground that this is not, or 

may be, strictly speaking, the Union to which they belong.’ "̂̂ However, in January 

1848, the Poor Law Commissioners instructed that all paupers be admitted to the 

workhouse. In the same month, Mr D’Arcy described ‘the wretched crowd that daily 

throng about the workhouse door, clamorous for admittance.

Information on the local workhouse is muted in the Mayo report. The Mayo 

report contains two references to a workhouse. Dominick McGovern, ‘unfortunately 

remembers very little of what he heard about the Famine. He does remember about

John Downey, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
O ’Connor, J., The Workhouses o f  Ireland, p. 130.
Mr D ’Arcy to the Commissioners. Accounts and papers relating to the R elief o f  Distress and Union 

Workhouses (Ireland), Fifth series, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [919], liv, p. 34, 2/12/1847.
Minutes o f the Ballyshannon Union Board Guardians, 1846-51. Cited in Begley, A. and Lally, S., 

‘The Famine in County Donegal’, in Kinealy, C. and Parkhill, T. (eds.). The Famine in Ulster, p. 86. 
RLFC 3/2/7/52, 12/12/1846.
Mr D ’Arcy to the Commissioners, Accounts and papers relating to the R elief o f  Distress and Union 

Workhouses (Ireland), Fifth series, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [919], liv, p. 34, 2/12/1847.
Ibid., p. 44, 16/1/1848^

185



Milcum Workhouse (situated where later farmyard was).’^̂  The collector also refers 

to ‘the poor-house at Milcum. The Workhouse at Newport was built during or shortly 

after the Famine. It was closed in 1885 and Newport Union amalgamated with 

W e s t p o r t . T h e  minute books of the Westport workhouse indicate that the union 

experienced severe financial difficulties, which prevented the admission of paupers on 

a number of occasions. At the end of October 1846 it was resolved ‘that from the
-70

exhausted state of the finances, no more paupers be admitted for the present.’ This 

happened on a number of occasions.^^ By the beginning of 1847 the workhouse was 

being kept open by private donations from the Marquis of Sligo. By April 1847, the 

Westport Guardians stated their ‘firm determination to resign as Guardians; our duties 

being sufficiently onerous and unpleasant, without our being subjected, to the hard 

and painful necessity of seeing the unfortunate inmates of this workhouse, perishing
O A

from cold and hunger, through the neglect of the Poor Law Commissioners.’

The Kilkenny and Westmeath reports each contain one reference to the 

workhouse. The Kilkenny informant states that ‘the local poor house was erected in 

Thomastown, about five miles from Inistioge....capable of accommodating about five 

hundred inmates. It was open for the reception of the destitute in 1851.’ The union of 

Thomastown was created in 1850 when the union of Kilkenny was partitioned ‘into 

four distinct ones,’ '̂ including that of Thomastown. The informant proceeds to 

identify three people from Inistioge, listed in the 1853 register of deaths and states that 

‘the information obtained regarding the treatment of the inmates in those early years 

are rather meagre, but it is evident that the food was severely rationed and just 

sufficient to keep body and soul t o g e t h e r . T h e  local Kilkenny newspaper was 

resolute that ‘the Irish people, generally speaking, have a deep-rooted detestation of
O T

poor-houses.’ Mrs Gilmore provides the only reference to the workhouse m the 

Westmeath report. She describes the extension of accommodation due to

D om inick M cGovern, M ayo report, IFC 1072. The townland o f  M ilcum  is in the parish o f  
Burrishoole.

Padhraic O ’Moghrain, collector o f  the M ayo report, IFC 1072.
W estport W orkhouse Minute B ooks, 31/10/1846.
Ibid., 19/12/1846 and 9 /1/1847.
Westport W orkhouse Minute Books, 10/4/1847.
Kilkenny Journal,  15/6/1850.
It is not clear from the report whether this information is produced by the collector o f  the Kilkenny  

report, or by the informant, J. W hyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. The account appears to be subject to 
feedback.

Kilkenny Journal,  15/9/1847.
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overcrowding: ‘After the Famine times, so many people applied for admission to the 

poorhouse here, that they had not enough beds for all and a special ward was made, 

the floor of which was sloping for the poor people to lie on.’ '̂̂  At the height of the 

Famine, the Mullingar workhouse experienced overcrowding. By the beginning of 

1847 there were 900 inmates in the workhouse, which had built to accommodate 800 

inmates. The guardians were advised to make use of the 35̂ '̂  section of the Irish Poor 

Relief Act and ‘hire houses and build additions to the present workhouse.

Given the role of the local workhouse in the provision of Famine relief, there 

are surprisingly few relevant oral tradition references. Not one of the accounts 

provides a positive description of workhouses. With the exception of the Mayo 

report, all the reports provide at least one report that describes the problems associated 

with the workhouse, including the demoralisation of the inmates, overcrowding and 

mortality.

The muted references in the Mayo and Kilkenny reports may be explained by 

the fact that the unions of Thomastown and Newport were created in 1850 and 1849 

respectively and the workhouses in Thomastown and Newport received their first 

admissions in 1853 and 1852 respectively, when the worst o f the Famine was over. 

The only reference in the Kilkenny report describes the workhouse at Thomastown 

and provides details on the post-Famine period. The Mayo report provides vague 

descriptions of the workhouse at Westport. This suggests that the location of a 

workhouse in the immediate area of the informant, results in more detailed and 

intimate accounts. The informant often relies on the local landscape to act as a 

mnemonic device. The creation of the unions o f Thomastown and Newport meant 

that the workhouses attached to these unions took precedence over the more distant 

workhouses of New Ross and Westport, in the local oral traditions.

Mrs Gilmore, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Copies or Extracts o f  Correspondence relating to the State o f  Union Workhouses in Ireland, Second  

series. H.C. 1847 [790], Iv, p. 10, 9/1/1847.

187



Table 4.2: Dates on which a selection o f workhouses became full or nearly full

W orkhouse Date
Baileborough  
Ballyshannon  
Mullingar  
Shillelagh  
N ew  Ross

5/12/'46
12/12/'46
19/12/'46

9 / l / ’47
27/2/'47

Source; Returns o f  the num ber o f  pau pers in w orkhouses in Ireland .... C opies o r extracts or  

correspon den ce re la tin g  to the S ta te o f  the Union W orkhouses in Ireland. H.C. 1847 [766] [790] 

[863], Iv, pp. 63-10, 22-69, 4-193

The reports describing Carlow/Wicklow, Cavan, Donegal and Westmeath, 

each provide one reference to overcrowding within the workhouse. The strain o f the 

Famine placed enormous pressure on most workhouses throughout Ireland. Table 4.2 

provides information on the date on which some o f the relevant workhouses became 

full. A comparison o f this table and oral tradition’s references to overcrowding 

reveals a direct correlation. Those workhouses that are identified by oral tradition, as 

overcrowded, were all full to capacity by the end o f 1846. None o f  the other 

workhouses filled up until 1847.

Table 4.3 Rate o f mortality, per 1000 inmates, for the week ending 3/4/1847

W orkhouse Rate
Baileborough 31.5
W estport 29
Ballyshannon 15.4
Kilkeel 13.2
N ew  Ross 11.9
Mullingar 6.9
Shillelagh 5.9

Source: Returns o f  the num ber o f  pau pers in w orkhouses in Ireland .... C opies o r extracts or  

correspon dence rela ting  to the S tate o f  the Union Workhouses in Ireland. H.C. 1847 [863], Iv, pp. 4-  

193.

The Cavan and Donegal reports provide four and two references respectively, 

to mortality in the workhouses. Table 4.3 provides the rate o f mortality per 1000 

inmates for the week ending the 3*̂  ̂o f  April, a week o f  particularly high mortality. 

The Baileborough workhouse returns the highest rate o f mortality, with 31.5 deaths 

per 1000 inmates. The Ballyshannon workhouse returns the third highest rate. The
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W estport workhouse provides a very high rate but the relevant report has no accounts 

o f  workhouse mortahty.

Table 4.4: Rate o f mortahty, per 1000 inmates, for weeks ending 2/1/1847,

6/2/1847 and 6/3/1847

2/l/'47 6/2/'47 6/3/'47
Baileborough 13.6 9 19
W estport 11 25
Ballyshannon 7.6 10.8 23
Kilkeel 13.3 9.6 17.4
New Ross 16.2 11.9 15.1
Mullingar 4.6 6.8 9.4
Shillelagh 11 4.8 4.2

Source; Returns o f  the number o f  paupers in workhouses in Ireland.... Copies or extracts or 

correspondence relating to the State o f  the Union Workhouses in Ireland. H.C. 1847 [766] [863], Iv, 

pp. 63-10, 4-193

While Table 4.3 describes the mortality rates for only one week, table 4.4 

provides infomiation on a sample o f other weeks, and reveals that the rate o f mortality 

fluctuated from week to week. What emerges is the overall lack o f detailed oral 

tradition references to deaths in the workhouse. Approximately one fifth o f  all 

famine-related deaths occurred in the workhouses during the F a m i n e . T h e  oral 

tradition reports do not provide any graphic images o f the deaths o f workhouse 

inmates. The references are general and vague. The only detailed deaths related to 

the workhouse describe people who died on the way to the workhouse or as a result o f 

their refusal to enter the workhouse. It is possible that deaths that occurred behind the 

walls o f the workhouse, did not have the same impact on a community as the deaths, 

which occurred in more immediate view o f the community.

Likewise, there is little discussion o f the daily routine o f the workhouse. It 

might be expected that oral tradition would provide an insight into life in the 

workhouse, from the perspective o f the inmates. However, there is virtually no such 

discussion. This may be due to a reluctance by inmates to discuss their time in the 

workhouse because o f the stigma attached to having entered the workhouse.

These silences and individual accounts provide an insight into the perception 

towards workhouses in the local community.
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Relief Committees

87The difficulties these committees had to contend agamst were very great.

The Lord Lietenant, Lord Heytesbury sent a circular to the county lieutenants, 

advising that: ‘you should forthwith recommend to the magistrates, gentry and clergy 

o f  your locality to call meetings in their respective districts for the purpose o f 

establishing relief c o m m i t t e e s . I n  March and April 1846, meetings were held and 

relief committees were formed throughout the country. By the 10̂ '̂  o f August, there 

were 648 committees, whose responsibilities included: to raise subscriptions for a 

local relief fund, which was to be supplemented by government funds; to purchase 

and distribute food; to issue tickets to those deemed eligible for employment on the 

public works and later, to compile lists o f those eligible for employment. The 

membership o f relief committees included local clergy, local landed gentry and large 

farmers. Captain Pole wrote to Trevelyan that ‘the correspondents on behalf o f the 

committees are usually intelligent m en.... They are usually clergymen, priest or 

P r o t e s t a n t . T h e r e  was some concern at the time, regarding the effectiveness o f the 

relief committees, in the discharge o f their duties. There were allegations o f 

corruption and favouritism. The Board o f Works reported that the relief committees 

‘whose duties should have been to investigate distress and prevent improper persons 

from forcing themselves on the w orks,’ had instead, ‘confined their attention to 

swelling the lists for r e l i e f . I t  is difficult to gauge the extent o f these problems.

The final report o f the relief commissioners proposed an alternative view: ‘testimony 

is borne to the zealous and unwearied co-operation o f committees o f all creeds and 

parties that they were attentive and w ell-disposed...,The difficulties these committees

6  Grada, C. and Guinnane, T .W ., The Workhouses and  Irish F am ine M orta lity  (Dublin, 2000), p. 
Supplem en ta ty  appendix  to the seventh, an d  last, report o f  the R e lie f  C om m issioners, 3 1 D ecem ber  

1847. H. C. 1847-8 [956], xxix, p. 276. (Hereafter referred to as Su pplem en ta iy  appendix  to the 
se v e n th ...).

RLFC 3/1/375.
C orrespondence rela tin g  to the m easures adop ted  by H er M ajesty's governm en t fo r  the R e lie f o f  

D istress arising from  the fa ilu re  o f  the p o ta to  crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [736], xxxvii, p. 164, 
15/6/1846.

Final report o f  the B oard o f  Public Works in Ireland, S ep tem ber 1847. H.C. 1849 [1047], xxiii, p. 6. 
(Hereafter referred to as F inal report o f  the B oard o f  Public W orks...).
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had to contend against were very g r e a t . I t  has been argued that the rehef 

committees provided the government with a convenient scapegoat for the
92inadequacies o f their rehef pohcies. An examination o f the oral tradition’s

references to the relief committees, may provide insight into how these bodies were 

perceived in the areas they served.

The four references in the Cavan report describe the relief committees at 

Baileborough and Shercock. Public meeting were held in Baileborough in February 

1846 and a month later, a relief committee was formed. The Shercock relief 

committee was established in April.^^

Charles Moran provides a detailed account o f the provision o f outdoor relief 

by the relief committee in Baileborough: ‘Indian meal was boiled in boilers, set up at 

different centres in the locality; a man was placed in charge o f the boiler and when it 

was handed out to the waiting people -  so much for a man and wife and so much for a 

ch ild .... The man in charge would have your name and number in a book and when 

your number was called out you got your share. Local Relief Committees were 

responsible for these schemes and they continued until the Poor Law Relief Schemes 

were put to w ork.’ "̂̂ Despite its being forbidden, the Baileborough Guardians 

provided outdoor relief to the destitute during the winter o f 1846-7.^^

Charles Moran and Laurence McIntyre provide supporting evidence, 

concerning the Shercock relief committee. Charles Moran states that the ‘Shercock 

Relief Committee had a committee room in the village and met regularly. Mr Charley 

Adams who was one o f the landlords o f the district was President o f  the Committee 

and devoted a lot o f his time to the raising o f funds and the giving out o f the meal to 

the poor. He succeeded in getting a good subscription from the Relief 

Commissioners. A man called Peter Carolan was secretary o f the Committee and he 

gave a lot o f his time to the good work. Two well-to-do gentlemen in the 

neighbourhood -  Patrick Hall and Thomas Rice -  were leading members o f the 

Committee and gave great assistance. Terence Clarke, John Ward, Patrick O ’Reilly

Supplementaiy appendix to the seventh... H. C. 1847-8 [956], xxix, p. 276.
See Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, pp. 105, 142 and 6  Grada, C., Black ’47, p. 55.
An initial difficulty manifested itself when it was discovered that the men who had the power to 

appoint the committees were not in the country. The Lord Lieutenant, the Marquis o f  Headfort was in 
Italy and the Vice-Lieutenant, Colonel Saunderson was detained on the Continent due to ill health. Lord 
Farnham was deputised for the job. Anglo-Celt, 10/4/1846 and RLFC 3/1/1172.

Charles Moran, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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and others did good work on the committee and between them all they raised a lot o f 

money to buy meal for the poor.’^̂  This level o f detail regarding a local relief 

committee is unprecedented and much o f the factual detail is correct. Charles Adams, 

Peter Carolan, Patrick Hall, Thomas Rice, Terence Clarke, John Ward and Patrick 

O ’Reilly were all involved in the Shercock relief committee. Laurence McIntyre 

provides a similarly detailed and positive account o f the Shercock relief committee: ‘a 

R elief Committee was formed in Shercock, and they raised funds for the poor to keep 

them alive. They gave out Indian stirabout....Charles Adams, o f Shinan House was 

chairman o f the Relief C o m m i t t e e . I n  December 1846, as chairman o f the Shercock 

relief committee, Charles Adams declared his intention to ‘establish a soup kitchen in 

Shercock and although the Government money could not be allocated for that
QO

purpose, he had no idea to abandon the project.’ A newspaper report echoed the 

inform ants’ sentiments: ‘that their [Shercock Relief Committee] exertions, during the 

past season o f distress, in alleviating the misery o f the indigent poor in this locality, 

are deserving o f the highest eulogy.. ..the poor owe a lasting debt o f gratitude... .to Mr 

Adams in particular, who not only subscribed magnificently himself, but travelled 

about from day to day through the parish soliciting s u b s c r i p t i o n s . T h e  

corroboration o f oral traditions describing a successful relief method with independent 

sources, indicates both the veracity o f the oral traditions and the ability o f informants 

to praise relief efforts that they perceived as successful.

The Armagh/Down report provides a similarly positive account o f the work o f  

the relief committee. Mr Gwynn, from Rostrevor, states that his ‘father and 

grandfather attended the meetings, many times indeed.. ..I didn’t hear my father or 

grandfather say that many people died. As I told you, they held meetings and 

collected funds. Only for that they certainly would. ’ Down had more relief 

committees in correspondence with Dublin Castle than any other Ulster county, 

although they were among the last to form.'^' In December 1846, ‘it was resolved to 

appoint a Relief Committee’ in Rostrevor/Killowen and it was ‘first constituted as a

Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, p. 110.
Charles Moran, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Anglo Celt, 25/12/1846.
Ibid., 21/8/1846.
Mr Gwynn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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1 0 9private committee.’ By early February 1847, the committee sought government 

assistance. Gwynn pays tribute to the efforts of the rehef committee and intimates 

that it saved the Hves of many. The fact that his father and grandfather were on the 

committee indicates that Gwynn’s account is susceptible to bias.

The only reference to a relief committee in the Donegal report alludes to its 

distribution of food and the exclusive membership of the committees: ‘when relief 

committees were formed for regulating the supply of stirabout when it was given out, 

they represented all the important people in the d i s t r i c t . T h e  informant, who is 

from Ballintra, does not identify a specific committee. The Ballyshannon Herald 

reported that the Ballintra relief committee provided extensive relief and that ‘the 

gentlemen composing this committee deserve the highest credit for their exertions.’ It 

proceeds to identify some of the members of the committee: ‘the Reverend Kelly P.P 

.. ..The excellent family of the Hamiltons are also nobly doing their duty, and indeed, 

all classes throughout the parish are so admirably pulling together that charity prevails 

throughout the district wherever it is needed.’

The sole reference to relief committees in the Mayo report is critical of the 

delay in their establishment: ‘the relief Committees did not come into operation till 

the end of the Famine, when it was too late. Then measures of Indian meal were 

divided and people were glad and thankful to get their s h a r e . T h e r e  is distortion 

concerning the timing of the establishment of the relief committees. In April 1846, at 

a meeting of the gentry, clergy and inhabitants of the town and neighbourhood of 

Newport, a resolution was adopted, proposing the establishment of a relief 

committee. Shortly afterwards, a relief committee was in operation and was 

involved in the provision of relief

With the exception of the latter, all of the other accounts praise the work 

executed by the relief committees. This is indicative of the ability of informants to 

provide information on schemes they deemed successful. However, there is a small 

number of references. It is possible that the recipients of relief failed to connect the

Grant, J., ‘The Great Famine in County Down’ in Proudfoot, L. (ed.), Down: History and Society 
(Dubhn, 1997), p. 360.

RLFC 3/2/8/39, 8/12/1846, RLFC 3/2/8/39, 12/2/1847.
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Ballyshannon Hei'ald, 24/12/1846.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
RLFC 3/1/1578, 17/4/1846.
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relief they received with the background work o f the relief committees. Perhaps those 

informants who provided information on the relief committees had family members 

directly involved in the provision o f such relief. For example, Mr Gwynn’s father and 

grandfather were involved in the relief committee. The Cavan references are 

remarkably detailed and provide information on the membership, actions and success 

o f  the relief committees. Perhaps the Baileborough and Shercock relief committees 

were more effective than other committees, at saving lives, although this is difficult to 

judge and it is clear that other relatively successful relief committees do not provoke 

the level o f discussion as the Cavan committees. Surprisingly, there are no allusions 

to corruption or favouritism, on the part o f the relief committees.
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Indian Meal

it killed more of them .. .because they didn’t know how to use it. It wasn’t like before 

the war. It came in not ground, an’ they didn’t know how to grind it then, so they 

cooked it the way it was, an’ as Thomas sayed, it stuck in their insides.

One of the first relief measures implemented by Sir Robert Peel was the 

secret purchase of £100,000 worth of Indian com and com meal, from America. It 

was to be sold to local relief committees for distribution and it was available for 

purchase, at less than cost price, from govemment depots. Later attempts by the 

government to fix the price at local market price were ignored by many local relief 

committees. For example. Col. Archer reported that the Castletowndelvin relief 

committee’s distribution of food ‘was not conformable to the Instructions’ and that 

they ‘sold to the poor at market price -  to the very poor with large families at two- 

thirds of market price -  to the utterly destitute at the market price of former years -  

loss for week about £6.’'®̂ The govemment attempted to delay the opening of the 

depots and once they opened, there was extensive demand for the Indian meal.

Further supplies had to be purchased by the govemment in the summer of 1846. This 

policy of purchasing food and increasing the supply of food in the country was 

deemed successful. Lord John Russell believed in the principle of non-interference in 

the market place, especially concerning the provision of food and he wrote that ‘the 

common delusion that govemment can convert a period of scarcity into a period of 

abundance is one of the most mischievous that can be entertained. But alas! the Irish 

have been taught many bad lessons and few good ones.’'^  ̂ Russell’s govemment 

decided that they would only provide food in the west of Ireland, if it were absolutely 

necessary. Despite the almost immediate demand for food, after the second failure of 

the potato, the govemment delayed the opening of the food depots. The results of this 

policy were disastrous. Food prices and deaths from starvation spiralled upwards.

Kate McDonald, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
RLFC7/30/04, 3/12/1846.
Russell to Lord Landsdowne, 11/10/1846. Cited in Gooch, G.P. (ed.), The Later Correspondance o f  

Lord John Russell 1840-1878  (London, 1925), vol. 1, p. 151.

195



References to Indian meal constitute the third highest group o f references to 

government relief (see table 4.1).

The Armagh/Down report provides a third o f the references to Indian meal. 

53% o f  these references are provided by female informants, although they only make 

up 37.5% of the informants who refer to government relief. This indicates that female 

infom iants were more likely to refer to Indian meal, possibly because o f their greater 

involvement in the preparation o f food. Due to its bright yellow colour, informants 

refer to the Indian meal as yalla meal, yellow meal and Indian Buck.

Two informants provide corresponding information on the location o f the 

distribution o f meal at ‘M cGuill’s’.'*^ Kate McDonald states that T heard it was 

given out at M cGuill’s (Dromintee), I never mind who was there. It was Dan 

O ’Connell the people were dependin’ on to do it -  W asn’t it him got the Indian meal 

in .’" '  McDonald provides a rare allusion to a politician’s influence over relief 

policies.

Five informants state that men on the public works ate meals, consisting o f 

Indian meal. Sarah O ’Hare describes the public works ‘an’ the weemen be to take up 

the m en’s dinner o f Indian porridge to them every day, the same as when they were 

m akin’ the railway.’ This statement is supported by the evidence o f John Woods, who 

states that the men on the railway ‘went up from here.. .on a tin o f Indian porridge, an’ 

only about half your fill o f it.’' The three other informants all infer that the Indian 

meal did not provide sufficient sustenance for men on the public works: ‘an’ my 

mother herself went w i’ a wee drop o f Indian porridge to me father where he was 

w orkin’.. .an’ maybe no salt or milk on it, an’ that was he’s dinner. It’d only be a 

spoonful, she said an’ no salt or m ilk.’"^ Nutritionally, a diet o f Indian meal was 

inferior to the potato diet, enjoyed by labourers, prior to the Famine. Routh wrote to 

Trevelyan: ‘the Irish require more sustenance in meal than labourers o f other 

countries. They are accustomed to potatoes which satisfy to repletion, and a more 

nourishing substance, which does not fill the stomach, leaves a crawing sensation, a

James Murphy and Kate McDonald, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Kate McDonald, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Woods, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Margaret O ’Hagan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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want o f  support and strength, as if  they had not eaten enough.’"'^ Additional 

problems, concerning Indian meal as a food, are described by three informants. 

Margaret O ’Hagan states that ‘you couldn’t take it. (Couldn’t eat it when made into 

porridge)’ and Kate McDonald affirmed that when Indian meal was introduced into 

the country, ‘it killed more o f them .. .because they didn’t know how to use i t . . ..It 

came in not ground, an’ they didn’t know how to grind it then, so they cooked it the 

way it was, an’ as Thomas sayed, it stuck in their insides.’"^ Jimmy Bradley 

described the ‘yalla meal goin’ that time was as coarse as wheat . ’ Routh wrote to 

Trevelyan that the problem of Indian meal was that ‘it is a new kind o f food, to which 

the palate is not accustomed; and one o f our difficulties.. .is to make it 

acceptable.. ..Nor is there anything extraordinary in this, for persons o f the first rank 

or education, in passing from one country to another, and changing their habitual 

eating or drinking, feel a repugnance, which, however temporary, is strong at the first
1 1 7experim ent.’

The oral traditions indicate a more serious problem than that o f an 

unaccustomed palate and other sources indicate their accuracy. The first supplies o f 

Indian meal to arrive in Ireland were unmilled and private millers did not grind the 

meal properly. People who bought this coarse meal did not know how to cook it 

properly and it was often consumed half-raw. This caused serious bowel complaints: 

‘it stuck in their insides.’ The government attempted to deal with these problems, 

which were creating strong popular opposition to Indian meal. They mixed a quarter 

o f oatmeal with three-quarters o f Indian meal, to make it more palatable. They also 

produced a pamphlet with simple cooking instructions, so that the meal was properly 

cooked. They ensured that millers learnt the proper procedures to grind the Indian 

meal. By June 1846, Routh wrote to Trevelyan that the Indian meal had ‘become so
9118popular.. ..that the grateful feeling o f the peasantry is everywhere conspicuous.’

Little o f this gratitude is evident in the oral traditions, which are more concerned with 

the problems associated with Indian meal. A new food, introduced by the government

' C orrespondence re la ting  to the m easures a dop ted  fo r  H er M a je s ty ’s G overnm ent f o r  the re lie f  o f  
distress arising from  the fa ilu re  o f  the po ta to  crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [736], xxxvii, pp. 56-7, 
6/3/1846.

Kate M cDonald, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Jimmy Bradley, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.

' C orrespondence rela ting to the m easures adop ted  fo r  H er M ajesty 's G overnm ent fo r  the re lie f  o f  
distress arising from  the fa ilu re  o f  the po ta to  crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [736], xxxvii, p. 56.
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to save lives, and which caused serious digestive illnesses was bound to be retained in 

the oral traditions o f a community.

Similar themes are evident in the Carlow/Wicklow report, where six o f the 

nine references are critical o f Indian meal. Informants describe the coarseness o f the 

meal, the problems encountered when cooking it, the long distances travelled to 

purchase it and the government’s deliberate delay in the distribution o f the meal. Not 

one informant describes a positive feature o f Indian meal.

Two informants provide remarkably similar accounts, concerning the problems 

o f cooking Indian meal. William Blake states that ‘the meal was imported in coarse 

lumps and was ground in the mill. At first it was distributed in the coarse condition 

and people say that when it was boiled it spat steam and boiling water all over the 

kitchen. The children had to be put into the room while it was being boiled.’ Blake is 

correct in his assertions, regarding the condition o f the meal when it was first 

imported. James Doyle echoes Blakes account: ‘when yellow buck came out first 

people did not know how to cook it and when it was put to boil it used to spit so much 

that the children had to be put down in the room to save them being scalded.’ The 

similarity o f the accounts suggests the influence/input o f the collector or that the two 

informants derived their information from the same source. However, the accounts 

describe a problem that is based in fact and undoubtedly, caused problems. Robert 

Bates, secretary o f the Shillelagh relief committee fund requested five hundred copies 

o f the printed instructions for the use o f Indian com, indicating that a need for such 

information existed in the area.' The poor quality o f the meal is also described by 

Amby Cullen: ‘the yellow meal was as coarse as oats and two visitors to the country 

described it as horse com .’‘̂ ^

Three informants provide supporting evidence on the location, in which the 

Indian meal was distributed. William Blake states that ‘the mill owned by a man 

named Law at Ballinglen, three miles away, was the centre from which the Indian 

meal or Yello Buck was distributed.’'^' James Foley and P. Keefe also refer to 

Ballinglen as the source o f Indian meal, in the area. Blake’s account implicitly refers 

to the problem o f distant distributing centres o f Indian meal. P. Keefe and John Doyle

Ibid., p. 162, 13/6/1846.
RLFC 3/1/3215, 13/6/1846.
Am by Cullen, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
W illiam  Blake, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
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also allude to this problem. Keefe describes the journey undertaken by men on the 

public works: ‘they would have to go to Ballinglen (4 miles away) in the evenings 

with a sweet can for yellow m eal.’'^  ̂ Doyle states that ‘the people o f Aughrim had to 

go to Castlemacaddan for their meal and if  they were late they would have to do 

w ithou t.. ..His grandmother had to go to . . .Wexford for a stone o f yellow buck when
123the supply ran out m Aughrim.’

Perhaps the most scathing indictment o f British relief policy, concerning 

Indian meal is made by William Blake: ‘the English did not want to stop the famine. 

They kept one cargo o f yellow meal until it went bad after it had arrived from 

America and then they threw it into the Liffey.’'̂ "̂  The shipments o f Indian com from 

North America took up to several months and by the time the meal arrived in Ireland, 

it was sometimes too late. In addition to this, both Peel’s and Russell’s government 

intentionally delayed the opening o f the relief depots. They believed that it was 

important that they conserve their limited supply and that the resources within Ireland 

were utilised, for as long as possible. Trevelyan wrote frequently to Routh on this 

matter and stated that ‘in every point o f view, it is indispensably necessary that our 

depots should not be opened while there are supplies o f oats and other foods in the 

neighbourhood,’'^  ̂ and he urged Routh to ‘draw out the resources o f the country 

before we make our own issues.’ The refusal o f the govemment to bring forward 

the date o f the opening o f the depots, had disastrous consequences. The supply o f 

food in some parts o f the country was minimal and the prices o f available food 

spiralled. Blake’s account is perhaps symbolic o f the effects o f govemment policy. 

The policy o f withholding food from a starving population must have appeared to 

some as deliberate on the part o f the British govemment.

Peter Clarke also describes a deliberate malign intent on the part o f the 

govemment: ‘I heard my father saying that the Govemment didn’t allow the Indian 

meal to come in till it was too late.’’^̂  Deaths from starvation undoubtedly occurred 

because o f the delay in the opening o f the depots. Clarke describes another problem

P. K eefe, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
Jolin D oyle, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
W illiam  Blake, Carlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
C orrespon den ce from  July 1846 to January 1847 rela ting to the m easures a d o p ted  fo r  the re lie f  o f  

d istress in Ireland. C om m issariat Series. H.C. 1847 [761], li, p. 108, 2 /10 /1846 .
Ibid., pp. 381-2 , 18/12/1846.
Peter Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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associated with the Indian meal, which has featured in other reports: ‘when the Indian 

meal came out, some o f them were so desperate from starvation that they didn’t wait 

for it to be cooked properly -  they ate it almost raw. And that brought on intestine 

troubles that killed a lot o f them that otherwise might have s u r v i v e d . T h e  local 

newspaper described Indian meal as ‘highly unwholesome unless it has been steeped 

for twenty-four hours before it is cooked.. ..an expense to which the poor labourer
1 9 0would be certain to neglect.’ Terence Clarke describes the malicious actions o f a 

number o f  agents who distributed the Indian meal: ‘some o f them mixed lime through 

it in order to make a profit and the people took dysentery after eating the stirabout that 

was made from it.’'^^

The timing o f the introduction o f Indian meal, as a form o f relief, differs in 

two accounts. James Argue states correctly that ‘the Indian meal came as the first 

r e l ie f ’'^’ Barney Gargan’s statement that ‘I think the Indian meal only came in after 

that’ suggests that Indian meal was introduced after the Famine and is inaccurate.

The Cavan report provides the only description o f the involvement o f relief 

committees in the distribution o f Indian meal.'^^ In the Donegal report, John Downey 

explains that ‘in the town also is still the store from which meal (Indian) was sold in 

1846-7 to those who could afford to pay for it. This store was in the charge o f people 

o f  influence about Ballyshannon.’'^  ̂ This account implies that the price o f Indian 

meal was too high for the ordinary person. Towards the end o f 1846, the price o f 

Indian meal increased greatly. A number o f reports in the local newspaper support the 

suggestion that the price o f Indian meal was beyond the reach o f many. In October 

1846, the Bally shannon Herald reported that ‘not a peck o f Indian meal to be had this 

day in town under 18d.’'̂ ^̂  Another report requested that ‘a cargo o f Indian meal may 

be immediately ordered which should be sold to the poor at first cosf'^^ and another 

declared that ‘we hold it to be the duty o f the govemment immediately to open meal 

depots throughout the country, at which the poor may procure food at reasonable

Ibid.
Anglo-Celt, 28/5/1847.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075. 
See pp. 191-2.
John Downey, Donegal report, IFC 1074. 
The BcdJyshannon Herald, 9/10/1846. 
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prices. ’ A letter from the Rostrevor and Killowen relief committee stated that ‘it it 

useless to offer food for sale at cost price, when the parties to whom such relief is
I  ̂y

tendered are unable to purchase.’ The local newspaper reports were vociferous m 

their demands to open the food depots and accused the government o f witholding 

‘from the famishing poor the Indian meal which is at present backed up in such vast
138quantities in the government stores. However, there are no references to these 

delays in the oral tradition accounts. The only other reference to Indian meal in the 

Donegal report, concerns the difficulty in its distribution: ‘when Indian meal first 

made its appearance in this district late in the year 1846, there was difficulty in getting 

it distributed. The local shops were not used to this class o f t r a d e . O n e  o f the 

reasons that the government chose to import Indian com was that it was unfamiliar to 

Ireland and therefore, the involvement o f the government, in the food trade, would be 

distinct from that o f private traders.

One o f the references in the Kilkenny report, alludes to a familiar theme, in the 

oral tradition reports: ‘the yellow meal was given to the people raw .’*'̂ ' The other 

reference has a more distinctive quality. It identifies the proprietors o f the mill, where 

the Indian meal was ground:

Murphys, Ballyneale, Tullogh parish owned a mill at this time where the yellow corn was 

ground for the people o f the district. In many cases the poor were unable to pay for the meal. After 

very short notice, Murphys seized on the pots and pans o f  the unfortunate people in payment for the 

meal thereby leaving them without any means o f  cooking any food. Those who were wronged in this 

manner cursed the Murphy family. The effects o f the curse remained for two or three generations. 

Numbers o f the family were maimed or injured in some manner or other.

As early as March 1846, there is evidence that the poor o f the district were 

unable to pay for Indian meal. The chairman o f the relief committee o f the area asked 

whether they could distribute Indian meal ‘gratis to the destitute who are unable to

Ibid., 25/9/1846
RLFC 3/2/8/39, 22/2/1847.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 28/8/1846.
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, p. 47.
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buy.’*'̂  ̂ W hyte’s account functions as a tale o f retribution to those who were cruel to 

the destitute.

Six Mayo informants provide nine references to Indian meal. Martin O ’Boyle 

confuses the distribution o f Indian meal during the Famine with ‘later “Committee” 

distributions.’'"̂"̂ James Moran denies that there was Indian meal in the area: ‘it was a 

poor tim e.. .there were no potatoes, no yellow meal, no a n y t h i n g . I n  an attempt to 

emphasise the poverty o f the area, Moran may have exaggerated his account. Indeed, 

later in his account, he describes the distribution o f Indian meal in the area. However, 

there were occasions when supplies o f even Indian meal ran out. Jones described the 

situation in Mayo to Trevelyan; ‘the want o f food as becoming very 

alarm ing.. ..numbers o f  poor people had gone a considerable distance to Westport for 

meal and could not get any at the Commissariat store, or to purchase in the tow n.’*'̂ ^

William McNea provides a unique reference to Indian meal: ‘measures o f 

Indian meal were divided and people were glad and thankful to get their share.’

This is the only oral tradition account that provides a positive perception o f Indian 

meal and it occurs in an area where severe distress created a huge demand for Indian 

meal. The Inspecting Commissioner o f the Coast Guard, at Newport, wrote that ‘all 

who can, live on Indian meal’ and he requested an immediate fresh supply o f Indian 

meal, ‘being all nearly sold.’'"̂  ̂ Reverend Giles Eyre, the rector o f Kilmeena 

requested additional copies o f the instructions for preparing Indian meal as a food 

because ‘them already sent are not sufficient to supply the people o f this parish.

The scarcity o f food in Mayo may have stimulated gratitude towards the Indian meal.

Brigid Masterson states that ‘people used to have to go to Newport at that time 

to get their share o f the allowance o f relief m eal.’'^  ̂ There is no explicit description 

o f the suffering endured by people, who had to travel long distances to food depots. 

Other sources describe this suffering. John Edward Vernon o f Ballycroy lodge wrote 

that ‘inhabitants are obliged at present to travel a distance o f 20 Irish miles either to

'"-'RLFC 3/1/875,22/3/1846.
Martin O ’Boyle, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
James Moran, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Jones to Trevelyan, 1/10/1846. Correspondance from  July 1846 to January 1847 relating to the 
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as Correspondence from  July 1846...).
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Newport or Belmullet to obtain a very limited quantity of meal and I think that a 

journey of 40 miles for a starving man to obtain say 281bs of meal is a difficult 

undertaking.

There is a notable lack of any reference that describes the suffering caused by 

the delay in the opening of the relief depots. The Marquis of Sligo, chairman of the 

Westport relief committee, wrote to Routh that he apprehended deaths from starvation 

if  Indian com was not supplied to the people: ‘the facts are so strong and.. .so 

uncontradicted, that I consider no comments necessary, nor excuses for addressing
152you on the subject of supplying this poorest part of Ireland with food at once’ and 

‘there is considerable excitement felt here at the refusal of the Government 

Commissariat Officer to afford any relief, by the sale of his supplies of Indian 

com....apprehensions o f rebellion and death by starvation.

In the Westmeath report, Mrs Gilmore describes con'uption in the distribution 

o f the meal: ‘the meal was often distributed unfairly -  they would give a lot to one and 

none to others, this applies to the ‘relief meal they used to say that the people who 

were giving it out, often used to keep it for himself instead of dividing it fairly. Some 

people would not get a bit of food from Monday morning to Saturday night and they 

would be nearly dead by then.’'̂ "̂  This is the only report to describe cormption in the 

distribution of Indian meal and it contains a serious implication, i.e. that deaths from 

starvation resulted from the corruption of those in charge.

Individual informants from the same area provide corresponding details 

concerning Indian meal, for example, the location of its distribution. The individual 

reports contain the same themes, relating to Indian meal. Four of the reports describe 

the digestive problems caused by insufficiently ground meal.'^^ Independent sources 

corroborate much of the information in the oral traditions. The Board of Health wrote 

of the ‘serious evil.. ..the consumption of meal or rice, but more particularly Indian 

meal, in a raw or badly cooked state, which will pre-dispose to and aggravate 

dysentary and diarrhoea.. ..Inspectors have reported that they have seen the people

Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
RLFC 3/2/21/30, 16/6/1846.
Correspondence from July 1846 to January 1847 relating to the measures adopted fo r  the re lief o f  
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devouring raw Indian m eal.’'̂ ’̂ In a number o f cases, other sources provide a more 

graphic account o f the problems concerning Indian meal, than is provided by oral 

tradition. Few o f the traditions describe the intense suffering caused by the 

determination o f the Government to delay the opening o f the depots. The reports 

describing Carlow/Wicklow and Cavan, both provide one account that details the 

governm ent’s deliberate withholding o f food from the population. Other sources 

provide copious references to the effects o f such a policy. Relief committees 

throughout the country called for the opening o f the depots. A local Donegal 

newspaper contained a scathing report, asking how the government can ‘withhold 

from the famishing poor the Indian meal which is at present locked up in such vast 

quantities in the government stores’ and that Russell’s policy was ‘in every respect 

calculated to cause unnecessary d e l a y . P r o b l e m s  concerning the delay in the 

opening o f depots and the witholding o f food from the population are more indicative 

o f  Russell’s policies. Peel attempted to delay the opening o f the depots but relented to 

local pressure and in some areas, depots opened at the end o f March instead o f the 15**̂  

o f  May. Russell’s policies displayed no such flexibility. The traditions concerning 

the opposition to Indian meal and associated digestive problems, are more suggestive 

o f  the introductory phase o f Indian meal under Peel. Although such problems were 

present throughout the Famine, the initial resistance to the food was strongest. Peel’s 

government implemented a number o f measures to reduce opposition to the meal and 

it appears that they were moderately successful.

Second Report o f  the Relief Commissioners, appendix B. H.C. 1847 [819], xvii, p. 14. 
The Ballyshannon Herald, 28/8/1846.
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Exports

A government ship sailing into any [Irish] port with Indian com was sure to meet half
158a dozen sailing out with Irish wheat or cattle.

John M itchel’s assertions highlight the concerns o f those who believed that the 

exportation o f food from Ireland during the Famine should be prohibited. As early as 

October 1845, public meetings were held in Dublin, which urged the prohibition o f 

e x p o r t s . R o u t h  described the export o f food during such distress as ‘a serious 

evil.’'^^ However, Trevelyan was committed to laissez-faire economic doctrines and 

refused to countenance such an idea. Many scholars have agreed that this decision 

was one o f Trevelyan’s worst mistakes.'^' Between the disastrous harvest o f 1846 

and the arrival o f foreign grain in the early months of 1847, the prohibition o f exports 

would have helped to bridge the gap in food supplies and lowered the price o f food. If 

exports had been banned, the remaining problems o f ensuring that the food reached 

the open market and that people had cash to buy food, were not insurmountable.

Although there is an expectation that oral tradition should provide more 

references to this emotive topic, the oral tradition reports contain only four references 

to the exportation o f food during the Famine.

The Armagh/Down report provides two o f the references. Johnny Robin 

Murphy recalls an argument he had with a man who ‘blamed England. A n’ said I: 

“The year o f the war you got ten bob a hundred for your priddies, didn’t you? A n’ did 

you care damn about your neighbour? No, he did not. A n’ it was the same in the 

Famine. England wanted the meal, an’ so they sold the oats. They wanted the money. 

That’s what h a p p e n e d . T h e  tone o f this account is remarkably pragmatic and non- 

emotive. Pat Flanratty provides a similar account: ‘they said there was an abundance

Mitchel, J., The Last Conquest of Ireland (Perhaps), p. 112.
Freeman's Journal, 3/11/1845.
Routh to Trevelyan, 29/9/1846. Correspondance from  July J846... H.C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 97.
Ihid
There is also a reference to the sale o f corn in order to pay the rent and the subsequent export o f  this 

corn. This reference is on p. 269 in the chapter concerning landlords.
Johnny Robin Muiphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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o f  oats. But the EngHsh gave them a temptin’ price and they sold them .’'̂ "̂  Hanratty 

is correct in his assertion that there was an abundant crop o f oats and that oats was the 

main item o f export.

The other two references are remarkably different. Amby Cullen states that 

‘the English soldiers took the food from Ireland to England. The real famine was in 

England and not in I r e l a n d . B r i a n  Donnelly asserts that ‘the oats were going out o f 

the country. There was plenty o f food in Ireland to feed the people if  it had been kept 

at hom e.’'^  ̂ These more emotive accounts are not factually correct. Cullen’s asserts 

that soldiers took the food because o f a famine in England. In fact, the farmers sold 

their produce to the merchants who in turn exported it to England to obtain higher 

prices. Donnelly states that if  exports had been prohibited, there would have been 

enough food in the country to feed the population. This is manifestly untrue. Even if 

there had been no exports, there still would have been a tremendous shortfall in the 

amount o f food required to feed the population. However, it was anomalous that any 

food should have been exported in such a time o f shortages and Donnelly’s account 

details the outrage felt towards the exportation o f food.

The oral traditions concerning exports are surprising for two reasons. Given its 

prominence in nationalist’s arguments, one would expect that the subject o f exports 

would feature more prominently in the oral traditions o f the Famine. Secondly, half o f 

the references are remarkably pragmatic and focus on market forces rather than 

deliberate malign intentions, on the part o f the government.

Pat Hanratty, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Amby Cullen, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. 
Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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Public Works

most of the schemes were of no value, such as making holes and filling them in again, 

and breaking stones, some of which can still be seen at the back of ditches.

The provision of employment to relieve distress had been used on a number of 

occasions prior to the Famine. The appearance of potato blight in 1845 prompted Sir 

Robert Peel to introduce a system of public works to enable the poor to purchase food. 

The board of works and grand juries were in charge of the schemes and the 

government advanced a loan to cover the full cost of the works. Local authorities 

were ultimately responsible for the repayment of these loans. Grand juries had to 

repay all the costs of their sponsored works and the board of works was required to 

pay half the cost. The majority of the works were executed under the two statutes that 

specified road improvements and by Spring 1846, the public works were 

functioning.'^’̂  The numbers of labourers employed by the board of works reached a 

peak of almost 98,000 in the first week of August, 1846. Approximately another 

30,000 labourers were employed on schemes sponsored by the grand juries, or on pier 

and harbour schemes. Local relief committees employed perhaps 10,000 more people. 

Therefore, a total of approximately 140,000 people received employment with one of 

the various agencies organised by Peel’s g o v e r n m e n t . A t  the time, it was alleged 

that the figures were ‘not an index to the state of distress or o f the amount of
170employment necessary to be given to afford re lie f’

Lord John Russell’s government was aware that the second, more widespread 

failure of the potato, would result in increased suffering and distress. The main relief 

effort was to be through a renewed and closely monitored programme of public works. 

Trevelyan was the main contributor to the design of the new system, which had as its 

emphasis increased centralised control under the board of works, which was in turn 

strictly controlled by the Treasury. Trevelyan wanted to avoid the inefficiency, which

Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
O ’Neill, T.P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f Relief, 1845-52’, pp. 218-222.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘Famine and Government response, 1845-6’ in Vaughan, W.E., (ed.), A New History 

of Ireland, pp. 283-4.
Commissioners o f Public Works to Lords o f the Treasury. H.C. 1846, xxxvii., p. 351, 8/8/1846.
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he believed, had characterised earher operations. In November 1846, Trevelyan wrote 

to Lt. Colonel Harry Jones, chairman o f the Board o f Works, that ‘the old abuse 

reappears in the aggravated form o f habitual collusion between the labourers and the 

overseers .. .so that the labourers, if  they can be so called, may now not only be as idle 

as ever, but are enabled withal to enjoy a rate o f wages which ought only to be the 

reward of superior industry.’'^’ Once again, road building and improvement were the 

main activities performed on the public works. Costs, in the form o f a loan, were 

provided by the Treasury, to be repaid in full by local taxation.

The uptake o f this relief measure was unforeseen. At the beginning o f  October 

1846, there were approximately 26,000 labourers employed per day. The figure 

continued to increase until March 1847, when it reached a peak o f 714,000. A 

Treasury minute, dated 10 o f March 1847, records the realisation that numbers were 

spiralling out o f control: ‘. . .all effectual control over the increase in the number o f 

persons employed, and over the manner in which the work is executed by them, has, 

for the present, been lost.’'^  ̂ The effect the numbers were having on the ability to 

provide effective relief was outlined in a letter to Trevelyan; ‘we have arrived at a 

very important crisis in our operations.. ..the overpowering demands made upon us for 

employment, and I may add our inability to meet them .’'^  ̂ Jones predicted that if  

numbers continued to rise in this manner, within a few months, as many as 900,000 

could be seeking e m p l o y m e n t . T h e  most obvious manifestation o f the failure o f the 

public works to provide effective assistance to those in need, was the deaths o f 

workers from starvation. The government decided on a major change in their policy 

o f re lief As a temporary measure, soup kitchens were to provide gratuitous food to 

the destitute.

The limitations, problems and ultimate failure o f the public works, as a relief 

measure, have been well documented. The government at the time realised the 

inherent incapability o f this form o f relief, to provide the sort o f assistance, which was 

required by a population facing famine. Historians have since expanded on the

Trevelyan to Jones, 21/11/1846. Correspondence from  July 1846... H. C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 273.
First Report o f  the R elief Commissioners, with Appendix and Treasury Minute. H.C. 1847 [799] 

xvii, p. 21. (Hereafter referred to as First Report o f  the R elief Commissioners...).
Jones to Trevelyan, 16/1/1847. Correspondence from  July 1846... H.C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 13.
Jones to Trevelyan, 17/1/1847. Correspondence from  January to March 1847 relating to the 

measures adopted fo r  the re lief o f  distress in Ireland. Board o f  Works series (second part). H.C. 1847 
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endemic problems of the public works including task work, wage levels, delays in the 

commencement of works in an area, delays in payment, inclement weather conditions, 

the weakness of workers and the deaths of workers from starvation. The oral 

traditions relating to public works provide an opportunity to assess the perceptions 

towards this relief measure, in the communities, where it was intended to assist. 

Government records provide information on the number of people employed on the 

public works employment, in different areas. These figures allow the construction of a 

‘league table’ for the relevant areas, based on the daily average number o f workers 

employed on the public works. Thus, there is the potential for a correlation, between 

the number of oral tradition references to public works in a report and the recorded 

number employed on public works, in the area described in the report.

Table 4.5: Oral tradition references to public works

Report General W ages Miscell. Mortality Miscell. Total o f Total number
problems foregoing

colum ns
o f  a cco u n ts  

alluding to relief

Arm/Down 19 9 3 0 0 31 21

Carl/W ick 6 9 5 11 1 32 24

Cavan 13 8 8 1 0 30 14

D on ega l 7 2 4 0 0 13 8

Kilkenny 7 3 3 0 0 13 7

M ayo 12 8 8 0 0 28 13

W /meath 2 2 1 0 0 5 3

Total 66 41 32 12 1 152 90

Table 4.5 provides a categorisation of the oral tradition references to public 

works. Accounts that refer to more than one aspect of public works, are found under 

more than one category. For example, an account that describes both wage levels and 

mortality, is referenced under two separate categories. Thus, table 4.5 presents 152 

references to public works, compared to the 90 reported references in table 4.1.
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Table 4.6: Average number of people employed daily on public works,

10/10/1846-26/6/1847, per 10,000 of the population

County Number
M ayo 880.5
Cavan 595.6
Kilkenny 454.9
W /meath 368.3
D onegal 326.4
Carl/W ick 216.6
Arm/Down 82.5

Source: Analysis o f  returns of poor employment under 9 Vic.c. I & 10 Vic.c. 107 from  week ending 10 

October 1846 to week ending 26 June 1847, 1852 (169), xviii, p. 595. H.C. 1852 (169) xviii. p. 595

A comparison of table 4.5 and table 4.6 reveals no overall correlation between 

the number of references to public works in an oral tradition report and the number 

employed on the public works, in the same area. Table 4.6 shows that, of the counties 

under examination, Mayo had over ten times the number of people employed on 

public works than Armagh/Down, and nearly one and a half times the number of 

Cavan, which had the second highest figure. However, the number of references to 

public works in the Mayo report was only fourth highest, behind Carlow/Wicklow, 

Armagh/Down and Cavan. There are a number o f factors, which explain the absence 

of a correlation between these tables. The official figures describe the daily average 

number of people employed in an entire county, whereas, the oral tradition reports 

describe a specific part of the county. County Down demonstrates the distortion that 

can arise. The daily average of people employed on public works was 10 per 10,000 

of the population. This places it second last o f all the counties in Ireland. However, 

three of the twelve baronies of Down experienced far greater distress than the rest of 

the county. The baronies of Moume, Upper Iveagh and Newry, referred to in the 

report, had a far greater need for public works and may have had a higher proportion 

of their population employed on the public works. Captain Brereton, the inspecting

The mean o f the 1841 and 1851 population.
Grant, J., ‘The Great Famine in County Down’, p. 355
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officer o f county Down, described the demand for employment on the pubHc works in 

the barony o f Moume:

The people employed on the public works in the barony o f Mourne are generally well 

behaved, although lately they have evinced much dissatisfaction, owing to a great number on the lists o f  

the Relief Committee being without employment. The public works at present in operation only giving 

employment to 400, which scarcely amounts to half the number o f the destitute in the barony on the 

R elief lists.

The employment o f 400 men on the public works in the barony o f M oume 

indicates a higher rate o f employment in this barony then the rest o f the county,
178though still lower than other areas.

Descriptions of Public Works:

The first extraordinary presentment sessions in Down for the barony o f 

Mourne were held in Kilkeel on 26*'' o f October 1846. The oral tradition references 

include descriptions o f work on roads, ditches, walls, steps in Kilkeel town, quays, 

railways. Different infonnants provide similar details on specific works. John 

Woods stated that ‘they had relief works. They cut away all the braes yonder in 

Kilkeel an’ Derryogue. A n’ do you see yon steps in the street in Kilkeel — Them was
179all made the time o f the Famine. All that street was cut away an’ the steps m ade.’ 

Jimmie Donnan described similar activities; ‘I did then hear o f what they called the 

Board o f Works. They done the New C ut.. ..The street in Kilkeel was cut. The steps
1 o n

at Hagan’s an’ Flaherty’s com er.. ..that time the level o f the street.’ Hugh 

O ’Hagan, o f Kilkeel, recalled his grandmother’s description o f works in Kilkeel: ‘she 

sayed that the street there, where you see the steps (ascending to pavement) was cut in 

the time o f the Famine.’'^' The Grand Jury Presentment books detail work on the 

road from Kilkeel to Derryogue. At the spring assizes o f 1846, John Doran was 

granted money to ‘widen 20 perches and make 35 perches o f fences, road from

Correspondence from  January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 91, 9/1/1847.
The employment o f 400 men results m an employment rate o f  130 per 10,000 o f  the population.
John Woods, Rostrevor, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. The work braes derives from Scottish and 

refers to hills.
Jimmie Donnan, ArmaglVDown report, IFC 1072.
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Kilkeel to sea at Derryogue.’'^  ̂ William Mitchell was also granted money to repair
1 8 1200 perches o f road from Kilkeel to the sea at Derryogue. In October 1846, the 

Extraordinary Presentment Sessions, for the barony o f M oume, provided £200 for 

cutting down the hill in Derryogue and £250 for improving the drainage and sewerage 

o f  the town o f Kilkeel.

Nicholas Cunningham described ‘how an ould fellow used till come round 

here from the town (Kilkeel). Jack Bennett they called h im .. ..A n’ he’s father was 

w orkin’ at the time m akin’ the quay o ’ Kilkeel. They made it for fourpence a day; 

th a t’s what Jack Bennett said. O f course I don’t mind that m eself I’m telling what 

they said.’*̂  ̂ Other sources confirm the construction o f some sort o f pier or quay in 

K ilkeel.. ..A petition to the Board o f Guardians at Kilkeel suggested that a sum o f 

£500 for the erection o f ‘one or more Piers would be the greatest service not only to 

the Fishermen but in providing employment for the labouring p o p u l a t i o n . O n  the 

3'̂ ’̂ o f December, 1846, the Board o f Works sanctioned money for a number o f
187improvements in the barony o f Moume, including the construction o f a seawall.

Two informants provide intimate, specific details concerning the location o f a

public work. Johnny Robin Murphy stated that ‘the year o f the Famine, that cuttin’
1 8 8that goes up be Mathews’ (Cloughinniea) was made.’ Sarah O ’Hare said ‘sure, 

there’s that road in Carrickasticken.. .past Oweny Mathews (relation). That was made 

in the time o f the Famine, or the time o f the Scarcity. I heard the old woman here tell 

it many a tim e.’'^  ̂ Both informants refer to a public work located beside the land o f 

an identified man.'^^

Hugh Fitzsimmons said that:

I mind well when I used to be goin’ to serve Mass. I’d be to the chapel with an old man they 

called Jolin Doran. Oh, but he was a powerful man. H e’d be well over a 100 years o f  age if  he was 

alive now; an’ I heard him talk o f the Famine.... He said that he worked himself the time o f the Famine

Hugh O ’Hagan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Grand Jury Presentment books. Down.
Ibid.
Downpatrick Recorder, 31/10/1846.
Nicholas Nicky (Cunningham), Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Kilkeel Workliouse Minute Books, 14/1/1846.
Correspondence relating to the measures adopted fo r  the Relief o f  Distress in Ireland. Board o f  

Works Series. H.C 1847 [764], 1, pp. 523-559.
'*** Johnny Robin Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.

Sarah O ’Hare, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
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at the B loody Bridge (Ballym artin-Newcastle). They cut the road there the time o f  the F am in e ....A n ’ 

the road there at the B loody Bridge mns through an old graveyard —  Y ou can see part o f  it yet, 

although it’s all grown over.'^'

Anne Kinny stated that ‘I heard them talk o f the Famine, an’ I heard them say 

that the road from Newcastle till Kilkeel was made an’ cut in the F a m i n e . A  report 

by the county surveyor for Down, John Fraser, confirms the information provided by 

these two informants: ‘the improvements at the Bloody Bridge, on the road from 

Newcastle to Kilkeel, are still in progress, and we expect to have this portion o f the 

line finished early in summer. The improvement o f this line o f road, from the Bloody 

Bridge to Newcastle, should be followed up by lowering Ballymartin hill, Annalong 

hill and some other steep hills on the road.’'^^

Three o f the six references that describe public works in the Carlow/Wicklow 

report, refer to road making, at Kilcamey, Mullins and Knockanooker. The other 

three allude to the opening o f a drain and a river, the construction o f a ditch and the 

opening o f trenches to bury the dead. Two informants refer to the roadworks at 

Kilcamey, in the parish o f Hacketstown: ‘the new line at Kilcamey was made as a 

Relief Work during the f a m i n e . T h e  Grand Jury Presentment books detail work on 

‘the road from Kilcamey and the river,’‘three roads at Kilcamey’ and three roads on 

Rathshanmore and Hayden’s contrast on M ullans.’'^^

Between September and January 1847, the Board o f Works sanctioned the 

improvement o f ten roads and the constmction o f six new roads, in the barony o f St. 

Mullins.

The Cavan report contains thirteen detailed descriptions o f public works 

provided during the Famine, which are firmly rooted in the local areas. James Argue 

states that, ‘I heard my mother saying that there was a lot o f roads made at that time to 

give work to the people. There was a road made from the Camaville road as far as 

“The mounds” near “The Giant Graves” in the same townland. It was to come out at

Carrickastickan is in the barony o f  Orior Upper, parish o f  Forkill and Poor Law U nion o f  N ewry. 
Hugh Fitzsim m ons, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
A nne Kinny, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Grand Jury Presentment Books, Down.
See Mrs Kavanagh’s account o f  a man dying while working on the K ilcam ey Road.
Grand Jury Presentment B ooks, W icklow  1850.
C orrespon dence rela ting to the m easures a dop ted  fo r  the R e lie f o f  D istress in Ireland. B oard  o f  

Works Series. H.C 1847 [764], 1, pp. 523-559.
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John Curran’s of Tierworker, but it was never finished.. ..That would be the direct 

road from Tierworker to Kells if it had been finished. A road was marked out from 

the junction of the road this side of Pringle’s (Tierworker) with the lane that goes out 

by the foot of Tierworker mountain and the Glannadarragh-Capponagh road.’'^  ̂

Charles Clarke, supports Argue’s account: ‘The new road from Tierworker to 

Grannadarra would have been valuable and useful had it been finished but what was
1 O Rdone was useful to the families living beside it.’ Charles Clarke’s account of ‘the 

road from Fintemagh to Greaghlough’ is in turn supported by another informant, 

Terence Clarke, who states that ‘The Government or the Grand Jury provided public 

works to give employment. The road from Gargan’s cross (at the Baileboro-Virginia 

road, about a mile from Baileboro) and which passes by Camalynch bog and out at 

Greaghlough was made in 1852 and 1853 to relieve e m p l o y m e n t . T h e  Grand Jury 

Presentment books detail work on a road from Baileborough to Virginia. At the 

summer assizes o f 1849 Thomas Reilly was granted money to repair a road from 

‘Virginia to Baileborough between mail coach road at Virginia and the mearing of 

Crossbane Electoral Division at Comasesk and Cliffergoole.’^̂  ̂ Although the timing 

is slightly skewed, the informant is correct and exceptional in his description of those 

who provided the public works. Another infonnant in the Cavan report describes a 

road, which was constructed, and that, ‘it was made by the Board o f Works in order to 

give e m p l o y m e n t . F e w  other informants refer to the works provided by the Grand 

Jury.

The accounts, which describe public works in the Donegal report, include 

references to road-making, drainage and an attempt to prevent flooding by the sea.

Between September 1846 and January 1847, the Board of Works sanctioned £5,007,
202for the improvement of fifteen roads and the construction of seven new ones. The 

Grand Jury Presentment Books for Donegal details works on roads and drainage in the 

immediate area of Ballintra and Ballyshannon. For example, in Spring 1846, 

Alexander Vance of Dromore, was contracted.. .to ‘keep in repair.. .1332 perches of

James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Grand Jury Presentment Book, Cavan 1849.
Mrs (James) Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Correspondence relating to the measures adopted for the R elief o f  Distress in Ireland. Board o f  

Works Series. H.C 1847 [764], 1, pp. 523-559.
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road from Ballyshannon to Ballintra, between Dr McIntyre’s o f Ardeelin and Ballintra 

market house.’

Edward McGrane provides information on the nomenclature surrounding the 

new roads: ‘Several new roads.. .were completed in the district which to the present 

day are referred to as “new lines,” and those which were already in existence were 

distinguished by calling them the “ould road,” whenever it became necessary to 

mention one o f them.’^̂"̂ This account offers insight into how the locational details o f  

the roads are retained by informants. McGrane elaborates on the differences between 

the new and old roads:

Many of the “ould roads” came to be used mostly as “near-cuts,” as they go straight over the 

many hills for which Donegal is famed, and were favoured by people travelling afoot, or with unloaded 

carts, whereas the “new lines” wound round the bases of the hills and came to be used for drawing 

heavy loads along. They were favoured too in times of frost when the braes on the “ould roads” 

became slippery and dangerous.

The Presentment Session o f September 1846 proposed ‘to improve the road by 

cutting or avoiding the hills from Ballyshannon to Ballintra, £885.’ °̂̂  The Grand Jury 

Presentment books provide evidence o f the nomenclature used to identify the new 

roads from the old. A description is given o f work ‘between the mail coach road at St 

Emans and the Donegal old road at Greggstown.’^̂ ^

Edward McGrane provides another account o f the public works. A road that 

was constructed during the Famine, between Ballintra and Rossnowleigh:

is remarkable for a very crooked bridge which spans a brook. Looking at the spot, nothing can 

be seen which would have prevented the bridge being built straight, but when the road was made as far 

as the site of the bridge, two “skag” or “fairy thorns” grew in the way. Nobody could be got to cut the 

thorns, although in this time of great stress, the landlord on whose land they grew offered £5 to anybody 

who would undertake the job; and so a fear to annoy the fairies, o f “wee people” resulted in the bridge 

having to be built in a curve round the thorns, and quite out o f line with the direction of the road.^^^

Grand Jury Presentment Book, Donegal, Spring 1850.
Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Ibid.
Beeley, A., ‘Poverty, Famine and the Workhouse at Ballyshannon’ in Donegal Annual, vol. 41 

(1989), p. 64.
Grand Jury Presentment Books, Donegal, Spring 1850.
Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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The Grand Jury Presentment Books for Donegal detail work on the ‘road from 

Ballintra to the sea at Rossnowleigh, between G. Strong’s o f Rossnowleigh and the 

sea at Rossnowleigh, in townland o f Rossnowleigh’ and on the ‘road from Ballintra to 

the sea at Rossnowleigh between E. Doogan’s o f Ballymacgroarty and the church at 

Rossnowleigh.’ The story o f the ‘fairy thorns’ provides an interesting insight into 

the presence o f  local superstitions.

Descriptions o f public works in the Kilkenny report include references to 

drainage, levelling fences, roadworks and the relationship between local landlords and 

public works. T. Meaney describes a new road that ‘was opened connecting 

Ballylogue, The Rower, with the main new road between Inistioge and New Ross.’ 

The Grand Jury Presentment Books contain numerous references to the road between 

Inistioge and New Ross (Ross). For example, they detail work on the road ‘from 

Inistioge to Ross between Widow Taylor’s house at Woodstock and Robert Lackey’s 

forge at Brownsford’ and ‘from Inistioge to Ross, between James Conway’s house at 

Inistioge and Richard Murphy’s at Kilcross.’ '̂̂  ̂ Two informants identify the same 

road as a public work project during the Famine. Thomas Whyte and Michael 

Hanrahan refer to public works on the Rock Road.

The Mayo report provides twelve detailed descriptions o f public works. The 

majority o f the descriptions focus on roadworks. A number o f informants provide 

corresponding details on different works. Martin O ’Boyle states that ‘the new line 

from Glendahurk river to within a mile o f Mulranny must have been done at the time 

o f  the Fam ine.’^" Thomas Kelly provides additional details on the same road: ‘the 

real Bothar a’ Bhrocain (This famine road, usually called the "New Line” from a point 

on the main road 1 mile E o f Mulranny, through the bog on the mountain side to 

Glendahurk Bridge is almost four miles long, roughly 3 mis, 7 furlongs) was the road 

from Curly’s house up to bog (and on to Glendahurk bridge).’ Michael Gorman 

provides a third reference to this road: ‘relief works were started, for instance, the 

road from a mile this side o f Mulranny along the mountain slope to Glendahurk

Grand Jury Presentment Books, Donegal, Summer 1850 and Spring 1851. 
Grand Jury Presentment Books, Kilkenny, Spring 1846 and Spring 1847. 
Martin O ’Boyle, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Thomas Kelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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213Bridge and on east through Oghillees to Furnace and even on to Buckoough.’ Each 

reference provides additional information that provide a more detailed picture of the 

work.

There are occasions when informants provide contradictory information on a 

public work. James Moran alleged that ‘the road (by-road north from the P.O. was 

called boithrin a’ brocain because it was made then.’̂ '*̂  However, Thomas Kelly 

maintains that the road was ‘not a Famine road. It was done by V a u g h a n , a n d  he 

asserts that the ‘real Bothar a’ Bhrochain’ was the one from Mulranny to Glendahurk 

bridge. Two other informants support Martin in his assertion, which suggests that he 

is correct. In April 1846, a meeting of magistrates and cess payers in Newport 

approved a number of roads as public works, including one ‘from Mulranny by the 

shores o f Clew Bay.’ '̂^ Between September 1846 and January 1847, the Board of 

Works sanctioned £19,328, for 40 new roads, 42 road improvements, one wall to a
217chapel-yard and one town improvement.

Brian Donnelly states that one of the relief works was a drain that ‘was made 

near the old barrack in L e t t e r a . O t h e r  sources indicate that drainage works were 

carried out in Newport. Thomas Wilson, secretary of Burrishoole relief committee 

stated that drainage works in the area had been ‘executed in the most perfect 

m a n n e r . S i r  Richard O’Donnell, acting chairman of the same relief committee 

wrote that ‘the drainage of two large districts under the Board of Works are to be 

carried on immediately.’

The Westmeath report contains two descriptions of public works, one of which 

describes breaking stones, and the other, the deepening of a river: ‘Towards the end of 

the Famine a relief scheme was set on foot to deepen the Deal river. The course o f the 

river was changed that that time too. Before that time, there used to be great flooding 

in that d i s t r i c t . T h e  drainage of the river Deal was a public work scheme during 

the Famine. There was trouble in the planning of the work: ‘owing to the flooded

M ichael Gorman, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
James Moran, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Thom as K elly, M ayo report, IFC 1072.

^"^RLFC 3 /1 /1630 , 18/4/1846.
C orresponden ce rela ting to the m easures adop ted  fo r  the R e lie f o f  D istress in Ireland. B oard  o f  

W orks Series. H.C 1847 [764], 1, pp. 523-559.
Brian D onnelly, M ayo report, IFC 1072. Townland o f  Lettera is in poor law union o f  Newport.
RLFC 3 /2 /21 /6 , 11/12/1846.
RLFC 3/1 /2868 , 3/6/1846.
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state of the lands it has not been in our power to get the valuation completed.. ..no 

doubt the work may proceed early next Spring.’ By July 1846, the Board of Works 

had granted £300 for the deepening of the Deal.^^^

A number of reports provide detailed descriptions of the local public works. 

The location of the works are pinpointed, in relation to a local idiosyncratic place 

name, (e.g. ‘The Giant Graves’ in Cavan), or a local person’s landholding, (e.g. ‘They 

made one down be Morgan’s too. That’d be right at the foot of Daly’s Hill.’)̂ "̂̂  The 

names attached to the landscape act as mnemonic devices, having certain memories 

attached to them that facilitate remembrance of that tradition. Such incredibly 

detailed descriptions of the locations of public works are peculiar to the locality. At 

times, informants provide corresponding details on specific works. Independent 

sources support oral tradition’s descriptions of specific public works. Occasionally, 

confusion arises, in relation to the location or timing of a public work.

Wages

The wage was nothin’ at all.^^^

Nearly 27% of the accounts relating to public works, refer to the wages 

received by labourers. Table 4.7 shows that the majority of references (69.6%) refer 

to a rate of 6d or less per day. Only 4.3% allude to a rate of more than lOd.

It is difficult to establish the prevailing rate of wages in the various districts 

because they varied, even within each area. The Devon Commission provides 

evidence on the variation in wages according to the time of year, the gender of the 

labourer, the rank of their employer and according to whether a labourer received food 

and/or lodgings. William Elliott, a land agent in county Carlow stated that ‘from the 

gentleman and the respectable class of farmers -  the gentlemen farmers -  they get 1 Od

Mr and Mrs Kelly, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
RLFC 3/1/346.
RLFC 3/1/4714. On the 24'*’ July 1846, Thomas Redington wrote, ‘I am directed by the Lord’s 

Justices to acquaint you that Sir R. Routh has been authorised to pay the following sums as 
recommended by the R elief Commissioners....£300... for deepening the Deal River.’

See the Cavan and Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Jimmy Quinn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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a day. The lower class of farmers give 6d, but they maintain them in their house.

John Hackett, o f the barony of Ida in Kilkenny, described the difference in the rate of 

pay to men and women: ‘tenpence to a man and 6d to a woman. William 

Fetherston, secretary to the Westmeath Farming Society, stated that ‘if it be in harvest 

o f potato-planting time, it is a little higher.

Table 4.8 is based on all of the references to labourer’s wages in the Devon 

Commission and demonstrates that the highest proportion of references describe a 

daily wage rate of 7-9d. However in Armagh/Down, Carlow/Wicklow and Donegal, 

the highest proportion of references describe a higher rate of lOd or more. In 

Armagh/Down, 53.8% of the references describe a daily wage of one shilling or more. 

The oral traditions refer to a considerably lower rate of wages than those in the Devon 

Commission (see table 4.9). 6  GrMa has suggested that this discrepancy is a result of 

the innumerate nature of oral tradition. However, O Ciosam has mdicated the 

accord between the oral tradition replies, which frequently refer to a wage of about 4d. 

He suggests that a different logic is at work.^^^ A closer examination of the oral 

traditions may provide an explanation. In a letter to Trevelyan, Routh warned against 

paying the labourers a rate of ‘2d to 3d per diem’and stated that ‘the price of labour is 

8d per diem.’ This indicates that very low wages were being received by the 

workers on the public works.

W illiam Elliott. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii.. H.C. 1845 [657], xxi, witness 
967.

John Hackett, Esq. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], xxi, 
witness 910.

W illiam Fetherston H. jun., Esq. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H. C. 1845 
[616], X X, witness 416.

6  Grada, C., Black ’47, p. 195.
6  Ciosain, N., Tamine Memory and the Popular Representation o f  Scarcity’, p. 100.
Correspondence explanatoiy o f  the measures adopted by Her M ajesty's Government fo r  the R elief 

o f  D istress arising from  the failure o f  the Potato Crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [735], xxxvii, p. 56, 
6/3/1846.
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Table 4.7: Oral tradition references to wage levels on the public works

Report Nothing l-3d 4-6d 7-lOd Over lOd Miscell Food Total
A rm/Down 1 0 6 1 0 0 1 9
Carl/W ick 2 5 4 0 0 0 0 11
Cavan 0 2 2 3 2 1 0 10
Donegal 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1
Kilkenny 0 0 4 0 0 0 0 4
M ayo 0 0 4 1 0 2 2 9
W /meath 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 2
Total 3 8 21 5 2 3 4 46

232Table 4.8: References to wages in the Devon Commission

4-6d J l-9 d 10-lld Over one Total
shilling

Aim/Down 0 1 5 7 13
Carl/W ick 1 5 10 2 18
Cavan 0 7 0 0 7
Donegal 0 8 6 3 17
Kilkenny 1 7 3 0 11
M ayo __ __ 5 14 1 0 20
W /meath 0 7 2 0 9
Total 7 49 27 12 95

Source: Devon Commission

Devon Commission. These figures refer to all references to wage rates of labourers, in the relevant 
counties, in the Devon Commission. References to wages received with food or lodging are not 
included. When a witness refers to e.g. a rate between 6d and 8d, I have used the mean figure of 7d.

220



Table 4.9 Percentage of oral tradition references to wages over 6d and percentage 

of Devon Commission references to wages over 6d. Both sets of 

figures exclude references to food or housing

-- -------------

Percentage o f  
oral tradition refs 
to wages over 6d.

Percentage o f  
Devon Com m ission  
refs to w ages over

6d.
Arm/Down 11.1 100
Carl/W icklow 0 94.5
Cavan 50 100
Donegal 0 100
Kilkenny 0 90.9
Mayo 11.1 15
W /meath 0 100

Source: Devon Commission

The Armagh/Down report contains nine references to the wages received by 

labourers on the public works. One of the informants alleges that ‘the wage was 

nothin’ at all.’^̂  ̂ Hugh Fitzsimmons asserts that an acquaintance of his received a 

pound of yellow meal for a day’s work.^ "̂̂  The rate of wages described by the other 

informants ranges from 4d to 9d per day. Those who worked on the railways received 

9d. During the Famine, employment was available on the railway from Armagh to 

Portadown.^^^ Over half of the accounts, establish the wages on the roadworks as 4d: 

‘an’ all they got was four pence a day.’̂ ^̂

In January 1847, Captain Brereton, the inspecting officer for county Down, 

stated that, in inclement weather, workers in the barony of Moume, received 6d per 

day: ‘the labourers are generally very well behaved, employed principally by task

work, earning an average of Is per diem. Owing to the severity of the weather on 

Wednesday last it was impossible for the men to continue on the works, and those 

who were present at the roll call of the check clerks in the morning were allowed for 

one half day’s pay.’̂ ^̂  A conducting engineer for county Down stated that ‘what the

Jimmy Quinn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Hugh Fitzsimmons, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
RLFC 2/Z17424, 1 1/12/1845.
Mary Daly. See also Sarah O ’Hare, Johnny Robin Murphy, Anne Kinny and Nicholas Nicky 

Cunningham.
Correspondence from  Januaiy to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 92.
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people want is plenty of work and at such a rate o f wages as would give food to 

themselves and families,’ implying that such basic conditions o f pay did not always 

exist.

The highest rate of pay alluded to in the Carlow/Wicklow report is 4V2d per 

day. John Doyle, identifies an overseer, Larry Hughes, who withheld the wages o f 

men on the public works: ‘if  the ditch was not perfectly straight, they would all lose a 

day’s pay,’ or ‘if he saw them raising up their heads he’d sock them straight away and 

give them no w a g e s . A  report describing the public works in the barony o f  

Ballinacor south described how ‘prices have increased -  the condition o f the peasant 

and small farmer is becoming hourly w orse.... 1/ will do little in supporting a family 

o f 8 persons daily -  man who joined the works stout and vigorous are seen to 

fain t.. ..Turnips were recently sold at 15/ per ton, they are now 35/.’ "̂̂  ̂ Another 

inspecting officer, Liet. Anderson reported that in the barony o f north Ballinacor, ‘the 

prices o f provisions a re .. .increasing. One poor object came to me on the works 

yesterday and said “I got 5s last week, but all I could get for it at Dunlavin was a stone 

and a half o f meal and how. Sir, will that support a small but helpless family o f four, 

beside m yself

The Kilkenny and Westmeath reports also focus on a figure o f 4d. Michael 

Hanrahan asserts that the workers went on strike to increase their pay: ‘the pay on this 

road-making was four pence per day .. ..At one time, the men went on strike for higher 

wages and as a result got six pence per day.’ "̂̂  ̂ The secretary o f Thomastown relief 

committee. Rev. John C. Irwin, intimated that a farm labourer’s wage o f lOd per day 

was insufficient to support a ‘family consisting o f himself, his wife and seven 

children’ and enquired whether the relief committee could ‘supply him with a certain 

quantity o f  food gratuitously.

In the Westmeath report, Mrs Leonard states that ‘the wages for the breaking 

of the stones was four-pence a ton and no food.’ "̂̂"̂ The inspecting officer for county 

Westmeath, Captain Teleford stated that ‘the ordinary wages given heretofore being

/b id ,  p. 205.
Jolin D oyle, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.

^^"RLFC 3/2/32 15, 17/1/47.
C orrespondence from Janu aiy to M arch 1847  ... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 116. 
M ichael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.

^'■'RLFC 3/1 /1966 , 2 /5 /1846.
Mrs Leonard, W estmeath report, IFC 1075.
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so inadequate to meet the pressure o f these calamitous t i m e s . A n o t h e r  inspecting 

officer of the county, Mr Maxwell blamed the laziness of the men for their low pay: 

"the majority are very indolent and in some cases, their day’s pay has been reduced in 

consequence.

While two Mayo informants suggest a daily wage rate of 4d-5d, '̂^  ̂John 

Molloy disputes that workers received this wage; ‘Dominic Moran of Doughill was a 

ganger there or, at any rate, worked there. He does not believe that people had to 

work for 4d a day on the Famine relief works.’ Brian Donnelly proposes a higher 

figure: ‘The highest wage was 6d to 8d a day.’ Two informants describe the payment 

o f workers with meal: ‘These were boithre mine, sure enough, for the payment was in 

meal’ ‘̂̂  ̂ and ‘the payment was made in meal (oatmeal or Indian meal.) Old Paddy 

Noone, of Srahmore, was working on this road and there is a stone or two stone of 

meal still due to him. Paddy is dead perhaps twenty years ago.’̂ "̂  ̂ Mr Forsyth, an 

inspecting officer of county Mayo, reported the ‘gradual falling off in the earnings of 

workm en.. .the quantity of food which they are able to procure is quite inadequate to 

enable them to work, as they must do, to earn a day’s wages on our works.. .unable to 

earn more than 8d or 1 Od per day. Two scanty meals is therefore all they can get per 

day.’̂ '̂ ^

The infonnants in the Cavan report describe a wider range of figures than 

those in the other reports. Charles Moran thought ‘they were getting eighteen pence a 

day,’ and Laurence McIntyre stated that while the labourers received lOd per day, ‘a 

man with a horse and slip got 2/6 a day.’ Another source sets the wages in Cavan at
2514/ per week or enough to buy little more than a stone of oatmeal.

The Donegal report only provides two references to wages on the public 

works. William Torrens is the only informant to mention a specific figure: ‘twopence 

a day for breaking stones. T h e  Ballyshannon Herald reported that people on

Correspondence from January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 256.
M/V/.. p. 114.
Janies Moran and Thomas Kelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Anthony Gibbons, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Correspondence from January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 151.
Gallogly, D., ‘The Famine in County Cavan’ in Kinealy, C. and Parkhill, T. (eds.), The Famine in 

Ulster, p. 65.
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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2 C 1
outdoor relief were paid 5d-8d per day. Edward McGrane describes an incident in 

which the wages for labourers on the pubhc works did not arrive from DubUn:

one Saturday.. .with snow lying deep on the ground, a gang of poor hungry roadworks turned 

up in the town of Donegal expecting payment, but the Government official...a young artillery officer, 

told them he had received no money for them.. ..the workers would have to wait another week before 

the money came along. The crowd were in despair when this was made known to them. They had been 

working in starvation all the week....M r John Hamilton of St. Eman’s...put forward the suggestion that 

he would advance the money to pay the m en.. ..Mr Hamilton then borrowed some forty pounds from 

shopkeepers in the town and roadworkers were paid.

McGrane’s account echoes a description o f the same event in Hamilton’s 

personal journal:

it was Saturday evening and I happened to be in the little town of Donegal. I saw a crowd of 

hungry-looking mortals ankle-deep in the snow, surrounding the Government official, a young artillery 

officer, who was endeavoring to pacify them.’ On hearing that they would not be paid for another 

week, ‘a groan rose from the crowd. “This day week! We were destitute a week ago, we have 

struggled tliiough the week working on starvation” ....After a moment’s thought I said: “I see a way 

through it. I will pay the men and when the money comes you can just hand it to m e.... I managed to 

borrow from the shopkeepers in the town about forty pounds, and sent the poor fellows away 

contented.

It is evident that McGrane had access to Hamilton’s writings and that the oral 

tradition is subject to feedback.

Nearly 70% of the oral tradition references to wages on the public works refer 

to a wage o f less than 6d per diem. Just over 4% describe a wage o f over lOd per 

diem. These are considerably lower than the levels indicated by the Devon 

Commission. A Treasury minute, dated April 1846 stated that in the event o f money 

wages being paid, ‘the money payments should be below the usual rate o f  wages in 

the neighbourhood, and should be, as nearly as possible, limited to what is absolutely 

necessary for providing a sufficient quantity o f food for the support o f the workmen

The Ballyshannon Herald, 28/1/1848.
Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
James, D., John Hamilton of Donegal, 1800-1894, p. 180.
See also pp. 183, 228 for further evidence of feedback in McGrane’s account.

224



and the helpless persons o f  their fam ilies.’ The principle behind the governm ent’s 

po licy  o f  wages was to pay the absolute m inim um , to ensure basic survival. As the 

m onths advanced, the price o f  food rocketed. Between August and D ecem ber 1846, 

the price o f  m aize doubled and the value o f  a w eek’s wages, in real term s, 

plummeted.^'^^ For a num ber o f  people, the actual level o f  w ages also decreased, so 

that as the schem e o f public works progressed, the am ount o f  food that a labourer was 

able to purchase declined dram atically.

In an attem pt to elim inate perceived indolence, the Board o f  W orks introduced 

a system  o f  task work. From the beginning o f  Septem ber 1846, labourers were to be 

paid according to their work. The board instructed its officials that ‘the sum to be 

paid for each portion o f  [task] w ork should be sufficient to enable an ordinary 

labourer to earn from lOd to Is. per day, and a good labourer who exerted him self, 

from  Is. 4d. to Is. 6d. per day.’^̂  ̂ Those w ho refused to or were unable to com ply 

w ith the regulations were to receive no m ore than 8d. The reality w as som ew hat 

different. The system o f task w ork benefited strong and healthy labourers, and 

discrim inated against the weak, infirm  and elderly. Thus, those m ost in need o f  

assistance earned the lowest wages. M oreover, a lot o f  m en were not provided with 

im plem ents. Their earnings were som etim es as low as 3 Yid. to 4d per diem, less than 

h a lf  the m inim um  wage set by the board.^^^

A nother factor, which contributed to reduced wages, was the inclem ent 

w eather. I f  w ork was cancelled because o f  adverse w eather conditions, labourers 

w ere to be sent hom e with ha lf a day’s pay. The w inter o f  1846-7 experienced 

exceptionally  bad weather, including heavy snowfalls. M ajor Parker w rote to Col. 

Jones, concerning the effect the w eather was having on the public works: ‘the w eather 

has now  been very tem pestuous for so long a tim e .. ..the labourers cannot earn full 

w ages, generally speaking not m ore that 4d. or 6d. a-day, upon w hich, w ith food at the 

present extrem ely high p ric e .. .it is im possible to live and m aintain f a m i l i e s . T h e  

inspecting officer for M ayo wrote that, ‘in consequence o f  the heavy fall o f  snow.

Correspondence explanatory o f  the measures adopted by Her M ajesty's Government fo r  the R elief 
o f  D istress arising from  the failure o f  the Potato Crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [735], xxxvii, p. 291, 
3/4/1846.
“̂ *̂ Daly, M.E., ‘The Operations o f Famine Relief, 1845-7’ in Poirteir, C., (ed.). The Great Irish Famine, 
pp. 130-1.

Correspondence from July 18 4 6 ...H.C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 140.
O ’N eill, T.P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f Relief, 1845-52’, p. 228.
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m ost o f the works have been suspended this week,’^̂  ̂while the inspecting officer for 

Carlow wrote that ‘the severe weather this week has thrown many persons out o f 

employment.

From December 1846, the problem o f insufficient wages became a regular 

feature o f  the reports o f weekly inspecting officers. As labourers became 

progressively weaker, their capacity to earn adequate wages diminished. This 

downward spiral continued with disastrous consequences. It became impossible for 

the government to ignore the problem of inadequate wages and the alarming state o f 

the labourers on the public works. In January 1847, Jones wrote to Trevelyan that: ‘in 

some districts, the men who come to the works are so reduced in their physical 

powers, as to be unable to earn above 4d or 5d per diem. This is evidently too little, 

and with the present high price o f provisions precludes the possibility o f purchasing 

sufficient food to support life.’^̂ '̂

From October 1846 to June 1847, the average daily wage paid on the public 

works was As indicated above, for many, their daily wage was half this

amount. A disproportionate number o f oral tradition references, allude to very low 

wages. This bias suggests that the perception within communities, was that the public 

works failed to give labourers an adequate wage. The most destitute and deprived 

labourers received wages that were incapable o f maintaining a typical labouring 

family. Perhaps oral tradition retains information regarding the more extreme cases. 

They allude to the failure o f the scheme to provide relief to those who needed it most. 

Many other sources support this notion. Even Trevelyan eventually acknowledged 

this failure when he wrote that ‘w ages.. ..were insufficient for the support o f a family, 

melancholy proof o f which was afforded by daily instances o f starvation in connection 

with the relief works.

Correspondence from January to March 1847...W.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 25, 26/1/1847. 
Ibid., p. 264, 13/2/1847.
Ibid,  p. 259, 13/2/1847.
Ibid,  p. 17, 18/1/1847.
Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, p. 95.
Trevelyan, C., The Irish Crisis, pp. 45-6.
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Table 4.10: Oral tradition references to problems with the public works

Report Works were 
unreproductive 

or
unfinished

W orkers 
were 
weak

Mortality
o f

Problems
with

Delays M iscell.
problems

Total o f  
foregoing  
columns

Total number 
o f  references

workers officials .........— to problems 
on the works

A rm/Down 1 1 0 0 0 1 3 3
Carl/W ick 0 2 11 2 1 0 16 16
Cavan 8 2 1 0 0 0 11 9
D onegal 3 0 0 0 1 1 5 4
Kilkenny 2 1 0 1 0 0 4 3
M ayo 5 2 0 0 0 0 7 8
W /meath 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
Total 20 8 12 3 2 2 47 44

Unfinished nature or unreproductive nature of the works

That road was not a bit o f use at the time. But they did not like to give people food 

without knocking work out o f them.^^^

With the exception o f Carlow/Wicklow, all o f the oral tradition reports 

provide at least one reference to the unreproductiveness, inferior construction and/or 

unfinished state o f the public works. While Peel had favoured ‘productive’ works, 

Trevelyan, in an attempt to limit the applications for employment schemes, made a 

deliberate decision to make the public works ‘unproductive’. The main tasks were 

road repair and building. The cessation o f the works left many o f the roads unfinished 

and there were many complaints at the time, concerning the ‘almost impassable roads 

which intersect our c o u n t r y . I n  cases o f urgency, it was often easier to provide 

roadworks.

The Cavan report provides the highest number o f references to the unfinished 

state o f  the roads. James Argue describes the location o f a road: ‘It was to come out at 

John Curran’s at Tierworker, but it was never finished. It stopped when the Relief 

Schemes stopped. That would be the direct road from Tierworker to Kells if  it had

Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
M ayo Constitution, 19/10/1847. Editorial.
O ’Neill, T.P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f Relief, 1845-52’, p. 234.

227



been f i n i s h e d . P e t e r  Clarke tells o f how his father saved people, whose lives were 

endangered by the unfinished nature o f the public works: ‘Part o f  the road from 

Drumacarrow to Cliffin was opened at the time o f the Famine as a means o f providing 

employment. They just mapped it out and formed the road but they put no stones on 

it. It came to a river and they didn’t bridge it. Many people would have been 

drowned in the river only for my father -  he pulled out seven people who were
971drowning in it at different tim es.’ The Grand Jury Presentment Books detail work 

on a road from ‘Baileborough to Stradone, between Galbolly cross roads and Parker’s 

bridge in D r u m a c a r r o w . T h e  inspecting officer for Cavan stated that the roads in 

the county ‘in several places are left in a very dangerous condition and in some nearly 

im passable.’

In the Donegal report, Edward McGrane makes an unusually explicit reference 

to government policy: ‘The general opinion was that the money advanced by the 

Government o f that day for relief works was laid out in the wrong way. Government 

paid officers were sent round to see that the money was expended as directed and that 

none o f  it went to increase the produce o f the soil. The rest o f M cGrane’s account 

criticises the unfinished state o f the roads and is taken directly from Ham ilton’s 

journal.

Michael Hanrahan also refers directly to a deliberate policy to make the roads 

unproductive. He describes the scheme on the main road from Inistioge to New Ross: 

‘the work had not any great permanent value locally as the then existing road was 

already quite good. The new road runs parallel to the old one, for the greater part o f 

the w ay .. ..the engineers got instructions to carry out the work that would be o f as little 

advantage or use to the people as p o s s i b l e . E x p l i c i t  references to government 

policy are rare in the oral traditions o f the Famine. Their inclusion here, signify a 

lasting bitterness at the uselessness o f the schemes and the loss o f a chance to improve 

the country.

Four informants in the Mayo report provide descriptions o f the unreproductive 

nature o f  the roadworks: ‘when a new road was being made to Srahmore recently, this

James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Peter Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Grand Jury Presentment Books, Cavan 1853.
Correspondence from  July 1846... H.C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 440, 26/12/1846. 
Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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new line was avoided, so that even now it is, as it has ever been, o f  no use.’ Three 

other informants describe the uselessness o f the same public work road, now used as a 

bog road,^^*  ̂ ‘it was no use at that time as it is only now that the tu rf cutting has got up 

that distance in the hillside bog,’ ‘they are now o f use as bog roads.’ A letter to the 

R elief Commissioners stated that in the union o f Westport, ‘there are so many really
?77useful new roads in an unfinished state.’

The Armagh/Down and Westmeath reports each contain one reference to the 

worthless nature o f the public works. Mrs Leonard states that ‘most o f the schemes 

were o f no value, such as making holes and filling them in again, and breaking stones,
278  • •some o f which can still be seen at the back o f ditches.’ Mary Daly criticises the 

construction o f a road: ‘an’ I heard me grandfather say it would never keep up, but for
279the bushes they cut to put under it.’

Accounts that describe the unreproductiveness or unfinished state o f the public

works are supported by each other and by independent sources. Those in charge o f

government policies testified to both features o f the public works. The Board o f

Public Works argued that ‘it is not on the ground o f positive utility these works are to

be judged. They should be considered solely as an effort to obtain a certain amount o f
280  •labour in return for subsistence, through the medium of money wages.’ In its Final 

report, the Board admitted that ‘the utility o f the work was soon lost sight o f in the 

struggle for life which rapidly ensued.. .and our duties assumed another form; we were 

in fact, no longer Commissioners o f Public Works, but the administrators o f outdoor 

relief to nearly a million o f f a m i l i e s . T h e  principle o f unreproductiveness was 

often modified under pressure from local gentry, who requested useful access roads.

Government officials denied any responsibility concerning the unfinished state 

o f the public works. Jones wrote to Trevelyan that ‘they cry out that the great 

communications o f the country are destroyed and I have no doubt that for this season 

they are all more or less severely injured and many nearly impassable, but whose fault

Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Martin O ’Boyle, Thomas Kelly and Michael Gorman, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Mr Lynch to the Commissioners. Papers relating to the R elief o f  Distress and State o f  Unions and 

Workhouses in Ireland, 1848. H.C. 1847-8 [955], Iv, 26/2/1848.
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Mary Daly, Armagh/Down report. IFC 1072.

280 ] qJ  fjjQ Board o f  Public Works, Ireland. H.C. 1847-8 [983], xxxvii, p. 30.
Final Report o f  the Board o f  Public Works...W. C. 1849 [1047], xxiii, p. 730.
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is that? Not ours.’ The Board o f PubHc Works admitted that ‘doubtless.. .many 

roads were broken up which in their present state are worse than they were
• 283before They remain a constant and unsightly monument o f a disastrous period.’

It is true that the unfinished roads functioned as a memorial to the failure o f the public 

works. In each local area, there was tangible evidence o f the government’s failure to 

provide useful works for the starving. The oral tradition reports provide hitherto 

hidden details on the subsequent fate o f these unfinished works. They remain as a 

symbol o f government relief policy during the Famine and the lasting bitterness 

generates two rare references to specific government policy.

W eakness and mortality of labourers on the public works

With the exception o f the Donegal and Westmeath reports, all o f the oral 

tradition reports provide descriptions o f weak and starving labourers. The 

Carlow/W icklow and Cavan report provide additional references to the deaths o f 

workers on the public works.

The Donegal and Westmeath reports provide no accounts o f either mortality or 

starvation on the public works. Undoubtedly, such cases did occur. The Athlone 

Sentinel reported the verdict at the inquest o f a man, who worked on the public works: 

‘the deceased, Peter Burke, a labourer on the public works, died from want and 

destitution and we cannot refrain from condemnation o f the conduct o f  the pay clerk 

in not being more punctual in the payment o f the man, as we think his not doing so 

accelerated the death o f Peter B u r k e . I s a a c  Butt wrote that ‘it is difficult to trace 

this history without indignation, when one thinks o f those who while toiling at the
285public works fell dead of exhaustion with the implements o f labour in their hands.’

In the Armagh/Down report, Jimmy Robin Murphy argues that the men on the 

public works, ‘weren’t fit to work. W ho’d be fit on turnip cham p?’ The policy o f 

sending weak and starving people to work, in frequently appalling weather conditions, 

was increasingly questioned. At the beginning o f 1847, the Commissioners o f Public

Jones to Trevelyan, 13/1/1847. Correspondence from  January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], 
lii, p. 7.

Final report of the Board o f  Public Works...W. C. 1849 [1047], xxiii, p. 731.
Dublin Evening Mail, 10/3/1847.
Butt, I., A Voice fo r  Ireland. The Famine in the Land, p. 10.
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W orks wrote to the Lord Lieutenant that ‘from want o f food the men are becoming so 

weak as to be wholly unable to perform a fair day’s w ork .. .It is therefore obvious that 

the works are insufficient.. ..this extent o f distress was not anticipated.’

The Carlow/Wicklow report provides an unprecedented number o f references 

to mortality on the public works and there is support among informants concerning 

specific details. William Blake states that ‘one man died working on the New Line 

and he had to be thrown into a ditch till after a day’s work was finished before they

could bury him. He was examined afterwards by a doctor who said that the only food
288that had entered the stomach for several days were a few blades o f  grass.’ Mrs 

K avanagh’s account imparts similar details: ‘Another man died when working on 

Kilcam ey Road from hunger and when he was examined by the doctor he found only
* 289one blade o f grass in his stomach.’

The description o f a working man, compelled to eat grass, arises in two other 

accounts. Nicholas Byrne describes ‘a man out o f the Back bawns used get 'A stone o f 

meal every day but he had such a big family that he could get nothing but grass for 

h im self He died on the road making the new line with h u n g e r . A m b y  Flynn tells 

a similar story o f a man who worked on the public works who died ‘bringing home his 

meal to his family from Ballinglen. It was found that he had eaten nothing for days
9 291and was trying to get the meal to his family.’

Accounts from inspecting officers in Wicklow testify to the deaths o f workers 

on the public works. Mr Boyle referred to men on the public works, ‘who have died 

o f starvation.. ..Daily do numbers faint on every extensive work and more than 30
292men have died, some actually on the work, others returning from it.’ Referring to 

the public works in the baronies within the Fitzwilliam estate, Boyle wrote: ‘the 

mortality is great and rapidly i n c r e a s i n g . L i e u t e n a n t  Anderson found similar 

conditions in the barony o f Ballinacor south: ‘all told me they were starving. I was

Jinimy Robin Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Correspondence from January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], Hi, pp. 13-4.
W illiam Blake, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Kavanagh, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Nicholas Byrne, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Amby Flynn, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Correspondence from January to March 1847...H.C. 1847 [797], lii, pp. 176-7, 25/2/1847. 
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also informed by the stewards.. .that about one-third o f the men under their charge had 

not eaten anything for the last 36 hours.

The Cavan report is the only other report that provides an account o f mortality 

on the public works: ‘they were making an old road from Tullybrick to Taghart and 

they were working on it at tenpence a day “without bite, bit or sup” and a number o f
90Sthem died along the road where they were working.’ The Grand Jury Presentment 

Books detail work on a road between ‘Michael Boylan’s in Taghart and former day 

coach road.’ "̂̂ ’̂ Barney Gargan and Charles Moran both describe the weak and 

stai-ving state o f the men who were working on the public works: ‘some o f them were
297so weak that they were only able to work half-a-day.’ An inspecting officer for the 

county o f Cavan stated that: ‘the state o f physical weakness o f the labourers, 

occasioned by want o f food in sufficient quantity does not permit much active 

e x e r t i o n . T h e  local newspaper reported that a rumour o f delayed payment on the 

public works caused ‘considerable excitem ent.. ..Many o f the poor creatures said that 

they had not tasted food that day.’^̂ ^

In the Kilkenny report, John Hanrahan describes the plight o f labourers on 

public works: ‘the privations o f the workers were very acute. When dinner-hour 

came, each one washed his shovel, put some raw yellow meal on it and wet it from the 

water that fell into the drain and ate it. This was all they had for dinner.’ He refers to 

women working on the public works: ‘They made drains just like the m en.’^̂  ̂ An 

official report o f the public works in Kilkenny, describes the lack o f sustenance 

available to workers:

I have known some instances in which the men (who were upon our own works and who had 

large fainilies) had not tasted food for an entire day, and have existed upon much less than half food for 

nearly a w eek .. ..that for humanity’s sake you should do something to provide indoor work for females. 

It is most discreditable, to say the least, to have them working on the public roads exposed to every 

hardship.

Ibid., p. 116.
Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Grand Jury Presentment Books, Cavan, 1853.
Charles Moran, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Correspondence from  January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 237, 27/2/1847.
Anglo-Celt, 25/12/1846.
John Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mr Fraser to Mr Mulvany, 21/2/1847. Correspondence from  January to March 1847... H.C. 1847 

[797], lii, p. 155.
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By March 1847, approximately one in fifty labourers on the public works were

female.

The Mayo report contains two references to the weakened state o f workers, 

resulting from lack o f food. Brian Donnelly describes their state as ‘pitiable. People, 

not having eaten a morsel for two days maybe, were hardly able to step across the 

d r a i n . T h e  inspecting officer for the baronies o f Tyrawley and Erris, asserts that, 

‘many o f the deaths from starvation reported are amongst those employed on the 

Public Works, feeble and infirm people making exertions they are unaccustomed to, 

weakened from .. .want o f food; but there is much exaggeration in the reports brought 

f o r w a r d . T h e r e  is no such exaggeration in the Mayo report. While there were, 

undoubtedly, deaths from starvation on the public works in the county, the oral 

tradition account does not contain a single reference to mortality on the public works.

The oral tradition accounts do not exaggerate the extent o f starvation and 

mortality on the public works. While the references provide a shocking picture o f the 

plight o f workers and conditions on the works, one expects more accounts o f the 

suffering and deaths o f men on the public works. The authorities in Dublin and 

London were aware that men were dying on the public works. At inquests o f men 

who died on the public works, juries increasingly returned verdicts o f ‘death by 

s t a r v a t i o n . A  Treasury Minute referred to the ‘mass o f unskilful and frequently 

weak and even dying creatures’ on the public w o r k s . A t  the beginning o f 1847, 

Jones wrote to Trevelyan that the wages o f labourers on the public works, ‘precludes 

the possibility o f purchasing sufficient food to support life.’^̂  ̂ Trevelyan him self 

eventually conceded that there were ‘daily instances o f starvation in connection with 

the relief w o r k s . A l t h o u g h  the informants do not explicitly allocate blame for 

these deaths, they indicate a perception in local communities that the public works 

ultimately failed to provide adequate relief

-̂ 02 O ’Neill, T.P., ‘The Organisation and Administration o f R e lie f , p. 232.
Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Correspondence from  January’ to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], lii, p. 265.
O ’Neill, T.P., ‘The Administration o f R e lie f , p. 233.
First Report of the R elief Commissioners... H.C. 1847 [799], xvii, p. 3, 10/3/1847.
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Delays, officials and miscellaneous problems

With the exception of the Cavan and Westmeath reports, the oral tradition 

reports allude to problems concerning officials and delays on the public works. The 

Carlow/Wicklow and Donegal report refer to delays in the commencement of public 

works, and the delays in the payment of wages, respectively. John Stanley states that 

‘the English Govt gave the people no help until it was too late. Ten thousand died. 

When they were offered work they were too weak to do any.’ °̂̂  It is surprising that 

this is the only explicit reference in the seven reports, to the delay in the 

commencement of the public works. Works were slow to commence in Wicklow and 

by mid-December 1846, only 1,225 people were employed, fewer than in any other 

county outside Ul s t e r . ^Ot he r  sources affirm that bureaucratic procedures caused 

huge delays in starting works. Presentment sessions could only be held when called 

by the lord lieutenant. Officials from the board of works had to examine any proposed 

schemes before the schemes were submitted to the treasury for sanction. The delay 

caused by these procedures caused untold distress. Contemporary newspapers 

reported that: ‘the delay of the Board of Works in holding the presentments for most 

o f the baronies of Donegal is beyond all bearing as it surpasses all comprehension,’^" 

and the Anglo-Celt newspaper reported that at a meeting of the Shercock Relief 

Committee, ‘between 400 and 500 labouring men, who required employment, and for 

whom there is, yet, none to be given, were standing about the doors for the purpose of 

getting their names enrolled.. ..if they are not speedily employed, preaching patience 

will be of little avail -  it will not repel hunger nor satisfy the cravings of appetite.’

The Commissioners of Public Works were aware of delays: ‘we are aware, and regret, 

that there has been some delay in putting forward recommendations from some of the

Jolin Stanley, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Hannigan, K., ‘W icklow Before and After the Famine’ in Hannigan, K. and Nolan, W. (eds.), 

Wicklow: Histoiy and Society (Dublin, 1994), p. 805.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 1/1/1847.

^'-Anglo-Celt,  13/11/1846.
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baronies.. .but it has arisen solely from the length of time necessary to inspect the
"i 1 7

great number of roads applied for.’

Edward McGrane describes an occasion when local landlord, John Hamilton, 

advanced money to men, when there was a delay in the payment of wages on the 

public works. '̂"^ However, other labourers were not so fortunate. Delays of a couple 

o f weeks were widespread. Few labourers in pre-Famine Ireland were paid in cash 

and there was a shortage of currency to pay the large number of labourers on the 

public works. The introduction of task work also delayed payment because all the 

work had to be measured and valued, before labourers were paid. When wages were 

delayed, labourers often turned to dealers and used credit to acquire food. The dealers
T I C  ,

charged exorbitant prices. At the inquests of men who died on the public works, 

verdicts often blamed their deaths on the delay in payment. A report in the Mayo 

Constitution stated that ‘as regards the payment of labourers, there seems to be some 

culpable or rather outrageous neglect in the receipt of their trifling earnings.

Trevelyan was concerned enough to write to Jones; ‘the accounts which continue to be 

received of the delay in the payment of the labourers on the Relief Works are so 

numerous and pressing.... what measures have been taken by you to overcome these 

difficulties.’ '̂^ Given the widespread nature and serious consequences of this 

problem, it is surprising that the oral tradition reports only provide one reference to 

the delay in the payment of wages. It is also surprising that the Donegal report does 

not refer to the delay in the provision of the public works, which, according to the 

local newspaper was ‘now considered a mockery, for the Board does not seem
318disposed to grant any.’

There were widespread allegations of corruption on the public works. Debate 

centred around the manner in which individuals were chosen for employment on the 

public works, fraud on the part of officials, and collusion between overseers and 

labourers. Towards the end of 1846, Jones wrote to Trevelyan; ‘there is still a great 

deal of imposition in respect to the lists -  farmer’s sons and others being employed

Correspondence explanatory o f  the measures adopted by Her M ajesty’s Government fo r  the R elief 
o f  Distress arising from  the failure o f  the potato crop in Ireland. H.C. 1846 [735], xxxvii, p. 321, 
5/6/1846.

See p. 224.
O ’Neill, T.P., ‘The Administration o f R e lie f , p. 220.
Mayo Constitution, 11/8/1846.
Trevelyan to Jones, 11/11/1846. Correspondence from  July 1846... H.C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 191.
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w hilst the destitute poor have been excluded from the lists. As soon as we discover 

this abuse it is c o r r e c t e d . T r e v e l y a n  was convinced o f the ‘habitual collusion 

between the labourers and the overseers.’ It is difficult to assess the extent o f 

corruption on the public works and whether such allegations were employed to draw 

attention away from the more serious problems o f starvation and mortality. What 

officials regarded as ‘imposition’ by relatively well o ff men could have been regarded 

locally as valid applications, the severe loss o f income being almost universal. O 

G rada draws attention to the fact that approximately 90% of the funds available to the 

Board o f Works were spent on wages. Many o f the allegations focused on the fact 

that farmers often received tickets for employment on the works, instead o f labourers. 

6  Grada highlights the often-narrow socio-economic gap between these two 

g r o u p s . F i t z p a t r i c k  argues that the circumstances o f the Famine presented ideal 

opportunities for f r a u d . D o e s  oral tradition illuminate the debate?

Oral tradition reveals that the perception within communities was that 

corruption and fraud were relatively unimportant. There are just three references to 

problems with officials on the public works and only one o f these refers to fraud.

John Hanrahan describes the fate o f labourers on a specific government work: ‘not 

alone were they badly paid, but for quite a while they were wronged by a Scotch 

overseer who gave incorrect measurements when measuring the work they had done. 

The balance due to them, he kept for themselves. When at last the landlord heard o f 

his dishonesty, he had the Scotch man dismissed and appointed one o f his own tenants 

named Keeffe from Cappa as o v e r s e e r . T h e  corrupt overseer was punished for his 

actions. Other sources testify to such allegations o f corruption. A deputy surveyor in 

county Mayo was alleged to have lowered the wages o f labourers and increased those 

o f  his r e l a t i v e s . I n  Castletowndelvin, there were alleged abuses on the public works 

and a crowd o f poor people ‘exclaimed tha t.. .they, with large families and no means,
325were excluded from the works, while others were unnecessarily kept on.’ The other

The Ballyshannon Herald, 4/12/1846. See The Ballyshannon Herald  16/10/1846 and 1/1/1847.
Jones to Trevelyan, 24/10/1846. Correspondence from July 1846....W.C. 1847 [764], 1, p. 152.
Trevelyan to Jones, 21/11/1846. Correspondence from July 1846... H. C. 1847 [764], p. 273.
O Grada, C., Black 47, pp. 55-9.
Fitzpatrick, D., ‘Famine, Entitlements and Seduction: Captain Edmond Wynne in Ireland, 1846-51’ 

in English H istorical Review, vol. 110 (1995), p. 598.
John Hamahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
RLFC 3/1 3762, 30/6/1846.
RLFC 7/30/11.
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three references to officials on the public works, describe their cruel actions towards 

labourers.

Conclusion -  Public Works

The allusions to government public works comprise a large proportion o f oral 

tradition’s references to government relief efforts. Despite providing employment for 

approximately 700,000 people, the references to the public works are uniformly 

negative. The accounts focus on the incomplete nature o f the works, low wages, 

starvation and mortality among labourers and the unreproductive nature o f  the works. 

Although critical, the informants cannot be accused o f exaggeration. By the 

beginning o f 1847, it was apparent to everyone that the public works had failed to 

provide adequate relief In January 1847, Jones wrote to Trevelyan that ‘it would be 

better.. .to give food, than to be paying money away.’^̂  ̂ The final report o f the Board 

o f  Public Works acknowledged the shortcomings o f the system o f public works: ‘a 

system strained beyond its proper lim its....In our report o f December, 1846, we had 

expressed our conviction that the question had become one o f food, not 

labour.. ..labour will not in future be lowered to serve the purposes o f relief, nor relief
327deprived o f its character o f benevolence.’

A number o f the accounts provide intimate details concerning location. They 

often provide information on the exact source and terminus o f a road. They describe 

the subsequent fate o f the relief projects and whether they were utilised or not. The 

ch ief advantage offered by oral tradition, is the insight provided into a community’s 

perception o f the government relief works. The consensus was negative.

Jones to Trevelyan, 19/1/1847. Correspondence from  Janucuy to March 1847... H.C. 1847 [797], 
lii, pp. 18-19.

Final Report from  the Board o f  Public Works... H.C. 1849 [1047], p. 7.
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Soup Kitchens

an’ I mind them talkin’ o f a woman that used to go down to Kilkeel an’ carry home 

the soup; for she had a lot o f wee childhre y ’ know, an’ them starvin’ with the hunger.

But they used to make a laugh o f it, the way she’d be runnm ’ with the soup.

The failure o f the public works as a relief system stimulated the government to 

consider a change in policy. Trevelyan had been impressed by the success o f the 

distribution o f food by private groups, such as the Quakers. Jones wrote to Trevelayn 

o f  ‘the great benefits derived from the soup establishments and how very cheap is 

their preparation.'^^*^ The Temporary Relief Act o f February 1847, made provision for 

the distribution o f free rations at government supervised and assisted soup kitchens. 

This constituted the most liberal form o f relief available during the entire course o f the
330Famine. Three categories o f people were eligible for receipt o f gratuitous rations.

It was only intended as a temporary form o f relief that would facilitate the transition 

from the public works to a relief system provided almost exclusively by the Poor 

Law.^^’ The Relief Commissioners stated that: ‘the relief that we are now 

administering is not only o f a temporary character, but necessarily o f a nature contrary 

to all sound principles o f policy.’

The changeover from the system o f public works to that o f the soup kitchens, 

was disastrous. In many areas, there was a lengthy interval between the closing o f  the 

public works and the opening o f the soup kitchens. The public works began to close 

in late March and most soup kitchens did not open before the middle o f May. The 

R elief Commissioners were conscious o f the ‘accusation brought against us, that we 

are withholding food from the starving population,’ and blamed the ‘accumulating 

extent o f the calamity and the precautions necessary to ensure regularity and some

Mary Murnin, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Jones to Trevelyan, 19/1/1847. Correspondence from  January to March 1847...Yi.C. 1847 [797], 

lii, pp. 18-9.
■̂ '̂’Destitute, helpless or impotent persons; destitute able-bodied persons, not holding land; and able- 
bodied persons who held small portions o f  land. Employed, able-bodied people, whose wages were 
msufficient to support their families were entitled to purchase the food at the kitchens. First Report o f  
the R elief Commissioners... H. C. 1847 [799], xvii, p. 22.

Kinealy, C., This Great Cahimity, p. 108.
First report o f  the Relief Commissioners... H. C. 1847 [799], xvii, p. 23.
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check upon so enonnous an expenditure.’ The bureaucratic delays caused untold 

suffering and resulted in an increase in the number of deaths from starvation. When 

the soup kitchens were eventually opened, mortality rates dropped. At its height, the 

soup kitchens provided rations to over three million people throughout Ireland and it 

operated at approximately a third the cost of the less successful public works. The 

system was a qualified success. There were problems with the quality and quantity o f 

the rations. The Relief Commissioners regarded the scheme as a success: ‘The great 

object o f the Relief A ct.. .has been achieved -  in saving the people from 

starvation.. ..one report states that “I heard the poor.. .pray God’s blessings upon the 

Queen and the government for sending them food in the time of their bitter need.’^̂ "̂  

Did the communities in receipt of this relief have a similar view of the soup kitchens?

Table 4.11: Maximum number of rations, distributed from soup kitchens, in one

day, as a percentage of the 1841 population

Union Proportion o f  
the population 

in receipt o f  
rations

W estport 86%
New Ross 42%
Baileborough 39%
Ballyshannon 24%
M ullingar 24%
Rathdrum 22%
Shillelagh 21%
Newry 15%
Kilkeel 2%

Source: Maximum number o f persons on rations in any one day as a 

percentage o f the population by Poor Law Union, Supplementary 

Appendix to the seventh, and last, report o f  the Relief 

Commissioners, 31 December 1847. H.C. 1847-8 (956), xxix, pp. 

18-21.

Ib id , p. 9, 10/4/1847.
Supplenientaiy Appendix to the seventh... H. C. 1847-8 [956], xxix, p. 282.
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Table 4.12: Oral tradition references to soup kitchens

Report Number o f
oral tradition
references to
soup kitchens

Arm/Down 24
Cavan 6
W/meath 5
Donegal 4
Kilkenny 2
Mayo 2
Carl/Wick 1
Total 44

The oral tradition reports provide 44 references to soup kitchens. A 

comparison o f table 4.11 and 4.12 demonstrates that the report with the highest 

number o f references to soup kitchens had the lowest proportion o f its population in 

receipt o f the relief Conversely, the union o f Westport had an extremely high 

percentage o f its population in receipt o f soup rations and the report describing the 

area only contained two references to soup kitchens. This unexpected contrast may 

indicate that informants in an area such as Mayo, in which a high proportion o f the 

population received rations, eschewed discussion o f the soup kitchens. On the other 

hand, there may be a willingness to discuss the soup kitchens in an area in which a 

relatively low proportion o f people received rations? An examination o f the oral 

traditions may reveal whether a stigma was attached to the soup kitchens and what the 

perceptions towards this kind o f relief were in the relevant communities.

At the beginning o f 1847, the inspecting officer for county Armagh stated that 

‘if  soup kitchens could be extensively established, it seems to be the easiest and 

cheapest remedy at hand.’^̂  ̂ However, when the Temporary R elief Act came into 

operation the relevant poor law unions in Armagh and Down made comparatively 

little use o f  the Act. Table 4.11 demonstrates that the take up o f relief in the Armagh 

and Down unions was relatively low.

Thirty references in the Armagh/Down report refer to the distribution o f soup, 

porridge, stirabout or soilly. It is difficult to ascertain if  the accounts refer to the

Correspondence from  January to March 1847...W .C. 1847 [797], Hi, p. 88.
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distribution o f cooked food by individuals, private charities or the government.

Twenty-four o f the accounts appear to describe the distribution o f cooked food under 

the Temporary ReHef Act. A number o f informants provide vague references to the 

distribution o f soup: ‘they gave out soup; but I can’t mind it now ’^̂  ̂or T don’t mind 

much o f soup, but it was done.’ These accounts could be allusions to the 

government soup kitchens. A group o f other references in this report provide details 

on the location o f the distribution o f soup or porridge. Susan Murphy and Kate 

McDonald both describe the distribution o f porridge at McGuills o f Dromintee. 

Murphy says, ‘do I know who give out the porridge at M cGuill’s? I say I should 

know. It w asn’t Willie they called him then, but William J o r d a n . T h i s  and other 

accounts suggest that the collector asked the informants specific questions about the 

location o f  soup kitchens.

Five o f the references describe the area o f Rostrevor, which was not under the 

Temporary Relief Act. A further ten references describe Kilkeel. Only 2% o f the 

population o f the union o f Kilkeel received soup rations under this Act. The 

remaining 9 references describe electoral divisions, with rates ranging from 11% to 

27%. Therefore, just under two-thirds o f the references in this report describe areas 

which did not come under the Temporary Relief Act or else had a minimal proportion 

o f its population in receipt o f rations. This indicates that informants from areas in 

which a small proportion of the population were in receipt o f soup rations, were more 

willing to provide descriptions o f soup kitchens.

Three references refer to the distribution o f porridge or soup from the old 

barracks in Rostrevor.^^^ John Woods maintains ‘there was porridge give out at the 

old barracks down here in R ostrevor.. ..An’ they give out soup as w ell.’ '̂̂  ̂ According 

to the Parliamentary Papers, Rostrevor did not avail o f the Temporary R elief Act. 

However, there were soup kitchens in Rostrevor. In March 1847, the Rostrevor R elief 

Committee complained about the prevalence o f soup kitchens in the area; ‘soup 

kitchens are in very extensive use -  but there are many serious objections to

Sarah O ’Hare, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
James McCann, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072 
Susan Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
John Woods, Mr Caufield and Anne Mulholland. 
John Woods, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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th em .. ..they accustom the people to very bad h a b i t s . I n  August 1847, the 

Chairman o f the Rostrevor Relief Committee wrote that ‘they had ceased distributing 

gratuitous relief

A number o f informants suggest that there was stigma attached to receiving 

rations from soup kitchens. Mary Daly identifies a woman who received free meal 

and porridge: ‘an’ they’d cast that up about them takin’ the Poor M eal.’ "̂̂  ̂ Mary 

M umin provides a vivid description o f the derision o f one poor woman.^"^"^

Other informants describe the eagerness o f people to consume the soup: ‘there 

was people in them times an’ they wouldn’t wait, he said, for the stirabout to be 

boiled; they’d ate it half raw — With the h u n g e r . J i m m y  Quinn states that the 

people who received the rations ‘couldn’t wait till they got home, but they’d run w i’ it 

down to the river an’ hold it in till it’d cook so’s they could ate some, they were that 

far gone with the hunger.’ Margaret O ’Hagan provides a vivid account o f when her 

mother was at mass and ‘there was a simple fellow come in, an’ he shouted out; “Tear 

up Mass, for the Big House is smokin.” That was the time the workhouse was built 

an” they had the boiler o f porridge there. He meant that the boiler was the Big House. 

He wanted the priest to hurry the Mass for fear all the porridge would be away.’ '̂̂  ̂

None o f the participants, in these accounts, are identified.

In contrast to the Armagli/Down report, the Carlow/Wicklow report contains 

only one reference to a soup kitchen. Tom Flynn states that ‘people from Rathbawn 

often went to Kiltegan to look for food or the soup k i t c h e n s . T h e  account indicates 

a problem. People in remote areas often had to travel long distances in a weakened 

state to obtain food.^"^  ̂ Table 4.11 shows that low proportions o f the populations o f 

the unions o f Rathdrum and Shillelagh, attended the soup kitchens. However, certain 

electoral divisions within these unions had higher proportions. The electoral divisions 

o f Tinahely and Coolatin had figures o f 29% and 28% respectively. There are no 

references to any soup kitchens in these areas. An inspecting officer for county

RLFC3/2/8/39, 1/3/1847.
Kilkeel Workhouse Minute Books, 18/8/1847.
Mary Daly, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
See p. 238. Mary Murnin, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Jimmie Dorman, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Margaret O ’Hagan, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Tom Flynn, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
The distance between Rathbawn and Kiltegan is approximately six miles.
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W icklow wrote that the soup kitchens were ‘the means o f great relief, particularly to 

those in the immediate neighbourhood o f it.’ '̂̂ '̂

The Cavan report provides the second highest number o f  references to soup 

kitchens. Four informants provide six references to the distribution o f soup, gruel, 

oaten porridge and Indian stirabout. Once again, it is not clear whether the 

accounts describe the soup kitchens set up under the Temporary Relief Act, the 

distribution o f food under the outdoor relief act or the soup kitchens that were in place 

prior to the Temporary Relief Act. The accounts are detailed and provide information 

on the preparation o f the food, methods o f distribution, rations, location o f boilers and 

the state o f the people who were in receipt o f the relief

At the end o f 1846, the Shercock relief committee resolved ‘that a soup 

kitchen be established in Shercock for the purpose o f affording a cheap diet to the 

destitute poor o f that parish.’^ ’̂ In March 1847, the board o f guardians in 

Baileborough resolved that ‘it is extremely reasonable that soup shops should be 

forthwith opened in this U n i o n . A c c o r d i n g  to the Relief Commissioner’s final 

report, ‘in Cavan...one-third o f the population were rescued from starvation and 

maintained in healthy c o n d i t i o n . T a b l e  4.11 demonstrates that the union o f 

Baileborough returned higher figures and that electoral divisions within Baileborough 

returned figures as high as 50%.^^"  ̂ The accounts that refer to the soup kitchens 

describe the electoral division o f Baileborough, which returned a figure o f 30%, lower 

than the union o f Baileborough.

Barney Gargan’s account demonstrates the demand for soup rations in the 

area: ‘the main street o f Castlehill was black with people that came to get tickets for 

soup.’ Mrs James Clarke refers to the problem o f weakened people having to travel, 

sometimes long distances, to the soup kitchens: ‘I think it was the Government that 

ran those boilers. There was a certain journey between each boiler. The people were 

so weak from hunger and destitution that they were scarcely able to carry the gallons 

of stirabout to their homes.

Correspondence from  January to March 1847...Y{.C. 1847 [797], lii, p.253, 13/2/1847. 
Barney Gargan, Chades Moran, Terence Clarke and Mrs James Clarke.
Anglo-Celt, 25/12/1846.
Baileborough Workhouse Rough Minute Book, 8/3/1847.
Supplem entaiy Appendix to the seventh... H.C. 1847-8 [956], xxix, p. 10.
For example, that o f Moybologue.
Mrs James Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Three Donegal informants provide four references to soup kitchens and the 

distribution o f stirabout. Approximately 24% o f the population o f the union o f 

Ballyshannon were in receipt o f soup rations. In January 1847, the local newspaper 

called for the opening o f a soup kitchen in the town: ‘preparations are nearly 

com pleted for opening a soup kitchen for the relief o f the poor in this town; no time 

should be lost, as the poor are actually in a starving s t a t e . E d w a r d  McGrane 

denounces the demeaning and unreproductive aspects o f the soup kitchens: ‘soup and 

stirabout kitchens had been tried and had demoralised the population rather than 

relieved the poor.’ '̂*̂  M cGrane’s account may be subject to feedback from 

H am ilton’s writings. John Hamilton was convinced that the soup kitchens were 

degrading to the poor: ‘let the poor labourer be employed in honourable, useful 

labour, for honest wages, and not be fed as a pauper in dishonourable idleness, which 

he h a t e s . T h e  first report o f the Relief Commissioners stated that it was to be 

made clear to each able-bodied man ‘how unmanly it is to abandon his independence, 

all hopes o f bettering the condition o f his family.’^̂ ^

Two other references to soup kitchens in the Donegal report, provide the 

locations o f the distribution o f food and detail the whereabouts o f  the pot in which the 

stirabout was made. William Torrens states that ‘there is a house in a Ballintra 

backyard, where stirabout was made for poor people in the village at the time o f the 

Famine. The huge pot in which the stirabout was cooked is now doing duty under a 

spout to hold rainwater for washing c l o t h e s . J o h n  Downey describe ‘a point on the 

road in Drumholme parish, about half a mile from Ballyshannon, there is a hill on the 

road known as “Brahan Brae” . This takes its name from Famine times, on account o f 

the stirabout, which was made there and given out, to those in need. The p o t,. .is still 

to be seen in one o f the yards o f the town.’^ '̂ Details concerning the subsequent 

whereabouts o f the stirabout pot, are peculiar to oral tradition, the pot acting as a 

mnemonic device.

The Ballyshannon Herald, 8/1/1847.
Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 7/5/1847.

First Report of the Relief Commissioners... H.C. 1847 [799], xvii, p. 14. 
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John Downey, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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The proportion o f people in receipt o f soup rations was relatively high in the 

poor law union o f New Ross (42%).^^^ Despite the high number o f people attending 

the soup kitchens in this area, the oral tradition report contains only two relevant 

references.

T. Brophy provides a particularly detailed account o f soup kitchens in the area;

soup kitchens or porridge kitchens were established in Inistioge village, in Ballygallon, 

Inistioge, in Ballygub, Inistioge village, in The Rower village, and in Raheen, Graiguenamanage parish. 

The food was distributed in Inistioge from the courthouse....The ruins o f this building are still 

standing.. ..Each one entitled to the porridge came with a container and received his or her ration o f  

porridge or stirabout....the porridge and soup that was distributed was a government scheme.^^^

The location of the soup kitchen in Inistioge village is remembered, the ruins 

o f the building, acting as a mnemonic device. The system o f collecting rations is 

outlined. T. W hyte’s less detailed account contains similar information regarding the 

location o f the soup kitchens: ‘stirabout was distributed in a similar manner in Rower 

village, in Ballygallon and in R a h e e n . T h e r e  was contradictory viewpoints 

towards soup kitchens in the area at the time. An editorial o f the local newspaper 

stated that relief through the soup kitchens was: ‘expensive, inefficient, cruel and 

demoralising in the highest d e g r e e . O n  the other hand, an inspecting officer for 

county Kilkenny wrote that the soup kitchens ‘seems to me to satisfy the people 

much.’^̂^

In the union o f Westport, 87% o f the population were in receipt o f soup 

rations. Despite recording one o f the highest uptakes of this form o f relief, the oral 

tradition report only contains two references to soup kitchens.^^^ Brian Donnelly 

states that ‘it was the Government that gave the ‘re lie f in the house near Brian’s, now 

occupied by Eddie Corrigan, there was a large boiler for making stirabout. You came 

with your vessel and got a certain quantity o f stirabout for each member o f your

In the electoral divisions o f the union, the figure varied from 38% in Inistioge to 47% in St. Mullins 
and 49% in Graig or Graiguenamanagh.
363 y  Brophy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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family. Unless you had given up possession you got n o t h i n g . T h e  soup kitchen 

system o f distribution is outlined correctly. The individual named on the relief list 

attended the soup kitchen daily and brought a suitable container to transport the 

rations. All the able-bodied members o f a family were required to be present at the 

soup kitchen. Double rations were distributed on Saturday because the soup kitchens 

were closed on Sundays. The sick or impotent poor were exempted from this system 

and were allowed to receive up to two weeks ration at a time.^^^ Donnelly’s statement 

that ‘unless you had given up possession you got nothing’ reveals an interesting 

misapprehension, on the part o f both those in receipt o f relief, and those in charge o f 

its distribution. In order to be eligible for soup rations, an individual did not have to 

be absolutely destitute and did not have to surrender possession o f their holding. 

However, in some areas, after the opening o f the soup kitchens, the take up o f relief 

was slow. Those eligible for relief believed that they had to surrender their holdings 

before they could receive gratuitous relief The Relief Commissioners were aware o f 

this and stated that: ‘a false impression was made, in some cases, on the minds o f  the 

poor, that when enrolled on the relief lists, they would have to give up their tenements 

and cabins to their landlords: they therefore starved themselves until the impression 

was r e m o v e d . I n  Westminster, politicians were debating the introduction o f an 

amendment to the new poor law scheme, which would exclude from relief those who 

held more than a quarter o f  an acre.^^' Some relief committees believed that this 

applied to the soup kitchen act and they refused gratuitous relief to those who held 

over a quarter o f an acre o f land.^^^

The only other reference to soup kitchens in this report, concerns the influence 

o f the collector, Padhraic O ’Moghrain, on the content o f the report. He states that he 

did not question a particular informant about soup kitchens because ‘though I knew 

that, although a Protestant, he was not o f the ‘souper’ breed, his father being a 

Catholic, his mother a Scotch Prtestant, a Presbytn.’^̂  ̂ This is a prime example o f the 

manipulation exerted by collectors on a report. Although it is difficult to ascertain the 

level of this influence, an awareness o f its potential to distort accounts is essential.

Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity', p. 150.
Supplementaiy appendix to the seventh... H. C. 1847-8 [956], xxix, p. 276.
Also known as the Gregory clause.
O ’Neill, T.P., ‘The Administration o f R e lie f , p. 240.
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The Mayo report only contains one firm reference to soup kitchens in the area. 

This reference describes the electoral division o f Ballycrory, which had the lowest 

proportion o f its population in receipt o f rations, in the entire union. Within the union 

o f  W estport, the proportion o f the population in receipt o f soup rations exceeded 

100% in three electoral d i v i s i o n s . T h e  electoral division o f Ballycrory had a figure 

o f  65%, which is a great deal lower than the union total o f 86%.

The Westmeath report contains the third highest number o f references to soup 

kitchens. In the union of Mullingar, 24% o f the population, attended the soup 

kitchens. The electoral division o f Castletowndelvin, referred to in all o f these 

references, returned a figure o f 28%. Two informants provide similar accounts. Mrs 

Peter Stafford states that ‘there was a relief depot at the house where John Mangan 

now lives. It was then a sort o f Protestant schoolhouse and a Protestant fam ily.. .lived 

there. Indian porridge used to be made there and the people used to come around
'3 '7 C  •

every morning with small cans and get a little can o f it.’ Patrick Mullen agrees that 

‘there used to be a Protestant school-house where John Mangan now lives in 

Ballyhealy.. .the stirabout used to be given out. A protestant teacher called ‘Ger’ lived 

there. The people came for the stirabout in great n u m b e r s . I t  is unclear whether 

these accounts refer to government or private relief Both informants refer to ‘the 

relief depot,’ which suggests government involvement.

John McDaniel supports Stafford’s description o f the distribution o f  the food 

in the morning: ‘the stirabout used to be given out at between eight and nine o ’ clock 

in the m orning.’ M ullen’s assertion that the stirabout ‘used to be as thin as water and 

they got it just once a day’ was recognised by authorities at the time. The 

commissioners stated that the ‘ration increased in weight in the process o f cooking 

from the absorption o f water’ and that ‘some Committees took advantage o f this and 

only issued two pounds o f cooked food, instead o f the full weight produced by the 

pound o f m eal’ and that ‘the soup originally issued, before the “stirabout” was
^377brought into use, is reported to have been highly obnoxious to the people.’ The 

Board o f  Health also drew attention to the lack o f solidity o f the ration advising that ‘a

Padhraic O ’Moghrain., collector o f the Mayo report, IFC 1072. 
■̂̂ ‘*Aughagower (100.6%), Islandeady Sth (104%) and Clare Island (104%). 

Mrs Peter Stafford, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Mr Patrick Mullen, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Siipplementaty appendix to the seventh... H.C. 1847-8 [956], xxix, p. 279.
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considerable portion o f the nutriment should be administered in a solid, or moderately
0 7 0

consistent, rather than in a very fluid form.’ A local newspaper echoed the 

inconsistent nature o f attitudes towards the soup kitchens: ‘although the system was 

not one to be admired, as it tended to degrade and demoralise the people, yet, we 

cannot conceal from ourselves the fact, that it saved hundreds o f thousands from
^70  • •becom ing the victims o f famine and starvation.’ Patrick Gibney provides 

infom iation on the subsequent whereabouts o f the pot, in which the porridge was 

made; ‘Hegarty’s had, until recently, in Killough, the big pot in which the porridge for 

the poor was made.’

Conclusion -  Soup Kitchens

By mid-August 1847, approximately three million people were receiving 

rations from the soup kitchens. Government soup kitchens were located in nearly 

every parish in Ireland and in some areas o f the west, the whole population was fed 

gratuitously. Given that over a third o f the population were receiving rations, the 

number o f references to soup kitchens in the oral tradition reports, is surprisingly low. 

With the exclusion o f the Armagh/Down report, the mean number o f references per 

report is only 3.3.

A comparison o f the number o f references to soup kitchens in each report and 

the proportion o f the population who received soup rations, in the relevant areas, 

reveals that there is no correlation. The Armagh/Down report provides over half the 

total number o f references to the soup kitchens. However, the area had the lowest 

proportion o f its population in receipt o f soup rations. On the other hand, a very high 

proportion o f the population o f Westport received this form o f relief and the report 

describing the area provides only one firm reference to soup kitchens. This suggests 

that informants from areas, in which the soup kitchens were heavily relied on, were 

reluctant to discuss this form o f relief and informants from areas, which had lower 

levels o f dependence o f soup kitchens, were more willing to talk about soup kitchens. 

This indicates that a stigma was related to this form o f relief and a number o f stories

Second Report o f  the R elief Commissioners. H.C. 1847 [819], xvii, p. 7. 
Athlone Sentinel, 27/8/1847.
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in the report imply that there were shameful feelings surrounding the receipt o f 

gratuitous relief.

An analysis of the references to soup kitchens reveals variation in the length 

and quality o f  the references. Many o f the relevant accounts in the Armagh/Down 

report are mere allusions to the location o f various soup kitchens. On the other hand, 

the references in the Mayo report provide information on a misapprehension, on the 

part o f  the poor, concerning the soup kitchens and the influence the collector had on 

the collection o f certain types o f traditions. Some o f the references in the Cavan report 

provide detailed accounts o f the system o f distribution.

The informants are not always explicit regarding the type o f soup kitchen they 

describe and it can be difficult to assess whether a particular soup kitchen was 

government funded or privately run. Ambiguous references may indicate a confusion 

on the part o f the informant. He/she remembers that soup kitchens existed in the area, 

but does not remember the bodies who funded or organised them. This detail is 

relatively unimportant to those in receipt o f this relief and there is little in the area to 

facilitate remembrance o f such details.

This confusion may explain the treatment o f outdoor relief in the oral tradition 

reports. The Poor Law Amendment Act o f 1847 allowed outdoor relief, even to the 

destitute able-bodied poor. Table 4.13 displays the percentage o f the population o f 

relevant poor law unions in receipt o f outdoor relief in May 1848.

Table 4.13: Proportion o f the population, as a percentage, in receipt o f outdoor

relief in May 1848

Union Percentage o f  
population in 

receipt o f  
o u td oo r  relief

W estport 33.4
Mullingar 9.6
Baileborough 8.3
N ew  R oss 6.5
Ballyshannon 3.1
Shillelagh 1.8
Kilkeel 0.6

Source: P apers rela ting to proceed in gs fo r  the re lie f  o f  the d istress and sta te  o f  Unions and  
W orkhouses in Ireland. H.C. 1847-8 [999], liv, pp. 204-11
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Although lower than the number o f people who attended the soup kitchens, a 

significant number o f people received outdoor relief, especially in the union o f 

W estport, where a third o f the population were in receipt o f this form o f relief 

However, there does not appear to be any references to outdoor relief in the oral 

tradition reports and none o f the informants describe the labour test o f destitution 

associated with outdoor relief Able-bodied paupers in receipt o f  outdoor relief were 

required to work, usually at stone breaking for eight to ten hours per day. Informants 

may have failed to distinguish between the gratuitous distribution o f food in the soup 

kitchens and under the Poor Law Amendment Act. Brian Donnelly’s 

misapprehension concerning the Gregory clause and the soup kitchens demonstrates 

this confusion. The Gregory clause applied to outdoor relief under the Poor Law 

Amendment Act but not to the soup kitchens. Therefore, vague references to the 

distribution o f free food could refer to either scheme.

Many accounts provide intimate details on the location o f the soup kitchens 

and some describe the whereabouts o f the pot that was used to cook the food. The 

landscape acts as a mnemonic device, facilitating remembrance o f the tradition. 

InfoHTiants refer to local place names and the names o f people who occupy houses 

near to the location. The Annagh/Down report provides particular evidence o f this. 

Numerous informants provide similar locational details on various soup kitchens.

This information is rarely found in other sources.

There is no mention in the oral tradition reports, o f the distress caused by the 

delay in the opening o f the soup kitchens. Other sources provide evidence o f an 

increase in mortality and suffering because o f this delay. The failure o f the oral 

traditions to refer to this significant problem is surprising. This may be a result o f the 

general avoidance o f discussion o f the soup kitchens. Most o f the references 

described locational and operational details, rather than problems or advantages 

associated with the kitchens.
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Identification of recipients of relief

Table 4.14: Identification o f the recipients o f rehef, in the oral tradition reports,

categorised according to the form o f relief

Report Public
works

W orkhouse S ou p /
Porridge

T otal

A rm /D ow n 6 1 0 7
Carl/W ick 7 0 0 7
Cavan 1 0 0 1
D on ega l 1 0 0 1
Kilkenny 1 I 0 2
M ayo 2 0 0 2
W /m eath 0 0 0 0
T otal 18 2 0 20

Table 4.14 provides information on the identification o f the recipients o f 

government relief Despite the high level o f references to government relief schemes, 

only twenty o f the accounts identify the recipient o f the relief

Six o f the seven accounts in the Armagh/Down report, which identify the 

recipients o f relief describe public works. Jimmy Quinn identifies a butcher, whose 

five sons worked on the public works: ‘there was a man here the name o f McConville,
380an’ he was a butcher, an’ he had five sons fit to work, an’ they were on the braes.’ 

Margaret O ’Hagan describes her father’s employment on the public works: ‘my 

mother herself went w i’ a wee drop o f Indian porridge to me father where he was 

w orkin’ on the road cuttin’ at K ilkeel.. .and that was he’s dinner.. ..My father was at 

the m akin’ o ’ the ditches up the mountains, an’ he’d come in at night all mud till the 

shoulder. I mind me mother washin’ him in hot w ater.’ O ’Hagan’s account 

evinces a sense o f pride at the work done by her father and the support he received 

from her mother. Jimmie Donnan provides the only other reference in this report, to a 

family member in receipt o f relief He describes the local workhouse: ‘I mind the
382time my w ife’s mother was in it, an’ they only got what kept them alive.’ It appears

Jim my Quinn, Arm agh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Margaret O ’Hagan, A m iagh/D ow n report, IFC 1072. 
Jimmie Donnan, Arm agh'Down report, IFC 1072.
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that Donnan is describing a period after the Famine when his wife’s mother was in the 

workhouse. He could not have remembered the Famine.

All of the accounts in the Carlow/Wicklow report, that identify the recipients 

o f relief, are description of the public works. Two informants maintain that close 

relations were employed on the public works. James Lawlor states that his ‘father
T O O

worked on the new Line at Mullans.’ John Doyle asserts that both his father and 

grandfather worked on the public works: ‘His father worked at the opening of these 

trenches and he was paid by the Government’ and ‘my grandfather worked on them 

and a government road for 2d per day.’^̂ '̂

The Cavan and Donegal reports each contain one account that identifies a 

person employed on the public works. Terence Clarke states that ‘he was talking to a 

man called Peter Mullan and he told me that he worked on relief works during the 

Famine.’^̂  ̂ William Torrens declares that a man named William Hewitt ‘used to tell 

that his mother worked on “The Broad Road” at the time of the Famine and was paid 

twopence a day for breaking stones.

The Kilkenny report has two such references. John Hanrahan identifies ‘two 

other women from Inistioge, Mam Long and Nellie Whye worked for Green with 

shovels at this time.’ J. Whyte describes the workhouse at Thomastown and identifies 

‘Mary Tobin, James Grace and John Prendergast, all of Inistioge appear among the 

first entries in the first register of deaths kept in this home. These three died in 

1853.’^̂  ̂ Their deaths occurred after the Famine. The latter account indicates that 

feedback has occurred. It is evident that the informant has had access to written 

material regarding the death registers of the local workhouse and the the account does 

not constitute pure oral tradition.

Two Mayo informants identify local men who were employed on the works. 

Brian Donnelly’s father ‘often saw Martan Rua 6  Maolain setting out barefoot in the 

morning on his way to his work as mason at the new bridge,’ and Anthony Gibbons

James Lawlor, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075. 
John D oyle, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075. 
Terence Clarke, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075. 
W illiam  Torrens, D onegal report, IFC 1074.
J. W hyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.

252



states that ‘Old Paddy Noone, o f Shramore, was working on this road and there is a
T O O

Stone or two stone of meal still due to hm i.’

It is difficult to corroborate the information concerning individuals who were 

in receipt o f government relief. However, these references provide insight into the 

perception o f people towards the government relief schemes. Despite the high 

number o f references to government relief, only twenty accounts identify the 

individual or individuals in receipt o f this relief. This could indicate that infomiants 

were unaware o f  the identity o f the people involved. However, the patterns o f 

identification suggest that, in certain cases, there was a reluctance to identify people. 

O f the twenty reference, eighteen o f them identify people who were employed on the 

public works and two o f them identify people who entered the workhouse. It is 

significant that not one infonnant identified a person who attended the local soup 

kitchen or who received outdoor relief Given the high number o f people who 

received this form o f relief and its success in saving lives, it seems extraordinary that 

not one person is identified. The demeaning nature o f the soup kitchens may be 

responsible for this silence. Compared to the public works, where the poor worked 

for their wages, the soup kitchens effectively turned the poor into objects o f charity.
5 389The soup kitchens were viewed by many as ‘demoralising in the highest degree.’ 

People who attended the soup kitchens may not have passed this infonnation on to 

succeeding generations. Alternatively, informants may have been reluctant to identify 

either a family member or neighbour as a recipient o f gratuitous relief In either case, 

the stigma attached to this form o f relief prevents the identification o f recipients o f 

re lief It is unlikely that not one o f the informants knew o f or were related to a person 

who attended the soup kitchens.

A surprisingly large proportion (25%) o f the informants, identify family 

members as recipients o f government relief With the exception o f Jimmie Donnan, 

who states that his w ife’s mother was in the workhouse, all o f the informants maintain 

that their relations were employed on the public w o r k s . A  number o f informants 

evince a sense o f pride at the hard work endured by their relations to support their 

family. There was less o f a stigma connected with the public works than other forms

Anthony Gibbons, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Kilkoiny Journal, 17/4/1847.
Although Donnan’s account refers to post-Famine times. See pp. 251-2.
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o f relief and informants are less reluctant to associate family members with this relief 

scheme.
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Conclusion

Table 4.1 provides information on the number o f oral tradition references to 

various government relief schemes. The number o f references to each form o f relief 

does not directly correspond with the number o f people who availed o f the relief 

scheme. For example, at its height, the soup kitchens provided free soup rations to 

over three million people and the maximum number o f people employed on the public 

works was approximately 700,000. However, there are nearly the double the number 

o f  oral tradition references to public works, than soup kitchens, hiformants either had 

more information on the public works or else, deliberately eschewed discussion o f the 

soup kitchens. An analysis o f the references to soup kitchens suggests that a stigma 

was attached to the receipt o f free soup rations and that this foi*m o f relief was viewed 

by infonnants as more demeaning than the work on the public works. Informants 

from areas that experienced heavy reliance on the soup kitchens, were more reluctant 

to discuss this form o f relief An analysis o f the identification o f recipients o f relief 

provides additional insight into the informants’ perception towards the different forms 

o f  relief. Informants are more likely to identify people who laboured on the public 

works than those who attended the soup kitchens or entered the workhouse. There are 

only two references to people who attended the workhouse and none to the receipt o f 

gratuitous outdoor relief Thus, a cursory examination o f the categorisation o f the 

references indicates that a stigma was attached to some relief schemes.

A more detailed analysis o f the accounts o f government relief provides insight 

into the perceived success or failure o f the relief schemes. It might be expected that 

the oral traditions would provide a scathing indictment o f British relief policies, 

comparable to M itchel’s allegations o f genocide: ‘the Almighty, indeed, sent the 

potato blight but the English created the F a m i n e . H o w e v e r ,  very few informants 

explicitly blame the English government. Exceptions include William Blake, who
^09 •states that ‘the English did not want to stop the famine’ and Peter Clarke who said 

that he ‘heard my father saying that how “generous” Queen Victoria was that what

M itchel, J., The Last C onquest o f Ireland (Perhaps), p. 219. 
W illiam  Blake, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
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relief she allowed would come to about quarter o f what was needed by the starving 

people.

Although the vast majority o f the accounts do not explicitly condemn the relief 

policies o f the British government, they are critical in tone. The accounts that 

describe the public works focus on a variety o f problems. The references to Indian 

meal focus on the ensuing digestive problems. The informants’ avoidance o f 

discussion o f  the soup kitchens results in few references to the success or otherwise o f 

these institutions. During the summer o f 1847, the soup kitchens succeeded in 

averting many deaths from starvation. The failure o f informants to discuss this is a 

result o f  the stigma attached to soup kitchens, rather than their failure to acknowledge 

that the scheme was successful. Evidence o f the ability o f informants to commend 

relief efforts is witnessed in the accounts that describe relief committees. Although 

infrequent, references to relief committees are broadly positive.

Informants do not identify politicians or allude to the relevant Acts o f 

Parliament. There is no mention o f Peel or Russell, nor is there any discussion o f the 

difference between their relief policies. The oral traditions are more concerned with 

the effect o f  the relief schemes on the everyday life o f local people. It is not surprising 

that oral tradition should retain details on local concerns, rather than contemporary 

political debates and details. The local landscape acted as a mnemonic device, 

facilitating remembrance o f a variety o f local interests. In this way, oral tradition 

provides an intimate insight into the perception o f government relief policies in the 

local community. The allusions to problems are understated and corroborated by 

other independent sources, and implicitly suggest the failure o f the British government 

to implement successful relief policies.

Peter Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Landlords

There exists not a more useful member o f society than a good landlord.'

On the eve o f the Famine, Ireland was a fundamentally rural society. Six out 

o f  every seven people lived in rural areas, most o f them living as small tenant farmers 

on large estates. Calculating the exact number o f estates and landlords is problematic. 

In 1849, a House o f Lords Enquiry into the Irish Poor Law returned a figure o f 21,437 

estates. However, over half o f these estates had a value o f less than £300.^ In 1848, 

Pim calculated that there were approximately 8,000 landlords in Ireland."^ The 

nineteenth-century estate has been described as ‘the most important spatial and social 

reality .. .in the daily lives o f most o f the country population.’  ̂ Landlords undoubtedly 

played a central role in nineteenth century Irish society. They controlled local 

government and usually held the positions o f lieutenant, high sheriff and deputy 

lieutenant. Landlords also presided over the grand juries, poor law boards and had 

considerable authority over the local courts, especially the quarter and petty sessions.^ 

At a local level, landlords controlled important aspects o f their tenants lives, including 

the lease, rent and size o f the holding. The actions (or lack o f actions) o f a landlord 

during times o f  distress had important implications for their tenants.

Prior to the Famine, Irish landlords had a poor reputation. In 1839, Beaumont 

wrote that ‘all the evils o f Ireland and all its difficulties arise from the same principal 

and permanent cause -  a bad aristocracy.. ..it is nothing better than a scourge and a 

nuisance which should be removed as soon as possible.’  ̂ Criticism was levelled at 

absentee landlords because it was generally believed that they were unable or

' The Northern P̂ 7?/g, 7/10/1845.
 ̂Defined as settlements o f  less than 2,000 inhabitants. Mokyr, J., Why Ireland Starved, p. 16.
 ̂6  Grada, C., Black ’47, p. 127.
Pim, J., The Condition and Prospects o f  Ireland (Dublin, 1848), p. 43.

 ̂Duffy, P., ‘Emigration and the Estate Office in the mid-Nineteenth Century: A Compassionate 
Relationship?’ in Crawford, M. (ed.). The Hungry Stream: Essays on Emigration and Famine (Belfast, 
1997), p. 71.
 ̂Clark, S., ‘Landlord Domination in Nineteenth Century Ireland’ in UNESCO Yearbook on Peace and  

Conflict Studies (Paris, 1988), p. 10.
' Beaumont, Gustave de la Bonniniere (ed., Taylor, W. C.), Ireland, Social, Political and Religious, 
vol. 2 (London, 1839), pp. 193, 204.
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unwilling to fulfil their duties. Although there are examples of bad resident landlords 

and o f progressive absentee landlords, it was generally the case that absentee 

landlords paid less attention to their estates than those who were resident.

The prevailing belief amongst historians has been that the Famine caused 

many landlords to become bankrupt. Lyons stated that ‘many of them sank under the 

mounting pressure of their poor rates with important economic and social
o

consequences.’ However, it has also been argued that those landlords who faced ruin 

in the wake of the Famine were already in severe difficulties before 1845 and that the 

Famine merely acted as a catalyst in the elimination of already weak and indebted 

landlords.*^ There is evidence that by 1845, a number of estate owners were in a 

precarious financial situation. After 1815, in an era of depressed markets, many 

landlords continued their high expenditure on extravagant lifestyles and it proved 

relatively easy to accumulate debts beyond the value of their estates. Large highlights 

the fact that after the Napoleonic wars, Irish landlords raised rents in conjunction with 

their English counterparts, failing to realise that the ability of English landlords to 

command higher rents derived from improved farming rather than higher prices.'^ 

Thomas Glennon told the Devon Commissioners that the landlords were ‘as badly off 

as we are. If you ask them for a reduction, they show you their list of mortgages and 

interests and they want all they can get out of the rents to repay what they have spent 

in foreign countries, or their ancestors before them.’*’

Specific literature on landlords prior to and during the Famine is limited. With 

the exception of Donnelly’s analysis of Cork landlords during the Famine, historians 

have avoided in-depth discussion of the Famine years. W.A. Maguire’s study of the 

Downshire estates ends in 1845. Vaughan’s detailed work on the Irish land system 

begins after the Famine years. McCarthy’s and Proudfoot’s work on the T.C.D. and

Duke of Devonshire estates respectively, both examine the nineteenth century.
■ 12However, neither study has more than a few of pages on the Famine period.

^Lyons, F.S.L., Ireland Since the Famine (London, 1973), p. 31. See also: Black, R.D.C., Economic 
Thought and the Irish Question, 75 /7-70  (Cambridge, 1960).

6  Grada, C., Black '47, pp. 128-9.
Large, D., ‘The Wealth o f the Greater Irish Landowners, 1750-1815’, in Irish H istorical Studies, vol. 

15, no. 57 (March 1966), p. 29.
" Thomas Glennon, Westmeath. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H. C. 1845 [616], 
XX, witness 418.
'■ 6  Grada, C., Black ’47, p. 126-7.
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Despite the need for a comprehensive study o f landlords during the Famine, 

historians have long been confident enough to generalise about the behaviour o f 

landlords during this period. Earlier generations o f historians painted a largely 

negative picture o f landlords as cruel evictors who failed to assist their tenants. In 

recent years, there has been a re-assessment o f this image. Historians such as 

Vaughan and Solow have suggested that in post-Famine Ireland, rent increases were 

generally lower and evictions less frequent than earlier writers suggested.*^ While 

there are some problems with for example, Solow’s treatment o f evictions, it is true 

that there were some conscientious and improving landlords, who treated their tenants 

fairly.*'^

A variety o f records provide information on the fate and behaviour o f 

landlords during the Famine. The Devon Commission investigated all aspects o f land 

tenure in Ireland, in the years immediately before the Famine. The Commissioners 

examined 1,100 witnesses o f all classes (although cottiers and smallholders were 

poorly represented), on topics relating to land and agriculture.'^ It can be difficult to 

identify the landlord o f a specific land holding. Griffith’s Valuation provides the 

name o f the immediate lessor, who may or may not have been the landlord.'^’

Estate records are an important source o f information on this topic. They 

include records such as maps, rentals, account books, lists o f tenants, deeds, 

correspondence o f landlords and agents and diaries. However, many o f the records 

are fragmentary and most o f the records that have been preserved are those o f large 

landowners. Estate records o f the smaller landowners are limited. Furthermore, the 

smallest tenants, or cottiers, often held land from middlemen, rarely had a lease 

agreement and are therefore, usually unrecorded in estate records. Estate records have 

not been traced for the majority o f the identified landlords in the oral tradition reports 

but they do exist for at least one landlord in six o f the seven reports. Records are

Proudfoot, L., ‘The Management o f a Great Estate’, in Irish Economic and Social Histoty, vol. 13 
(1986), p. 32. Solow, B.L., The Land Question and the Irish Economy, 1870-1903 (Cambridge, Mass., 
1971); Vaughan, W.E., Landlords and Tenants in Ireland in mid-Victorian Ireland (London, 1994).

See p. 279 for reference to limitation in Solow’s work.
Gray, P., Famine, Land and Politics'. British Government and Irish Society (Dublin, 1999), pp. 55- 

76. Topics covered in the Devon Commission included; the size o f holdings; the prevalence o f  
middlemen; terms o f  leases and rental agreements; levels and types o f rents; the extent o f consolidation; 
sub-letting; sub-division; the state o f improvement and the condition o f the farming population.

An examination o f Griffith’s Valuation for the largest lessor o f surrounding areas usually reveals the 
landlord o f  the area. Griffith’s Valuation details post-Famine Ireland and there may have been changes 
in land ownership.
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available for the following landlords: Fitzwilliam in Wicklow; Famham in Cavan; 

Hamilton in Donegal; Clifden and Tighe in Kilkenny; O ’Donel in Mayo and Nugent 

in Westmeath. However, the quality o f the records varies. While the papers o f 

Fitzwilliam, Famham and Hamilton provide information relevant to the Famine, those 

o f Tighe, O ’Donel, Clifden and Nugent are limited.

Other sources provide limited additional information. National and local 

newspapers, relief commission papers, parliamentary papers and travellers’ accounts 

reveal information on the activities o f some landlords before and during the Famine.

Approximately 183 oral tradition references cover the subject o f landlordism 

during the Famine. Similar subjects are prevalent in each o f the reports, including 

rent, relief, evictions and crimes against landlords.'^ This chapter explores 

perceptions o f  landlords under each o f these topics and should reveal the ways in 

which the harsh or kind actions o f landlords are remembered in a local community.

Traditions concerning crimes against landlords are covered in chapter seven.
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Rents

The rents generally are matters of arrangement between the landlords and the

tenants. The landlord is anxious to get as much as he can from the tenant, and the
18tenant anxious to give as little as he can to the landlord.

Rent represents the most important link between landlord and tenant. A 

landlord’s economic power derived from his receipt of rents. Rent comprised a large 

proportion of a tenant’s outgoings. In the second half of the eighteenth century and 

the early years of the nineteenth century, the steady increase in rent was connected 

with the increase in agricultural prices, resulting from the war. However, rents 

remained high during the post-war s l ump . Reve r end  Fletcher Blakely told the 

Devon Commissioners that ‘the rents are what they were formally and the price of 

farm produce is considerably l o w e r . T h e  method of rent collection was perceived 

by many as an instrument of landlord oppression. The majority o f landlords allowed a 

tenant to owe a half-year’s rent. The six months credit was referred to as the ‘hanging 

gale.’ Maguire questions the conventional view of the ‘hanging gale’ as a ‘sinister 

plan by which landlords sought to ensure slavish obedience of tenants and suggests

that it was a ‘vital concession to tenants who lacked capital,’ although he concedes
21that many landlords did abuse this power.

An examination of the Devon Commission for information on rents prior to 

the Famine yields conflicting evidence. Many witnesses echoed the views of the

Roman Catholic curate of Westport who stated that ‘generally speaking, the tenantry
22complain at being obliged to pay exorbitant rents; they consider the rent too high.’

Mr C. Maxwell, Kilkenny. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H.C. 1845 [657], xxi, 
witness 891.

Maguire, W.A., The Downshire Estates in Ireland, 1801-45 (Oxford, 1972), pp. 28-30.
Reverend Fletcher Blakely, Down. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part i. H. C. 1845 

[606], xix, witness 97.
Maguire, W.A., The Downshire Estates, pp. 52-3.
Rev. Peter Geraghty, Mayo. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H.C. 1845 [616], xx, 

witness 466.
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However, a resident landlord believed that the tenants ‘pay their rent remarkably well 

and they are comparatively as happy and contented as any tenants m Ireland.’

Despite conflicting evidence on pre-Famine levels of rent, most commentators 

agreed that the impact of the Famine on the payment of rents was immense. As the 

Famine progressed, arrears mounted as tenants increasingly became unable to keep up 

their payments of rent. There were variations in the extent to which tenants defaulted 

on the payment of rent. Donnelly identifies two of the determinants of the rate of rent 

collection or default as, the location of the property and the size of the holdings on the 

estate. It has been estimated that during the Famine, the decrease in the rental of 

landlords in better off areas was between 15-25%. Landowners with properties in the 

west and southwest experienced much higher losses.^"  ̂ All landlords suffered at least 

some loss in rental income and in some cases this spawned evictions and clearances.

The relative importance of the subject of rent in landlord-tenant relations is 

reflected in the number of corresponding references in the oral tradition reports (see 

table 5.1).

Table 5.1: Oral tradition references to rent

Report Rent
and

ev ic t ion s

High
rents

The Landlord Increase in Evictions Grabbing
o f

land

Total
payment  

o f  rent
did n ot  press  

for rents
rent for 

improvements
without
arrears

A n n /D o w n 2 0 1 0 0 0 1 4

Carl/W ick 4 2 5 3 0 0 0 14

Cavan 3 3 1 1 0 0 0 8

D o n eg a l 4 0 0 1 0 0 0 5

Kilkenny 2 1 4 0 1 2 3 13

M a y o 0 0 0 1 3 3 0 7
W /m eath 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 2

Total 16 7 11 6 4 5 4 53

Similar themes emerge in each of the reports. Approximately 47% of the 

references to rent refer to evictions. These include evictions that occurred for non

payment o f rent and those, which occurred despite there being no arrears. Just over 

20% of the references describe either the high level of rents or the increase in some 

rents because of improvements or perceived increased prosperity. Another 20% of

Sir Percy Nugent, Westmeath. D evon Comm ission, M inutes o f  E vidence, part i. H. C. 1845 [606], 
xix, witness 46.
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accounts describe the ways in which tenants earned money in order to pay rent. 

Finally, 11% o f the references state that rents were not high or that the landlords did 

not press for rents during the Famine.

High rents and increases in rents

• 9 SThe holdings were too small and the rent was too high.

With the exception o f the reports describing Armagh/Down and Donegal, all 

o f  the reports provide at least one reference to either: rackrenting; the high level o f 

rents; an increase in rent for improvements; an increase in rent for perceived increased 

prosperity or a landlord’s broken promise o f a reduction in rent for improvements 

made by the tenant. Other sources attest to the high level o f rents prior to the Famine. 

The majority o f respondents to the Devon Commission stated that rents were too high. 

A merchant in Ballyshannon stated that ‘rents are very high here.’^̂  While a number 

o f  landlords granted rent reductions during the Famine, others would accept nothing 

less than the full rent.

In the Carlow/Wicklow report, Luke O ’Toole o f Knockananna describes how 

‘they did not dare put butter on their bread as it took all the butter to pay the rack 

r e n t s . T h e r e  is conflicting evidence concerning rents on the Fitzwilliam estate in 

Wicklow. Robert Chaloner, agent to Fitzwilliam, declared to the Devon Commission 

that he was uncertain as to the average rent paid in Shillelagh: ‘In truth up here we
• 98  • • •have so little good land I do not know .... £1 an acre is the highest.’ Fitzwilliam’s

29rentals confirms that the typical rent was approximately £1 an acre. Edward Burke 

told the Devon Commissioners that Fitzwilliam’s rents were generally lower than 

others, while a physician and magistrate near Camew stated that tenants were

Donnelly, J.S., The Great Irish Potato Famine, pp. 132-137..
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Mr James McGowan, Donegal. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H.C. 1845 [616], 

X X, witness 350.
Luke O ’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Robert Chaloner, Esq., Wicklow. Devon Commission, Minutes o j Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 

[657], xxi, witness 953.
This is based on an examination o f the rents o f 8 holdings in Coolatin. Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, 

Ms. 4972.
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‘overpowered with a rack rent.’ °̂ The conflict in evidence may be due to the 

prevalence of middlemen in the area.^' James Kavanagh describes two brothers 

named Whelan who ‘owned all o f Knocknasheagh and they let out little bits to 

people.. ..They charged very high rents and became very well off and then evicted all 

the people. After that all their cattle died and they never had a bit of luck with 

a n y t h i n g . T h e  Encumbered Estates’ Court records show that in 1852, Thomas 

Whelan held 63 acres of land in the townland of Knocknaskeagh. He and his brother, 

William Whelan, held a lease from 1821. However, an ejectment for the non-payment 

o f rent was brought by the Receiver in the Chancery. Thomas Whelan was granted an 

abatement and no proceedings were taken regarding his lands. However, his brother 

lost his lands. The records state that Thomas Whelan’s abatement was not binding on 

the new purchaser of the l a n d s . T h e s e  events may have been the bad luck referred to 

by James Kavanagh. Griffith’s Valuation lists a Thomas Whelan as the immediate 

lessor o f four houses and 29 acres and as joint immediate lessor o f 180 acres of land 

in the townland of Knocknasheagh.^'^ The Whelan brothers were probably 

middlemen. The Roman Catholic curate of Camew told the Devon Commissioners 

that middlemen in the area had ‘nearly double profits.

Estate diaries reveal the attitude of the estate agent, and presumably the 

landlord, towards the payment of rent during the Famine on the Fitzwilliam estate.

The response to a request for an abatement of rent was that ‘the system, which is on 

the whole beneficial to the occupier, precludes the landlord from profiting by 

circumstances favourable to the tenant, but if he is precluded from benefiting by one 

class of events, he ought also to be guaranteed against loss by another.’ The decision 

reached was that a large portion of the arrears of a tenant might be struck off but that a

Mr Edward Burke, Wicklow. Devon Commission, Minutes o f Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], 
xxi, witness 955; Thomas De Renzy, Wicklow, ibid., witness 958.

Middlemen leased substantial tracts of land from landowners at a fixed rent over a period of years, in 
turn renting the land in smaller amounts to lessor middlemen or to tenant farmers. As one descended 
the tenurial hierarchy, rent per acre rose. Kennedy, L. and Ollershaw, P., An Economic History o f  
Ulster, 1820-1940, p. 32.

James Kavanagh, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
O’Brien Rentals, vol. 17, no. 40.
Griffith ’s Valuation, Poor Law Union of Shillelagh, Barony of Ballinacor South, p. 5.
Reverend Daniel Kavanagh, Wicklow. Devon Commission, Minutes o f Evidence, part iii. H. C.

1845 [657], xxi, witness 956.
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portion was to remain, because ‘the losses occasioned by that calamity ought to be 

shared by the landlord class and the tenant class.

Three informants in the Cavan report testify to the high levels o f rent. James 

Argue stated that ‘the rent was too high. They were paying as high as fifty shillings an 

acre for land that at the present time wouldn’t be worth five shillings an acre no matter
■37

how it was handled.’ There was some disagreement between witnesses to the Devon 

Commission concerning the ability o f tenants to pay their rents, prior to the Famine. 

Hugh Porter thought that ‘they all pay. I do not know any who do not,’ while Isaiah 

Gibson stated that ‘the people are not able to pay the rents laid upon them now .’^̂

The estate papers o f Lord Famham in Cavan provide copious examples o f 

tenants encountering difficulties with the payment o f rent during the Famine years. 

Included in the estate papers is a record o f petitions and proposals from tenants. As 

early as October 1845, a group o f cottiers on Fam ham ’s estate pleaded for ‘a reduction 

o f  rents from the failure o f potato crop.’ Throughout 1847 such requests became 

more frequent. On the 19̂ '’ o f April, 1847, John Henry requested time in the payment 

o f  rent and was granted a respite until the 17*'’ o f May. In May 1847, the Cahills’ 

request for a reduction in rent was denied because the land was already ‘cheap.’ 

Requests continued to pour in and by mid- May 1847, Famham was becoming 

impatient. In reply to a request by the Montgomerys for a reduction in their next rent, 

he wrote that ‘I cannot possibly make such a promise with respect to the future rent. I 

must have the means o f living as well as my tenants.’ Despite his curt reply, Famham 

granted an abatement o f 15% on rents on his estate. In 1850, in reply to a request for 

an abatement o f rent, he wrote that ‘if he pays his rent in time, he will be entitled to 

the allowance o f 15 per cent.’ While the oral traditions reflect the difficulty o f 

many tenants with the payment o f rent, they fail to retain information on Fam ham ’s 

rent abatement o f 15%.

Barney Gargan’s story describes the attitude o f an unidentified Cavan landlord 

towards the payment o f rent:

Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 4967. Estate Diaries 1843-68, October 1851.
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Hugh Porter, Cavan. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence,'pzrX ii. H. C. 1845 [616], xx, witness 

317 and Isaiah Gibson, ibid., witness 318.
Farnham Estate Papers, Ms 3117/8. Petitions and Proposals from Tenants 1832-60: 20/10/1845, 

3/5/1847, 17/5/1847,4/5/1850.
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I heard my mother saying that one day the landlord called to her father’s house for the 

rent.. ..My grandmother had a beautiful mantle out on the hedge, airing and when the landlord came to 

the place he saw it on the hedge. He went into the house and said to my grandmother: “Well, madam, it 

would be fitter for you to have your rent paid.” “Oh well,” said she, “if your rent is paid, win gold and 

wear it:

Another source suggests the involvement o f Famham. After suspending the 

payment o f cottier’s rent during the Famine, Famham proposed that: ‘in the 

meantime, Lady Famham and I have a right to expect that in seasons Hke the present 

the usual practice o f purchasing fmery for wives and children will not be followed.’"̂ '

A Kilkenny informant describes how ‘the unfortunate people were unable to 

afford the luxury o f oaten or wheaten bread owing to the rack-renting that 

p r e v a i l e d . E v e n  before the Famine, witnesses to the Devon Commission described 

how the rent in Kilkenny generally ‘exceeds the poor law v a l u a t i o n . T i g h e ’s rentals 

demonstrate how, as the Famine progressed, despite a reduction in rents from 15- 

20%,“̂"̂ the tenants increasingly became unable to pay their rent. On the Inistioge 

portion o f the estate arrears rose progressively from £87 in March 1845 to £163 in 

1846, £199 in 1847 and £255 in 1848. The 1848 figure represented approximately 

41 % o f the yearly rent of £615.

Two references in the Kilkenny report indicate a link between improvements 

and an increase in rent. Michael Hanrahan alleged that even when people were in a 

position to carry out improvements, that ‘they daren’t show any signs o f prosperity or 

the rent was immediately r a i s e d . A n o t h e r  informant. Pierce Grace gave a detailed 

account o f his grandfather’s attempt to reconstmct his house:

He got a promise from the landlord that his rent would be reduced as compensation for the 

expense incurred.. .Six feet were taken o ff the walls and a better quality slats put on in the roofing.

Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Farnham estate papers. Mss. 117-8. Petitions and proposals from tenants, 1832-1860, 12/1/1846.
J. Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mr Patrick Nowlan, Kilkenny. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], 

xxi, witness 886.
O ’Dwyer, M., ‘The Famine in Kilkenny as reported in the Kilkenny Journal newspaper, September 

1845- March 1848’, in Old Kilkenny Review, (1995), p. 121.
Between 1845 and 1848 the rent for the Inistioge portion o f Tighe’s estate fluctuated from £630 in 

1845-6 to £609 in 1847 and £615 in 1848. Tighe Estate Papers, Ms. 873. Rentals 1836-1859.
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Michael Grace then proceeded to the landlord’s office in Waterford, presented the receipted bills and 

reminded the landlord o f  the promise he had made to reduce the rent on his farm. Bolton who was 

landlord promptly produced a letter that he had received from a client asking for possession o f  Grace’s 

farm. ‘You may consider yourself lucky to be left in the farm’ said he, ‘the improvements you carried 

out were for your own convenience, not for mine."^^

Patrick Nowlan was one of numerous informants who told the Devon 

Commissioners that ‘if a man improves, he pays for his improvements afterwards: the 

rent is raised on him a f t e r w a r d s . I n  his examination before the Select Committee of 

the House of Lords in 1825, John Leslie Foster, MP and an Irish landlord stated that a 

tenant was ‘deterred from making any improvement in his condition, by the 

knowledge, founded on experience, that if he improves his farm or builds a better 

cabin, he will, most likely, without any renumeration for his expenditure, be turned 

out of possession, or be forced to undertake an increased rent.’'̂ '̂

In the Mayo report, Dominick Mac Govern and John Kilroy both describe how 

Richard O ’Donel ‘wandered round among his tenantry...visiting their houses, and if 

he saw any signs of comfort or prosperity in a house, a firkin of butter, for instance, 

the rent was sure to be r a i s e d . A n o t h e r  informant describes how O’Donel granted 

permission for a number of his tenants to build larger and more comfortable houses 

and then ‘had their rents raised as soon as the new houses were completed.’ '̂ A 

tenant of O’Donel told the Devon Commissioners that when tenants attempted 

improvements on their land, their rent was ‘immediately increased and therefore they
9 52have no encouragement to improve or to reclaim waste land.’

Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Pierce Grace, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mr Patrick Nowlan. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], xxi, 

witness 886.
Inqiiiiy into the State o f  Ireland, 1825. Cited in James Hack Tuke, A Visit to Connaught in the 

Autumn o f  V7, p. 41.
Dominick Mac Govern, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
John Kilroy, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Mr William Bland, Mayo. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H. C. 1845 [616], xx, 

witness 469.

267



Payment of rent

families, poor and better off, had to strain every nerve to meet this exorbitant

demand.^^

A large proportion o f the agricultural output o f a tenant was channelled into 

rent. The decrease in agricultural output during the Famine meant that tenants were 

under enormous pressure to find a means o f paying the rent. They were forced to sell 

articles, which, in the past, had been items o f consumption. In his description o f 

Connaught, James Hack Tuke stated that ‘rent which has usually been obtained from 

these little tenants has never left them more than the barest means o f subsistence upon 

potato diet; the com which they may have grown and the pig which they have fed have 

always gone to the owner o f the soil.’ Tuke questioned the moral responsibility o f 

landlords: ‘where land has been held for generations by tenants who have paid all 

which they could raise beyond a bare subsistence, is not the landlord morally liable for 

the risk o f extraordinary p r o v i d e n c e ? F o u r  o f the reports describe the efforts made 

by cash starved tenants to pay the rent.

John Woods o f Rostrevor describes a man ‘the name o f Fam on...W ell times 

were bad, an’ whether it was the rent or whether he bought this bit o f land back there 

(Drumreagh or Knockbarra) I forget now. But anyway, he had to go to England to try 

to make up the price o f i t . . .Begod I think it was the rent.’^̂  There was a history o f 

Irish men crossing to England or Scotland every summer, where they earned the rent 

for the coming year.^^

Informants describing Carlow/Wicklow provide five o f the eleven references 

to the payment o f rent: ‘they paid the rent with butter’; ‘goods from the people to pay 

the rent’ and ‘potatoes.. .was given to the landlord for rent b u t.. .all the potatoes were

Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tuke, J.H., A Visit to Connaught in the Autumn o f  '47, pp. 24-5.
John Woods, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Encumbered Estates’ Court records show that in 1850, a number o f Fearons held land in Kilbroney. 

O’Brien Rentals, vol. 4, no. 1.
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rotten and all he got was 116."̂ '' J. Doyle’s story emphasises the hardship endured by 

the tenants and the cruelty of the landlords: ‘a man who had to come to Ballinglen for 

a Vi stone of meal. When he got home the landlord was waiting for his rent and when
C O

he hadn’t it he took the meal from him. The man died a few days afterwards.’ 

Informants sympathise with the tenants, who were forced to relinquish every item they 

possessed. John Doyle refers to the emotive issue of the export of com, taken from an 

impoverished tenantry: ‘the farmer had to sell his com to pay the landlord as he had 

nothing else and the com so disposed of was exported.’ It was not unusual for a 

landlord to take crops by force, in lieu of rent. In his evidence to the Devon 

Commissioners, Peter Walsh described the case of a man ‘who was not able to pay his 

rent and his crop was all seized upon by the landlord and sold.’ *̂̂ The estate accounts 

o f Fitzwilliam provides information of fees paid to keepers for ‘7 days each, in charge 

of tenants effects seized for rent.’̂ ’° Another item of consumption, sold to pay the 

rents, was the oat crop: ‘the farmers sold their oats to pay their r e n t s . J o h n  Beatty 

pleaded with Lord Famham for ‘time to pay his rent, or he must sell his cattle.’ He 

was refused.

Infomiants in Kilkenny describe the pressure on tenants to sell their animals in 

order to pay the rent. J Whyte describes the distraint of pigs for overdue rent:

A man named Brien had six pigs which were nearly fat. He owed rent to his landlord Pierce 

Garvey o f Brownsford. Garvey sent his bailiff to Brien’s home. The bailiffs siezed on the six pigs and 

drove them to Brownsford castle - Garvey’s residence. Brien was away when this happened. On 

learning o f the news, he immediately made his way to the castle and demanded that the pigs would be 

returned to him. Garvey appeared with gun in hand and ordered him off the lands. Brien who was 

fuelled with rage swept the gun from his grasp and broke it in two on a comer stone o f  one o f the 

houses. Brien and his family were evicted in a short time and the whole family emigrated to America.^^

Encumbered Estates’ Court records confirm that Pierce Garvey was the sole 

tenant in the townland of Brownsford. He held the land from Isabella and Louisa

W. Blake, J. Toole and J. Kelly, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
J. Doyle, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Mr Peter Walsh, Wicklow. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], xxi, 

witness 1022.
Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 4973. Estate Accounts 1847-1857, 29/11/1849.
Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Farnham Estate Papers, Ms. 3117-8. Petitions and Proposals from tenants, 20/07/1846.
J. Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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V icars/’"̂ Two other references in the Kilkenny report describe how wheat was sold to 

pay the rent: ‘families, poor and better off, had to strain every nerve to meet this 

exorbitant dem and.. ..The wheat was not used as a food at all. It was too precious to 

be eaten as bread. Every grain was sold so that the rent money would be forthcoming 

at the proper tim e.’ A witness to the Devon Commission echoed these sentiments:

‘the tenants seem to be anxious to maintain a character and strain every point to obtain 

the money by every possible means to meet their demands.

Russell recognised that landlords would demand the produce o f the harvest in 

lieu o f rent and stated that ‘it is impossible to say that the land can support the people 

and pay rent -  But in that case I think rent should be sacrificed.. ..Now that the 

question is between rent, and sustenance, and I think rent must give way, and the 

whole rental, if  necessary, given to support the p e o p l e . T h e  Chancellor o f the 

Exchequer, Sir Charles Woods, revealed a better understanding o f the reality o f  what 

was happening in Ireland when he stated that the ‘ruthless’ landlords were already 

seizing the com for rent, so as to ‘pocket all they can get.’^̂

Rent and evictions

The slogan o f the landlord was ‘My rent in full or immediate eviction.^^

References to evictions are scattered liberally throughout all o f the reports and 

a later section o f this chapter explores the subject o f evictions in detail. This section 

focuses solely on those references that describe the relationship between the payment 

o f rent and evictions. O f the references to rent, 25 or 47% o f them describe evictions 

for the non-payment o f rent, confiscation o f land for non-payment o f  rent, a family 

leaving a farm because they couldn’t afford the rent, evictions although there were no 

arrears and four cases o f  the acquisition o f land by people who paid another tenant’s 

rent to the landlord, without the knowledge o f the tenant.

O ’Brien Rentals, vol. 102, no. 20.
Mr Jolin Carroll, Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], xxi, witness 

908.
Russell memo: ‘State o f  Ireland’, July 1847, Russell Papers. Cited in Gray, P., Famine, Land and 

Politics, p. 295.
W ood to Clarendon, 12/9/1847, Hickleton Papers, A 4 /185/2. Cited in ibid.

68 p O ’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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In an account o f eviction, James Hack Tuke explained the relationship 

between the failure o f the potato crop and evictions: ‘the amount o f rent generally 

owing by the unfortunate inhabitant was stated to be from one year and a half to two 

years, showing clearly that the loss o f the potato crop alone had caused the ruin o f the 

inhabitants.’*̂*̂ The most serious difficulty facing many landlords during the Famine 

was the fact that falling rents didn’t balance the considerable increase in expenditure 

on poor rates. In an effort to conserve assets, landlords evicted those tenants who they 

perceived as being a drain on resources. Attention has been directed at those 

landlords who used the Famine as an excuse to effect long desired agricultural 

improvements and to consolidate their land.^^ Jonathon Pim described law 

proceedings which were ‘not undertaken in the expectation o f obtaining the rents, but 

as a cheap and expeditious mode o f ejecting....these persons thus avail themselves o f 

a great public calamity, to effect a wholesale clearance o f their properties.’^’

The landlord could choose two forms o f ejectment in the courts. Yearly 

tenants could be ejected if  their rents fell into one year’s arrears or after the expiry o f 

six m onth’s notice to quit. If over half a year’s rent was due by the tenant, there had 

to be no sufficient distress on the premises. Distress involved the seizure tenant’s 

goods, usually crops or cattle, in lieu o f rent payment. According to the Devon 

Commission, it was a fairly common practice and during the Famine years, it 

remained an important method o f debt collection. A tenant who was sued for non

payment o f  rent had the option to pay the arrears and costs and this terminated the 

ejectment suit. However, if a tenant was given notice to quit, the subsequent 

ejectment for overholding could only be stopped if  the landlord dropped the case or if  

the tenant left the holding. The forcible removal o f a tenant by the sub-sheriff
72required the sanction o f the court.

Susan Murphy explained the attitude o f most landlords during the Famine: 

‘you’d get no credit on your rent then. You be to have it when the time com e.’ A 

magistrate for Down told the Devon Commission that ‘when a tenant is unable to pay 

his rent, or runs into arrears, to a certain extent, he is put out, unless there is a good

Tuke, J.H., A Visit to Connaught, p. 67.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘Mass Eviction and the Great Famine; The Clearances Revisited’ in Poiteir, C. (ed.), 

The Great Irish Famine, p. 156.
Transactions, p. 258.
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7 ^cause for acting otherwise.’ The consequence o f non-payment was usually eviction, 

the rate o f which increased dramatically during the Famine. There were exceptions: 

‘Brooks in Forkill lent the people money and did not foreclose unless compelled.

Often I’ve heard it said myself that “Brooks w asn’t a bad man. And he w ouldn’t take 

your land if  you made a shape at all to pay.’” "̂̂ Another informant in the 

Armagh/Down report identifies a landlord who was rigorous towards tenants with 

arrears:

Jones the landlord...Bumper Jones they called him. When my grandfather went to the agent to 

pay the rent, he told him he could ill afford it as the priddies were all bad. A n’ he threw him in a three 

or four acres o f  mountain. “Shut up,” says he, “an’ I’ll give you a piece o f the mountain.” We had to 

pay rent for it o f course.

Thomas Seaver told the Devon Commissioners that Mr Jones was one o f  three 

landlords in the area who had a g e n ts .T e n a n ts  who were in arrears were frequently 

moved to less attractive holdings, allowing landlords to consolidate the fertile land 

into bigger farms.

The four references to evictions and rent in the Carlow/Wicklow reports are 

uniform in their descriptions o f severe landlords, none o f whom is identified. Mr 

Foley’s description o f the landlord who ‘demanded his rent in full and in most cases 

would take no excuse’ may be a reference to Fitzwilliam, whose estate papers reveal 

that tenants with rent arrears faced eviction. As the Famine progressed, the amount o f 

arrears on the Fitzwilliam estate increased. On the Shillelagh/Cashaw portion o f the 

estate, the amount o f arrears, as a percentage o f the rental, increased from 48.5% in 

1848 to 58.5% in 1849 and reached 75% in 1850.^^ An investigation o f the list o f 

ejectment cases reveals that most o f the tenants served with ejectment proceedings 

owed at least two years arrears. For example, o f the 49 ejectment cases for Easter and

Vaughan, W.E., Landlords and Tenants, pp. 21-22; O’ Neill, T.P., ‘Famine Evictions’ in King, C., 
(ed.). Famine, Land and Culture (Dublin, 2000), pp. 36-37.

Captain James Robinson, Dowii. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part i. H. C. 1845 [606], 
xix, witness 71.

Susan Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Sarah Grant, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Thomas Seaver, Armagh. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part i. H. C. 1845 [606], xix, 

witness 73.
Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Mss. 6101-6103. Rentals. The corresponding figures for the Rathdrum 

portion o f the estate were 36%, 51% and 51%.
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Trinity term and the June Session, 1849, only three tenant had arrears o f less than two 

years rent and these three tenants owed one and a half years rent. O f the remainder,

30 owed two years rent, 8 owed two and a half years rent, five owed three years rent 

and two owed more than this. Two o f the cases were postponed, on receipt o f
78halfpayment o f rent.

Mr Alexander Hamilton is identified in the Donegal report as a severe 

landlord: ‘he had a record o f extreme harshness to poor tenants who could not pay 

their rent promptly and many evictions took place at his hands. At the time o f the 

Famine, many people were evicted from farms surrounding his own homestead and he
79eventually found him self in possession o f between 200 and 300 acres o f good land.’

As a witness to the Devon Commission, Hamilton provided valuable evidence 

concerning his attitude towards tenants and the payment o f rent: ‘[the power o f 

distress].. .is a wholesome control that the landlord has over him [the tenant]... it has 

the effect o f making him more industrious in providing for the day o f payment and

guarding against the accruing o f arrears. It they did not apprehend a thing o f the sort,
80many would be very indifferent whether they met their engagements or not.’ There 

is deep antipathy towards this man in the oral tradition reports. A newspaper report o f 

a public meeting for the poor, provides evidence o f a different side to Alexander 

Hamilton. At the meeting, he said that he was ‘very well aware o f the sufferings o f 

the poor.... Anything which lay in his power he would gladly do to ameliorate their
o I

condition.’

Two references in the Donegal report distinguish between the fate o f Catholic 

and Protestant tenants. William Torrens states that:

the majority o f Catholic farmers o f the parish managed before the Famine to keep the rent 

cleared up, but, having less fruitful soil, many fell into arrears when the dark spectre o f  want swept the 

county and they had to sell a field or two to their better o ff Protestant neighbours in order to clean up 

the debt, or, failing that, sometimes had them taken by the landlord who then turned them over to some 

Protestant farmer for a trifling sum.^‘

Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 4972. Ejectment Book.
W. ToiTens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Mr Alexander Hamilton, Donegal. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H. C. 1845 

[616], XX, witness 351.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 11/9/1846.
William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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The perception that landlords favoured Protestants existed in Donegal prior to 

the Fam ine. The Devon Com m issioners asked Thom as John Atkinson, the m anager 

o f  the property o f  George Knox, w hether the landlord ‘ever objects to an incom ing 

tenant upon political or religious grounds?’ A tkinson replied that such discrim ination 

did not occur and that he attem pted ‘to keep the holdings in the possession o f  the class 

o f  people who had them  before,’ regardless o f  w hether they were Catholic or 

P r o te s ta n t .H o w e v e r ,  the enquiry indicates that there was a perception o f  

d iscrim ination in the area. In the Arm agh/D ow n report, Dan M cG ivem  stated that 

‘The W ynns o f  B allym oney.. ..They were Quinn but they changed their nam e with
84their religion. Y ou’d go stayin’ on if  you done that, or get a bigger fam i.’

Two inform ants in the Mayo report refer to O ’D onel’s hatred o f  C atholics and 

one o f  them  suggested that he evicted for religious reasons. Dom inick Galvin states 

that O ’Done! was ‘a hater o f  Catholics. He said he would not leave a Catholic tenant 

from the bridge o f  New port to the bridge o f  Knocknaboley. N or did he, except one
85w hom  he failed to ev ict.’

In the Cavan report, three infom iants describe the direct consequence o f  non

paym ent o f rent. Charles Clarke put it simply: ‘The landlords were not harsh tow ards 

their tenants but the tenants had to pay their rent or l e a v e . A l t h o u g h  none o f  the 

infom iants identify the landlords in question, there is plenty o f  evidence that during 

the Fam ine, Lord Fam ham  evicted tenants for non-paym ent o f  rent. Fam ham  

explained the reason for the eviction o f  a certain tenant: ‘The cause o f  his not being 

again put into the fann from which he was ejected was his inability to pay the 

re n t .. ..five Vi years due me when he was put out. M y tenants m ust not only be 

respectable but s o l v e n t . I n  reply to a request by a tenant to rem ain on his farm on 

paying h a lf  a years rent, Fam ham  stated that ‘nothing will satisfy m e but the very best 

security not only for the present, but for the future. Paym ent o f  the rent as paid by

Mr Thomas John Atkinson, Donegal. D evon Comm ission, M inutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H.C. 1845 
[616], XX, witness 349. See p. 282 for reference to b e lie f o f  popular press that Catholics were targeted 
for eviction.

Dan M cGivern, Arm agli/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Kilroy, M ayo report, IFC 1072. See discussion o f  religious discrimination in the press, p. 283. 
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Farnham Estate Papers, Mss. 3117-8. Petitions and proposals o f  tenants, 14/6/1852.
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other t e n a n t s . I n  November 1847, the family of Roseanna McManus asked for 

permission to remain in their house until the following Spring. The reply from 

Famham was that ‘I cannot sanction their remaining without paying rent, they must
89either give up, or be put out.’

A comparison of a list of tenants who gave cash to Famham for the cost of 

their ejectment and rentals for the previous years provides information on the arrears 

o f evicted tenants. I have uncovered evidence concerning the arrears of 21 of the 28 

evicted tenants for various years, from Famham’s estate papers, including the rentals 

and the estate accounts. Table 5.2 contains a list o f the tenants and the amount of 

arrears in relation to their yearly rent.

Table 5.2: Arrears of a selection of tenants on Famham’s estate

Tenant Town land 1845 1846 1847

J. Hamilton Coracreeney One yr.

0 .  Swan Dradis None

J. W hyte Derry lurgan 5/6 o f  a year Half yr.

R. W hyte Deirylurgan None

W . Cochrane Gallincorra Half yr.

J. M cSwaine Gallincorra N one

R. Strong Gallincorra N one

J. Morrow Killinly Over one yr.

R. Willis M oydiston Halfyr.

B. Boyland N one

W . Sp rinks Togher Halfyr.

J. Heaslip M oher Halfyr.

Hill & Reilly A ghanacor N one

J. Davies Ardarah Halfyr.

J. Boles Drumminion Halfyr.

Boles & Crawford Eva lab eg Third yr.

Brown and Boyd Portloughfield H alfyr.

W . Cooke Portloughfie Id Quarter yr.

P. Timmis Portloughfield Third o f  a yr.

J. Steward Tunaloy 2 years

Source: Farnham Estate Papers, Estate Accounts.

The rentals show that by 1846, most of the tenants who were evicted towards 

the end of 1847, did not owe more than half a year’s rent. The Famine may have

Ibid., 29/3/1847.
Ibid., 1/11/1847.
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affected their abihty to pay any more rent and the tenants could have owed another 

year’s rent by the time o f their eviction. Information from the estate papers supports 

the informants’ understanding that ‘the homes were taken off some o f them because 

they weren’t able to pay their rents.

Fr. Foy o f Shercock offered some insight into the effect o f Fam ham ’s 

evictions. In response to Fam ham ’s accusation that some Catholic priests were 

encouraging outrages, he wrote that ‘it is hard to teach patience to a man who sees his 

father and mother or wife and children driven from the houses o f their ancestors to the 

bogs and ditches to starvation and death.

The collector o f the Westmeath report asserts that ‘most o f the landlords 

showed no mercy and unless the poor farmers could scrape up the rent they were 

turned out o f their h o m e s . A  local newspaper reported that ‘the desolating system 

o f extermination has commenced its destructive career in this neighbourhood.’^̂  

Reasons for the evictions are not given. The Devon Commission provides evidence o f 

evictions o f tenants for non-payment o f rent prior to the Famine. Thomas Glennon 

foretold what would happen during the Famine when he described how tenants ‘could 

not pay the rack-rent. We had three successive bad harvests, a visitation o f 

Providence and they had not the means to pay it . . .if the landlord had been indulgent 

to them they would have re c o v e re d .H o w e v e r ,  even prior to the Famine, rental 

arrears were not a prerequisite for eviction. A witness to the Devon Commission 

stated that ‘tenants in occupation o f the land were dispossessed, although they had 

paid rent up to the day.’*̂^

A Kilkenny informant states that ‘the rent was paid promptly as otherwise, 

there was immediate danger o f e v i c t i o n . T h e  same report provides two references 

to the eviction o f tenants who were not in arrears. Both the evicted family and the 

people in current possession o f the house are identified: ‘A family named Sheas was

Kate O ’Carroll, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Freem an’s Journal, 4/1/1848.
S. Nic Siomoin, collector o f the Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
The Athlone Sentinel, 22/11/1848.
Mr Thomas Glennon, Westmeath. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H.C. 1845 

[657], xxi, witness 418.
Mr Mark O ’Callaghan, Westmeath. Devon Commission, Minutes o j Evidence, part i. H.C. 1845 

[606], xix, witness 34.
M. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.

276



evicted although the rent was fully paid up.’^̂  Tighe’s rental books reveal that in 

March 1846, a James Shea owed a years rent o f ten shillings. The assistant barrister 

for Kilkenny told the Devon Commissioners that ejectments were more frequently 

used to recover possession, than to recover rent due.^^

Three references describe evictions that occurred as a result o f a neighbour’s 

deception, rather than for arrears. Two such references occur in the Kilkenny report 

and one in the Armagh/Down report. John Curran identifies those involved:

One of the Barrons of Ballylogue, the Rower was going to Gowran shortly after the famine to 

pay the rent on his farm. On his way he passed by Walshs, Grange, neighbouring farmers of his. 

Knowing that he was going to Gowran, Mr Walsh asked him to explain to Lord Clifden that he would 

forward the rent of some particular ten acres of his farm in the course of a few weeks, the rent on this 

portion of his farm was already due. When Barron had paid the rent on his own farm he told the 

landlord that Walshs of Grange were unable to pay the rent on the ten acres in question. On being 

assured that Barron himself could pay, the landlord placed him in possession of it. When Walsh arrived 

in Gowran to pay the rent on this land, he discovered it was no longer his.^^

Griffith’s Valuation identifies Viscount Clifden as the immediate lessor o f  

most o f the 414 acres in Grange. In the townland o f Grange, a number o f Walshes are 

listed as holding land from Clifden.'®^ Clifden’s rentals, for the two years 

immediately prior to the Famine, reveal that a Michael Barron held land worth over £9 

annually and that he had no arrears. There are a couple o f Walshes listed as tenants, 

with varying degrees o f arrears.

There was barely concealed contempt for those engaged in such actions, 

known as ‘grabbing:’

J. Curran, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mr Nicholas Purcell O ’Gorman, Kilkenny. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part i. H. C. 

1845 [606], xix, witness 16.
J. Curran, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
James Walsh held 26 acres, Mary Walsh held a house, offices and land of 50 acres, James Walsh 

junior held a house, offices and land of just over one acre and Edward and Thomas Walsh held 23 acres 
of land. There are no Barrons listed in either Grange or Ballinlogue. Griffith’s Valuation was carried 
out in the 1850s and early 1860s. The Walshes that are still listed as holding land in the townland of 
Grange may have been related to the Walshe family described in the oral tradition account. The Barron 
family may have moved from the area in the years between the Famine and when the valuation was 
taken.

O f thirteen holdings leased to a Walshe, six had no arrears, two had arrears of three years rent, three 
had anears o f approximately one years rent and two had arrears o f under one year. The value of the 
holdings ranged from £129 (Nicholas Walshe) to just over £2 (Michael Walshe and John Walshe.) 
Clifden Estate Papers, BR.KK.37/2. Rentals, 1843-4.
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Grabbing was quite common in the district. Farmers who had any money to spare were only 

too ready to approach the landlord or his agent and offer to pay back rent on a neighbouring farm on 

condition they would be given possession. Sometimes landlords were asked to dispossess tenants from 

holdings the rents o f  which were flilly paid up.’*̂^

Dan McGivem described the frustration and helplessness of those who lost 

land in this way: ‘The way it was, when you’d go to pay your rent, it was paid before 

you. Or the landlord would say to you: “You needn’t bother payin’ for that field,” or 

any field if it lay into another man that wanted it. An’ what could you do? You be to 

put up with it.’'̂  ̂ Little evidence of this behaviour is available in other sources, 

although the Famham estate papers provide an example: in October 1848, James 

Drum requested ‘land occupied by John Brady as he does not pay his part of the 

rent.’’̂ "̂

Low rents

.. .owing to the poverty of the soil, the landlords do not appear to have made any great 

attempts as it were to get blood out of a stone.

There are accounts of landlords who understood the financial concerns of 

tenants and who did not apply pressure for rent during the Famine. 11% of the 

references to rent describe relatively low rents and/or landlords who did not press for 

rents.

The Carlow/Wicklow report provides two of the six references to sympathetic 

landlords. P. O’Toole describes the poverty that existed in Knockananna and states 

that ‘the landlords do not appear to have made any great attempts.. .to get blood out of 

a stone.’ The Encumbered Estates’ Court records reveal that by 1852, most of 

townland of Knockananna was in the ‘possession of the Receiver in the Chancery’ and 

that most of the former tenants were installed as caretakers to the Receiver.

P. Grace, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Dan McGivem, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Farnham Estate Papers, Ms. 3117-8. Petitions and Proposals from Tenants 1832-1860, 9/10/1848.
P. O ’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
O ’Brien Rentals, vol. 17, no. 40.

278



John Doyle states that ‘the old landlord (probably land agent) was put out o f  

A ughrim  he was so cruel. A new landlord came and he hardly ever collected the rent 

and distributed meal to the people but he was sacked for being too good.’ The 

co llector o f the oral traditions surm ised that the inform ant was referring to a land 

agent and this seems likely. Landlords could not be ‘sacked.’ How ever, if  land agents 

w ere not fulfilling their job  requirem ents, they were likely to have been discharged. 

The ow ners o f  some 200,000 acres in county W icklow, including Fitzw illiam , 

D ow nshire and Carysfort, were absentee landlords. In cases o f  absenteeism , resident 

agents assum ed an im portant role in the m anagem ent o f  the estates.

Laurence M chityre o f  K ilcrossduff, Shercock identified Singleton as ‘a very 

indulgent landlord. Some o f  the C larkes were evicted; they had only 2 Vi acres. 

A nother o f the Clarkes (Owen) was evicted out o f  a farm o f  three acres, but he was 

reinstated and gave it to his brother Jam es and Peter got it afterwards. The local 

landlord let the arrears run on for years. O f course, the people were not able to pay, 

they hadn ’t a beast on their l ands. ’ Griffi th’s V aluation lists Singleton as an 

im m ediate lessor in the townland o f  K ilcrossduff There are a num ber o f  Clarkes in 

the t o w n l a n d . T h e  policy o f  readm itting ejected tenants to their holdings, either as 

legal tenants or as caretakers was not unusual. Between 1849-54, o f  the 65,412 

recorded evicted families, 16,672 were readm itted to their holding either as legal 

tenants (after paying rent) or as caretakers (w ithout paying rent.)'^^ A num ber o f  

historians have correctly drawn attention to the readm ittal o f  evicted tenants as 

caretakers and the fact that this inflates figures for eviction."^ How ever, they have 

ignored the key difference betw een the position o f  a caretaker and that o f  a tenant. In 

m id-July  1850, Francis Coffee presented his findings into the evictions at K ilrush to 

Scrope’s select comm ittee and stated that the position o f  a caretaker w as precarious

Laurence McIntyre, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Owen Clarke held a house, office and five acres; James Clarke held a house, offices and around 

seven acres and James Clarke held a house, office and six acres. The Clarkes all held their land from 
Anne Rice, who was possibly a middle-woman in the area.

Donnelly, J.S., ‘Landlords and Tenants’ in Vaughan, W.E., (ed.), A New History o f  Ireland. V. 
Ireland Under the Union, I, 180I-J870, p. 337.

See Solow, B.L., The Land Question', Foster, R., Modern Ireland (London, 1988); Hoppen, K.T., 
Elections, Politics and Society in Ireland, i 832-1885 (Oxford, 1984).
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because they held their houses merely ‘at the will o f the proprietor or until their 

respective tenements were relet to other tenants.’" ’

Informants in the Donegal report identify John Hamilton and Colonel 

Connolly as kind and thoughtful landlords. Edward McGrane states that Hamilton

realised ‘that the advent of famine meant the vanishing o f rent paying and that the evil
112threatened to be o f much greater magnitude and longer duration than that o f 1831.’ 

The situation on the Connolly estate was similarly described: ‘rents were irregularly 

paid and never pressed for.’"^ Other sources confirm that Hamilton and Connolly 

were aware o f the pressures facing their tenants and attempted to ease the distress. 

Connolly reduced rents on his estate by up to 50% for those holding land valued at 

under £5. Those who held land worth under £10, under £15 and over £15 benefited 

from reductions o f 40%, 25% and 20% respectively.'*"^ John Ham ilton’s estate papers 

demonstrate that ejectments for non-payment o f rent were relatively rare and that he 

expended huge energy in the provision o f relief for his tenants. James Hack Tuke, 

who visited Donegal during 1847, on behalf o f the Society o f Friends, described him 

as ‘one who was devoting his whole energies to the service o f the poor.’"^ His 

brother. Rev. Edward Hamilton o f Brown-Hall is reported to have reduced rents by up 

to 100% on holdings worth less than £5, by 50% for holdings worth under £10, by 

30% for holdings worth under £15 and by 20% for holdings worth over £15.

Report from the select committee on Kilrush union, together with the proceedings o f  the committee, 
minutes o f  evidence, etc., p. 224, H.C. 1850 [613], xi, 529. Hereafter referred to as Kilrush Union.

Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074. McGrane’s accounts are subject to feedback. It is 
clear that he had access to Hamilton’s writings and may be unduly influenced towards Hamilton. See 
pp. 183, 224, 228 for other examples o f this.

P. McGarrigal, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Ballyshannon Herald, 27/11/1846.
James, D., John Hamilton o f  Donegal. 1800-1894, p. 235.
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Evictions

There was one old woman and he had her led outside while he pulled down 

her house. They used crowbars and horses. Where the people went I don’t know ."^

The subject of evictions is central to any discussion o f the relationship 

between landlords and tenants, particularly during the Famine period, when the 

incidence o f evictions soared. There were a variety o f reasons for this. A number o f 

landlords used the calamity of the Famine to effect long desired agricultural
• 117improvements such as the reorganisation and consolidation o f holdmgs. A large

number o f  evicting landlords claimed that they had little choice but to evict. They

maintained that the reduction in the payment o f rents by their smallholders and the
• 118heavy increase in poor rates made eviction a financial necessity. Landlords were

responsible for all the poor rates on smallholdings worth £4 or less. Therefore, poor

rates were heaviest in the most distressed areas. Colonel Vandeleur described the £4

rating clause as ‘a great inducement to get rid o f small tenants’ and Captain Arthur

Kennedy stated that it ‘induces excessive evictions.’”  ̂ The Gregory or quarter-acre

clause provided another inducement for landlords to evict smallholders. It prohibited

anyone who occupied more than a quarter o f an acre o f land from receiving relief out

o f  the poor rates. Poulett Scrope predicted that its consequence ‘would be a complete

clearance o f the small farmers in I r e l a n d . T h e  Freeman ’s Journal reported that the

clause had turned the Poor Law into ‘a law to enable landlords to evade their

obligations and to exterminate the poor,’'^' A smaller number o f landlords refused to

evict any o f their tenants and another group used eviction in conjunction with
122emigration in order to clear their estates o f impoverished smallholders.

James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Gray, P., Famine, Land and Politics, p. 180.

' The reduction in the payment o f rents has been discussed in the section dealing with rents.
Kilnish Union, pp. 154, 188.
Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, XCI, 588-93. Cited in Gray, P., Famine, Land and Politics, p. 

278.
Freeman's Journal, 2/2/1848.
Kinealy, C., This Death-Dealing Famine (London, 1997), p. 126. See pp. 306-9, o f this thesis, for 

discussion o f assisted emigration.
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Debate has centred around the number o f people who were evicted during the

Famine. Estimates have varied from Vaughan’s 70,000 families or 250,000
1  ̂̂individuals to Donnelly’s estimate o f over half a million people. The divergence 

results from the lack o f accurate records for the entire Famine period. From 1849 the 

constabulary recorded the number o f evictions that came to their attention and they 

returned a total o f approximately 250,000 individuals as formally and permanently 

evicted between 1849 and 1854.'^^^ However, this figure is likely to be an 

underestimation o f  the actual number o f evictions. In January 1849, the sub-sheriff o f 

Armagh told Redington that his figures for eviction did not include the evictions o f 

cottiers and that he ‘could not, with any degree o f accuracy state the numbers evicted, 

which were considerable.’'^  ̂ The figures did not include those who ‘surrendered’ 

possession in exchange for entry into the workhouse or subsidised emigration. 

Donnelly suggests that although such surrenders were not officially viewed as 

evictions, that ‘they often amounted to virtually the same thing, and they were 

l e g i o n . W h i l e  a portion o f tenants gladly accepted cash, or the chance to emigrate, 

in exchange for their tiny farms, it is also important to acknowledge that many tenants 

were faced with little choice but to surrender. If they did not accept what was offered, 

they often faced eviction. Therefore, tenants who did not want to leave their farms, 

were effectively forced to do so, in exchange for (usually) small sums o f cash. 

However, most historians have used the police figures with confidence. The lack o f 

constabulary records prior to 1849 is more problematic. The number o f evictions that 

took place between 1846-8 can be roughly estimated from the parliamentary returns o f 

ejectment cases brought before the courts in the period 1846-9. Historians have 

interpreted these figures in a variety o f ways and come up with different figures. The 

actual number o f people who were evicted during the Famine may never be known. 

However, given the sheer volume o f evictions and the horrific impact it had on 

families and communities, the endurance o f the memory o f eviction is unsurprising.

Vaughan, W.E., Landlords and Tenants, p. 26; Donnelly, J.S., ‘Mass Eviction and the Great 
Famine’, p. 166.

Donnelly, J.S., ‘Mass Eviction and the Great Famine,’ p. 155.
Sub-sherrifs’ returns, 1849, no. 54.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘Landlords and Tenants,’ p. 337.
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The popular Irish press contained detailed reports o f evictions and a number o f
1 97newspapers assigned sectarian or political motives to the evicting landlords. Even 

prior to the Famine, the Newry Examiner maintained that evicted tenants were ‘driven

from the land o f their fathers.. .and then left to w ander.. .as exiles, in the land o f their
128birth, merely because they bore the proscribed cognomen o f Catholic.^ English 

newspapers such as the Illustrated London News and the Daily News began to report 

on particularly cruel and illegal evictions. Reports o f such evictions on the Blake 

estate in Galway reached the House o f Commons and prompted demands that the 

government institute criminal proceedings for manslaughter. The Home Secretary, Sir 

George Grey concluded that there were no grounds for such a case.

Russell recognised the devastation caused by evictions and he believed that a 

bill to control ejectments was necessary. Commenting on the connection between 

evictions and the murder o f landlords, Russell stated that:

It is quite true that landlords in England would not bear to be shot at like hares or 

partridges.. .but neither does any person in England turn out fifty persons at once, and burn their homes 

over their heads, giving them no provision for the future. The murders are atrocious but so are the 

ejectments.

The 1848 Ejectments Act was ineffective and only marginally alleviated the 

tenant’s p l i g h t . I t  appears that Russell was influenced by the presence o f two great 

Irish landowners in his cabinet,'^' one o f whom declared that ‘any great improvement 

in the social system o f Ireland’ depended on ‘a long continued and systematic
132ejectment o f small-holders and o f squatting cottiers.’

Gray, P., Famine, Land and Politics, p. 45.
N ewiy Examiner, 6/12/1841.
Russell to Clarendon, Clarendon Papers, 10/11/1847. Cited in Kinealy, C., The Great Irish Famine: 

Impact, Ideology) and Rebellion  (Basingstoke, 2002), p. 143.
For example, the new law made it a misdemeanour to unroof, pull dovm or otherwise demolish the 

dwelling house o f  an individual whose tenancy had expired, only if the tenant or members o f  his family 
were ni the house at the time o f demolition and evictions were prohibited on Christmas Day, Good 
Friday, before sunrise and after sunset.

Lord Palmerston, the foreign secretary and Lord Clanricarde, the postmaster-general.
Palmerston memo; ‘State o f Ireland’, 31 March, 1848. Cited in Gray, P., Famine, Land and  

Politics, p. 192.
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Yager has suggested that the memory o f Famine evictions fuelled the
1nationalist movement, which in turn succeeded in the overthrow o f Irish landlords.

It is true that subseqent generations o f nationalists drew on these particular memories. 

At Westport, in June 1879, Charles Stewart Parnell declared that ‘you must show the 

landlords that you intend to keep a firm grip o f your homesteads and lands. You must 

not allow yourselves to be dispossessed as you were dispossessed in 1847.’'̂ '̂

Michael Davitt’s views on the subject were naturally influenced by the fact that his 

own family had been evicted from their holding in Mayo in 1850: ‘I was then but four 

and a half years old, yet I have a distinct remembrance (doubtless strengthened by the 

frequent narration o f the events by my parents in after years) o f that morning’s 

scene.’ Davitt’s statement indicates the way in which evictions were remembered 

within individual families. The Evicted Tenant’s Commission Applications Register 

o f 1907-1914 provides supporting evidence o f the enduring memory within a family 

o f a Famine eviction.

Table 5.3: Oral tradition accounts that refer to evictions

Report R eferences to 
eviction

M ayo 23
Kilkenny 18
Carl/W ick 17
A rm /D ow n 12
Cavan 10
D on ega l 5
W /m eath 3
T otal 88

There are 88 oral tradition references to eviction. The impact o f even a few 

evictions on a community was immense. Oral tradition provides precious information 

on the depth o f feeling concerning eviction and may shed light on the nature o f such 

memories. Were they confined to memories o f individual evicting landlords and the

Yager, T., ‘M ass Evictions in the M ullet peninsula During and After the Great Fam ine’, in Irish 
E conom ic and S ocia l H isto iy, vol. 23 (1996), p. 44.

K ee, R., The Laurel an d  the Ivy: the S tory o f  Charles S tew art P arnell and  Irish N ationalism  
(London, 1994), p. 189.

M oody, T.W ., D avitt and  Irish revolution, 1846-52  (Oxford, 1981), pp.8-9.
O ’N eill, T .P., ‘Famine E victions’, p. 58.
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experiences of local communities or were such memories politicised and connected
• 137with a broader movement against both landlords and English rule?

Table 5.4: Oral tradition references to evictions

R eport R eason s Fate  o f Identity P o s t - M irac- There H o u se s T enants T otal T otal

for evicted o f Famine ulous were w ere w ere o f number

ev ic t ion s landlord ev ic t ions tales few pulled paid foregoing o f  ev ic t ion

e v ic t ion s to  leave co lu m ns accounts

A r m / D o w n 4 2 5 1 0 0 3 2 17 12

Carl/W ick 2 9 3 0 2 0 0 1 17 17

Cavan 6 0 0 0 1 3 1 0 11 10

D onegal 2 1 2 3 0 0 1 1 10 5

K ilkenny 7 7 5 0 2 0 1 1 23 18

M a y o 9 3 7 3 0 0 4 0 26 23

W /m eath 1 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 4 3

T otal 31 24 22 8 5 3 10 5 108 88

Table 5.5: Eviction rate per 10,000 of the 1851 population, 1849-54

County Rate
M ayo
Kilkenny
W /meath
Carl/W ick
Cavan
D onegal
Arm/Down

1017
488.5
399.2
312.4
258.1
158.1 

.........  118
National
aggregate

379.1

Source: Return...of cases o f evictions... from 1849-1880 inclusive, p. 3, H.C. 1881 (185), Ixxvii, 727.

Estate papers for local Armagh or Down landlords have not been located. 

Nevertheless, an independent and internal examination of the references is 

informative. Five of the references in the Armagh/Down report identify the evicting 

landlord. James Caufield and Dan McGivem, both of Newtown, Rostrevor, identify 

Pollard as the man ‘who put them out.’*̂  ̂ Sarah (Wiley) Grant of Faughil provides 

the nickname of the evicting landlord in her area: ‘Jones the landlord.. .Bumper Jones

Donnelly suggests that ‘at a fairly early stage o f the Great Famine the government’s abject failure to 
stop or even to slow down the clearances contributed in a major way to enshrining the idea o f  English 
state-sponsered genocide in the Irish popular mind.’ ‘Mass Eviction and the Great Famine,’ pp. 170-1. 

James Caufield and Dan McGivem, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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they called him .’'^^ G riffith’s Valuation lists Thomas M.H. Jones as a landowner in 

Faughil and he was a magistrate in Armagh.

In the same report, the evicted tenants are described in vague terms: ‘they 

evicted scores o f people’ or ‘all these people were e v i c t e d . S e n s i t i v i t y  surrounds 

the identities o f the evicted. However, the three informants, who provide information 

on the eviction o f family members, evince a sense o f pride, rather than shame. Jimmy 

Donnan states that his grandfather ‘was almost evicted, you might say, here in Kilkeel, 

when they w ouldn’t let him build his house when the old one fell and he had to turn 

the boat upside down and live under it for five or six months.’ The informant 

highlights the strength o f character and resourcefulness o f his grandfather. Jimmy 

Quinn, also o f Kilkeel, describes how

his mother an’ father lived in Dunnaval...an’ my father built the house out there....An’ I heard 

her tell herself often ...! can’t say I mind it...But I heard her say that the Bailiff come an’ give them five 

pounds an’ ordered them out o f  the house, that me father built himself mind you .. ..They had to leave 

their own home they built themselves.''*'

The sense o f injustice is heightened by the fact that the inform ant’s father built 

the house from which they were evicted. James Hack Tuke noted this grievance: 

‘several o f the families w ho’d been evicted were still lingering around their hearths, 

unwilling to leave the homes o f themselves and their forefathers. They were objects 

o f  the greatest misery and almost naked.

A bailiff paid Jimmy Q uinn’s father to leave his house. Another informant 

describes how people ‘got threepence a day to pull down their own houses out at 

Cross an’ build them into the d i t c h e s . I n  the Donegal report, Michael Gildea tells 

a story of:

a man named D iver.. .among those who were turned out o f their homes. The landlord himself 

was present.. .and he offered the sum o f £1 to anybody who would set fire to the house.

D iver.. .stepped forward and said he would earn the money. He thereupon stepped into the kitchen 

where some turf were still smouldering on the hearth, brought them out on a shovel and placed them up

Sarah Grant, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Sarah Grant, and James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
J. Quinn, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Fry, E., James Hack Tuke: A memoir (London, 1899), p. 67.
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among the thatch o f  the roof. In a few moments it was ablaze.. .and in a short time the home was gone. 

His neighbours were so amazed that they could say nothing and they made no effort to prevent him 

when he climbed on to the roof, scooped out a hole, and in a short time had reduced what was once the 

home o f  himself, his father and grandfather to nothing but a few fire-scarred walls. When the landlord 

tendered Diver the money which he had thus so strangely earned, he cooly put it in his pocket, turned 

on his heel, nodded to his neighbours and disappeared from the scene.

In April 1848, Captain Arthur Kennedy wrote to the poor law commissioners 

that ‘the wretched and half-witted occupiers are often too deluded by the specious 

promises o f under-agents and bailiffs and induced to throw down their own cabins for 

a few shillings and an assurance o f outdoor relief.’ The estate accounts o f 

Fitzwilliam provides examples o f payment for throwing down cabins. Widow Byrne 

was paid £1.1.0 for ‘throwing down her cabin’ and William Bishop was paid 17s.6d. 

for ‘throwing down his cabin and leaving the estate.

James Caufield details the fates o f those who neither left their holdings 

willingly nor were offered the chance o f throwing down their own cabins. He 

describes the eviction of seventeen families in one day by a landlord called Pollard; 

‘there was one old woman and he had her led outside while he pulled down her house. 

They used crowbars and horses. Where the people went I don’t know .’'"̂  ̂ The 

informant focuses on the landlord’s mistreatment o f an elderly woman. Encumbered 

Estates’ Court records reveal that in 1849, David Robert Ross gave George Pollard a 

lease o f forty years for 82 acres o f land. This land had formerly been in the possession 

o f six other m en.’"*̂ It is possible that Pollard had some hand in the eviction o f  these
149men.

Another informant states that ‘Clemont evicted the thirty-two families on Holy 

Eve night an’ pulled down their houses.’ In order to prevent evicted tenants 

regaining access, houses were often unroofed, levelled or burnt and landlords often

Mary Daly, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Michael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Kennedy to commissioners, 13/4/1848. Cited in Donnelly, J.S., ‘Landlords and Tenants,’ p. 340. 
Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 4973. Accounts, 5/12/1850, 13/12/1850.
James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
James Dunne, Owen McCumisky, Patrick and Peter Sheals, Owen Farmer and John Dunne. 
O ’Brien Rentals, vol. 4, no. 1.
James McCann, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. Griffith’s Valuation lists Lord Clermont as a 

landowner in the village o f  Jonesborough.
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hired a so-called ‘crowbar brigade’ to carry out this work.’ '̂ In June 1850, Marcus 

Keane told Scrope’s committee that if  cabins w eren’t levelled ‘you would have the
1 52family return again in six hours after they were put out.’

Two infonnants provide details on the subsequennt whereabouts o f evicted 

tenants. Sarah (Wiley) Grant states that her grandfather was forced to move to a 

holding o f land on a mountain, because he could not afford the rent.'^^ Peter Sloan 

declared that the people who were evicted from M oume Park, ‘had to get land up on 

the m o u n t a i n . A l t h o u g h  some victims o f eviction were offered alternative 

holdings, the infomiants highlight the inferior quality o f land on the new holdings.

In the Carlow/Wicklow report, two informants identify the victims as strangers 

to their immediate area.'^^ P. O ’Toole states that ‘the village o f Knockananna was 

itself densely populated with people who had been evicted from other districts 

especially the Coolattin estate at Shillelagh, 10 miles distant owned by Lord 

Fitzwilliam.’'''̂ ’ Fitzwilliam’s estate papers reveal that tenants in the Coolattin part o f 

the estate were served with notices to quit and ejected. The proportion o f Coolattin 

tenants in aiTears rose progressively from 38% in 1846, 45% in 1847, 74% in 1848, 

82%) in 1849 and reached 85% in 1 8 5 0 . Of  these tenants, a minority was served 

with notice to quit and an even smaller proportion was listed as cases for ejectment. 

For example, in 1849, o f the 49 tenants in arrears, seven were served with notice to 

quit in September 1849.’''’̂  Their arrears ranged from half a year’s to four year’s 

rental. Only two tenants are listed in the cases for ejectment in 1849. James Byrne 

owed two and a half years rent and Edward Jones owed two years rent.'^^

Only two informants identify people who were evicted during the Famine.

One o f them, Mr Keefe uses the landscape as a mnemonic device in his account o f ‘a 

family named Connors lived in Ballinasilogue and were evicted. The walls are still 

called Connor’s w a l l s . E n c u m b e r e d  estate records reveal that in 1852, there were

Donnelly, J.S., The Land and the People o f  Nineteenth Century Cork (London, 1975), p. 117.
Kilrush Union, pp. 90-1.
Sarah Grant, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Peter Sloan, Armagh/'Down report, IFC 1072.
James Kavanagh refers to evicted Kildare people who came to Fartreagh.

156 p O’Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
These figures represented a total o f 21,25, 40, 49 and 53 tenants respectively.
They were J. Astleford, Michael Byrne, Thomas Byrne, Thomas Connors, James Dempsey, Rachel 

Foster and Robert Leviston. Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms 4972.
See p. 310 for discussion o f Fitzwilliam’s Coolattin tenants.
P. Keefe, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. Mr Foley also identifies an evicted man.
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no Connors listed in the townland o f Ballinasillogue. Griffith’s Valuation lists 

Michael Connor as the lessee o f 36 acres o f land in Ballinasilogue.

Four o f the references in this report describe the terrible fate o f some o f those 

who were evicted. James Kavanagh describes how ‘the roads were crowded with 

begging people who had been evicted.’ Isaac Butt stated that ‘to evict a tenant in 

Ireland is, in nine cases out o f ten, to reduce him to beggary -  it is to deprive him o f 

the means o f living -  to send him to the workhouse -  or to drive him from his native 

land.’'̂ ’' Two informants refer to the deaths o f evicted people. Joe Clare’s account o f 

the family o f a local tramp in Tinahely is particularly heart-rending:

The tramp’s people had a farm and the landlord came and evicted them on a snowy night. His 

mother had the fever and when she was being carried out through the cabin door she died....The  

landlord evicted nearly all the people o f  the country that night. They all gathered in a raheen to keep 

warm in the snow but several o f them were dead in the morning. A few weeks before their own 

eviction, their neighbours were evicted and some were so weak that they weren’t able to walk. Two old 

men and a woman stayed outside on the road. There was a heavy frost that night and when they tried to 

get up the next morning they were stuck to the ditch with the frost. The died from pneumonia.

Fitzwilliam owned a lot o f land around Tinahely and may have been 

responsible for these evictions. For example, in Tinahely, in September 1847 and 

April 1848, fourteen and seven tenants, respectively, were served with notices to 

quit.’ ’̂'̂  Tuke noted that the evicted ‘know truly that, when their hovels are 

demolished, the nearest ditch must be their dwelling and that thus exposed, death 

could not fail to be the lot o f their wives and little ones.’’*̂*̂ Referring to the eviction 

o f the weak and dying, the sub-sheriff in Kerry stated ‘that in some instances whole 

villages were evicted in which the aged, infirm and persons labouring under disease 

and dying were turned out and left under the inclemency o f the weather.

In the Kilkenny report, three informants identify Hugh Greene as an evicting 

landlord. Michael Hanrahan states that ‘Hugh G reen.. .took advantage o f the poverty

Butt, I., The Irish People  (Dublin, 1867), pp. 8-9.
J. Clare, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 4972, List o f tenants served with notice to quit Sept. 1845- Sept.

1848.
Tuke, J.H., A Visit to Connaught, pp. 22-6.
John Brennan to T. Redington, 2/2/1849, sub-sheriffs’ returns on evictions 1846-8, Official Papers,

1849, no. 54.
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o f the people. He evicted families wholesale. His one aim seemed to have been to 

clear the peasants out o f his property, at least out o f the fertile portions o f it.’'^^ D. 

Brady also identifies Greene as the landlord o f Fiddaun where ‘fifteen families were 

evicted and the great majority o f these emigrated to some part o f the U .S .A .. ..O f three 

families o f Mylotts, two emigrated and one remained at home, but was evicted from 

his holding to make way for the big r a n c h . J o h n  Walsh reports that the:

Synotts, Brophys and Hogans with six other families were evicted from the Holy Stone, 

Clodiagh, Inistioge immediately after the famine. Mr Tighe who was landlord o f  this part o f the parish 

gave Synott £3 as compensation for evicting him. Synott, with his wife and nine children were forced 

to emigrate to the U.S.A. William Walsh, Ballygub gave him three sacks o f  potatoes as provisions for 

the long sea-joumey.'^^

According to Tighe’s rentals, Patrick Sinnott, John Sinnott and Andrew 

Brophy held land in the townland o f Kilcross o f approximately 15, 5 and 6 acres 

respectively. A Patrick Sinnot also held another 7 acres in Brownsford or Killeen. 

William Walsh held approximately 27 acres in Kilcross. Table 5.6 provides details on 

the arrears owed by each o f the men. The informant may be incorrect about the actual 

townland in which these men held land. If these are the same men referred to in the 

report, it is clear that Tighe had grounds for their eviction. Each o f the men had large 

arrears. For example, John Sinnott owed approximately 14 times his yearly rental.

The William Walsh referred to in the rentals had no arrears and would have been in 

the financial position to aid the evicted men. In June 1846, Tighe gave a loan o f £12 

to William Walsh, possibly for building.'*^^ Griffith’s Valuation lists Tighe as the 

landlord o f all 96 acres in the townland o f Clogaralt. According to the same source, 

after the Famine, there were no Synotts, Brophys or Hogans remaining in the 

townland.

Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
D. Brady, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. Griffith’s Valuation lists Hugh Greene as the main landowner 

o f Fiddaun. It also lists a Michael Mylott as the lessee o f a house, offices and land o f  four acres. James 
Mylott senior held a house and land o f three acres and James Mylott junior held a house, office and 
land o f 44 acres. These men may have been relations o f the evicted Mylotts described in the report. O f 
the 257 acres in the townland, Hugh Greene held 154 in fee, which may be the ‘big ranch’ referred to in 
the report.

John Walsh, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tighe Estate Papers, Ms. 7336.
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Table 5.6; Rent and arrears o f five tenants on Tighe’s estate

T enant T ow n land Yearly Arrears in Arrears ii

rent M arch '46 M arch '4

£ s. d. £ . s . d. £ . s . c

Patrick S innott Killeen 5 10 0 13

Patrick S innott K ilcross 15 0 3 36 12 2

John S innott K ilcross 2 11 11 22 18 11 28 2 9

A nd rew  Brophy K ilcross 2 16 4 2 16 4 8 9 0

W illiam  W alsh K ilcross 12 18 8 N on e N on e

Source: Tighe Estate Papers, M s 873.

Although Walsh is a common name in Kilkenny, it is possible that the 

informant was related to the William Walsh in the report, and hence the reference to 

his donation o f three sacks o f potatoes to the evicted family. An examination o f 

T ighe’s wage accounts supports the assertion that Tighe evicted tenants, hi April 

1847, he paid five shillings to J. Shamian for ‘printing 200 notices to quit.’'^^ Tighe’s 

wage accounts also demonstrate that he gave assistance to families to emigrate.'^'

John Curran gives a detailed account o f the proceedings in Kylemore, the 

Rower, where ‘the homes of the fourteen families who were evicted from Kylemore, 

the Rower were levelled. These small farms were made into one large holding and the 

entire lot given to a . . .Clergyman, named Rogers. This farm was later purchased by a 

catholic, named Mackey. ’ There is evidence that even prior to the Famine, Clifden 

was engaged in a policy o f clearance and consolidation. The Rector o f Callan, Rev. 

C.B. Stevenson reported that consolidation had occurred on Clifden’s estate at Callan 

which was ‘very densely populated and large sums were offered them; and 

notwithstanding large sums were offered them they would not go, and 30 or 40 are
9173  * 9under ejectment. But not wishing to do a harsh thing they remain there.’ Clifden’s 

rental books indicate that, immediately prior to the Famine, a number o f tenants were 

served with notice to quit, hi 1844, Clifden paid for 29 notices to quit to be served on

Tighe Estate Papers, Mss. 7336-8. T ighe W age A ccounts, 20/4/1847.
See pp. 307-10  for discussion o f  assisted emigration.
J. Curran, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. In Griffith’s Valuation, Lord Clifden is listed as the 

landowner o f  most o f  the 311 acres in Kylemore. John M ackey and Martin M ackey are listed as the 
lessees o f  a house, o ffices and land o f  42 acres in Kylemore.

Rev. C.B. Stenenson, Kilkenny. D evon Comm ission, M inutes o f  E vidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 
[657], xxi, w itness 883.
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cottagers and tenants at Dungarvan, Raheenroach and Old Grange. The oral 

tradition suggests that the Famine provided Clifden with the opportunity to complete 

the consolidation.

Informants in the Kilkenny report appear to have taken particular heed o f part 

o f question three o f the Famine questionnaire, which asks; ‘Can you give any accounts 

o f the dissolution o f individual local families during the Famine (or soon afterwards) 

by death or migration (to other districts) or emigration (to other countries)?’ For 

example, ‘When all the families were evicted from Fiddaun....three families o f 

Hynes, two families o f Bradys, Kehoes, Barrons, Brennans and Currans -  were all 

evicted and the land amounting to approximately six hundred acres made into one big 

farm. With the stones from the demolished homesteads and fences a spacious 

farmyard was built.’'^^ Some o f these surnames appear in Tighe’s rentals.

G riffith’s Valuation reveals that after the Famine, people with these surnames held
177land in Fiddaun.

O f the 23 references to eviction in the Mayo report, three accounts identify 

landlords who were not believed to have carried out evictions. Martin Keane asserted 

that ‘McLaughlin o f N ewfield.. .was landlord. He did not evict anyone.’ The impact 

o f unpaid rents during the Famine resulted in ruin for the McLoughlin family and the 

estate was sold in 1850 in the Encumbered Estates’ Court to a William 

McComiack.'^^ The McLoughlin estates were sold three times and the sale 

invalidated each time because the purchasers objected to the rental and the high poor 

r a t e s . P a t r i c k  MacManamon’s statement that the O ’Donels ‘were not bad 

landlords, did not evict or rack-rent their t e n a n t s , i s  contradicted by many other 

informants.

Clifden Estate Papers, BR.KK.37/2. Rentals, 1843-4.
Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
John and Patrick Barron each paid £1 per annum. Richard Barron paid £15 for approximately 35 

acres o f land and another John Barron paid £4 for 3 acres o f land. In March 1846, Patrick and Richard 
Barron owed £1 and £15 respectively. In March 1848, James Brennan owed a year’s rent o f £1. Tighe 
Estate Papers, Ms. 873. Rentals.

Michael Brennan had a house and approximately 12 acres o f land in Fiddaun Lower and Upper. 
Catherine Curran had a house and just one acre in Fiddaun Lower. Griffith’s Valuation does not list 
any Bradys, Kehoes or Barrons in Fiddaun.

McDonald, T., Achill (Tullamore, 1997), pp. 171, 215-6.
Lane, P.O., ‘The Impact o f the Encumbered Estates’ Court upon the Landlords o f  Galway and 

M ayo’ in Journal o f  the Galway Archaeological and Historical Society, vol. 38 (1981-2), p. 56.
P. MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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There are seven and three references to O’Donel and the Marquis of Sligo
1 R 1respectively. Three informants refer to O’Donel’s propensity to evict tenants and

182install his favourites as tenants. William McNea describes the clearance of 

Fauleens and east Kiltamaght: ‘part of the land.. .was given to favourites of Sir 

Richard’s, the rest w as.. .in possession of two imported farmers.’ Griffith’s Valuation 

confirms that the townlands of Fauleens and Kiltamaght were still in the possession of 

O’Donel in post-Famine years. The largest lessees in Fauleens were Dominick 

Nelson and Honor Berry, who may have been the ‘imported farmers’ referred to in the 

report. Names listed in Kiltamaght include James Caine, Anne Nixon and James 

Davis, also possibly those of English tenants.

Other infomiants describe the ruthlessness of O’Donel’s evictions. John 

Kilroy states that:

the Carrickaneady people got the rent notice on one side o f the paper and notice to quit on the 

other. Tom Kilroy’s father’s holding was near where the Mears house is now. There was typhoid in 

Carrickaneady at the time, still, when the day came, all, sick and sound, were thrown out and their 

houses knocked. One man was thrown on the dung-heap and died there.

Griffith’s Valuation confirms that O’Donel was lessor of all 247 acres in 

Carrickaneady and no Kilroys are listed as lessees. Records of the Encumbered 

Estates’ Court, show that in July 1854, there were no Kilroys listed as tenants in 

Carrickaneady. Willliam McNea provides a similar account of the treatment of an 

evicted tenant: ‘a man named McLoughlin was one of those evicted. He was sick at
184the time and was thrown outside on a dunghill, where he was left till he died.’ A 

report in the Freeman’s Journal echoed both accounts: ‘miserable emaciated
• 9185inhabitants cast out and perishing on the dung-heap beside the unroofed cabins.’

Pat Moran describe how ‘two MacManamon families, evicted from Rossow in 

Kilmeena in bad times, came to Tir an Air. The descendant of one is still in Tir an 

Air. Those of the other are now back on their gt grandfather’s holding in Rossow.’

George Jolin, the Marquess o f  Sligo inherited the title at the age o f 25 in the year the Famine 
broke out.

W. McNea, J. Kilroy and D. Galvin, Mayo report, IFC 1074.
Ibid.
William McNea, Mayo report.
Cited in Woodham-Smith, C., The Great Hunger, p. 384.
P. Moran, Mayo report, IFC 1072.

293



Griffith’s Valuation identifies O ’Donel as the landowner o f the 181 acres in Rossow 

The Encumbered Estates’ Court records show that in July 1854, a widow 

McManamon held approximately 12 acres o f land in Rossow. James McManamon, a 

possible descendant o f the evicted MacManamon is listed in Griffith’s Valuation as 

the lessee o f a herd house and around 12 acres o f land from O ’Donel. A.J. Bartridge 

is listed as the lessee o f 158 acres from O ’Donel, which may indicate that the land o f 

evicted tenants was consolidated into one large holding.

James Hack Tuke’s description o f his visit to O ’D onel’s estate may illuminate 

the incongruity between M acM anamon’s statement that O ’Donel did not evict any 

tenants and the latter descriptions o f O ’Donel as an evicting landlord. In the autumn 

o f 1847, Tuke observed that a thousand people were employed by O ’Donel and stated 

that ‘I have seldom seen more cheerful or industrious labourers.’ He also described 

the cruel eviction o f at least 150 people from the village o f Kiel, which was owned by 

O ’Donel. Tuke explains that O ’Donel ‘was entirely ignorant o f the evictions w hich’d 

taken place in Achill, about 25 miles distant from his residence at Newport’ and that 

‘being only the nominal owner, he was not personally responsible.’ Tuke concluded 

that ‘this explanation will reconcile the reader to the seeming incongruity o f Sir 

Richard O ’Donel’s exertions for his tenantry around Newport, with the very opposite
187transactions at Kiel.’

Confusion exists over evictions which occurred in Tawnagrania. Sister M. 

Martina mistakenly suggested that O ’Donel removed the Kilroys from Tawnagrania. 

Other informants state that Tawnagrania was ‘part o f the Sligo Estate.’ Patrick 

MacManamon states that ‘the Kilroys were evicted from Tawnagrania about 1852 by 

Marquis o f Sligo that Denis Browne’s sheep ranch might be all the more 

e x t e n s i v e . D o m i n i c k  McFadden agreed that ‘the real reason for the clearance o f
189Trienbeg was to make way for Denis Browne’s sheep ranch’ and three other

informants state that ‘Trienbeg was cleared after the F a m i n e . G r i f f i t h ’s Valuation 

shows that the Marquis o f Sligo held both 725 acres in Treanbeg and 596 acres in 

Tawnagrania. It also lists a number o f Kilroys in Tawnagrania and shows that Peter 

Denis Browne held Treanbeg from the Marquis o f Sligo. Lord John T. Browne, a

Tuke, J.H., A Visit to Connaught, pp. 9-12.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
D. McFadden, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
P. Gorman, P. Coyne and the collector o f the Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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brother o f the Marquess o f Shgo, looked after Shgo’s interests in Westport. After 

Browne’s retirement from parhamentary poHtics in 1868, Shgo created a large grazing 

estate for his brother. In order to do this, Shgo evicted seventeen families from land 

in Mass, Aughogower.'^'

During the Famine, Shgo evicted 229 families, or 1,115 individuals from his 

estate in Mayo.'"^^ He told Lord Monteagle that heavy debts, resulting from the 

Famine, placed him ‘under the necessity o f ejecting or being ejected.’ He began 

evicting tenants in autumn 1848, explaining that ‘ejectments may not be the voluntary 

act o f  a landowner but sure consequence o f laws and f a m i n e . P e t e r  Tuohy o f 

Ballintober told the Devon Commissioners that he improved a piece o f waste grounds 

after being promised a lease by the Marquis o f Sligo. However, after improving the 

land, he was served with a notice to quit.'^^

In the Mayo report, the identification o f evicted tenants and the areas to which 

they relocated is detailed and specific. In many cases, informants give intimate details 

o f the eviction o f members o f their immediate family. Maria Duffy states that ‘her 

grandfather, Paddy O ’Donnell was evicted from Lecarrow, and she heard her uncle, 

Pat O ’Donnell often say that he saw 50 houses thrown down by the bailiffs in 

Lecarrow in one single day.’ Griffith’s Valuation identifies O ’Donel as the owner o f 

Lecarrow. It also lists a Patrick O ’Donnell as the joint holder o f a house, offices and 

land o f 31 acres from O ’Donel. O ’Donel’s rentals identify a Pat O ’Donnell as a 

tenant in Lecarrow. In 1855 he paid a half yearly rent o f £9 and had no arrears. If this 

Pat O ’Donnell was Duffy’s uncle, this suggests that he was not evicted during the 

F a m i n e . H e  could been evicted some time after the Famine and this eviction may 

have been retained in oral tradition as a Famine eviction. Indeed, it is entirely 

possible that later evictions that occurred during the land war (and thus fresh in the 

minds o f informants) may have been grafted on to local Famine memory.

Brigid Moran describes the impact o f eviction on her immediate and extended

family:

Moran, G.P., ‘Absentee Landlordism in Mayo in the 1870s’ in Cathair na Mart, vol. 2 (1982), pp. 
33-4.

O ’Neill, T.P., ‘Famine Evictions’, p. 53.
Marquis o f  Sligo to Lord Monteagle. Cited in Donnelly, J.S. ‘Landlords and Tenants,’ p. 336.
Sligo to Clarendon, 19/11/1848. Cited in Gray, P., Famine, Land and Politics, p. 180.
Mr Peter Tuohy, Mayo. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part ii. H. C. 1845 [616], xx, 

witness 475.
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Her father came from somewhere in Kilmeena... whence he was evicted at the time of the 

Famine. Her mother’s people, MacNultys, were evicted from Coogaula to the east o f Westport and 

settled down in Knockmanus. Her father, William McManus, got a bam to live in on the holding of a 

friend. The bailiffs were sent to evict them -  and some of these bailiffs were men evicted or changed 

from Kilmeena or elsewhere themselves -  and knocked down the bam although Mrs McManus was 

lying in after confinement'^^...Her husband’s father, Martin Moran, o f Roskeen South, was evicted 

from Knockboley in Kilmeena about the bad times.

Griffith’s Valuation supports a number o f  the details in this account. Anthony 

M cNulty is listed as the holder o f  a house, office and land o f  just over one acre in 

Knockmanus. Martin Moran, a shoemaker, was listed as the joint holder o f  a house, 

office and land o f  6 acres, a holding o f  another 6 acres and another holding o f  10 

acres, all in Roskeen South. The records for the Encumbered Estates’ Court reveal 

that in the early 1850s, an Austin Moran held 10 acres o f  land at a yearly rent o f  £7 in 

the townland o f  Knocknaboley, He may have been a relation o f  Brigid Moran’s 

father-in-law.

The temporal pattern o f  eviction in Mayo was in stark contrast to that o f  the 

rest o f  Ireland. Throughout Ireland, the total number o f  evictions dropped sharply 

after 1850. However, in Mayo there were more evictions in 1851-3 than 1849 and it 

was not until 1854 that the rate o f  eviction dropped below the 1849 level. One o f  the 

reasons for this contrast was the fact that Mayo had a higher than average share o f  

insolvent proprietors who ended up in the Encumbered Estates’ Courts and the new 

owners carried out clearances on their newly acquired estates.'^^ As late as 1856, the 

M ayo Constitution reported that:

an amendment of the Incumbered Estates Act is greatly needed in order to afford some 

protection to honest and industrious tenants, who may be subject to summary eviction by the new 

proprietors under the court....wholesale evictions and forced emigration are now felt to be matters of 

the deepest national moment.

O ’Donnell is a common name. It is just as likely that it is a different individual.
It was a misdemeanor to unroof a house while it was still occupied. 11 & 12 Viet., c. 47 (14 Aug. 

1848.)
B. Moran, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘Landlords and Tenants’, p. 341.
The Mayo Constitution, 15/1/1856.
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A number o f Mayo informants identify those who moved into the consolidated 

land o f evicted tenants. Apart from Denis Browne in Trienbeg, there are references to 

two other men, whose desire for large consolidated holdings, was the stimulus for the
701evictions o f small tenants. John Chambers described events m Derryloughaun 

More: ‘The whole place was cleared and given over to farm to a man named 

Johnston.’ Encumbered Estate Records show that from January 1852, John 

Johnston had a lease from O ’Donel and held 222 acres o f land for a yearly rent o f £68. 

A lot o f the cleared lands in Mayo were leased to new settlers, a substantial number o f  

whom were Scottish or English. In 1858, the land agent, Thomas Miller, estimated 

that as many as 800 English or Scottish farmers had secured leases o f large holdings 

in Mayo and Galway and he pinpointed Newport and Westport as one o f the areas 

where there was particular concentration.^^^ These new landowners expected their 

properties to be cleared o f tenants. John Harvey Ashworth, an English clergyman and 

purchaser o f part o f O ’Donel’s estate at Newport, commented that ‘in Ireland at 

present, the real value o f property consists in the paucity o f its t e n a n t s . T h e  

Encumbered Estates’ Court records described a portion M cLoughlin’s estate as; ‘at 

present untenanted, which offers a strong inducement to a party who would like to 

farm same, or set it to a few substantial tenants. The tenants quitted these lands on
205being served with notice by the Receiver to pay their rent and arrears.’ If the new 

proprietors found that there were still tenants on their land, they secured special court 

injunctions for their removal or else offered small sums o f money as an inducement to 

leave. Donnelly suggests that there was an enduring hatred against the new settlers, 

which erupted into violence in the Land War o f the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Although various details are retained in oral tradition, there is not much 

bitterness shown towards the new settlers.

With a contribution o f over a quarter o f all eviction references, it appears that 

Mayo informants attributed more significance to Famine evictions than informants in 

other parts o f the country. A comparison o f eviction levels in Mayo and other parts o f 

the country indicates why this was so. Between 1849-54, nearly 28,000 Mayo tenants

This subject is also discussed by William McNea.
J.F. Chambers, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Miller, Thomas, The Agricultural and Social stale o f  Ireland in 1858 (Dublin, 1858), pp. 7, 12.
Ashworth, J.H, The Saxon in Ireland (London, 1852).
O ’ Brien Rentals, vol. 25.
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were permanently dispossessed. With only 4.2% of the inhabitants o f the country, 

during the same years, Mayo experienced 11.3% of all permanent evictions in Ireland. 

Table 5.4 demonstrates that between 1849-54, the rate o f eviction was 1017 people 

per ten thousand o f the 1851 population, which was 2.7 times the national average 

rate. The detailed accounts in this report convey the depth o f feeling on the topic. 

The impact o f evictions on the area was enormous and undoubtedly left its mark on 

the oral traditions o f  the area.

The small number o f references to eviction in the Westmeath report describe 

widespread and cruel clearances. The collector states that ‘evictions were numerous 

after the Famine and most o f the landlords showed no mercy and unless the poor 

farmers could scrape up the rent they were turned out o f their homes and sometimes
208their homes were burnt over their heads and they often died on the side o f the road.’

John McDaniel identifies one o f the evicted families and the man responsible for their

unfortunate fate: ‘Blacks and many other people were put out o f their homes and sent

o ff across the sea. It was the landlord’s agent old Samuel Reynold’s o f Archerstown,

who got them put out.’ ®̂*̂ Samuel Reynell is listed in Griffith’s Valuation as the

holder o f 255 acres from Robert Smyth. The local newspaper provides supporting

evidence that ‘evictions were numerous’ and reports their disastrous consequences on

tenants: ‘the work o f depopulation continues in this neighbourhood without

pause .. ..the numbers o f ragged, wretched and hungry creatures, who thronged to the

workhouse for admission, expressly testified the depth and extent at which the terrible
210system o f uncontrolled eviction has arrived.’

Landscape and Timing

In the Donegal report, three o f the references allude to the connection between 

Famine evictions and the present landscape. An informant states that ‘there were 

more evictions in the Cashelard area that anywhere else within a twenty-mile circuit. 

Even to the present day, we see the remains o f dozens o f cabins, with grass-grown

Donnelly, J.S., The Great Irish Potato Famine, p. 159.
Return... o f  cases o f  evictions from ... 1849-1880, inclusive. H.C. 1881 (185), Ixxvii, 732-4. 
S. Nic Siomoin, the collector o f the Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
J. McDaniel, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
The Athlone Sentinel, 13/12/1848.
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lanes leading in to them, and there were many others which were completely cleared 

away and their position known only by local tradition.’^ '' Another account describes 

how ‘in and around Ballinakillew 130 families were evicted in the one morning in

1849.. ..So completely were the evictions carried out and the houses demolished that
212there is not even a trace o f them now to be seen.’

In the same report, Michael Gildea states that ‘the year 1849 was chiefly noted
213for the large number o f evictions which took place in parts o f Drumholm parish.’ 

William Torrens states that evictions occurred ‘immediately following the worst o f 

the Famine’ as the years in which evictions soared. In the Armagh/Down report,

Sarah (Wiley) Grant states that ‘they evicted scores o f people at that time after the 

F a m i n e . A s  already noted, a number o f informants in the Mayo report were aware 

o f the unique temporal pattern o f evictions in that county. For example, John Molloy
215states that ‘it was after the famine the people were driven from Gortfahy.’ In the 

Westmeath report, it is reported that ‘evictions were numerous after the F a m i n e . A  

cursory examination o f the figures reveals that evictions increased greatly in 1847 and 

continued to increase until they reached a peak in 1850. They remained high in 1851 

and 1852 but had reached a lower level by 1854.^'^ Some informants were aware o f 

the fact that many evictions occurred when the worst o f the Famine was over. 

However, it is possible that some o f the descriptions o f Famine evictions in other 

reports may be based largely on post-Famine events, although this is difficult to judge.

William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
T. Walls, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Michael Gildea, Donegal report, IFC 1074. In the same report, Thomas J. Walls supports this 

assertion.
Sarah (Wiley) Grant, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
John Molloy, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
S. Nic Siomoin, the collector o f the Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Donnelly, J.S., ‘Landlords and Tenants’, p. 337.

299



Relief Efforts

It is a matter of the utmost importance that the Higher and Middle Orders of Society

should exhibit to the Lower Classes an evidence of the sympathy which they feel for
• 218them in this, their day of extremity.

There has been widespread criticism of the role of landlords in the provision of 

relief during the Famine. The dominant thinking in British political circles was that 

Irish landlords needed to be forced to take responsibility for relief in their local areas. 

The philosophy of non-intervention, which underpinned political economy, 

emphasised the responsibility of each local area in the alleviation of its own 

d i s t r e s s . F r o m  1846, relief policies reflected the widespread opinion that the 

burden of providing relief should be shifted from the Treasury to Irish landlords and 

this resulted in the transfer to Poor Law relief in 1847. Charles Trevelyan, Permanent 

Secretary at the Treasury, reminded the officers involved in providing relief, of the 

role o f landlords:

the landowners and other ratepayers are the parties who are both legally and morally 

answerable for affording due relief to the destitute poor, and that the same parties are from their local 

influence and their knowledge o f the situation and want o f the people in their neighbourhood, best able 

to furnish such relief without waste or misdirection o f the means employed.

The press heavily influenced British public opinion. Reports in The Times 

castigated the relief efforts of Irish landlords. Satiric articles in Punch depicted Irish 

landlords as ‘ready to rob John Bull to line their own pockets and subsidise a lifestyle 

of cowardly absenteeism.’̂ ’̂ A report in the Downpatrick Recorder denounced the 

fact that Irish landlords were:

.. .subject to so frequent attacks by ill-informed, calumniating writers o f  the English and 

Scotch press. From The Times and Morning Chronicle down to the veriest rag that is printed in some

RLFC 3/1/6489. Printed appeal issued by the Irish R elief Association for the Destitute Peasantry, 
20/10/1846.

Kinealy, C., This Great Calamity, p. 72.
RLFC 3/1/557, 26/1/1846 Extract from the Treasury instructions regarding the administration o f  

relief by local committees and boards o f  guardians.
Gray, P., ‘Punch and the Great Famine’, in H istoiy Ireland, vol. 1 (1993), p. 27.
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obscure locality, Irish landlords are made the butt o f  the most ill-natured observations.... W ill English  

journalists have the fairness to cease pouring out the vials o f  wrath upon the unfortunate heads o f  Irish 

resident landlords and turn their attention to the absentees w^ho are deserving o f  reprehension.

In April 1848, in the House o f Commons, Sir H.W. Barron, MP, argued that 

there were many Irish landlords who ‘were in fact themselves reduced to a state o f 

extreme destitution’ and he referred to ‘the enormous sacrifices the Irish landlords 

were making and all the thanks they got was to be vilified in that house.’ The broad 

consensus on landlord’s relief efforts has been largely negative and generalisations 

have diverted attention away from those landlords who responded positively to their 

tenants’ needs.

Little is known o f the perception o f the recipients o f landlords’ relief efforts.
224Six o f the oral tradition reports provide 36 relevant references (see table 5.7). The 

high level o f references in the Armagh/Down report suggests that the landlords in 

these areas were more involved in relief than in the rest o f the country. Indeed, 

several commentators have suggested that Ulster landlords had a more benevolent 

attitude towards their tenants than landlords in other parts o f Ireland.

Table 5.7: Oral tradition references to relief by landlords

Report W orks Distribution o f  
fo o d /c lo th e s /  

g ifts.

W ork o f  
R elief 

C om m ittees

A ss is te d
Emigration

N on e M iscell T otal

A rm /D own 8 6 0 0 0 0 14

Cavan 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

D on egal 2 0 0 1 0 3 6
Kilkenny ' v 0 0 2 0 1 6

M ayo 2 2 0 0 0 .... ^^5
W /m eath 0 1 0 2 0 1 4
T otal 15 9 1 5 1 5 36

Eight o f the references to landlord’s relief efforts in the Armagh/Down report 

concern the provision o f work. The tone on the informants is largely negative and 

only one informant commends the efforts o f a landlord. Mrs K Hearty described how

D ownpatrick Recorder, 9 /1 /1847 .
The Nation, 24 /4/1848.
This section does not mclude references to relief associated with proselytism, which are dealt with in 

the next chapter.
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‘they got fourpence a day off our local landlords and on wet days had to go home and 

got nothmg for it.’ Another informant states that ‘oul’ Hugh Campbell would tell it 

o f he’s father.. .that he was in the line that be come down to Chambree’s to get their 

wages, an’ the smell o f the steak made them weak. Hugh sayed him self he dropped, 

an’ the others behind him was droppin’ an’ not fit to take their pay.’^̂ *̂ Susan Murphy 

also focuses on the state o f the men on the works: ‘Squire Jackson, he wasn’t a bad 

man. He give them fourpence a day, poor creatures walking about looking for 

something to do, to clean the roots o f the trees so’s they’d grow better. A n’ they’d 

open drains in the f i e l d s . T h e  local newspaper supported M urphy’s opinion o f 

Jackson: ‘Mr Jackson, on coming to his estate, as a resident landlord, devoted his time 

to remedy the deplorable condition o f the tenantry.’ James Caufield refers to the 

source o f funding for these schemes: ‘The Government gave the landlords a grant at 

the time to do it. A man, I heard them say, had to build twenty-one feet o f that wall or 

ditch (dry masonry) for sixpence and eightpence a day. It cost eightpence a perch at 

that time. It was Ross o f Roxborough that built it. And he walled in fifty-four acres 

up there then for hares a l o n e . T h e  Public Works Act, passed in March 1846, 

allowed for works to be equally financed from both local and central taxation. H alf 

the cost o f the work was to be paid by the local barony and the other half was to be 

provided as a grant by the Treasury. However, the passage o f new public works 

legislation in August 1846, popularly known as the ‘Labour Rate A ct’ changed this 

form o f funding. The full cost o f the works was now the responsibility o f local 

taxation, in the form o f county cess although, in the first instance, the Treasury 

provided funding in the form o f a loan. Interest was charged at five per cent per 

annum. A number o f landlords believed it their duty to provide work for their tenants. 

However, such landlords represented a small proportion o f the total and the number o f 

people who worked for landlords was insignificant compared to the number o f people 

who worked on government roadworks.

References to the distribution o f Indian meal, seed, turnips and other gifts are 

equivocal. Susan Murphy states that she never heard o f the distribution o f meal in

K Hearty, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
S. Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Northern Whig, 7/10/1845.
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7 1 A
Forkill by landlords. Two o f the three references to Brooks o f Forkill are provided 

by his granddaughter, Miss Anderson: ‘It is a fact that my grandfather who was 

Brooks o f course, was the first to bring Indian meal into this part o f the country. He 

brought in a full boatload and had it carted up, to keep the people from starving.’ She 

also states that he took in seed to Newry by boat and ‘gave them to the people.’^ '̂ 

Sarah O ’Hare alleges that Brooks profited from the distribution o f meal: ‘Brooks o f

Forkill give out meal that time to the people at a big rate an’ made a fortune.. ..Brooks
2^2was all here that had m eal.’

Relief papers show that the Forkill Relief Committee was anxious to acquire 

meal for the distressed o f the district. In May 1846 they wrote that ‘£300 had been 

appropriated by Henry Alexander Esq., for the purchase o f meal for the relief and 

accommodation o f the distressed tenantry on the estate at Forkill and that it is to be 

issued at cost price and repayment to be make for same in the coming autumn and 

w inter.’^̂  ̂ Informants describing Armagh/Down fail to retain details o f landlords’ 

work on relief committees.

Mary Nugent and Kate McDonald describe the kind actions o f Lady Fortescue 

and Lady Clermont respectively. Nugent explains how ‘Lady Fortescue used to give 

out the gifts in Jonesboro (Dromintee) at Christm as.. .Ock, maybe a blanket or a 

cloak’^̂ "̂  The local newspaper reported that: ‘Mr Fortescue o f Ravensdale Park, 

Belfast, reduced rents and bought large quantities o f meal which he sold at a low price 

to the poor. At Christmas he and his wife distributed beef, meal, clothes and money 

to labourers at Ravensdale Park and to o t h e r s . T h o m a s  Seaver, a landed proprietor 

in the parish o f Killeavy told the Devon Commissioners that Fortescue was the only 

landlord in the area to help his tenants: ‘if  there are any improvements, it is altogether 

by the tenants, except Mr Fortescue; he assists them and builds good houses.

There are no references to the relief efforts o f local landlords in the 

Carlow/W icklow report. However, other sources testify to the involvement o f a major

James Caufield, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. In November 1850, David Robert Ross’s estate 
was sold in the Encumbered Estates’ Court. O ’Brien Rentals, vol. 4, no. 1.

S. Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Miss Anderson, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
S. O ’Hare, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
RLFC 3/1/2717, 30/5/46.
M. Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Belfast Newsletter. 5/1/1847.
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local landowner in relief projects. Fitzwilliam’s estate papers provide ample evidence 

o f his assistance to tenants. He bought in meal, seed potatoes and oatmeal, provided 

work on the estate and helped them to emigrate on a vast scale. The correspondence 

o f Robert Chaloner, Fitzwilliam’s agent, includes a letter which states: ‘seeing no 

prospect o f a relief committee being established to the benefit o f those residing on 

Lord Fitzwilliam’s property in the parish o f Kiltegan, I have sent up provisions there 

at his Lordship’s expense for that purpose.

Informants in the Cavan report provide the only reference to the involvement 

o f landlords on relief committees.^^^ Two o f the five references to the provision o f 

relief in the Donegal report describe the creation o f employment by landlords during 

the Famine.^^*^ Edward McGrane describes the actions o f Sir John Hamilton:

In the winter o f 1846-7 he began relief works with money advanced through the Board o f  

Public W orks....In the year 1842 an Act was passed in the British House o f Commons with respect to 

Ireland for aiding proprietors to drain land flooded by rivers....Some o f the local landlords, Mr. 

Hamilton among them, applied for aid under this Act and he himself asked for £1,800 to be repaid by 

instalments, but when an official came to inspect the estate he recommended that the outlay should be 

increased to £46,000.^'^“

McGrane proceeds to give a detailed account o f the problems, encountered by 

Hamilton, in his transactions with the Government. When the Famine was over, 

Hamilton wrote fourteen pages o f notes, which explained why, by then, he found 

him self in financial difficulty. There are remarkable similarities between the oral 

tradition account and Hamilton’s notes.^'^' There are minor discrepancies concerning 

the exact figures. Hamilton’s account states that the Board of W ork’s official Mr E. 

Murphy suggested an outlay of £44,000, rather than £46,000. The loan was eventually 

fixed at £35,000, rather than £34,000 and the sum was reduced to £12,000, rather than 

£13,400. However, all the other details are correct, including the description o f the 

newly introduced act which meant that repayments on the sum would commence, not

Thomas Seaver, Armagh. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part i. H.C. 1845 [606], xix, 
witness 73.

Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 3987. Agent’s correspondance and Estate Memos, 1842-53, 
17/2/1847.

See pp. 191-2 o f government relief chapter.
William Torrens provides an account o f relief work provided by Arthur Hamilton Foster.
Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Hamilton Estate Papers, POS 3584. Personal Diaries and Memos.
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in 1850, but in 1848. The level o f correlation between the oral tradition account and 

Hamilton’s writings suggests that the informant had an opportunity to read Ham ilton’s 

account. In this case, feedback is possible. Hamilton often wrote to newspapers and it 

is possible that the informant read an account by Hamilton o f  this episode.

Although the Donegal report provides considerable detail on the relief work o f 

two identified landlords, it fails to retain information on the work carried out by such 

men on local relief committees. John Hamilton devoted considerable time and energy 

as chairman o f several relief committees.

The Kilkenny report provides five references to the attempts o f  three identified 

landlords to provide relief The efforts had varying degrees o f success. J. Hanrahan 

and T. Whyte describe relief works set up by Mr Green who ‘carried out many relief 

schemes. He re-claimed all the land on his estate, clearing away existing fences, 

squaring the fields, re-erecting much more modem fences.. .draining the land. A large 

number o f people were employed in this s c h e m e . T h e  informant proceeds to 

describe the problems associated with this scheme, including that o f low wages and 

corrupt overseers. The same two informants describe difficulties caused by petty 

arguments between landlords: ‘Lord Clifden, Gowran and Mr. Tighe, Inistioge, jointly 

organised a private relief scheme when they planned to open a road from Raheen to 

Ballygub... .The intention was to erect a bridge over the stream which divided the two 

estates.. ..The two landlords disputed over the erection o f this bridge and the work was 

never completed.

In the report describing Mayo, while Thomas Kelly asserts that he ‘never heard 

that McLoughlin gave any help to relieve the famine-stricken people,’ Tommy Keane 

praises McLoughlin whom ‘was very kind to his tenants, a kindness which was not 

always approved o f by Mrs M acLaughlin.’ Michael Gorman states that O ’Donel 

‘gave a good deal o f employment at fencing and draining, b u t.. .he had not much 

sympathy for the p e o p l e . A s  acting chairman o f the Newport relief committee, 

O ’Donel wrote letters to the Relief Commission, pleading for aid; ‘I shall provide in 

each locality a store free o f expense, or if  the government will sell a cargo o f meal to 

me at the present price o f Indian meal, I have no objection to purchase it for the use o f

J. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
M ichael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
M ichael Gorman, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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the p e o p l e . T h e  local newspaper reported that ‘up to the present as much as 

possible has been done by Lord Sligo, Sir Richard O ’D onnell.. However, the 

same paper reported that O ’Donel had been ‘recently denounced from the altar, 

proscribed and threatened with confiscation and death.

There are contradictory accounts o f the actions o f the Nugents in Westmeath. 

Mrs Gilmore states that ‘up at the Castle, they gave out oaten meal or stirabout.

People were going for it from morning to night and they would often faint from 

hunger.’ This is the only reference in the oral tradition reports that alludes to the 

distribution o f cooked food by a landlord, without the implication o f proselytism. 

While many landlords provided this kind o f relief, the oral traditions favour the 

retention o f the more controversial cases which allege souperism. Another account 

details the cruelty o f the Nugents:

The Nugents of Delvin Castle were asked by the people around to give a piece of land to build 

a few houses on. A crowd of people went up to the Castle to ask him. Nugent went up to one of the 

windows and threw down spears and hot water on them. The people went away screeching and 

shouting. Then he shouted after them that the land was too scarce during the Famine to give it to them 

to build houses on."'*'̂

In his evidence to the Devon Commission, Sir Percy Nugent prided him self as 

a caring landlord: ‘in the space o f 12 years, since I came into the estate, I have laid out 

about £30,000.. ..I can venture to say, that people whom I found poor and wretched, 

are now, comparatively contented and comfortable, which I attribute to constant 

r e s i d e n c e . A  witness to the Devon Commission stated that Nugent had got the 

land valued and ‘it is let at a fair rent, and he is making good improvements, by 

allowing the tenants for their labour and pennanent improvements, which formerly
251was never thought o f ’

RLFC 3/2/21/8, 15/9/1846.
Mayo Constitution,\bl2l\^Al.
Ibid., 22/12/1847.
Mrs Gilmore, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
Sir Percy Nugent, Westmeath. Devon Commission, Minutes o f Evidence, part i. H.C. 1845 [606], 

xix, witness 46.
William Fetherston, Jun. Esq., Devon Commission, Minutes o f Evidence, part ii. H.C. 1845 [616], 

XX, witness 416. See also the testimony of Mr Richard Ring, witness 421.

306



Assisted Emigration

In the Westmeath report, John McDaniel provides one o f two references to the 

forced emigration o f tenants: ‘They were all sent off across the sea in a bad sh ip .. .and 

they were all drowned.’ The local newspaper reported that ‘emigration from this
252neighbourhood to America has recently been very great.’

In the Kilkenny report, John Walsh identifies Tighe as a landlord who 

provided assisted e m ig r a t io n .T ig h e ’s estate accounts show that in 1848 and 1849, 

Tighe spent over £117 helping tenants from the Woodstock portion o f his estate to 

emigrate. He paid money to Mr Graves for their passages, advanced cash to the 

tenants towards the cost o f emigrating and paid for provisions for the journey.

In the same report, informant states that ‘thirty-eight families emigrated in a 

body from Sallybog, hiistioge. The failure o f the potato crop left them so poor that 

they never recovered and were unable to pay the rent. Lord Clifden, their landlord
255paid their passage to America. Not one family remained in the townland.’ O ’Kelly 

asserts that in Sallybog during the Famine: ‘thirty-three local families took ship at 

Waterford for America. Lord Clifden, landlord o f the district paid their passages and 

afterwards rearranged their holdings into large f i e l d s . T h e  rector o f Callan, Rev. 

Stevenson told the Devon Commissioners that Clifden offered money to his tenants in 

an effort to induce them to emigrate but states that ‘in many cases the money was
257spent before the vessel sailed.’

The fact that landlords used assisted emigration in order to clear and 

consolidate their land did not escape the attention o f tenants and oral tradition retains 

details o f the teiTible fate of some of those effectively forced to emigrate. In a 

description o f assistance provided by John Hamilton, Edward McGrane provides the 

only positive account o f assisted emigration:

Athlone Sentinel 8/11/1848.
See p. 290 for Walsh’s reference.
Tighe Estate Papers, Ms. 7336. Wage Accounts.
It is not clear who the informant is. It may be the collector o f the Kilkenny report.
O ’ Kelly, Owen. A History o f  the County o f  Kilkenny (Kilkenny, 1969), p. 79.
Rev. Stevenson, Kilkenny. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H. C. 1845 [657], 

xxi, witness 883.
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Even one member o f a numerous family often had difficulty in raising the amount o f  the 

passage money, then only £3 or £4 and he himself was occasionally asked to lend the amount, which he 

invariably did, the money to be sent back when earned. With few exceptions this money lent always 

turned up within a year from the poorer class o f tenants and cottiers -  many o f whom were not residents 

at all on his estate.

The informant states that Hamilton assisted individuals who were not this 

tenants, thus implying that Hamilton had nothing to gain from their leaving Ireland. 

Hamilton’s estate records reveal that he also assisted his own tenants to emigrate. 

There are copious references in estate accounts to money paid for passages to America 

for his tenants. For example, in April 1847 Hamilton spent approximately £149 in 

sending tenants to America. In the same month he gave over £3 to Robert Scott ‘for 

fittings for America’ and he gave over £3 to John O ’Donnell to ‘send his daughter to
259America on giving up his farm.’

Assisted emigration provided landlords with a simple and inexpensive way o f 

clearing their estates. It is difficult to estimate the total number o f people who 

received landlord assistance to emigrate. MacDonagh has suggested that between 

1846-52, the figure can scarcely have exceeded 50,000.^*^  ̂ Among those who offered 

assistance were Fitzwilliam, Hamilton and Famham. The conditions varied according 

to individual landlords, with some providing clothes for the passage or landing money 

and others providing just the passage fare. Fitzpatrick has established that landlords 

who offered assistance were ‘clustered in the south-east, with secondary 

concentrations in vicinity o f the Shannon and o f Sligo.

The ethics o f the schemes were a topic o f debate at the time and have been 

discussed by historians. Landlords portrayed the schemes as voluntary and there is 

evidence that it was generally viewed in a positive light. During the Famine, the 

Freeman ’s Journal contained a report on a landlord-assisted emigration scheme with

Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Hamilton Estate Papers, Ms. 7937. Estate Accounts, April 1847.
MacDonagh, O., ‘Irish Emigration to the United States o f  America and the British Colonies During 

the Famine’, in Edwards, R.D. and Williams, T.D. (eds.), The Great Irish Famine: Studies in Irish 
History, 1845-1852, pp. 319-90.

Fitzpatrick, D., ‘Emigration, 1801-70,’ in Vaughan, W.E., (ed.), A New History o f  Ireland, V, 
Ireland Under the Union, 1, 1801-70, p. 593.
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the heading: ‘Good l a n d l o r d s . H o w e v e r ,  the Vindicator viewed the schemes 

differently and asked why were people ‘so anxious to send fellow-creatures out of 

sight.. ..We would do everything in aid and support of voluntary emigration.. ..for 

what compulsion is stronger than that in which the alternative is starvation? 

MacDonagh has argued that it is a pretence to argue that ‘a poor tenant, ringed about 

by bailiffs and destitution, unable to pay his rent -  struggling to keep his family alive’ 

was in a position to refuse an offer of assisted emigration. He concludes that many of 

the tenants who accepted offers of assisted emigration did so reluctantly and that 

landlords brought ‘pressure of a questionable sort to bear upon them.’̂ '̂̂

An analysis of estate accounts suggests that landlords received more requests 

for assistance than they were able to provide. The record of petitions and proposals 

from Famham’s tenants demonstrates the demand for assisted emigration. On the 29^  ̂

of March 1847, in reply to yet another request from a tenant ‘for help to emigrate’ 

Famham answered ‘I cannot give any more help to emigrate than I have already 

done.’^̂ ’̂  An examination of this source shows that many of the tenants requested 

assistance to emigrate as an alternative to eviction. For example. Widow Griffith 

asked that Famham ‘take her land and send her to America’ but was told that ‘the 

ejectment must go on.’̂ ^̂  Other entries reveal that people were granted assistance to 

emigrate on the condition that they give up their holding. In January 1848, the 

Fitzpatrick family asked for ‘money to enable them to emigrate’ and were told that 

they would be ‘favourably considered when possession is given up.’^̂ ^

MacDonagh has suggested that popular resentment towards these schemes 

developed after the Famine years. Kerby Miller has argued that the mral community

in Ireland created the exile motif in order to anaesthetise it from the pain of so much
268loss and to ensure continuing links with the homeland. A number of badly 

organised schemes that ended in disaster fuelled the notion of a landlord conspiracy of 

extennination.

■ “ Freeman's Journal, 15/7/1850.
The Vindicator, 9/12/1846. The Nation also opposed landlord assisted emigration.
MacDonagh, O., ‘Irish Emigration’, pp. 336-8.
Farnham Estate Papers, Mss. 3117-8. Petitions and Proposals from Tenants, 29/3/1847.
//jzV/., 14/6/1847.
Ibid., 24/1/1848.
Miller, K., Emigrants and Exile: Ireland and the Irish exodus to North-America (Oxford, 1985).
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It is somewhat surprising that there are no oral tradition references to the 

schemes offered by Fitzwilham, as he was one o f the largest providers o f assisted 

emigration. Fitzwilliam is described in oral tradition as having evicted tenants from 

the Coolattin part o f his estate. While this is true, he also provided emigration 

schemes to tenants in the same area. In March 1847, Fitzwilliam’s agent received a 

letter which stated that ‘there are a large number o f families desirous to em igrate’ 

from the Coolattin part o f his estate.^*^  ̂ In March 1848, Fitzwilliam’s agent wrote to 

William Graves o f New Ross stating that ‘it is Lord Fitzwilliam’s intention to 

emigrate one hundred families to St Andrews New Brunswick.. ..should be glad to 

have a proposal for you for their p a s s a g e . S u c h  apparent tenant demand for 

assisted emigration contrasts with Rev. Daniel Kavanagh’s description o f assisted 

emigration from Coolattin prior to the Famine: ‘None o f them went to America o f 

their own will -  they took it as a choice o f ev ils.. ..to accommodate the landlord, and 

that they might come at a small sum of money that they could not come at 

otherwise.

Fitzwilliam Estate Papers, Ms. 3987. Agents correspondance and estate memos, 9/3/1847.
Ibid., 6/3/1848 and 20/4/1848.
Rev. Daniel Kavanagh, Wicklow. Devon Commission, Minutes o f  Evidence, part iii. H.C. 1845 

[657], xxi, witness 956.
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Punishment tales

A group o f references describe the punishment o f landlords and their agents, 

for cruel behaviour towards their tenatns. There is also a so-called ‘miraculous tale.’ 

Three o f the references describe the punishment o f individuals, within their 

lifetimes, for their treatment o f tenants. In the Carlow/Wicklow report, Mr Foley 

states that ‘land agent Myles Connell in Rattnagrew.. .evicted dozens o f people around 

the country and was generally hated. He lived where Reillys o f Rattnagrew now lives 

and was him self evicted later.’ The Encumbered Estates’ Court records show that by 

1861, a Myles Connell did not hold land in Rattnagrew.^^^ James Kavanagh describes 

a similar case in which two brothers ‘charged very high rents and became very well 

o ff and then evicted all the people. After that all their cattle died and they never had a 

bit o f luck with a n y t h i n g . T h e  Kilkenny report identifies Mr Green as the landlord 

who refused the request o f an evicted family to remain on their holding until their crop 

was harvested. He wanted the land to be laid out in grass and on inspection o f the 

destruction o f the tenant’s crop: ‘tradition has it that the landlord made a kick at the 

harrow to clean it o f the clay and broke his leg.’^̂ '̂

A Cavan informant relates the story o f a cruel bailiff who was punished in the 

after-life:

My grandmother showed me a house.. .from which a poor widow was evicted at the time o f  the 

Famine. She wasn’t able to pay her rent and one day she was cooking the children’s dinner in a pot that 

was hanging from a pot-hook over the fire. The old bailiff came in and took the pot o ff the fire. “Oh”, 

says she, “let me boil the children’s dinner”. “N o”, says he and he flung the pot out o f  the door. And 

he put the widow and children out as well. My grandmother told me that after his death he was seen 

going about that road with the pot-hooks hanging around his neck.^^^

William Torrens o f Donegal, tells a story about Alexander Hamilton, who was 

renowned for his harsh treatment o f tenants:

O ’Brien Rentals, vol. 62, no. 3.
J. Kavanagh, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075. 
Michael Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Kate O ’Carroli, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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This man also attained notoriety by his severity as a local magistrate. There is a story still 

cunent in the district regarding a priest from Pettigo who was brought up at a court in Ballintra on some 

charge o f  which he was entirely innocent. The attitude o f Alexander Hamilton on the bench was so 

entirely hostile to the priest that it drew comment from many protestants. The priest eventually was 

acquitted, and arising out o f it, he is said to have made the remark that there would never be an heir for 

Cortown which ran in the male line.

Shortly afterwards Hamilton’s wife was brought to her confinement and gave birth to 

something with a head on it like a dog which vanished under the bed. It is known for a fact that there 

has never been an heir for Cortown in the direct family line ever since. The last possible heir who 

looked like upsetting this tradition went down in a British battleship which blew up at the Battle o f  

Jutland during the world war 1914-18.^’^

Hoppens states that ‘gentry attitudes towards the Catholic priesthood often
277exhibited a mingled fear and contempt.’ 

The Kilkenny informant, Michael Hanrahan, relates a miraculous story 

concerning an evicted family: ‘Brophy, Kilcross were evicted from their home. They 

spent the night in a broken shed without any roof. It was among the greatest nights’ 

rain that ever came. No rain came through -  the family were quite dry in the morning. 

This is considered locally as a miraculous intervention.’ Tighe’s rentals show that 

an Andrew Brophy held 6 acres o f land for a yearly rent o f nearly £3. In April 1846, 

Tighe gave a loan of £4 to Brophy to buy 4cwt o f p o t a t o e s . B y  March 1848 he 

owed arrears o f over £8. It is possible that he was evicted for non-payment o f rent. 

The identification o f specific individuals and locations lends credence to the stories 

and they often appear to be grounded in fact. At other times, informants imply that 

the stories exist on a different level to fact, e.g., ‘tradition has it.’ O Ciosain maintains 

that such stories are part o f a wider repertoire o f stories, that predate the Famine and 

that legends can attach themselves to named individuals and appear to belong to
280concrete local level.

William Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Hoppens, T.K., Elections, Politics and Society in Ireland, p. 125.
M. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Tighe Estate Papers, Ms. 7336. Wage Accounts.
6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f  Scarcity’, pp. 102-3.
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Conclusion

The people o f England 

Gave the Irish no help

And the Landlord o f the district
1He was the worst to help.

An analysis o f oral tradition reveals a more nuanced treatment o f landlords 

during the Famine, than is expressed in this song. Each report contains at least one 

reference to the kind actions o f an individual landlord. The ability o f oral traditions to 

retain details, which describe kind, as well as cruel landlords, is an unexpected and 

important element of oral tradition. An appreciation o f the variation in the actions o f 

individual landlords during the Famine is often absent from works on the subject.

The overwhelming consensus among informants, with regard to rents, is that, 

during the Famine, the payment o f rent was difficult and that arrears inevitably led to 

evictions. Estate papers demonstrate that some tenants who were unable to pay their 

rent were evicted. There is also evidence that a number o f landlords lowered their 

rent during the Famine. A minority o f landlords are identified in oral tradition, as 

helping their tenants with rent and such individuals are remembered with gratitude 

and respect. However, oral tradition also fails to retain details o f rent reductions made 

by a number o f identified landlords. Oral traditions provide original information 

concerning rents, including detailed descriptions o f the methods employed by tenants 

to obtain the rent. Informants uniformly emphasise the efforts o f honest and 

hardworking tenants to pay their rent. Although the tenants in question remain 

unidentified, shame is not connected to either the difficulty they encountered or the 

effort they expended to pay the rent. The non-identification o f tenants evicted for 

non-payment o f rent suggests that prompt payment o f rent was a matter o f pride. 

Infonnants appear willing to identify those tenants who were evicted because o f a 

neighbour’s treachery or for reasons other than arrears o f rent.

The sympathy o f the informants is uniformly with the evicted tenants. There is 

no attempt to understand the position o f the evicting landlord. He is regarded with 

either indifference or barely concealed contempt. Not one informant refers to the
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increased rates that were demanded from landlords or the huge drop in his receipt o f 

rents. Similarly, while contemporary commentators and historians have held the 

Gregory clause as partly responsible for the dramatic increase in evictions, oral 

tradition fails to retain details o f the impact o f this clause. Unawareness o f the 

broader political debate is characteristic o f oral tradition, which instead, provides an 

insight into intimate local details and reveals previously unavailable information on 

the fate o f evicted tenants, including instances where the evicted tenant met their 

death as a result o f eviction. This element o f oral tradition contrasts with the view o f

those historians who suggest that memories o f evictions were connected with a
282broader movement against both landlords and English rule.

Each o f the reports identifies at least one evicting landlord or agent and most 

infonnants agree on the identity o f the primary evicting landlords in the area. The 

reports respond differently to the identification o f evicted tenants. The Kilkenny,

Mayo and Amiagh/Down report are replete with references to the identity o f evicted 

tenants and in many cases, informants provide detailed infonnation on the evictions o f 

members o f their immediate families. The Donegal report remains silent on this topic. 

The depth o f detail on the location and timing o f the evictions in the Donegal report 

suggests the deliberate non-identification o f the evicted. Although the Cavan report 

identifies an evicted family, its tone is suiprisingly muted and it offers few details o f 

evictions. Sensitivity towards the living relations o f the evicted was paramount. 

Therefore, the level of identification in most o f the reports is surprising. When 

discussing the eviction o f family members, informants evince a sense o f pride, which 

suggests that the blame for evictions was levelled at cruel landlords, rather than the 

evicted tenants.

The infom iants’ perceptions o f the relief efforts o f landlords are diverse. The 

information in the Donegal report is detailed and commends the efforts o f  the 

identified landlords. On the other hand, the Amiagh/Down report, which provides 

nearly half o f all the references, is critical o f the landlord’s efforts and the 

Caiiow/W icklow report has no account o f relief provided by landlords. It is evident 

that the number o f references in a report is not an indicator o f the levels o f relief 

provided by landlords in the area. With the exception o f the Cavan report, there is

Patrick Synott, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
See p. 284.

314



remarkably little discussion o f the role o f landlords on relief committees. Landlords 

comprised a large part o f the boards o f these committees. Instead, oral tradition 

focuses on the distribution o f Indian meal, soup and gifts or the works provided by 

landlords. The works are not deemed to have been particularly effective in the 

alleviation o f suffering. Informants identify those landlords whom they believed 

made genuine attempts to provide relief, regardless o f the small nature o f these deeds. 

The appreciation o f genuine efforts remains strong, as does the contempt shown 

towards those who took advantage o f the suffering o f their tenants.

The importance o f the punishment tales lies, not in their truth, but in their 

function. They fulfil a need to see justice done. Cruel landlords and bailiffs are seen 

to suffer in this life or the next, for their actions. The so-called miraculous 

intervention story exists to restore faith in God after the tragedy o f  the Famine. There 

is an element o f wishful thinking in these stories.

The implication o f distortion in oral tradition is not as profound as it seems. It 

is true that many landlords resented the responsibility forced upon their shoulders and 

that others took advantage o f the Famine to clear their lands o f an impoverished 

tenantry. It is also true that quite a few landlords, although a small proportion o f the 

total, made it their duty to assist their tenants through the Famine years and oral 

tradition acknowledges this.

Oral tradition presents a tenant-biased perception o f landlords during the 

Famine. This perception focuses on the sufferings o f tenants and provides hitherto 

unrevealed details concerning the relationship between tenant and landlord. An 

unexpected result o f an examination o f the oral traditions concerning landlords during 

the Famine, is the representation o f the diverse reaction o f individual landlords to the 

Famine.
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CHAPTER SIX

Proselytism

Rice, Indian meal and black bread would, if  they had tongues, tell sad and ludicrous

tales.'

Most religions consider themselves morally bound to disseminate their faith by 

making converts or proselytes. Controversy often surrounds the means o f 

proselytism, which gave rise to bitter struggles during the Famine. During the 

Famine, there were numerous allegations that material benefits were offered to 

starving Catholics in exchange for their spiritual conversion. At a meeting o f the 

Catholic Defence Association, it was alleged that ‘there is a systematic attempt to 

seduce the Catholic poor from their faith by means o f bribery and corruption.’^

The popular term, ‘souperism,’ refers to the alleged attempts o f evangelical 

missionaries to use hunger as an instrument to win coverts to the Protestant faith."  ̂ In 

1918, the Revd M.H. Maclnemy described souperism as ‘a system o f gaining 

adherents or camp-followers to Protestantism by bribery and other base m e a n s . T h e  

terms souper and jum per ante-dated the Famine. The term ‘jum per’ referred to a 

person who changed or ‘jum ped’ from one religion to another. To ‘take the soup’ did 

not necessarily imply a change o f religion, but rather that a person was beholden to a 

Protestant charity or society.^

There has been a paucity o f  work on the subject o f proselytism during the 

Famine in Ireland. This is in part owing to the sensitivity surrounding the subject and 

also the difficulty in proving that it occurred. T.P. O ’Neill states that the difficulty 

lies in the fact that ‘to any such transaction there can be but two w itnesses.’  ̂ Even 

H.W. Wilberforce, the chief organiser o f the Catholic Defence Association, admitted

' N icholson, A ., Annals o f  the Fam ine in Ireland  (Dublin, 1998), p. 181.
‘ Kerr, D ., 'A N ation o f  B eggars ’? Priests, P eople  and P olitics in Fam ine Ireland, 1846-52  (Oxford, 
1994), p. 205.
 ̂ C atholic D ii-ectory (1853), p. 315.
W helan, I., ‘The Stigma o f  Souperism ’ in Poirteir, C. (ed.), The G reat Irish Fam ine, p. 135.

 ̂ M aclnem y, M .H ., ‘The Souper Problem in Ireland’, in Irish E cclesiastica l R ecord, vol. 18 (1921), p. 
140.
 ̂W helan, I., ‘Edward Nangle and the A chill M ission, 1834-1852’ in G illespie, R. and Moran, G. (eds.), 

A Various Country: E ssays in M ayo H istoiy, 1500-1900  (W estport, 1997), p. 127.
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that bribery was difficult to prove, even though he was certain that inducements were 

offered to Catholics that converted to Protestantism.^ However, there are a number of 

sources that provide valuable evidence of souperism during the Famine. There are 

frequent descriptions of souperism in sources connected with the Catholic Church, the 

most revealing of which are letters from priests in the worst affected areas to 

Archbishop Murray in Dublin who had set up a relief committee.^ Newspapers such 

as the nationalist Freeman’s Journal frequently alluded to the existence of souperism: 

‘taking advantage of the unhappy prostration of the peasantry.. ..meddling with the 

consciences of others.. ..a scheme which would convert human benevolence into a 

pitfall and make the alleviation of hunger the condition precedent to religious 

conversion.’'^

Other sources, less susceptible to charges of bias, also allude to souperism

during the Famine. The Anglican Archbishop of Dublin, Richard Whately, expressed

concern at attempts ‘to induce persons to carry on a system of covert proselytism by

holding out relief to bodily wants and sufferings as a kind of bribe for conversion.’"

A fomier missionary of the Irish Church Missions’ Society, Dr. William Mcllwaine,
12stated that he left the organisation because of some ugly facts regarding bribery. The 

issue was even raised in Parliament. Lord Brougham stated that a clergyman named 

Bickersteth was attempting to raise funds to send missionaries to Ireland so that ‘they 

should strike while the iron was hot, and that the present suffering in Ireland was a 

favourable moment for converting Catholics to Protestantism.’ Brougham asserted 

that ‘this was as bad a thing to say, nay it was one of the most wicked things, one of 

the most diabolical devices for sowing dissension where only charity should prevail, 

that he had ever heard.

This chapter will investigate the history of the evangelical missionary 

movement in Ireland and their objectives and means especially during the Famine.

O ’N eill, T .P., ‘Sidelights on Souperism ’ in Irish E cclesiastica l R ecord, vol. 71 (1949), pp. 55-6.
* B ow en, D ., Souperism : Myth o r Reality'?: a Study in Souperism  (Cork, 1970), pp. 141-2.
 ̂ Sheehy, D ., ‘Archbishop Murray o f  Dublin and the Great Famine in M ayo’ in C athair na M art, vol. 
11 (1991), p. 118.

F reem an's Journal, 30/6/1847, editorial.
" W hately, R., The R ight use o f  N ational Afflictions, being a Charge D elivered ... on 19 an d  22 Sept. 
1848, pp. 4-5 . Cited in Kerr, D., 'A Nation o f  B eg g a rs’?, p. 213.

M cllw aine, W., Church M issions in Ireland, p. 22.
Hansard, 1847, V ol. 89, p. 502.

317



The second and central section o f the chapter is an examination o f the oral traditions 

relating to souperism during the Famine and an analysis o f how the controversial 

topic is remembered by subsequent generations. With the exception o f Poirteir’s 

collections, the place o f souperism in Famine folklore, has been virtually ignored.*"^

Evangelicalism originated in English Puritanism. Towards the end o f the 

eighteenth century, many o f the lower clergy in the Established Church o f England 

became inspired with evangelical zeal. Naturally, Ireland was targeted as a country 

that was in need o f religious conversion. Conversion to Protestantism was associated 

with the event o f  political loyalty and social stability.'"^ The rebellion o f the United 

Irishmen and the Act o f Union focused attention on the volatile state o f  Ireland. It 

was believed in evangelical circles that ‘the hope that the Irish will ever be a tranquil 

and loyal people, and still more, that piety and virtue will flourish among them, must 

be built on the anticipated reduction o f Popery.’'^ The attempt to convert Irish 

Catholics became known as the ‘Second Refomiation.’ It commenced in 1799 when
• 17three Irish-speaking missionaries were sent to work among Irish Catholics. The 

1820s witnessed an invigoration o f the campaign and there was a peak in the number 

o f conversions in 1826-7. Thereafter, the number o f conversions declined. However, 

the perceived success o f Irish Catholics provided a renewed energy and purpose to the 

evangelical movement. The granting o f Catholic Emancipation in 1829 and the 

government’s decision to fund national schools in 1831 were viewed with alarm by 

many Protestants. The establishment o f a non-denominational system o f education, 

under a National Board o f Education, denied the evangelical movement their ambition 

to control education.

This new period o f the evangelical campaign witnessed a number o f new

trends that were to prove essential to its future success or failure. Among these was
18 •the concentration of resources along the western coast. To evangelicals, the

Poirteir, C., Famine Echoes, pp. 166-181. For brief allusions to the topic see Donnelly, J.S., The 
Great Irish Potato Famine, p. 235; 6  Grada, C., Black ’47, pp. 212, 274; Kinealy, C., The Great Irish 
Famine: Impact, Ideology and Rebellion, pp. 149, 161; Bowen, D., Souperism: Myth or Reality, p. 115 
and Kerr, D. A., 'A Nation o f  B eggars'?, p. 214.

Hempton, D. and Hill, M., Evangelical Protestantism in Ulster Society 1740-i 890 {l^ondon, 1992), 
pp. 42-3.

The Report o f  a Deputation from  the London Hibernian Society Respecting the Religious State o f  
Ireland p. 26. Cited in Hempton, D and Hill, M., Evangelical Protestantism, p. 42.

Bardon, J., A Histoiy o f  Ulster (Belfast, 1992), p. 252.
Whelan, I., ‘The Stigma o f  Souperism’, p. 138.
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predominantly Catholic and poverty-stricken west o f Ireland offered the greatest 

prospect o f success.'*^

Associated with the focus on the west was the development o f the colony or 

settlement. In 1830, the Protestant Colonisation Society was founded. It was 

envisaged that colonies would function as an example o f the benefits o f  Protestant

civilisation, as a refuge for converts that faced ostracisation from their own
20communities and as a base for missionary expansion.

The central tools o f evangelical missionaries in the conversion o f the Catholic
21Irish were preaching, teaching and bible distribution. A key element o f the 

education programme was the use o f the Irish language in both the printing o f 

scriptural material and in the classroom. A principal policy o f the Protestant missions

throughout the world in the nineteenth century was the use o f the vernacular. Both the
22London Hibernian Society and the Baptist Irish Society ensured that Irish was used 

in their sc h o o ls .R e v e re n d  Daniel Dewar described the value o f teaching through 

Irish: ‘so fond are they o f their native country, and o f everything connected with it, 

that he who will talk to them in the tongue o f their fathers, which they regard as 

sacred, and who seems not displeased with their customs, will be considered as their 

countryman and f r i e n d . T h e  Irish Society for Promoting the Education o f the
7 SNative Irish through the Medium o f their Own Language was launched in 1818 and 

was a source o f Irish-speaking teachers for various missionary schools. The main 

activity in these schools was scriptural teaching and thus, education was used as a 

pretext for conversion. The controversial use o f food as an inducement to people to 

attend the schools was candidly admitted.

It was the alleged use o f material benefits as an enticement to Catholics to 

convert to Protestantism during the Famine that prompted allegations o f souperism 

and provoked the wrath o f the Catholic Church. Evangelical Protestants viewed the 

Famine in providential terms, as a God-given opportunity to increase their

W helan, I., ‘Edward Nangle and the A chill M ission, 1834-1852’, p. 80.
W helan, I., ‘The Stigma o f  Souperism, ’ p. 138.
Hempton, D. and Hill, M., E vangelical Protestantism , p. 52.
Established in 1806 and 1814 respectively.
W helan. 1., ‘Edward Nangle and the A chill M ission, 1834-1852 ,’ p. 116.
Dewar, D ., O bservation  on the C haracter, Custom s and Superstitions o f  the Irish  (London, 1812), p. 

34.
M ore com m only known as the Irish Society.
Ashworth, J.H., The Saxon in E ngland  (London, 1852), pp. 150-4.
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proselytising efforts. Irene Whelan states that during the Famine ‘a new wave of 

proselytism was unleashed which involved a more explicit and intense campaign of
27  • • . . .evangelisation.’ This upsurge in proselytising durmg the Famine was particularly 

evident in 1849 and coincided with the foundation of the Society for Irish Church 

Missions to the Roman Catholics, directed by Reverend Alexander R.C. Dallas.

There is little doubt that the Irish Church Missions were directly involved in 

proselytism during the Famine. There are numerous quotes from Dallas and his 

followers that allude to the exploitation of Famine suffering to effect conversions. 

Dallas regarded the distress of 1848 as a prime opportunity for conversion; ‘the state 

of Ireland during the whole of this year was most appalling: disease.. .had followed on 

starvation. Many hearts were thus being prepared to receive those consolations which 

the glorious Gospel of God can alone i m p a r t . D a l l a s  sought funds through London 

newspapers and alluded to the advantage that the Famine offered: ‘the present 

sufferings.. .have greatly contributed to break down barriers.. .against Divine 

truth.. ..The Gospel is now more readily than heretofore received from hands which
. . 29have willingly administered relief to their temporal necessities.’ His opportunism is 

reflected in an account of a trip to Connemara in 1848: ‘on our way we saw about a 

dozen poor famished creatures.. ..It was impossible to lose the opportunity of telling 

the Gospel to these apparently dying men, as they stood or sat around me like living 

skeletons.’̂ ® Writing after the Famine, Dallas declared that the Famine was of huge 

assistance to the progress of the Irish Church Missions: ‘it was nurtured in blood, the 

awful famine of 1847, with its attendant horrors in 1848 worked wonderfully for its 

development.’ '̂ The attitude of Dallas and his followers is encapsulated by their 

recommendation ‘to strike while the iron is hot.’ The Warder, an ultra-Protestant 

newspaper explained: ‘as there is now to be found among the peasantry a spirit more 

tolerant and accessible than heretofore.. .this favourite temper should be taken 

advantage of.’^̂

Whelan, I. ‘The Stigma o f Souperism,’ p. 141.
Dallas, Mrs., Incidents in the Life and Ministry o f  the Reverend Alexander R.C. Dallas (London, 

1873), p. 390.
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Dallas, Mrs., incidents in the Life, p. 391.
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There are copious allusions to the exploitation o f Famine suffering by other 

organisations and individuals. In a letter to the Belfast Newsletter, a Presbyterian 

minister based in Mayo claimed that ‘the whole land is opened before us, if  we had 

only the courage to colonise and the heart to seek its thorough evangeiicization.’ "̂̂ 

Revd. John Edgar from Belfast founded evangelical schools in Mayo and Sligo and 

urged the exploitation o f the suffering caused by the Famine: ‘the deeper disgrace it 

will be to us still if  we do not embrace the opportunities which Connaught is offering 

now; for its people are as accessible as spiritual fields white to harvest.

For many Catholics, the activities o f proselytising groups eclipsed the genuine 

relief efforts o f many Protestant clergy. Asenath Nicholson made the clear distinction 

between the proselytising groups and the majority o f the Protestant clergy who worked 

tirelessly to relieve Famine suffering.^^ William Carleton paid tribute to the 

‘extraordinary and unparalleled exertions o f the clergy o f all creeds’ and even John 

Mitchel admitted that ‘many a poor rector and his curate shared their crust with their 

suffering neighbours.’ At the beginning o f the Famine, both Protestant and Catholic
37clergy worked together on many relief committees. It proved difficult for those m 

receipt o f relief to differentiate between proselytisers and the rest o f the Protestant 

clergy. Bowen states that it is ‘no easy task to identify those agencies whose members 

were guilty o f souperism, or to exonerate those whose members are unjustly accused 

o f engaging in these a c t i v i t i e s . T h i s  difficulty was exacerbated by Famine 

conditions. The majority o f Protestant clergy were opposed to proselytism and Bowen 

suggests that this opposition was crucial to the failure o f the Second Reformation.^^ 

However, during and after the Famine, the memory o f the role played by Protestant 

clergy in Famine relief was indelibly tarnished by the activities o f proselytisers. For 

example, Nangle is forever connected in people’s minds with proselytism. 

Undoubtedly, instances occurred where supposed proselytisers distributed aid freely 

without preconditions. However, as Bowen asserts, it is difficult to solve the puzzle 

o f who offered what to whom and at what price.

Belfast Newsletter, 18/5/1847.
Cited in Kinealy, C. and Mac Atasney, G., The Hidden Famine, p. 130.
Nicholson, A. (edited by Murphy, M.), Annals o f  the Famine in Ireland (Dublin, 1998). 
Bowen, D., The Protestant Crusade, p. 184.
Ibid.. p. 125.
Ibid , p. 233.

321



At the time of the Famine, it was commonly believed that the starving Irish 

peasantry was being induced by food, clothing, bedding and other material necessities, 

to renounce their faith. Words from the evangelicals’ own mouths directly implicate 

them in proselytising. Evangelisers believed it their duty to convert and could see 

nothing wrong with using this God-given opportunity to do so. Bickersteth argued 

that: ‘Surely the Apostle was not guilty o f bribery when he says ‘Do good to all men 

and specially to them which are o f the household o f faith’; nor our Lord when He 

made the feeding o f the five thousand the direct occasion for teaching them the great 

truths o f  the Gospel.’'̂ ®

Proselytism was perceived as a serious threat by all levels o f the Catholic 

Church. It was inevitable that the evangelicals’ contemptuous dismissal o f  basic 

Catholic doctrines and their blatant attempt to win the souls o f Catholics would 

encounter firm resistance from the Catholic Church. In 1847, a delegation o f  Catholic 

bishops, lead by Archbishop Murray and Crolly protested against proselytism to the 

lord lieutenant. Lord Clarendon. Clarendon’s failure to address the matter led them to 

complain o f ‘his Excellency’s silence as to the un-Christian abuse o f public and 

private charities evinced by the wicked attempts at proselytism and demoralisation to 

which they were in some parts o f the country p e r v e r t e d . T h e  following year, the 

bishops repeated their protest to the lord lieutenant. The Archbishop o f Tuam wrote a 

letter to The Tablet deploring the:

iniquitous scheme o f driving a proselytising traffic, when the most stupendous calamity that 

ever afflicted a nation ought admonish men that such was no season for dmgging the cup o f  relief with 

spiritual poison....A t all times the proselytising spirit is a foul and suspicious spirit, but when it comes 

like a thief in the night, infusing its base distilment into the ears o f famished men and women, there is 

no language too strong to execrate the infamous attempt.'*^

The Archbishop o f Tuam was one o f a number o f bishops who issued pastoral 

letters condemning proselytism."^^ At the Synod o f Thurles in 1850 the bishops called 

proselytisers ‘sons of perdition’ who sought ‘by money, gifts and all kind o f 

com iption to deprive the starving, afflicted poor o f their most precious possession -

Cited in Bowen, D., The Protestant Crusade, p. 223.
F reem an’s Journal. 27/10/1847.

10/2/1847.
Ibid., 24/2/1847.
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their f a i t h . A n x i e t y  relating to proselytism in Ireland extended to the highest level 

o f the Catholic Church. Even the Pope was concerned enough to urge, on a number o f 

occasions, the Catholic hierarchy to resist the works o f proselytisers."^^ At the other 

end o f the scale, local parish priests expressed extreme concern about the work o f 

proselytisers in their local parishes. Evidence o f their anxiety is contained in the 

letters sent to Archbishop Murray, his secretary Hamilton and his special consultant 

on matters relating to Famine relief, Thomas Synott.'^^ Priests from the worst affected 

areas requested help from the relief committee organised by Murray. A number o f the 

letters describe the activities o f proselytisers who used money and food to win 

Catholic converts. Fr Hurst o f Ballycarth declared that ‘there are many proselytising 

agents from different societies endeavouring to change them from their old creed 

having plenty o f  meal and m oney.. ..I cannot describe to you my d i s t r e s s . P a t r i c k  

McLoughlin from Kiltulla, Dunmore wrote that the aims o f the proselytisers was ‘to 

make the poor barter their religion for a little meal or a few stones o f seed potatoes. 

You cannon imagine what an annoyance such a character must be to poor penniless
48priests who are more than overworked.’

Towards the end o f the Famine, as the actions o f the evangelicals became 

more apparent, the Catholic Church launched a counter-attack. In 1851, Henry 

Wilberforce was sent to Connemara to lead the Catholic Defence Association and to 

expose the activities o f the proselytisers.^^ The bishops aided the attack against 

proselytisers by using harsh language to condemn their actions. Archbishop Cullen 

led the assault on proselytism. He was ably supported by other bishops such as John 

MacHale o f  Tuam and Edward Maginn o f Derry. Church relations in the 1850s were 

dominated by the battle between the Catholic and Protestant Churches for Irish souls. 

By the end o f the decade it was evident that the Catholic Church had succeeded in 

thwarting the efforts o f the evangelicals.

The evidence reveals that during the Famine, various evangelical groups used 

souperism as a tool for conversion. Sources allude to the aims and means o f

Cited in Kerr, D., The Catholic Church and the Famine,(Dublin, 1996), p. 88.
Kerr, D., ‘A Nation o f  B eggars'?, pp. 209-10.
Sheehy, D., ‘Archbishop Murray o f Dublin and the Great Famine in Mayo’, p. 118. 
Murray Papers, file 32/4, Murray 1848/73, 25/1/1848.
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evangelists and the reaction o f the CathoHc Church. However, there is Httle evidence 

on the response o f those whom the proselytisers were hoping to convert.

Table 6.1 : Number o f references to souperism in the oral tradition reports

Report Number o f
oral tradition

references
M ayo 18
Arm/Down 17
Cavan 6
Kilkenny 2
W /meath 2
Carl/W ick 1
D onega l 1
Total 47

The seven oral tradition reports provide a total o f 47 references to souperism. 

The reports are divided into three groups. The Amiagli/Down, Mayo and Cavan 

reports all contain a significant number o f detailed references to souperism, with 

fewer reports from the Carlow/Wicklow and Westmeath reports. Finally, informants 

in the Donegal and Kilkenny reports deny that souperism occurred in their area during 

the Famine. Is this divide indicative o f the extent o f souperism in the different areas?
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Methods of proselvtism

anyone that refused to eat bacon or beef on Fridays got nothing at all.^^

Table 6.2: Classification o f oral tradition references, according to the methods

employed by proselytisers

Report Distribution Distribution U se P rotestant • M iscell. T ota l o f T otal
o f S o f  meat j o f co lo n ies forego in g num ber o f

food on  
fast days

education colum ns references  
to sou p erism

A rm/Down 13 1 1 0 2 17 17

Carl/W ick 11 0 0 0 0 1 1

Cavan 5 5 2 0 0 12 6

M ayo 8 01 6 6 0 20 18

W .m eath 2I J 0 0 0 2 2

T otal 29 6 9 6 2 52 44

Table 6.2 provides a classification o f the references in oral tradition to the 

methods employed by evangelists to effect conversions. The majority o f references 

allude to the use of food to win converts. A portion o f these references describe 

evangelists offering meat to Catholics on fast days.

Each o f the reports that contain references to the tools employed by the 

evangelists mention the use o f food, more particularly ‘soup’, to win converts. This is 

not surprising. The most popular term in oral tradition to describe proselytism during 

the Famine is ‘souperism.’ Anne Kinny states that ‘I heard me father say that there 

was people took the soup. They called them soupers, but you had to change your 

Church.’ '̂ In the same report, Tommy Murphy describes how ‘you had to twist 

yourself over to get’ the soup.^^ In the Carlow/Wicklow report, William Blake states 

that ‘there was a soup kitchen in Kiltegan, anyone who was prepared to turn Protestant 

would get a feed th e re .U n su rp r is in g ly , the use o f food, especially soup to convert 

the starving is an intrinsic part o f the oral traditions relating to proselytism. Evidently,

James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Aline Kinny, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Tom m y Murphy, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
W illiam  Blake, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
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evangelists used food to entice starving Catholics to Protestantism. The use o f such a 

device in the context o f a Famine was bound to create bitterness that would endure in 

oral tradition.

There are six references to the evangelist’s ploy o f offering meat to Catholics 

on fast days such as Friday. In the Amiagh/Down report, Owen Rafferty states that ‘it 

was big Protestants give that out, an’ it was o f a Friday you get it, an’ you be to go an’ 

eat a feed o f  beef an’ soup an’ meat, an’ then they gave you a lot to take away. It was 

only turncoats took that.’ "̂̂ Four Cavan informants describe the distribution o f meat 

on Fridays by evangelists.'"’̂  James Argue states that ‘anyone that refused to eat bacon 

or beef on Fridays got nothing at all.’^̂  Charles Clarke describes a soup kitchen that 

was run by a proselytising society:

and the classes were held on Wednesdays and Fridays (both fast days) during Lent. It was 

only on those two days o f the week that the classes were held and the people attending the classes were 

offered soup and feeds o f beef or bacon.

The same informant tells an amusing story that exposes the enduring bitterness 

associated with this tactic o f conversion: ‘Years afterwards, during the Joe Biggar -  

Fay -  Maxwell election, an old lassie called Biddy Jossie went up and down the 

streets o f Baileboro with a pig’s head stuck on a stick and her shouting “Down with 

Fam ham ’s bacon.’” ^̂  The latter account demonstrates the controversial nature o f this 

subject and its endurance in a local community.

This method o f conversion was particularly resented by Catholics. The 

relevant oral traditions are in no doubt that the distribution o f meat on fast days was a 

deliberate and devious approach to conversion. In his pastoral o f  February 1847, the 

Archbishop o f Tuam alluded to the deliberate inclusion o f meat in the food provided 

for the poor: ‘no nation o f labourers could live on such wretched diet as this soup, 

which, without affording sufficient nutriment, has just as much juice o f the meat as

Owen Rafferty, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
James Argue, Charles Clarke, Terence Clarke and Patrick O ’Carroll.
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075. The Cavan candidates in the general election o f  April 1880 

were Charles J. Fay, J.G. Biggar and Captain Somerset Henry Maxwell. The former two candidates 
were members o f the Home Rule Party. Biggar was a Pamellite and Maxwell was a Conservative. Fay
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would fill the poor with remorse, violating the holy precepts o f the church for such a 

wretched mess o f pottage.

While the Cavan report contains the majority o f the references to the 

distribution o f  meat on fast days, the Mayo report provides most o f the allusions to 

education as a tool o f conversion.*^® The Armagh/Down report and Cavan report 

contain one and two such references, respectively. In the Armagh/Down report, Sarah 

Grant states that the proselytisers ‘dropped tracts along the road as well, an’ would 

stand to see would you pick them up’ and ‘if  you’d take Benson’s Gravy, they’d have 

a claim on you, an’ you’d have to send the childhre to the Protestant School at 

Adavoyle.’*̂' The use o f tracts to educate the Irish on Protestantism was prevalent 

among evangelical missionaries. In January 1846, Dallas used the post to send 90,000 

tracts, entitled A Voice from  Heaven to Ireland, to Catholics who were ‘respectable 

traders and f a n n e r s . O t h e r  tracts followed. In the Cavan report, Charles Clarke 

describes the Irish classes in the area: ‘a Minister called Peadar a Wellan was teaching 

an Irish class at Ervey’ and states that on fast days, meat was offered to the students. A 

key element in the evangelical’s education programme was the use o f Irish in the 

classrooms.

In the Mayo report, there are six references to ‘soup-schools.’ There is 

agreement between the infonnants on the location o f these soup kitchens. Thomas 

Fleet states that ‘there were soup schools in Mulranny and M urrevaugh.. ..Some o f the 

people turned with the soupers and remained with them till they died.’^̂  John 

O ’Donnell agrees that ‘there was a “soup” school at Murrevaugh. It was situated at 

the east end o f Michael (Hughie) M asterson’s bam, on the south side o f the road. 

There was a soup school in Mulranny between Carroll’s and Number N ine’s (Thomas 

Moran). There was a ‘soup’ school at Rossgalive.’ "̂̂ John Masterson is the third 

informant to refer to a soup school at Murrevaugh: ‘there was a soup school in Gleann 

na n -E an.. ..there was a school also in M urrevaugh.’ Pat McLoughin and Martin 

O ’Boyle support the information concerning the soup school at Rossgalive and

polled the highest number o f  votes, and Biggar came a close second. Walker, B.M. (ed.) Parliam entaiy  
Election Results in Ireland 1801-1922 (Dublin. 1978).
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Thomas Fleet, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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McLoughlin states that it was ‘on the ‘brae’ at Bunamucha Lake.’ However, he adds 

that it was ‘not set up till a year or two after the ‘bad’ times, not while the Famine was 

raging.

There is little doubt that education was used by evangelical missionaries as a 

pretext for conversion and that during the Famine, they enticed students with food. 

Asenath Nicholson stated that:

it was a practice by some o f the zealous o f this class to open a school or schools, and invite 

those children who were in deep want to attend and instruction, clothes and food should be given, on 

the simple terms o f  reading the Scriptures and attending the church. The children flocked by scores and 

even hundreds; they were dying with hunger and by going to these places that could ‘keep the life in 

‘em and that was what they most needed.

The Reverend Thomas Armstrong described the aim o f the schools: ‘the place 

was speedily crowded. The Word o f God was daily read and explained.. ..every 

rightful effort was made to imbue the minds o f the pupils with those Scriptures which 

are able to make children wise unto salvation.’*"̂

The county of Mayo was targeted by evangelists using soup schools as a 

means o f conversion. By the end o f 1846, Reverend John Edgar, an evangelist from 

Belfast and his followers had organised 144 schools in Mayo and Sligo. One o f 

Edgar’s followers was Michael Brannigan, a former Catholic and native Irish speaker. 

Brannigan was put in control o f a number o f the schools in Mayo. The British Relief 

Association supplied each o f the children who attended the school with half a pound 

o f meal a day. The children were educated in the Scriptures. In August 1848, 

financial difficulties terminated the provision o f free food and there was an immediate 

reduction in the number o f pupils attending the schools. Brannigan complained o f 

people who ‘were so uncharitable as to conclude that it was the food, and not the 

Bible, that the children l o v e d . E v i d e n c e  from the oral traditions suggest that it was 

indeed the food that enticed children to attend these so-called soup schools. Fr. James 

MacDonagh complained o f the methods and proliferation o f these soup schools: ‘they

John O ’Donnell, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Pat McLoughlin, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Nicholson, A., Annals o f  the Famine in Ireland, p. 181. 
Armstrong, A., My Life in Connaught (London, 1906), p. 35. 
Banner, 12/1/1849.
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have established schools in every quarter o f the parish where they w^ere giving a paltry 

subsistence to the CathoHc children, who were first obliged to renounce their former 

faith before they got a morsel from them .’ ’̂̂^

The Mayo report is the only report to allude to the establishment o f Protestant 

colonies by evangelical missionaries. O f the six references, three describe a colony 

located south o f Newport and three allude to Nangles’s enterprise. Dominick Galvin, 

M.D. Kelly and Margaret Murray provide corresponding evidence regarding ‘a 

Protestant ‘colony’ south o f Newport in the house later occupied by Dyar at Poll a 

Phuca. Here the soup was cooked and d i v i d e d . T h e  three allusions to activities on 

Achill and Inisbiggle accurately describe some o f the functions o f the colony.

Thomas Fleet describes the role they had in the reception o f converts who had been 

driven from their communities: ‘a few o f these went to Inisbiggle in Ballycroy, when
71driven from home by shame, fear and otherwise.’ Patrick MacManamon states that 

Nangle ‘brought in Protestants.’^̂  The concentration o f references to colonies in the 

Mayo report is indicative o f the fact that the evangelical missionaries had focused 

their efforts in the west o f Ireland.

The Annagh/Down report contains two accounts that describe alternative 

methods o f conversion. Mary Daly tells the story o f an evangelical missionary who 

offered to till the land in exchange for conversion.^^ Sarah O ’Hare describes how 

‘they had a statue o f the Blessed Virgin up at the place, an’ before you’s got 

anythin’. . .you be to take a pitchfork an’ drive it in Her.’ "̂̂ Catholics detested such 

attacks. The anonymous writer o f Reminiscences in Connemara, 1847-8 stated that 

when the missionaries ‘attacked the pet superstitions and customs which had been 

handed down from generation to generation, then, to parody the words o f Burke, a 

thousand shillelaghs were ready to fly.’^̂  The Virgin Mary represented a basic tenet 

o f Catholicism and people resented her denigration. In the mid-1850s the Kilkenny 

Journal had a series o f editorials entitled ‘The Souper Nuisance’ and they objected to 

the ‘cool disciplined audacity’ o f the ‘soupers’ because they openly taunted the people

‘"'^Quoted in Swords, L., In their Own Words: The Famine in North Connaught, 1845-49 (Dublin,
1999), p. 215.
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with being idolaters. Their vulgarity was ‘illiterate, unprepossessing and offensive’ 

when they told the people: ‘D on’t pray to the Virgin Mary, she is no more than a 

common woman.

The oral traditions accurately retain details o f the principal conversion 

methods employed by evangelical missionaries during the Famine. Not surprisingly, 

the use of food as an instalment o f conversion figures prominently in the oral 

traditions. In the context o f Famine conditions, an emphasis on the use o f food 

indicates exploitation o f the starving. Oral traditions regarding the use o f education as 

a pretext for conversion and the use o f colonies are predominant in the Mayo report. 

There is support among informants on the location o f both soup schools and colonies 

and the local landscape is used to retain such details and other sources confirm that 

soup schools and colonies were more prevalent in the west o f the country, including 

Mayo.

Anonymous, Reminiscences o f  Connemara (Dublin, 1879), p. 5.
Kilkenny Journal, 6/8/1856. Cited in Bowen, D., The Protestant Crusade, pp. 241-2.
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Regional levels of souperism

The previous section reveals that the Armagh/Down, Cavan and Mayo reports 

contain the largest number of references to souperism/^ The previous section has also 

alluded to the connection between the number of references in a report and the level of 

souperism in that area. This section shall examine the significance of different levels 

of references to souperism in reports describing different areas.

The main target of proselytisers was the west of Ireland. Mayo was one of the 

western counties where various evangelical societies and individuals concentrated 

their resources, resulting in a profusion of soup schools and colonies. Perhaps the 

most notorious colony was based in Achill Island, off the Mayo coast. In the Mayo 

report, three infomiants allude to Nangle’s enterprise.

Edward Nangle (1799-1883), a Dublin bom Anglican Minister, first visited 

Achill as part o f a group of evangelicals who delivered relief supplies during the 

famine of 1831. Nangle immediately recognised the potential for a missionary 

settlement on the island and before his departure he had organised a lease from the 

proprietor of Achill, Richard O’Donel. From 1834, along with his family and several 

other evangelists, Nangle set up a Protestant mission, based in Dugort. They 

established a church, a number of schools and a printing press on the island. By the 

1840s the colony was a finnly rooted on the island.

The six oral tradition references to Nangle’s enterprise are diverse. Thomas 

Fleet describes the function of the settlement as a refuge for converts that were 

ostracised from their communities. From 1836, Nangle’s agents attempted to expand 

the Achill colony into Inisbiggle and Ballycroy.^^ In 1837, Inisbiggle was leased from 

Richard O ’ Donel.^*  ̂ Thomas Fleet and Patrick MacManamon also refers to 

Inisbiggle: ‘after the Famine Nangle bought Inisbiggle and brought in Protestants from 

Co. Sligo, Smiths, Burkes and Brownes, also Henrys and Malley, converts from 

Tallagh.’^̂  MacManamon’s account of Nangle’s purchase of Inisbiggle is correct. 

Nangle had originally rented Achill and later Inisbiggle from O’ Donnell. However,

See table 6.1.
Bower, D., Souperism: Myth or Reality, p. 91.
McNally, K., Achill, P- 98.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072. See p. 329 for Fleet’s account.

331



♦ 81 in 1851, Nangle bought both islands in the Encumbered Estates’ Court for £17,500.

The closer proximity of Inisbiggle and Ballycroy to the informant’s locality results in

half of the references to Nangle describing Inisbiggle, rather than the base of

operations in Achill.

Half of the references to this colony allude to the struggle between the priest

and Nangle. Brian Donnelly states that ‘the priest spoke every Sunday against Nangle
82and his activities.’ Patrick McLoughlin told a story of a man called Dick Staunton 

who ‘used to boast later on that it was he who drove the ‘soupers’ and ‘jumpers’ out 

of Tir an A ir.. ..’’But for me there would not be many priests or monks in Achill 

today” says Dick.’ From the beginning of his settlement on Achill, Nangle 

encountered firm opposition from the Catholic Church. In 1837, Archbishop 

MacHale visited Achill to counteract the work of Nangle. In a sermon to the Catholic 

population of Achill, MacHale advised them to:

have nothing to do with these heretics -  curse them, hoot at them, spit in their faces — cut the 

sign o f  the cross in the air when you meet them, as you would against devils -  throw stones at them -  

pitch them, when you have the opportunity, into the bog holes-nay, more than that, do injury to 

yourselves in order to injure them -  don’t work for them though they pay in ready m oney, nay, don’t 

take any m edicine from their heretic doctor, rather die first!

MacHale appointed a new parish priest, Fr. John Dwyer, whose job it was to 

work against the colony. Nangle’s biographer wrote that the opposition of the priests 

provoked discord between Nangle and the Catholic population of Achill and that ‘if 

the people were left to themselves they would have regarded Mr Nangle as a friend
o  c

and benefactor.’ As early as 1836, the local Tory newspaper, the Castlebar 

Constitution reported that Nangle’s activities were ‘a provocation to the people. 

Another priest whom Donnelly may be referring to is James Henry, Catholic curate of 

Achill. In a letter to the Freeman’s Journal, Henry described ‘the gang of 

mercenaries, like so many ill-omened birds of prey, hovering about the huts of the

B ow en, D ., Souperism ; Myth or Reality, pp. 100-1.
Brian D onnelly , M ayo report, IFC 1072.
Patrick M cLoughlin, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Otway, C, A Tour in Connaught. Cited in Branach, N .R ., ‘Edward Nangle and the A chill Island 

M ission’, in H istory  Ireland, vol. 8, no. 3, p. 36.
Seddall, H., E dw ard  Nangle: the A postle o f Achill; a M em oir and a H istory  (London, 1884). Cited 

in W helan, I. ‘Edward Nangle and the A chill M ission. 1834-52 ,’ p. 122.
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poor, endeavouring to tempt the wretched inmates by food and clothing.’^̂  James

also declared that when Nangle left the Achill area, the entire population o f Inisbiggle
88  • •reconverted back to Catholicism. Indeed, as soon as conditions improved, the

Catholic Church, under MacHale led a counter-attack against the Achill evangelists. 

By the 1880s the colony was effectively defunct and by the end o f the nineteenth
89century, Achill was a bastion of Catholicism.

There is some disagreement concerning Nangle’s activities during the Famine. 

Like many other evangelists, Nangle viewed the Famine in providentialist terms and 

he was confident that it was linked to the British government’s additional grant to 

Maynooth in 1845: ‘it is done and in that very year, that very month, the land is 

smitten, the earth is blighted, famine begins and is followed by plague, pestilence and 

b l o o d . T h e  resulting distress caused an increase in demand for the services o f  the 

colony. By spring 1847, approximately 2,000 labourers were employed, and 600 

schoolchildren were being daily fed. At first, Nangle believed that the Famine 

provided a valid opportunity to effect conversions. He faced accusations o f 

souperism. In June 1847, the English Catholic magazine, The Tablet reported that the 

money donated by English sources to Nangle’s relief fund was being used for 

proselytising purposes: ‘no one gets anything whatever that does not go to the 

Protestant school and conform to the Protestant fomiula. In short, it is given at the 

Protestant clergyman’s discretion to starve poor Catholics into Protestantism or, 

failing that, to let them s t a r v e . H o w e v e r ,  Branach has maintained, that towards the 

end o f the Famine, aid was distributed regardless o f creed. By 1848, 3,000 adults 

were employed on the mission’s relief works and 2,000 schoolchildren were receiving 

meals. In July 1847, it was estimated that out o f a total population o f 7,000, 5,000
92  • •were in receipt o f daily relief from the mission. Undoubtedly, Nangle’s mission 

saved lives and had a positive effect in the provision o f relief during the Famine. 

However, even if  one accepts that at the height o f the Famine, Nangle did not 

differentiate between relief recipients on the grounds o f their religion, there were still

Castlebar Constitution, 12/1/1836.
Freeman 's Journal. 24/1/1854.
Bowen, D., Souperism: Myth or Reality?, p. 140.
Whelan, I., ‘Edward Nangle and the Achill Mission, 1834-52,’ p. 131.
Cited in Kinealy, C., The Great Irish Famine, p. 160.
Cited in Seddall, H., Edward Nangle, pp. 143-4.
Brananch, N.R., ‘Edward Nangle and the Achill Island M ission,’ pp. 37-8.
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criticisms. Asenath Nicholson criticised the meagre rehef: ‘the scanty allowance 

given to children once a day and much o f this bad food, kept them in lingering want 

and many died at last. So with w orkm en.. .so scantily were they paid -  sometimes but 

three pence and three pence-halfpenny a day -  that some at least would have died but 

for the charity o f Mrs S a v a g e . I t  is thus difficult to assess Nangle’s contribution to 

relief during the Famine on Achill. The oral traditions related to Nangle do not 

illuminate the debate. Informants do not refer to Famine relief provided by Nangle. 

They discuss the priest’s opposition to him and the function o f the colony as a refuge 

for converts. Patrick MacManamon provides an unusual account o f Nangle during the 

Famine: ‘people were setting stalks and buds when they had no seed. The priest 

warned them not to set any, and when those who did had a fme crop, Pat thinks that as 

the reason so many followed Nangle. The priest had given them the wrong advice.

The account refers to the conflict between Nangle and the priests. However, it may 

also be an allusion to the fact that the Achill mission planted 21 tons o f blight-free 

foreign p o ta to es .U n d o u b te d ly , the presence o f the Achill mission resulted in a 

strong oral tradition relating to souperism in the area. While a third o f the Mayo 

informants explicitly refer to Nangie’s activities, memory o f the mission may have 

influenced other traditions relating to souperism.

Another individual renowned for his role in the attempted conversion o f 

Ireland was Baron F a m h a m . T h e  Cavan report contains two detailed references to 

his involvement in souperism during the Famine. Another informant refers to the role 

o f landlords in proselytism. The early efforts o f the Second Reformation were 

concentrated in Cavan. In the 1820s the Irish Society became associated with the 

Kingscourt district in south Ulster. At the centre o f this district was the estate o f Lord 

Famham who was closely implicated in the early years o f the Second Reformation and 

was also the founder o f the Association for Promoting the Second Reformation. John

Nicholson, A., Annals o f  the Famine in Ireland, p. 105.
Patrick MacManamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Branach, N.R., ‘Edward Nangle and the Achill Island M ission,’ p. 38.
Rev. Robert Maxwell, nephew o f Robert,, Earl o f Nithsdale came to Ireland in the latter end o f  the 

reign o f Queen Elizabeth, by order o f James VI o f Scotland. John Maxwell built the house at Famham 
and lived there until his death in 1713. He was succeeded by his cousin, John Maxwell, who was 
elevated to the Peerage o f Ireland on the 6"' o f May 1756 by the title o f Baron Famham o f Farnham, 
county Cavan. John Maxwell Barry was the 5"' Baron (1823-38), Revd. Henry Maxwell was the 6*'’ 
Baron (1838) and his eldest son, Henry was the 7'*' Baron (1838-1868.) (McCourt, E., ‘The 
Management o f  the Farnham Estates during the Nineteenth Century,’ in Breifne, vol. 4, no. 16, pp. 
531,532,540.)
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Maxwell, fifth Baron o f Famham took over his 29,000 acre estate in 1823. He was an 

improving evangelical landlord. In the early 1820s, Reverend Robert Winning 

commenced missionary work among the Catholic tenants. He used teachers from the 

Irish society to provide classes to the Irish-speaking population.^^ In 1830, Famham 

drafted ‘A Statement o f the Management o f the Famham Estates.’ In the address, 

Famham described his motivation as ‘the moral and religious character and 

improvement o f the tenantry. To this end has a system o f moral agency been 

established.’^̂  Fam ham ’s address epitomised the association between evangelicalism 

and estate management. The rigid system o f estate management included stricter 

controls over the tenantry. The estate was divided into five districts and each district 

was administered by a land agent and a moral agent under an inspectorate. All 

elements o f the tenants lives were strictly monitored. Tenants were expected to send 

their children to the estate’s scriptural schools: ‘schools are in progress for the 

reception o f their children, in which they will receive a superior education in Religion, 

Morals and useful Leaming.’'̂ '̂  Hempton and Hill state that ‘tenurial arrangements 

were clearly dependent on conformity to a moral and social code.’'^^ In the mid- 

1820s Famham was at the centre o f allegations o f proselytism. In 1826-7, there was a 

wave o f conversions, centred on the Farnham estate. At the beginning o f 1827, 450 

conversions had been recorded in the county. This had increased to 783 in October 

1827.'^' There were allegations that the proselytisers had targeted the poor and 

offered them material benefits in exchange for conversion. At this period, Cavan had 

experienced a localised economic depression. Although Famham denied the 

allegations, oral tradition associates his name with overt souperism.

James Argue states that ‘the landlords had boilers for boiling soup and Indian 

porridge. Lord Famham, o f Cavan, had soup kitchens and any Catholics who went to 

him and tumed Protestant or ate bacon or beef on Fridays got as much soup and meat 

as they wanted to take. But anyone that refused to eat bacon or beef on Fridays got 

nothing at all.’'^^ Charles Clarke agrees that ‘Lord Famham had soup kitchens.’'^^

Whelan, 1., ‘Edward Nangle and the Achill Mission, 1834-52’, p. 118.
98 McCourt, E., ‘The Management o f the Farnham Estates during the Nineteenth Century,’ p. 550

Cited in ibid., p. 547.
Hempton, D. and Hill, M., Evangelical Protestantism, p. 88.
Ibid.
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Terence Clarke states that ‘soup and stirabout were provided by the landlords. And 

anyone that w ouldn’t drink the soup or w ouldn’t eat bacon on Friday wouldn’t get 

it.’ '̂ '̂  H alf o f the informants who describe souperism refer to the actions o f Famham. 

The informants provide supporting details on the type o f meat offered by Famham and 

o f  the enticement o f Catholics with meat on fast days. This concurrence suggests the 

veracity o f the traditions. Given his earlier actions and statements, it is possible that 

Famham was involved in proselytism during the Famine. It is also possible that the 

events o f the m id-1820s are recalled by informants as having occurred during the 

Famine.

In the mid-1820s, during the upsurge in conversions, activities extended into 

counties Armagh and Down. The Irish Society had expanded its school system into 

these counties. The evangelical societies concentrated their first efforts on the areas 

o f  south Ulster. Ulster appealed to certain societies because there was an existing 

network o f Protestant followers. Just as in Cavan, the role o f local landlords was 

central to the success o f the evangelical missionaries. In Annagh and Down, a number 

o f landlords, including the Earl of Roden in county Down, adopted the system o f 

estate management practised by Famham. The early attempts o f evangelical societies 

in these areas may have influenced the oral traditions relating to souperism in the area. 

However, it is certain that souperism also occurred during the Famine. Although 

evangelists had tumed their attention westwards by the time o f the Famine, Ulster 

counties were also vulnerable to souperism and the Church Missionary Societies 

opened soup kitchens throughout northem c o u n t i e s . A t  the beginning o f 1847, the 

Duke o f Manchester, a major landlord in Armagh, and a number o f other Ulster 

Protestants published a letter in the Northern Whig stating that the reason for ‘the 

present favourable crisis’ was to allow them to convey ‘the light o f the Gospels to the 

darkened mind o f the Roman Catholic peasantry.’ Towards the end o f the Famine, 

Archbishop Cullen o f Amiagh wrote o f the ‘perversions’ in the area o f Gian and said 

that o f the 150 families living there, 140 o f them had ‘perverted’ and denied their

Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Kinealy, C. and MacAtasney, G., The Hidden Famine: Poverty, Hunger and Sectarianism in Belfast, 

1840-50, (London, 2000), p. 136.
Cited in Kinealy, C., The Great Irish Famine, p. 160.
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f a i t h . T h e  high number of references to souperism in the Armagh/Down report area

is thus based in fact.

The remaining four reports contain very few references to souperism and the

only informants to allude to souperism in the Donegal and Kilkenny report deny that it

was a factor in Famine relief. Edward McGrane states that ‘priest, merchant and
1 0 8parson worked hand in hand and there were few attempts at local “souperism.”’ In 

the Kilkenny report, T.Whye states that the only case of proselytism occurred after the 

Famine: ‘I could not get any evidence that attempts were made to proselytise. It 

would seem that a soup kitchen was set up in a house.. .by Mrs Hamilton and other 

ladies many years after the famine when an attempt was made at proselytising but 

without s u c c e s s . J .  Hanrahan agrees that ‘there was no attempt to proselytise at 

this time, locally.’ In the Carlow/Wicklow report, only one informant describes 

attempts to proselytise. In the Westmeath report, Mrs Leonard provides the location 

of the soup kitchen and states that ‘it was started by Protestants and everyone who got 

a mug of soup had to promise to forsake the Catholic religion or become a Protestant.’ 

However, she adds that ‘this plan did not succeed well.’" ' Desmond Bowen suggests

that some areas of Ireland had so few Protestants or so few Catholics that the question
. . .  112 • • of religion influencing relief operations did not arise. However, there is evidence

of proselytism in the Carlow/Kilkenny region, particularly the united dioceses of

Ossory, Ferns and Leighlin. A number of evangelical missionaries were invited by the

rector of Killeshin and a house to refuge Protestant converts was established in

Carlow town. The parish priest of Carlow-Graigue stated that ‘no one could deny’

that Protestant converts ‘on renouncing the faith of their fathers, obtain better dress,

better covering, better food than they had before.’"^ In the mid-1850s the Kilkenny

Journal ran a series of editorials on the scourge of souperism. Informants may be

describing their immediate locality when they deny that souperism occurred. The

stronger oral traditions relating to souperism in the Annagh/Down, Cavan and Mayo

Bowen, D., Souperism: Myth or Reality?, p. 130. 
Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
T. Whyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
J. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.

"■ Bowen, D., Souperism: Myth or Reality’? p. 19.
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reports are attributable to the fact that souperism was more prevalent in these areas 

both before and during the Famine.
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Identification of proselytisers and proselytes

Table 6.3: Oral tradition references that identify proselytisers and proselytes

Report Identif ication  

o f  a 

p r o s e ly t i s e r

Identif icat ion  

o f  a 

p r o s e ly t e

T o ta l

A m i/D o w n 10 6 16

Cavan 4 2 6

Kilkenny 1 0 1

M a y o 3 0 3

T ota l 18 8 26

The majority of infonnants do not identify those who ‘took the soup’. Either 

they do not know the identity o f the individuals or they intentionally refrain from 

naming those involved. Table 6.3 demonstrates that informants are more likely to 

identify proselytisers. In describing the shame associated with souperism, a number 

o f infonnants suggest that there was a deliberate silence surrounding the names o f 

those who turned. In the Armagh/Down report, Sarah Grant states that ‘there’s people 

you see don’t want it mentioned. Some scorned and some went an’ took it.’"'^ She 

proceeds to identify the person in charge o f the soup but not those who received it. 

Charles Clarke explains how it was ‘a slur on the grandchildren o f those that attended 

the classes and took the soup.’”  ̂ Similarly, Clarke does not identify any jum pers but 

names Lord Famham as a proselytiser. In the same report, James Argue describes the 

endurance o f these feelings of shame: ‘in my young days it was a cast up to people 

that their fathers or grandfathers “ate Lord Fam ham ’s bacon.” Once again, the 

infonnant declines to identify a souper. Not one o f the informants identifies a family 

member as having received the soup.

The Mayo report provides an interesting method o f hiding the identity o f those 

that turned. In three accounts of a man and his son who turned, the initials ‘X Y ’ and 

‘W Y ’ are used to identify them. The accounts are given by three separate informants 

so it is probable that the collector assigned these initials in place o f  the actual names. 

Thomas Fleet states that:

Sarah Grant, A rm agli/Dow n report, IFC 1072.
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one man, X Y, not a native o f  this parish, turned. He was passing the priest’s house one day in 

his native place and raised his hat. “Ah X Y ,” says the priest, “you cannot p lease God and the d evil.” 

“Ah Father,” said X Y, “it’s only till the praties grow.” X Y turned back later. His son, W Y  was also a 

Protestant, but only for a time during the Famine period.

John O ’Donnell disputes the story: ‘X Y, already mentioned by Tommy Kelly, 

‘jum ped.’ When on his death bed he was begged by his neighbours to think o f his 

soul. “Beid me leis na daoine mora,” ' says X Y. He did not return to the church.

His son, W Y did come back. ’' '  ̂

A number o f informants connect the individual who took the soup with living 

individuals. Mary Nugent states that ‘it doesn’t do to be talkin’, but there was a 

woman in Faughil, an’ they used to say that her father, Phelimy Hanratty, that he 

drunk the soup .. ..An’ indeed they used to say that Jack McShane o f Faughil was a 

souper. But maybe they only sayed that on him .’"'^ Although she identifies two 

soupers, Nugent appears reticent in naming them and indicates that the details may be 

untrue. In the same report, Jimmie Donnan is less inhibited in the identification o f 

those who took the soup: ‘there was lots o f them turned to get the soup .. ..The
9 120M cGuinness’, the Cassidy’s — There’s some o f them known it to this day.’

Similarly unreserved, Anne Kinny declares that ‘I heard my father say that there was 

people took the soup. They called them soupers, but you had to change your Church. 

He said the Agnews an’ the Bennets was all soupers.. ..He said they come from 

Ballynahinch. They all took the soup.’'^' In the Cavan report, Patrick O ’Carroll 

alludes to the ancestors of a family from Kells: ‘it was said that the Carrolls, who are a 

wealthy Protestant family in Kells were originally Catholics and that they changed 

their religion in order to get the bacon. ’ Mary Daly provides a unique reference to a 

man who was willing to convert to Catholicism in exchange for a bag o f meal: ‘an’ 

sure that man Bob Carra, Marks he’s right name was, I heard them sayin’ that he went

Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Thomas Fleet, M ayo report, IFC 1072. 
Translation: ‘I w ill be with the gentry.’
John O ’D onnell, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
Mary Nugent, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Jimmie Donnan, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Anne Kinny, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072. 
Patrick O ’Carroil, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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to the Parish Priest that time an’ said he’d turn (Cathohc) for a bag o f meal. “In fact, 

it doesn’t matter what you go,” says the priest. I heard that. The Marks were a funny 

lot. They had a low class of trade, trukkun’ (dealing; jobbing) in ould horses, an’ the
123other Pratties (Protestants) didn’t make a lot to do with them .’ The charge o f 

Catholic proselytism was made by a number o f militant evangelists.'^"^

Charles Clarke provides an intriguing account o f another m an’s dealings with 

the local parish priest. He states that there was an Irish class in operation under a 

proselytising society and:

one o f  the Sullivans, o f  Breakey -  they called him Peadar Bany -  was attending this class and 

the priest o f  Tierworker objected to it. This was during M ass and Sullivan said he w ould put the priest 

o ff  the altar. The priest told members o f  the congregation to shove him out o f  the chapel but to not 

abuse or strike him. They shoved and elbow ed him when they were putting him out. He was dead 

before that day w eek and was buried in M oybologue graveyard. But some o f  the neighbours came that 

night and lifted the body out o f  the grave and threw it in Clugga lake.'“̂

This account raises two significant features associated with souperism: the 

conflict between the Catholic church and proselytisers, and the ostracisation o f 

converts by their communities. An early form o f boycott, temied ‘exclusive dealing’ 

was used against converts. Local people refused to buy from or sell to people who 

had rejected their native r e l i g i o n . A s e n a t h  Nicholson described the feelings 

towards converts: ‘in some cases there has been great opposition and much severity
9 I 27manifested by papists towards those who have left their church.’ Reflectmg on his 

work as a missionary, Thomas Amistrong described the reaction o f priests to 

scriptural schools: ‘from the altar the most fearful denunciations were hurled at any 

who would send their children to a Bible school and they were held up to scorn and 

exposed to danger in this w o r l d . E v a n g e l i s t s  alleged that the priests incited 

violence towards the missionaries and c o n v e r t s . T h e r e  were also reports that the 

local Catholic clergy in Dingle had instigated violence against fifty Catholic

Mary Daly, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
B ow en, D ., The Protestant Crusade, p. 185.
Charles Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
W helan, I., ‘The Stigma o f  Souperism ,’ p. 140.
N icholson , A ., Annals, p. 183.
Armstrong, T., M y Life in Connaught, p. 101.
E vidence o f  the inflammatory language used by the Catholic hierarchy is found in the advice o f  

M acHale to the Achill islanders. See p. 332.
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c o n v e r t s . I n  1854, the Catholic bishops condemned the public identification and 

denunciation o f converts from the a l t a r . C l a r k e ’s account o f Peadar Bany asserts 

that the convert had iniated the trouble and that the priest urged his parishioners not to 

hurt the convert. The description o f the treatment meted out to the convert reflects the 

abhorrence o f converts within small communities and the methods used to deal with 

such people.

There is support among informants on the identity o f the proselytisers. In the 

Armagh/Down report, Mary Daly states that ‘Minister Ashe -  I think it was from 

Philipstown he was -  he was tryin’ to convert the Catholics.. ..when M inister Ashe
132come, he was able to give the people more than the priest.’ She identifies two 

others: ‘Old Hamilton in Cross had a boulin for m akin’ Protestant soup .. ..Biggas had 

another.’ In the same report, three informants describe the provision o f soup in 

exchange for conversion by B r o o k s . I n  a discussion o f souperism, Mary Nugent 

states that ‘there was soup a givin’ out in Brook’s school in Forkill I think. A n’ 

indeed there was some Catholics went to it.’'̂ '̂  However the other two informants are 

less explicit in their description. They both assert that the boiler that is in Brook’s 

yard was used to make soup that was distributed from the church: ‘there’s a big boiler 

below in Brooks’ yard they made the soup in the time o f the Famine. It was above at 

the church then. More about it I can’t say.’'^  ̂ Miss Anderson, a relation o f Brooks 

states that:

you’ll see a huge boiler outside here in the shed which was used in the Famine years for 

cooking porridge. It was set in the board-room of the church then, o f  course.. ..they made porridge in 

the mornnig, and sup in the evening.. ..It was definitely an individual thing, a charity I suppose. That’s 

definite. It had no connection with any government scheme to relieve hunger or want.'^^

The collector of this report, Michael J. Murphy, suggests that ‘I feel that the 

fact that the soup-boiler was erected in the church o f their own denomination in 

Forkill implied proselytism o f a subtle sort. The people would need to enter the

Banner o f  Ulster, 12/1/1849 and 23/1/1849.
O ’Neill, T., ‘Sidelights on Souperism,’ p. 58.
Mary Daly, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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church to get the food; and this fact could be used as a means o f persuading them
1 ^ 7towards conversion. All this note is, o f course, purely my own conjecture.’ In the 

same report, two informants describe Mr Benson as a proselytiser. Tommy Murphy 

describes the location of where soup was distributed: ‘there’s what they call the Soup 

House yet on the Fathom Road. It’s a wreck now, with a lot o f ash trees growin’ out 

o f it. It was called Benson’s soup. But you had to twist yourself over to get it.’'^^ 

Sarah (Wiley) Grant agrees that ‘it was given out by Benson. Haven’t you heard o f 

Benson’s Gravy? My uncle, Tom McGinnity, made a song about a man that took
1 I Q

Benson’s Gravy. Benson.. .was trym ’ to corrupt the people that tim e.’ Grant 

recited the verse that her uncle had composed but the collector o f the tradition stated 

that she ‘spoke too rapidly to get the verse o f the song in full.’ During the Famine, a 

woman named Anne Fagan was fined £1 for singing a song about a souper: ‘Souper, 

souper, ring the bell/ Souper, souper, go to hell.’'"̂  ̂ Owen Rafferty associates 

proselytism with Protestant landlords: ‘where they give it out I can’t say. But it was in 

all the big Protestant houses up be Ravensdale -  Plunketts and Heustons and Talford 

M cNeills.’ '^'

In the Cavan report, Terence Clarke also makes a general association between 

proselytism and landlords: ‘in other areas soup and stirabout were provided by the 

landlords. And anyone that w ouldn’t drink the soup or eat bacon on Friday w ouldn’t 

get it.’ '^  ̂ In the same report, two infomiants identify Famham'"^^ and the 

identification o f proselytisers in the Mayo report focuses on Nangle.

The concurrence between infomiants on the identity o f those involved in 

proselytism suggests the veracity o f the traditions. The sensitivity shown by some 

informants towards the identity o f those who took the soup is absent in relation to the 

proselytisers.

Michael J. Mmphy, the collector o f the Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Tommy Murphy, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Sarah (W iley) Grant, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Cahill, D.W., On the Sacrilegious Conduct of the Coomhe Soupers (Dublin 1847), pp. 3-4. 
Owen Rafferty, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
Terence Clarke, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
James Argue and Charles Clarke.
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Impermanence of the conversions

The converts were like birds, which visit milder climates at intervals -  but their 

coming is proof of a great severity in their native country and they return when the 

iron days are passed and the sun cheers them from home.*' '̂^

Table 6.4: Oral tradition references to the impermanence o f the converstions,

including description o f tricks played on the proselytisers

Report N um ber o f  oral 
tradition 

references
A rni/Down 
Carl/W ick 
Cavan 
M ayo

1
1
1
3

T otal 6

A number of informants provide stories about the deception o f the 

proselytisers and the impermanent nature o f the conversions. Mary Daly relates the 

story o f a man who tricked the local proselytiser:

The fever was ragin’ a the time, an ’ this man an’ he’s family were all bad. This was out at 

C ross....H e hadn’t the land or anythin’ tilled. So M inister Ashe come to him  an’ said h e ’d till it. “I ’ll 

till it,” says he, “if  you come to the church.” So he said he would, an ’ I think some o f  them d ie d .. ..But 

he got the crop in anyway. A n’ so he was to go to M inister A she’s church on this Sunday, to get the 

Com m union I think. So when he d idn’t come. M inister Ashe come to him, but he w ouldn’t go into the 

house for fear o f  the fever. He had him converted up to that to get the Communion. So he says, “I 

thought you were to come to my church for the com munion?” “Aw,” says he to M inister Ashe. “W ell, 

own up to it, an ’ tha t’ll do,” says M inister Ashe. So anyway he got over the fever, an ’ when he was 

able to go about he went to the chapel, a n ’ Minister Ashe come to him again. “You were at your own 

chapel today” says he, “an’ you were to come to my church. You an’ your family was at it. A n,” ’ says 

he, “I put in your crop, an’ I want the price o f it.” “Aw,” says the man back, “own up to it an ’ that’ll

Ensor, G.K., The New Reformation  (London, 1828), p. 14. 
M ary Daly, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072.
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In October 1847, the Freeman's Journal carried a report from the Hull 

A dvertiser on the conversion o f  a group o f  Cathohcs in the diocese o f  Cashel in 

exchange for clothing and the convert’s subsequent refusal to attend the Protestant 

church:

On the following Sunday, the greater proportion o f the converts, well clad at the expense o f 

their proselytising friends presented themselves at the Roman Catholic chapels.... D eclared ...that they 

only yielded to the pressure o f cold and hunger in feigning to be converted .. ..On their expressing their 

sincere son  ow for what they had done, numbers o f them were re-admitted into the com munion o f  the 

church o f  R om e....O n ceasing to attend church the Protestant clergymen dem anded a restoration o f 

their garm en t.. .contending that they were given to Protestants and not Roman Catholics. This the 

pretended converts refused, on the ground that the clothes were the reward o f submitting to the rite o f 

confirm ation.'^^

The Freeman's Journal maintained that there were a number o f  people who 

took advantage o f  the proselytisers: ‘in Ireland the ‘Biblicals’ as they are called, are 

regarded as fair game by a class o f hypocrites who make a trade o f  being converted. 

With them the whole affair assumes the complexion o f  a good practical joke. ’' I n  

the Mayo report, John O’Donnell recounts a story about the aforementioned W Y, 

who was tricked back into Catholicism:

He was working at a certain job in a certain place away from home. He was at work late on 

Saturday night and told the people o f the house to awake him early next morning as he had to be at 

home in time to ring the church bell for service. They promised to do so but covered up the window of 

the room  after he fell asleep. He did not awake till breakfast tim e.. ..W hen they reached the chapel W 

Y made as if  to continue his journey but his companion asked him to come in to Mass. “T hey’ll be all 

looking at me.” “They’ll do that anyway, whenever they see you,” was the reply. W Y did go in to 

Mass a n d .. ..never rang the church bell again and never darkened the door o f a Protestant church.'"^®

Other accounts highlight the impemianent nature o f the conversions. William  

Blake provides a line o f a song: ‘Goodbye God Almighty, till the praties grow.’'"̂  ̂

This term is echoed in Thomas Fleet’s o f  X Y, who told the priest that his conversion

F reem an's Journal, 24/10/1851.
Ibid.
John O ’Donnell, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
W illiam  Blake, Carlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
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was ‘“only till the praties grow.” James Argue states clearly that ‘when the worst o f 

the Famine was over they turned Catholic again.’ In the Mayo report, Brian Donnelly 

states that ‘not many in Ballycroy turned over to Nangle. The few that did turned 

back again when the times improved.’

Asenath Nicholson predicted that the conversions effected during the Famine 

would be short-lived. She stated that ‘when the hunger was appeased and the ‘blessed 

potato’ should come, they could say Mass at home again’ and she described the 

responses o f children who had turned and ‘when such children were interrogated, the 

answer’d be “We are going back to our own chapel or our own religion when the 

stirabout times are over” or when the “breads done” or the “potatoes come again.’”

In Mayo, Fr. Martin Hart alluded to the transient nature o f the conversions that were 

made in his parish. He complained about the activities o f proselytisers in his area but 

added that ‘I will be able to banish them as soon as the lumpers make their 

appearance.’'^’ The Archbishop o f Dublin agreed that conversions in times o f distress 

were unlikely to last: ‘we cannot calculate on any permanent good effect from 

them .’'^  ̂ An editorial o f the Freeman ’s Journal stated that ‘we do not understand the 

policy o f a temporary triumph over the consciences o f a few houseless and famishing 

c r e a t u r e s . D u r i n g  the Famine, a degree o f tolerance was felt for those who were 

forced to convert during the Famine but who recoverted back to Catholicism once the 

worst o f the Famine was over.

N icholson , A ., Annals, p. 181.
Murray Papers, file 32/14, Murray 1848, 110.
Dublin Evening Mail, 10/2/1847. Extract from the Archbishop o f  Dublin’s address to the clergy. 
Freeman's Journal,  8 /7/1851, editorial.
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Refusals to ‘take the soup’

Table 6.5: Oral tradition references to the refusal o f people to ‘take the soup’ or

the references to the low numbers o f people who did convert

Report Number o f  
oral tradition 

references
Arm/Down 1
Cavan 3
M ayo 3
W /meath 1
Total 8

A number of infonnants state that those who converted represented a minority 

o f  the population and that most people resisted the temptations o f the proselytisers. In 

the Annagh/Down report, Owen Rafferty states that ‘it was only turncoats took 

that.’’ *'"̂ Three o f the four Cavan informants provide remarkably similar accounts on 

this subject. James Argue, Charles Clarke and Patrick O ’ Carroll state that ‘the 

majority refused’ and that ‘the majority of those attending the classes refused to eat 

the beef or b a c o n . I n  the Mayo report, John Masterson states that none o f the 

Mulanny people who attended the soup school lost their f a i t h ' a n d  Brian Donnelly
157states that ‘not many in Ballycroy turned over to Nangle.’ Both Masterson and 

Donnelly deny that there were jumpers in their particular locality. This may indicate a 

reluctance to admit that ancestors o f neighbours ‘took the soup.’

John O ’Donnell provides an insight into the attitude o f the local parish priest 

whose parishioners were faced with the choice between starvation and conversion:

Three uncles o f Padhraic Eoghain (Paddy Gallagher o f Cloch Mhor, opposite Acaill Bheag) 

went in the ‘bad’ times to the priest to ask for help. They were Gallaghers too. The poor priest had no 

help to give, but told them that if they took their needs wherever they found it, it would be no sin. They 

were afraid hunger would tempt them to take the soup, so they decided to go up to the top o f  the hill

Owen Rafferty, Armagh/Down report, IFC 1072. 
James Argue and Charles Clarke.
John Masterson, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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over A shleam  and die there before they would put them selves in the way o f  temptation. And they went 

up and died.'****

O ’Donnell does not show any reluctance in identifying the participants 

involved in this episode. Patrick MacManus, a parish priest in Westport wrote that 

such people were ‘Martyrs! Martyrs! Yes -  for resisting the allurements o f the paltry, 

heartless proselytisers, they have proved themselves ‘children o f saints’ and are now, 

we may hope, enjoying the ‘reward which God will give to those who change not their 

faith for him .’’^̂  Asenath Nicholson asserts that some priests were prepared to allow 

parishioners to accept food from the proselytisers: ‘the priests were very quiet while 

this kind o f bantering was in progress.. ..They held these favoured ones o f their flock 

by a cord while the stomach was filling, as the traveller does his stead that he is 

watering, and turns it away when its thirst is assuaged, caring little at what fountain he 

drinks, if  the water be w h o l e s o m e . T h e  Halls were impressed by the Achill 

islanders who resisted the enticements o f the proselytisers. They wrote that the 

majority o f them refused to seek help from the colony, even though they faced 

starvation: ‘such fortitude, we do believe, to be without parallel in the history o f any 

“ ignorant and unenlightened” people since the creation o f the world. ’ The bishop 

o f Kerry, Cornelius Egan wrote to Rome that ‘one can only wonder that there are only 

a few o f them who have accepted it.’'^  ̂ The Archbishop o f Tuam described a 

‘melancholy satisfaction’ in the peasant’s willingness to choose death over 

conversion. He described ‘the Mayo peasant, preferring “to die in that ditch than do 

anything out o f the way.’” '̂ ’̂

Three informants in the Mayo report provide infomiation on a dispute that 

occurred between the residents and proselytisers in the area.'*̂ "̂  Martin O ’Boyle states 

that ‘he heard o f a row Dick Staunton o f Roskeen N. had with a ‘jum per’ who was in 

charge o f the Soup School at Rossgaline.. ..Dick often boasted that it was he who had

Jolin O ’D onnell, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
F reem a n ’s  Journal, 27/10/1847. Patrick MacM anus, Parish Priest o f  K illgeever, Louisburgh, 

W estport, Co. Mayo.
N icholson . A ., Annals, p. 182.
Hall, S.C ., Mr. and Mrs., H andbook fo r  Ireland: the West and  Connemara.
A rchives o f  the Propaganda Fidei in Rome. Scrit. xxx, 475. Cited in B ow en, D ., Souperism : Myth  

o r  R eality?, p. 143.
F reem a n ’s Journal, 10/2/1847. Letter from Archbishop o f  Tuam, originally printed in The Tablet. 
Martin O ’B oyle, Martin Keane and Pat M cLoughlin. These stories are not included in table 6.5.

348



driven the soupers and jumpers out o f Tir an Air.’ Martin Keane also heard ‘o f  Dick 

Staunton’s battle with the Captain o f the Soupers at the Bray o f the L ake.. ..They 

fought all day but Dick won in the end.’ Their accounts are contradicted by Pat 

McLoughlin who states that:

Dick, with two men named Reilly and McLoughlin were coming home from Denny Sweeney’s 

(now John Gibbons) public-house, when they met three big men o f the soup school (Rossgalive) on the 

‘brae) at Bunamucha Lake. Dick struck the best o f them but failed to down him. McLoughlin gave an 

equally fruitless blow, but it was Reilly downed him. Dick used to boast later on that it was he who 

drove the ‘soupers’ and ‘jumpers’ out o f  Tir an Air.

Oral traditions that describe the refusal o f people to convert, the 

impermanence o f the conversions, tricks played against the proselytisers and methods 

used to defeat the proselytisers represent important elements in the oral traditions 

relating to souperism. They indicate a need to remember the failure o f the 

proselytisers. However, such traditions are also factually based and allude to the 

ultimate failure o f the Second Refonnation in Ireland.

By 1851, various proselytising groups were proclaiming the success o f the 

Second Reformation. They maintained that in the previous five years, approximately 

35,000 Catholics had converted to Protestantism and they indicated that this would 

continue to in c re a se .A rc h d e a c o n  Edward Stopford compiled figures for forty 

parishes, mainly situated in missionary areas and announced an increase in 

Protestantism."^^ Newspapers reported ‘the success of the Proselytisers in almost 

every part o f the country and we are told in the metropolis, is beyond all that the worst 

misgivings could have dreamt o f T h e  Catholic Hierarchy took such claims 

seriously and initiated a counter-attack which continued through the 1850s. The 1861 

census provided the first valid analysis o f the relative position o f the churches since 

the Famine. It demonstrated that the Protestant cmsade had made little impact on the 

religious divide. Since 1834 the Established Church had increased its share from 

10.7% to 11.9% of the population. The Catholic portion had decreased from 80.9% to

Warder 8/11/1851; Macllwaine, W., The Irish Reformation, p. 286.
Stopford, E., Reply to Sergeant Shee on the Irish Church (Dublin, 1853), pp. 74-5. 
Dublin Evening Post. 11/11/1851,
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77.7%.'^’̂  However, this adjustment was a result o f the higher levels o f Famine 

mortahty and emigration among the Catholic population, rather than an indication o f a 

mass o f conversions.'^^ Cathohc sources declared that once the Famine was over, 

many converts had returned to the Cathohc Church. The pubhcation o f the 1861 

census signalled the end of the Second Refomiation as English financial support 

terminated.

It must be noted that the denominational data for 1834 and 1861 are not comparable. 
O ’N eill, T., ‘Sidelights on Souperism,’ p. 61.
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Conclusion

Despite the ultimate failure o f the Second Reformation, a number o f reports 

contain detailed and accurate accounts o f the activities o f evangelical missionaries 

during the Famine. The reports that contain the most detailed commentaries are those 

that describe areas that were the focus o f various proselytising societies. The Mayo 

region was located in the area in which the proselytisers focused their energies during 

the Famine. The Cavan and Annagh/Down areas were the areas in which the Second 

Reformation commenced. Those reports that contain little or no mention o f 

souperism describe areas that are not usually associated with proselytism. Hence, oral 

tradition correctly identifies the areas in which the efforts o f the proselytisers were at 

one time or another focused. This finding challenges O Ciosain’s argument that the 

question on proselytism in the Famine questionnaire resulted in a profusion o f 

answers from areas that did not experience souperism.

The oral traditions contain accurate descriptions o f the methods employed by 

proselytisers, with particular reference to the use o f food to convert the starving. 

Regional peculiarities are described, including the prevalence o f soup schools and 

colonies in county Mayo and the endeavours o f proselytisers in Cavan to convert 

Catholics with meat on fast days. The emphasis on the use o f food to effect 

conversions indicates the contentious nature o f souperism and the resentment that was 

felt towards those who exploited Famine conditions to effect conversions.

A number o f informants are reluctant to identify those who took the soup and 

there are clear allusions to the shame associated with taking the soup. Despite this, 

certain individuals who converted to Protestantism are identified. On the other hand, 

informants willingly identify those who offered material benefits in exchange for 

conversion. There is concurrence between infomiants on the identity o f individual 

proselytisers such as Nangle, Famham and Brooks.

Accounts that describe the impermanence o f the conversions or the tricks 

played on proselytisers have an important function in oral tradition. They highlight 

the failure o f the evangelical movement in Ireland and frequently attribute it to the 

strong faith o f the Irish people. This belief is supported by accounts that highlight the 

resistance o f most people to temptation. This contrasts with Bowen’s view that the



failure o f the movement was the ‘lack o f enthusiasm for the ultra-Protestant cause 

displayed by the vast majority o f the resident gentlemen parsons o f the Established 

Church.’'^’

Despite the controversy and bitterness associated with the topic o f souperism, 

the oral traditions are surprisingly free o f exaggeration. O f the seven reports, only 

three provide in-depth descriptions o f souperism. Two of the reports deny that it 

occurred in the area and another two reports have only a couple o f references to the 

subject. Two features indicate the veracity o f most o f the accounts. There is a broad 

level o f support among infonnants on particular details, for example; the methods 

employed by proseytisers to convert Catholics to Protestantism, the identity o f 

proselytisers and the location of soup schools and colonies. Other sources corroborate 

many o f the details.

6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity’, p. 98. 
Bowen, D., Souperism: Myth or Reality?, p. 234.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Crime

people stole when their own supply o f food was used up. When that failed they had to 

take to the road, hungry women carrying on their backs hungrier children.*

‘The state o f Ireland, with respect to crime and distress, now occupies the 

attention o f  all who are interested in its welfare. The former, in its varied black and 

barbarous character, beggars description.’ The widespread contemporary perception 

o f an upsurge o f crime during the Famine is confirmed by the relevant statistics. The 

number o f crimes reported outside Dublin rose from 8,000 in 1845 to over 20,000 in 

1847. The nature o f the increase reflected the devastating impact o f the Famine.

The large increase in the number o f offences against property was not mirrored in the 

increase in the level o f offences against the person. A closer analysis o f crime rates 

during the Famine provides the historian with an insight into social and economic 

tensions. This chapter begins with a discussion o f the importance o f the study o f 

crime rates in mid-nineteenth century Ireland and the problems associated with the 

relevant statistics. There is an outline o f a sample o f contemporary writings on the 

relationship between economic conditions and crime. There is a summary o f the 

available published material on the oral tradition o f crime during the Famine. The 

second section o f the chapter involves an examination o f a selection o f oral traditions 

relating to the subject.

The importance of crime rates to the historian is based on Durkheim’s theory 

o f social facts. Durkheim studied suicide rates and stated that if, instead o f seeing in 

them only separate occurrences, unrelated and to be separately studied, the suicides 

committed in a given society during a given period o f time are taken as a whole, it 

appears that this total is not simply a sum o f independent units, a collective total, but 

is itself a new fact, with its own unity, individuality and consequently its own nature, a 

nature, furthemiore, dominantly social....The individuals making up a society change 

from year to year, yet the number o f suicides (or crimes) is the same so long as the

' Patrick Mac Manamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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society itself does not change.^ Thus, the examination o f the impact o f a crisis such as 

the Famine on the movement and nature o f crime rates is justifiable.

Although the fire in the Four Courts in 1922 destroyed many Irish criminal and 

convict records, there remain a number o f useful records from the nineteenth century. 

The return o f outrages reported to the Constabulary Office is available from 1844 and 

consists o f detailed and categorised county-by-county returns o f all reported outrages. 

Local sub-inspectors detailed the facts o f each case and the central officials in Dublin 

sorted the cases into various categories. This published statistical series seems a 

promising document for the study o f trends and fluctuations in crime during the 

Famine. However, even the most modem criminal statistics are defective and the 

nineteenth century figures must be used with caution.

A problem common to all criminal statistics is the so-called dark figure o f 

unrecorded crime. This refers to the inevitable discrepancy between the number of 

crimes actually committed and the number o f crimes reported to the authorities.

There is no solution to this universal problem. However, certain figures provide a 

more accurate estimate of the number o f actual crimes. The number o f outrages 

reported to the police are regarded as the best statistics available because they are the 

closest available to the actual commission o f the offence.

Another possible distortion in criminal statistics is that caused by changes 

within the constabulary, courts or administrative process. For example, the expansion 

o f police control can distort both the short tenn and long term series o f criminal 

statistics. It may be assumed that an increased police force would have the immediate 

effect o f an increase in the detection of crimes. It is likely that the long-term effect o f 

an increased police force would be that o f a deterrent to criminals."^ The Constabulary 

Act o f 1836 created the Irish Constabulary. In replacing the constabulary and the 

peace preservation force with a single force controlled by the government, the aim 

was to create a more effective and more highly centralised body, headed by a single 

official, the inspector general. Fluctuations in crime rates during the Famine years are 

unlikely to have been directly affected by this change.

■ The D ow npatrick  Recorder, 13/11/1847.
 ̂ Durkheim, E., Suicide: a Study in S ocio logy  (London, 1963), pp. 46, 307.
Gatrell, V .A .C . and Hadden, T.B., ‘Criminal Statistics and their Interpretation’ in W rigley, E.A. (ed.), 

N ineteenth-C entury Society: Essays in the use o f  Q uantitative M ethods fo r  the Study o f  S ocia l D ata  
(London, 1972), pp. 352-5.
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The categorisation o f crimes presented its own distortions, especially with 

regard to agrarian outrages which were listed separately from 1844. The official 

definition o f ‘agrarian’ is hard to define. The arbitrary nature o f its definition meant 

that at times it encompassed criminal activity which had no obvious connection with 

land or agrarian discontent.^* During the Famine, offences such as cattle stealing were 

deemed to be indicative o f the economic need o f the people, rather than agrarian in 

character.

An analysis of crime rates during the Famine requires regional comparisons. 

Provinces are too large for useful analysis. Even conclusions based on the ‘still 

relatively crude criterion of the county,’  ̂must be regarded with caution. Distortions 

associated with the constabulary, courts and administrative processes are applicable. 

Local variations in the various processes threaten the feasibility o f regional 

comparisons. Methods of law enforcement and crime detection were liable to differ 

considerably in neighbouring areas. For example, one police force may have viewed a 

particular crime with more censure than another and spent more time in its detection. 

The definition o f the trends o f the crime rates o f individual counties over a number o f 

years and the comparison of these trends help to alleviate distortions.^

Thus, there are a number o f ways o f reducing the impact o f distortions on 

nineteenth century criminal statistics. Figures for reported outrages provide the 

closest approximation to the elusive dark figure o f unrecorded crime. An awareness o f 

any relevant administrative, legal or judicial changes is vital. If it can be shown that 

no such changes affected the figures, the fluctuations o f rates from year to year may be 

regarded as meaningful trends in real criminal activity, perhaps influenced by social or 

economic factors.*^ The comparison o f crime rate trends helps to reduce the impact o f 

distortions. Finally, a comparison with other sources may highlight some distortions.

The perception o f an upsurge in crime in the mid-nineteenth century prompted 

many commentators to examine criminal statistics for information on the relationship 

between economic and social conditions and crime rates. Theories differed on the 

link between economic distress and the incidence o f crime. On the one hand there

 ̂ Crossman. V ., Politics, Law and O rder in Nineteenth C en tw y  Ireland  (Dublin, 1996), p. 4.
Lee, J., ‘Patterns o f  Rural Unrest in Nineteenth Century Ireland: a Preliminary Survey’ in Cullen, L.

M. and Furet, F. (eds.), Ireland and France I7'’’-20''' centuries. Towards a C om parative  Study o f  Rural 
H istory  (D ublin, 1977), p. 223.
^Gatrell, V .A .C . and Hadden, T.B., ‘Criminal Statistics and their Interpretation,’ pp. 358-61.
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were those who beheved that ‘in times o f adversity all classes o f crime increase, and 

that in times o f prosperity all crimes diminish.’*̂ A counter theory, ‘favourite.. .with 

chaplains, magistrates and police officials,’*̂  argued that statistics proved that 

prosperous years were more prolific in incidents o f crime than years o f distress. 

Reverend John Clay, author o f a series o f reports on Preston Jail, produced figures to 

demonstrate that during the years o f distress (1847-8), committals to prison were very 

low and in the relatively prosperous year o f 1851, committals reached high levels.” 

Mr Richard Hussey Walsh disputed Clay’s findings and alleged that they were based 

on inconclusive evidence. Another group o f commentators argued that the ultimate 

cause o f much crime was drunkenness.

Recent work on the relationship between economic distress and crime rates 

during the Famine displays more concurrence. Most general works on the Famine

include at least a paragraph on crime during the Famine and all focus on the sharp
12 • •increase in non-violent crimes against property. Work on oral tradition and crime

for the period is cursory. M cHugh’s chapter in Edwards’ and W illiam s’ The Great 

Famine provides an overview o f some o f the oral traditions dealing with crime, with 

particular references to those involving food stealing.'^ Poirteir transcribes a sample 

o f traditions relating to crime and provides a brief introduction to the subject.'"^ 6  

Grada provides a slightly more in-depth analysis, in which he questions the non- 

identification o f victims or aggressors.'^

This chapter examines the oral traditions o f crime in the seven reports. A 

categorised breakdown o f the references to crime in the reports shall be compared 

with the corresponding crime statistics and other contemporary sources such as 

national and local newspapers, police reports and relief commission papers.

Ibid., p. 361.
W ilson, J.M., ‘Statistics o f  Crime in Ireland 1842-1856’ in Journal o f  the S ta tis tica l and  S ocia l 

Inquiry S ocie ty  o f  Ireland, vol. 2 (1857), p. 95.
W alsh, R .H., ‘A Deduction from the Statistics o f  Crime for the last T w elve Y ears’ in Journ ald  o f  the 

Sta tis tica l an d  Social Inquiiy Society o f  Ireland, vol. 1 (1856), p. 385.
" O ’Shaughnessy, Esq., ‘On Criminal Statistics, especially with reference to Population, Education and 
Distress in Ireland’ in Journal o f  the S ta tis tica l and S ocia l Inquity Society o f  Ireland, vol. 4 (1864), p. 
95.
'■ See for example: Kinealy, C., A D eath-D ealing  Famine, p. 81; O Grada, C., Ireland: A N ew  
E conom ic H istory 17 80 -1939, pp. 203-4; Hoppen, K.T., Elections, P olitics and Society  in Ireland  
1832-1885, p. 365.

M cHugh, R., ‘The Famnie in Irish Oral Tradition’ in D udley Edwards, R. and W illiam s, T. D. (eds.), 
The G reat Famine, pp. 402-4.

Poirteir, C., Famine Echoes.
'■*' 6  Grada, C., Black '47, pp. 206-8.
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Concurrence between sources may provide us with a more detailed perspective o f 

crime during the Famine. Divergence between sources may reveal the nature o f how 

law breaking was remembered during and after the Famine. It is important to allow for 

the possibility that oral tradition may impart new factual details, missing from other 

sources. The nature o f crime suggests that oral traditions have particular benefits 

here. Details o f unreported crimes may only be retained in oral tradition.

The seven oral tradition reports yield 117 references to crime during the 

Famine. While the majority o f references describe the larceny o f food, crops and 

livestock, there are also references to more serious crimes, such as murder. The aim 

o f this chapter is to discover how crimes committed during the Famine are 

remembered in oral tradition. Do the details correspond with those found in other 

sources? Does oral tradition reveal hitherto hidden details? Are there biases towards 

certain types o f crime and/or sensitivities surrounding others? How are the 

peipetrators and victims o f crime dealt with in oral tradition? For the puiposes o f 

structure, the chapter comprises four main sections: an analysis o f offences committed 

against the person, against property, against the public peace and other offences.

These sections mirror the official categorisation o f crimes in the return o f outrages. It 

enables a clearer comparison o f the sources and an uncomplicated method o f 

examining trends in the nature o f crime during the Famine. The terminology used to 

describe crimes in the oral tradition may differ from the legal definition in use at the 

time. Humphrey’s The Justice o f  the Peace fo r  Ireland  provides the contemporary 

legal definitions for various offences and will be used to clarify the offence in 

question.'^’

Humphreys, H., The Justice of the P eace fo r  Ireland  (Dublin, 1863).
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Offences Against the Person

In the return o f outrages, the majority o f offences in this category, consist o f 

violent crimes against the person. Murder, rape and a variety o f assaults comprise the 

principal offences. The desertion o f children and concealment o f birth also contribute 

sizeable numbers. A crisis such as the Famine had an effect on the level o f offences 

against the person. The number o f such offences fell from a reported 1,700 in 1844 to 

1,393 in 1848. Offences against the person, as a proportion o f the total number o f 

reported crimes, fell from 26.9% o f the whole in 1844 to 7.1% in 1847 and 9.9% in 

1848. These figures demonstrate that the proportion o f violent crimes committed 

against the person during the Famine was dramatically reduced.

Table 7.1 : Oral tradition references to offences against the person

Report M urder Assault Desertion 

o f  children

Threat o f  

murder

Total

AmVDown 1 0 0 0 1

Cai-lAVick 1 0 0 0 1

Cavaii 1 0 0 0 1

Donegil 1 0 0 0 1

Kilkenny 1 1 0 0 2

M ayo 0 2 0 1 3

W/meath 5 1 2 0 8

Total 10 4 2 1 17

Table 7.1 provides a breakdown o f references to offences against the person in 

the oral tradition reports. While the official statistics register twenty different crimes 

under this category, only four types o f offences are described in the oral traditions.

Murder

References to murder comprise nearly half o f all references to offences against 

the person in the oral tradition reports. With the exception o f Mayo and Westmeath,
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each report contains one reference to murder. The Westmeath and Mayo reports 

contain five and no references, respectively.

The Carlow/Wicklow report contains an account o f a murder that is expected 

from oral tradition. An identified man killed the driver o f a wagon o f meal which was 

bound for the local landlord: ‘There was a man in Ballycumber named Arthur Fox and 

one day a wagon load of meal and other things was going to the Landlord. Fox 

stopped the wagon with a few others and killed the driver. He took the horses and
1 y

killed them later on and ate them when the other goods had run out.’ The informant 

relates the facts without embellishment and does not pass judgement on the morality 

o f the crime. Other sources forewarn o f such an occurrence. The resident magistrate 

o f Wicklow, Bartholomew Warburton stated that he had no doubt that the destitution 

among the working class ‘will be seized on by many evil disposed persons to carry out
1 Xsome wicked scheme.’ Other sources describe the inevitability o f an increase in 

crime, due to the dreadful suffering experienced by the population. The Tinahely 

Relief Committee requested immediate help from the government in the form o f a 

depot o f provisions and warned that, ‘if  some thing o f this sort be not established, life 

and property become insecure.’''̂  Reporting on the postponement o f the assizes, a 

local newspaper stated that, ‘a very large proportion o f the offences awaiting trial
5 20arises out o f outrages and depredations occasioned by the want o f food.’ Whether 

the murder at issue was an opportunist crime or was committed out o f desperation is 

questionable. In his description of how Fox killed and ate the horses o f the murder 

victim, the infomiant indicates the latter.

The Kilkenny report details a murder which appears to have been committed, 

indirectly, as a result o f Famine suffering and want; ‘A poor man went into a house 

in .. .Tullogher parish, begging for food. When he entered the kitchen, there was no 

one to be seen. Seeing some cooked potatoes there, he began eating them ravenously. 

While he was still eating, the owner came into the kitchen. Filled with rage, he set a 

bulldog on him. The poor man died as a result.’^' It is probable that the authorities 

did not record this man’s death as a murder. After all, the victim had been

'■ James Lawlor, Carlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075. 
'^^Outrage Papers, W icklow  1846, 32/31753. 
'"RLFC 3/2 /32 /18 .

The C arlow  Sentinel, 7/6/1847.
W illiam  Naddy, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
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22apprehended committing a crime. There is the suggestion o f sympathy for the poor 

man who was murdered in the oral tradition report. The outrage reports provide 

evidence o f a comparable murder in Donegal, hi October 1847, the police wanted to 

apprehend a man who had cut off the ear o f a woman he found stealing his potatoes: 

‘Mary Gallagher o f Arranmore Island was stealing potatoes out o f a field belonging to 

Hugh Gallagher when he cut off one ear with a reaping hook and nearly the other, his 

wife, Sarah Gallagher aiding and assisting.. ..Gallagher has concealed him self for the 

present’ but the authorities had infonnation on his whereabouts and had ‘proceeded to
7 7

the Island to assist in the capture o f the accused.’ At times, the nature o f the crime 

committed by the victim was regarded with lenience. At the Kilkenny assizes in 

1847, the calendar was reported as being full o f ‘robberies and felonies o f money’ and 

it was stated that the ‘present melancholy condition o f the country might, in some 

measure account for this state o f things’ and that ‘very few o f the crimes were o f a 

heinous nature.. .very few offences against the person.

The Donegal report contains a comparatively long and detailed story o f a 

murder committed by a young man named Stafford who apparently ‘went o ff his 

head’, possibly as a result of ‘the contents o f the “poteen pot,” ’ and was:

in the habit o f going about with a gun threatening to shoot those against whom he fancied a 

grievance. Among those was the sergeant o f the Revenue Pohce, one o f his best friends. On a certain 

day in the year 1847, which the people o f that day long remembered, and the tragic outcome o f which 

has been passed on, Stafford set out on the road to Ballyshannon armed with a loaded gun, threatening 

to shoot anybody who would attempt to apprehend him. Against the advice o f his com rades and o f 

people o f the village... the sergeant o f the Revenue Police, insisted on following the insane man. The 

tragedy occurred at the forty second milestone, about 200 yards outside B allintra ....W hen the sergeant 

approached young Stafford on his way up the road, the latter turned quickly around, presented the gun 

and tired, before the sergeant had time to grapple with him. The unfortunate policem an fell, shot 

through the head, and his life-blood soon dyed the waters o f “The Brook.” This was quite the 

outstanding event for long years after, out o f the many connected with the period o f the Famine.

Humphreys defines murder as ‘feloniously, wilfully and o f his malice aforethought, [to] kill and 
murder the deceased.’ In addition to the lessor offence o f manslaughter, ‘excusable hom icide’ was 
defined as to: ‘kill another by misfortune or in his own defence, or in any other manner without felony.’ 
No punishm ent was incurred for excusable homocide. Humphreys, H., The Justice o f the Peace. 

Outrage Papers, Donegal 1847, 7/278.
Dublin Evening Mail, 17/3/1847.
Ellen M cVitty, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
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This murder is the only violent crime against the person recorded in the 

Donegal report. This belies the contemporary impression o f danger in the area. A 

group o f  freeholders and farmers o f the parishes o f Kilbarron and Drumholm wrote o f 

their ‘bodily fear and terror o f being murdered should we go to transact our lawful 

business.. .our lives taken by unknown a s s a s s in s .H o w e v e r ,  the number o f offences 

against the person reported in Donegal in 1848, is comparatively low. In 1848, three 

murders were reported in Donegal.

The story o f Stafford lends credence to the popular nineteenth century theory 

which linked the abuse o f alcohol (in particular poteen), with crime. The informant 

uses a number o f locational details as mnemonic devices. As well as the forty second 

milestone and the brook, the informant describes the garden o f Stafford’s parents ‘The 

garden has long since disappeared...but the spot is still known as “Stafford’s 

Garden.’” The infomiant suggests that the sensational nature o f the story ensured its 

place in the local oral tradition. The story is related because it dates from the Famine 

years. This indicates that oral tradition relates crimes which were not directly 

connected with the Famine and is indicative o f the fact that the Famine did not have 

the same catastrophic effect on everyone and that for some, life progressed as normal.

The Amiagh/Down oral report records another murder, without an apparent 

direct link with the Famine: ‘At that time, there was a fair in G reencastle.. ..There 

was three days o f it, an’ it started on the 12̂ '̂  o f August for three days. (An’ many’s
27the man was dumped in the sand, too, mind ye. Killed and buried m the sand.)’ 

Greencastle Fair may have dated from Anglo-Nomian times and Evans states that 

‘wrestling bouts and unscheduled faction fights’ were customary.^^ Other sources 

record murders which were committed at fairs. One Michael McShane confessed that: 

‘A man named M cCrush.. .was going home from the fair at Crossm aglen.. .six years 

ag o .. ..Richard Finnegan, Owen McKenna and myself followed him about a mile out 

o f the Town. Edward Finnegan then knocked him down with a stone. Owen 

M cKenna then stabbed him with a bayonet. I then told them not to kill the man. We 

all went away, believing the man to be dead. I heard o f him being found dead the next 

morning by his Father on the Road.’^̂  There are indications that this particular

Outrage Papers, Donegal 1846, 7/23623.
Nicholas Nicky (Cunningham), Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Evans, E.E., Moiirne Country: Landscape and Life in South Down (Dundalgan, 1967), p. 126.
Outrage Papers, Armagh 1847, lH'iX.
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murder was connected with local Ribbonism. However, murders at fairs were also 

closely connected with faction fighting, also endemic at fairs. 

The Cavan report contains a lengthy and detailed report o f the murder o f the 

landlord, George Bell Booth:

“Orange Bell” was a minister and a landlord over at Crossdoney, a few miles from Cavan, and 

a man called Pat Dolan shot him. (W riter’s note: - A secret meeting was held in connection with Bell 

and it was agreed to shoot him. Lots were drawn to decide who should carry out the shooting and it 

“fell on” a brother o f Pat Dolan’s. Pat said that his brother was a married man with a wife and family 

but that as a single man with no such responsibilites, he himself, would do the shooting. This was 

agreed to and some days shortly afterwards and on a lonely part o f the road, Dolan met Bell and his 

wife driving in a phaeton. Dolan hailed him and asked what time was it and as Bell was taking out his 

watch to see the time, Dolan produced a pistol and shot him dead. Dolan did not clear away at once.

He stripped his arm and pointing to a birth-mark that was on it, he addressed Mrs. Bell thus:

“Som ebody may be arrested for this and if you are giving evidence o f identification make sure that the 

man that you are swearing against has this birth-mark.” Dolan then cleared away and the authorities 

were carrying out an exhaustive search for him. A reward was offered for information that would lead 

to his apprehension and although he stayed in several houses here and there in the county nobody 

betrayed him till one day he come to the parish o f Laragh -  not far from the old Barracks at Grousehall. 

He called at a house where there lived two brothers and their servant maid. The brothers who were 

after catching some fish in a local lake or river ordered the maid to fry some o f the fish for him. One o f 

the brothers went out; the other remained in the kitchen. Dolan sat near to the fire where the maid was 

frying the fish and in a little while he heard the maid saying in an undertone: “Poor fish, you were 

caught by a bait; poor Pat, don’t let yourself be caught by a fish.” She suspected that one o f the 

brothers had gone out for the police; Dolan was quick to take the hint that she had given them; he 

dashed out o f  the door and he was only in time to escape the police that were coming to take him. A 

family named Reilly in Lower Killinkere, collected £10 to pay his passage to America and he and a 

com panion set out for Cobh. And as they were stepping into the boat two detectives aiTived and 

arrested the companion in a mistake for Dolan. Dolan got away to America; the com panion was taken 

back to Dublin, but at the identification when Mrs. Bell examined his arm the birthmark was not on it; 

she said he was not the man that shot her husband, and he was discharged from custody.

This is the only case which provides a match between a specific crime 

described in oral tradition and a crime described in the outrage reports and it presents 

an opportunity for an extended comparison between the two sources. In a letter

Both Ribbonism  and faction fights are examined in more detail later in the chapter. 
James Argue, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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describing the excited state o f the neighbourhood, as a result o f the murder, John 

Charles Martin, a local rector states that:

Mr Bell Booth, JP ...w as murdered when com ing from the Cathedral Church in Kilm ore at 

about 2'/2 o ’ clock, on the high road in the presence o f  a number o f  persons -  his sister-in-law, the w ife  

o f  Mr B ell. The sub-sheriff called on many Romanists, who were looking on, to seize the murderer, but 

he quietly walked away, unpursued by a single individual.

In a petition o f inhabitants o f Ballinagh and Crossdoney, it was stated that Bell 

Booth had been ‘basely assassinated on Sunday the 22”̂ .̂. .at noonday returning from 

Church on the high road in a populous neighbourhood, by a stranger undisguised and 

without d e t e c t i o n . h i  another letter describing the murder, it was reported that the 

perpetrator o f the murder had been ‘waiting for him on this road and shot him with a 

pistol. He was driving in his g ig .. .with two young c h i l d r e n . I n  both sources, the 

fundamental details concerning the murder are similar. There is concurrence on the 

manner o f the murder and the fact that Dolan departed the scene with relative ease. 

Oral tradition provides additional details concerning the method in which Dolan 

allegedly addressed Bell Booth and his conversation with Mrs Bell. The outrage 

papers allude to the exact date and time o f the murder, although there is a discrepancy 

between witnesses as to the exact time o f the murder. A description o f the murder in a 

letter to a newspaper stated that ‘the villian walked up to Mr Booth, presenting a horse 

pistol. It is thought Mr Booth stooped his head and that, on doing so, the murderer 

fired. The ball entered the upper part o f the f o r e h e a d . T h e  oral tradition account 

may explain why Booth allegedly stooped his head: ‘Dolan hailed him and asked him 

what time it was and as Booth was taking out his watch to see the time, Dolan 

produced a pistol and shot him dead.’ There is some confusion in the oral tradition 

account concerning Mrs Bell. The informants states that Booth was accompanied by 

his wife, Mrs Bell. However, other sources state that Booth was accompanied by his 

sons and that his sister-in-law, Mrs Bell ‘whose carriage had just broken down passed 

the murderer on foot a few seconds before he fired and she witnessed the murder.

Outrage Papers, Cavan 1845, 4 /13333 . 
4 /13561 .
4 /13073 .

F re e m a n ’s Journal, 24/6/1845.
Ibid.
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The aftemiath of the murder is described differently by the sources. Oral 

tradition provides a unique story o f Dolan on the run. The outrage papers confirm that 

‘an exhaustive search’ ensued for the perpetrator o f the murderer. Various men were 

suspected of the murder. The day after the murder, ‘a young man o f indifferent 

character, named Caddan’ was arrested for having said some months previously that 

‘Mr Bell Booth would be shot.’ However, this was dismissed as ‘idle talk on his 

part.’ Two days later, the sub-sheriff o f Cavan received a letter from Donegal, 

providing information on a possible suspect: ‘a man named G ibbons.. .lately .. .taken a 

lead amongst the ribbonmen in this part o f the country, arrived yesterday night much 

fatigued from Cavan. Some sort o f suspicion may therefore attach to him with respect
T O

to the murder o f Mr Booth.’ Suspicion also fell on a man that had been prosecuted 

by Booth for stealing his hay:

Masterson, after his discharge from Gaol said he did not care how soon he would go to hell to 

have revenge on Mr Booth. He left Mr Booth’s neighbourhood and it appears resided somewhere near 

DubHn but returned to his father (who was Steward, or employed in some way by Mr Booth) a few days 

previous to Mr Booth being murdered and absconded after the coroner’s inquest.' '̂’

The authorities speculated that while in Dublin, Masterson may have had 

contact with a vagrant called Coligan, who had recently been questioned by the police: 

‘it is possible that Masterson may, while in Dublin, have employed Coligan to shoot 

Mr Booth.’ The authorities had no evidence linking the two men but they were 

anxious to fmd the culprit. A man called Patrick Clarke was also ‘committed to Gaol, 

on suspicion o f being the m urderer...but on investigation, he was exonerated from 

that c h a r g e . E v e n t u a l l y ,  the authorities appeared to draw closer to the supposed real 

culprit. Towards the end of August, the police arrested John Heney^' on suspicion o f 

the murder o f Booth, hi a statement to the governor o f Cavan Gaol, Heney stated that

It was Patrick Dolan who committed the murder as he had the information from Dolan himself 

in four days after the murder was committed and will produce several persons to whom Dolan told the 

same story and that Dolan was provided with clothes and sent to America -  he sailed from Sligo with

■̂’Outrage Papers, Cavan 1845, 4/13333.
^^Ihid., 4/13487.
■̂‘'//)/V/., 4/14045.
'“V/j/V/., 4/23285.
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the intention o f landing at Boston where he has two sisters living at present and that Dolan on leaving 

the country got £11 to defray his expenses.^"

In October, Thomas Heney wrote to Major Bailey"*  ̂ asking: ‘what is the cause 

o f John Heney being detained in Gaol after Mrs Bell seeing him -  and acknowledging 

that he was not the person who committed the outrage on the late Mr Booth.

Thomas Heney’s letter supports the oral tradition account that Mrs Bell did not 

identify the man in custody as the murderer. However, while the letter refers to 

Heney’s continued detention after Mrs Bell’s statement, the oral tradition account 

indicates that the arrested man was released immediately. This distortion could be a 

result o f oral tradition’s focus on Dolan’s heroism. His ploy to ensure that no one else 

was held responsible for the murder was deemed to have worked.

In the oral tradition account, there is no doubt surrounding the identification o f 

the murderer: ‘a man called Pat Dolan shot him .’ Oral tradition does not retain details 

o f the arrests o f other suspects. The infomiant highlights the fact that while Dolan 

was on the run, ‘no one betrayed him.’ Martin complained o f the fact that the ‘Roman 

Catholic population’ would not participate in ‘the pursuit o f the f e l o n . A  letter 

published in a national newspaper stated that ‘I fear there is no chance o f catching the 

villian.’'*'’

The account o f Dolan’s escape in oral tradition is similar to that described in 

Heney’s statement. Both sources describe the collection o f money, for his journey to 

America, with a minor inconsistency regarding the amount that was collected. Oral 

tradition identifies the family that collected the money and Heney provides 

information on Dolan’s family in America and his intended destination.

The reason for the murder is not alluded to in the oral tradition account: ‘a 

secret meeting was held .. .and it was agreed to shoot him .’ The writer o f a letter to the 

F reem an’s Journal speculated that ‘I cannot conceive the cause o f Mr Booth being 

shot, except that he may have done some act as a magistrate against some o f these 

‘Molly M en.”  Another letter described Booth as a ‘kind, tender-hearted, upright

■*' Also spelt Heaney
Outrage Papers, Cavan 1845, 4/19577.
The Magistrate who committed Heney.
Outrage Papers, Cavan 1845, 4/19577.
Ibid., 4/13333.
Freeman \s Journal, 2 4 I 6 I \ S 4 5 .
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gentleman’ but concedes that his death might have been connected with the fact that 

‘he was a Protestant and a magistrate.’

The outrage reports provide an insight into why Booth was murdered. Martin 

stated that the murder ‘presents another demonstration of the manner in which the 

Ribbon system.. .working in this county.’ Very soon after the murder, suspicion fell 

on a local leader in the Ribbon movement. A couple of months after the murder, the 

police disrupted a local meeting of Molly Maguires. They arrested four men and 

discovered a paper containing a new song on the Molly Maguires. The song described 

‘persecuting landlords’ and ‘tyrant agents’ and included the lines:

Likew ise Booth B ell was sent to hell for his one side legislation.

The Castle Spy now low  does lie and in his destination,

The poor orange B oys to hear their cries, for him they did admire.

He was the boy that w ould destroy the sons o f  M olly Maguire.'*^

in oral tradition. Booth was nicknamed ‘Orange Bell.’ Martin stated that 

Booth was ‘the head officer amongst the Orangemen in C a v a n . A  description of 

Booths’s funeral referred to the attendance o f ‘between three and four thousand 

protestants and orangemen, most of them a r m e d . I n  a petition, the inhabitants of 

Ballinagh and Crossdoney complained that since Booth’s murder ‘some hundreds of 

Protestants and Orangemen have assembled on most days in Crossdoney, some of 

whom are said to have used threats.. .that they would have revenge or Blood for 

B l o o d . I n  a report of the murder, the nationalist newspaper, the Freeman 's Journal 

stated that ‘these things cannot occur without a cause and while the 

government.. .takes every step to discover and punish the men who commit these 

horrible deeds, why do they not endeavor to trace out and apply an effectual remedy to
52the causes which prompt them.’

The oral tradition account highlights the role of Pat Dolan, his daring escape 

from justice and the support he received from the local community. He is portrayed as 

a brave and honourable man. After lots were drawn to decide who would execute the

Ibid.
'’^Outrage Papers, Cavan 1845, 4 /20697 , 7 /10/1845.
"‘'//7/V/., 4 /13333 .

Ibid., 4 /13355 .
" //7/V/., 4 /13561 .
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murder, Dolan offered to take the place o f his brother, who had a family. By showing 

his birthmark, Dolan ensured that no one else would be held responsible for the 

murder. The outrage reports provide a different interpretation o f events. They focus 

on the sorrow felt at his death and the fear experienced in the community as a result o f 

the murder. A memorial o f the inhabitants o f Arva stated that ‘considerable alarm 

exists in this tow n.. ..That a deep feeling o f distrust unhappily pervades the minds o f 

all classes.’ They perceived the death o f Booth as a tragic loss: ‘the recent and 

deplorable death o f Mr George Bell Booth had deprived us o f  our nearest and most 

available m a g i s t r a t e . I n  the same area, the local police reported that ‘the Protestant 

inhabitants.. .were in fear and dread o f their lives.. ..begged that a party o f police 

should be stationed.. .and said if  this was refused... w ould... leave their homes.

Despite offering different interpretations o f the murder, the two sources complement 

eachother. There are no major divergences over fundamental details and the two 

sources provide unique details on different aspects o f the murder. Oral tradition 

provides details o f the murder, which are presumably unavailable in other sources, for 

example, the method of selecting the person to execute the murder, the story o f Dolan 

on the run and the anecdote concerning the help he received from the maid.

The murder o f Bell Booth occurred in July 1845 and so, like the previous two 

descriptions o f murder, is not explicitly linked to the Famine. It occun'ed shortly 

before the first potato failure. Oral tradition confused the timing o f the event.

The Westmeath report provides the only other description o f the murder o f a 

landlord. The reason for the murder o f this landlord is explained: ‘there was a man 

called Manning lived in Turin, about four miles from Delvin. He used to charge very 

high rents during the Famine and the tenants were not able to pay, as they were very 

poor. A man named Heffeman lay in ambush for him one day and shot him. The 

tenants cut him up in pieces and threw him in a hole.’^̂  The description o f M anning’s 

conduct is echoed in an account in a local newspaper, which describes the behaviour 

o f some landlords: ‘.. .we regret to witness in this season o f poverty and distress, that 

many landlords should be harassing their tenants and instead o f assisting them,

Freeman's Journal, 24/6/1845.
Outrage Papers, Cavan 1845, 4/14163.
/h id :  4 /15571,
Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
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endeavouring to add more to their destitution.’^̂  The sympathy o f the infomiant hes 

with the perpetrators o f the murder, rather than the victim.

The theme o f tenants striving to retain hold o f their property is apparent in the 

description o f another murder recorded in the oral tradition report o f Westmeath: 

‘There was a man travelling from Dublin and he stayed the night in Mullingar. Next 

day he started for Kilbeggan. He had 96 writs in his pockets for evictions. He was 

driving in a coach and he was shot at the Hill o f Rathconnell between Delvin and 

Mullingar. But the coach-man got safe.’ Writmg from Delvm, m March 1846, the 

Deputy Lietenant and magistrate of Westmeath, Mr. Hercules Robinson was 

convinced o f the ‘systematic combination against the rights o f property in Ireland -  a 

combination which the existence, or dread o f famine is wholly insufficient to
CO

overcom e.’' Although the victim and perpetrator(s) are not identified in the report, 

the movement o f the victim, the account o f the number o f writs and the location o f his 

murder are all related in detail. It is difficult to ascertain whether the non- 

identification o f the individuals involved was deliberate. The description o f the large 

number o f writs in the victim’s pocket represents an implicit justification for his 

murder. The outrage papers provide numerous examples o f assaults, in Westmeath, 

on rate collectors and on those attempting distraint. Hugh Carey, a poor rate collector, 

described ‘being in dread o f receiving some bodily injury whilst endeavoring to 

collect the Poor Rates’ and he requested the assistance o f the p o l i c e . T h e r e  are also 

descriptions o f conspiracy to murder and murders that occurred in relation to land. In 

.lune 1850, John Green gave a statement that he ‘was put out by ejectement and after 

being dispossessed, legal proceedings were taken against him for the rent due’ by Mr 

Boyd and that ‘he conceived himself so persecuted by his landlord, entered into a 

conspiracy.. .for the purpose o f shooting Michael Dolan a tenant and caretaker o f Mr 

Boyds over the ejected lands.’ The participants later decided to shoot Mr Boyd.^^

The other three accounts o f murder in the Westmeath report are similar. They 

all describe the murders o f men who either sold meal to the poor at a cheap rate or

The Athlone Sentinel, 29/10/1847.
Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
Outrage Papers, Westmeath 1846, 30/6715. 
Ibid., 1847, 30/132. See also 1849, 30/5847. 

“  //w /., 1847, 30/ 170.
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gave it to the poor free of charge. The perpetrators o f these murders are identified as 

‘meal m angers.’ ’̂' Two of the reports concern the murder o f Richard Connell:

There was a man named Connell living at Robinstown, K ilskyre....H e used to sell out meal 

very cheap to the poor people during that time. The meal mangers used to be very vexed with him  

because he w ould not sell the meal to them. They gathered together one Sunday and watched Connell 

going hom e from Kilskyre mass with his sister, and pulled him o ff  the cart and beat him to death with  

blackthorn sticks, and one o f  them put his fist tlirough C onnell’s stomach.

Pat Gibney’s description o f Connell’s murder, echoes many details provided 

by Mrs Fitzsimons. They both describe Connell returning with his sister from mass. 

Concurrence between two informants suggests that the details are accurate. The final 

murder described in the Westmeath report was that o f a man called Morgan who also 

‘used to sell the meal to the poor at a cheap rate and often gave it to them for nothing.’ 

After refusing to sell the meal to the meal mangers, they ‘watched him one day and 

shot him. He is buried in Killna G r a v e y a r d . T h e  description o f three murders by 

meal mangers indicates the horror felt by the community at the murder o f innocent 

and kind-hearted men. The accounts, which describe the murder o f the landlord and 

o f the man carrying the writs for eviction, indicate the inherent outrage felt towards 

those who asserted their authority against the poor at such a time o f need. Whether 

sympathy was evinced towards the victim or perpetrator o f the crime depended on the 

actions o f  the individuals in question. The high number o f murders recorded in the 

Westmeath report indicates the controversial nature o f the murders, rather than the 

level o f  unrest in the county. In Westmeath only 0.8% o f all reported crimes were 

recorded as murders.

In the Mayo report, John Kilroy describes the threat o f murder made against 

the local landlord, Sir Richard O ’Donel: ‘Sir Richard’s name is still remembered, and 

not with love, by the descendants o f his tenants.. ..He was warned that he might be 

shot, but said, according to the late Tommy Gorman o f Buckagh, that his umbrella 

would be enough to keep away all the bullets fired at him .’^̂  This account is redolent

People w ho used to make a huge profit from selling meal to the poor at an exorbitant rate.
Mrs Fitzsim ons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075
Ibid.
For the year 1848.
John K ilroy, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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of the bitterness felt by tenants o f O ’Donel towards their landlord and the desire, by 

some, to do him hann. The oral tradition may be the only source, which relates this 

desire and the threat to shoot him.^^

The murders described in the oral tradition reports are varied and often, quite 

detailed. Some are intimately connected with Famine suffering. Others are not 

directly concerned with Famine conditions but are included because they occurred 

during the Famine. There was a perception amongst many contemporary observers 

that murders were becoming endemic: ‘. ..murder and bloodshed and lawlessness o f 

every kind seem to break out again with renewed violence.. ..No less than seven 

murders have been perpetrated within the last few days,’^̂  and the absolute number o f 

murders did increase in Famine years. However, given the huge increase in total 

crime figures, the increase in the number o f reported murders was surprisingly low.

As a proportion of all offences, murder fell from 2.3% in 1844 to .01% in 1847 and 

1.2% in 1848. The oral tradition reports do not reflect these low figures. References 

to murders comprise 8.5% of all references to crime. The impact o f a murder on a 

local rural community was undoubtedly huge and this is reflected in the oral 

traditions.

Assault

Trends o f reported assaults during the Famine mirror those o f murder. As a 

proportion o f total offences, assaults decreased from 13.8% in 1844 to 5.5% in 1848.^^ 

The statistical returns differentiate between different types o f assaults. These include: 

assault with intent to murder; assault on police; aggravated assault; assault 

endangering life; assault with intent to rob; assault on bailiffs and process servers and 

cutting or maiming the person. The references to assault in the oral tradition reports 

are varied and it is difficult to assess how the authorities would have categorised 

them. Humphreys defines common assault as ‘striking at another, with or without a 

weapon; holding up one’s fist at him; or by any other rash act done in an angry or

The relationship between O ’Donel and his tenants is exam ined in chapter six.
Dublin Evening Mail. 9 /4/1847.
This calculation is based on the assaults outlined below  and does not include assault with intent to 

com m it a rape.
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threatening m a n n e r . O n l y  three o f the oral tradition reports contain a reference to 

assault (see table 7.1).

The assaults described in the Mayo reports refer to the same incident. They 

both describe a fight between an identified local man and so-called ‘soupers’.̂  ̂ There 

were divergent opinions regarding the level o f assaults at the time. Local landlord, 

Richard O ’Donnell stated that ‘...scarcely a night passes without some depredations 

committed in the immediate neighbourhood o f N ew port.. .1 have m yself received.. .in
71the last fortnight, three threatening letters.’ However, a letter addressed to the 

Central Relief Committee of the Society o f Friends, described Mayo thus: ‘I am 

surprised at the absence o f outrages.. ..I heard o f no instance o f personal violence 

upon land.’ “̂ It is probable that this particular assault remained in the oral tradition o f 

the area because o f strong emotions surrounding souperism and the inherent drama o f 

a fight between so-called soupers and local men.

The reference to an assault in the Westmeath report has a familiarity to it: 

‘There was a man named Michael Fitzsimons o f Ballyhealy who used to sell out meal 

cheap to the people around and anyone that could not pay, he gave it to them for 

nothing. The meal mangers were not pleased with him and every chance they would 

get they would beat him.’^̂  Two murders in the Westmeath report are attributed to 

meal-mangers. This account also highlights the wickedness and violence o f the meal- 

mangers. The identification of the victim suggests that the story is based in fact. The 

local newspaper warned that relief was required in the area because otherwise,

‘society will be convulsed and life and property rendered i n s e c u r e . W h i l e  other 

assaults are forgotten, the enduring anger towards the perpetrators o f an assault on a 

kind-hearted local man ensures the retention o f the story in oral tradition.

The Kilkenny report contains one reference to an assault on a landlord by the 

White Boys. It arose from contention over the farm o f an evicted family: ‘Hugh 

G reen .. .evicted a family named Murphys from a farm in Brittas, but gave them a 

better fam i.. ..He gave the evicted farm to Keefes, C appa.... a band o f the White Feet

Humphreys, H., The Justice o f the Peace.
™ See pp. 348-9  in chapter on proselytism. 

Outrage Papers, Mayo 1847, 21/574. 
Transactions, p. 200.
Mrs Fitzsim ons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
A thlone Sentinel, 24/9/1847.
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came at night and gave old Mr Keefe a very severe beating with sticks/^ It is difficult 

to assess the connection between the described assault and the Famine. Authorities 

may have categorised this assault as agrarian. As explained, the arbitrary nature o f its 

definition makes the examination o f agrarian crime difficult. The number o f  agrarian 

outrages reported in Kilkenny in 1848 was fifteen/*^ including one aggravated assault.

Despite the many reported assaults in the official statistics, references to this 

offence in the oral tradition reports are constrained. Details o f assaults are retained if  

they involve a controversial group. Assaults between ordinary individuals do not 

appear in the oral traditions. Soupers, meal-mangers or Whiteboys feature in each 

story. During and after the Famine, people had strong opinions regarding the part 

played by soupers and meal-mangers and therefore, stories describing their activities 

are passed down. Individuals within these groups are not identified. The men 

assaulted by the meal-mangers and White-boys are identified, as are the men who 

fought the soupers. Oral tradition references to assaults during the Famine focus on 

the individuals and groups involved, rather than the actual assaults.

Desertion of  children

The only other oral tradition references to offences against the person are two 

descriptions o f child desertion by an infomiant in Westmeath. The first such 

reference describes the actions o f people who abandoned their children at the houses 

o f rich people or left them locked up in houses to die, while they emigrated to 

America. The second reference recounts a specific incidence o f child desertion in the 

area;

There was a man living in M oyleroe at this time, called Thomas M ulligan. He was very poor 

and had his w ife and family and an aunt to support. He went round all the big houses trying to get food  

for his children. He had to go to Cavan to break stones and on his way down he was so tired, he had to 

sit down on the banks o f  snow to rest h im self.. ..W hen he was gone, his w ife and aunt left the children 

sitting at a fire eating stirabout and told them that they would be back in a little while. They stole away 

to som e ship and went to America and never came back.

J. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Figures are unavailable for previous years.
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The story o f a poor man’s attempt to eke out a hving for his family and his 

abandonment by his wife and aunt certainly has dramatic appeal. It is rare to find a 

tradition, which details such an ignoble act by women. In her study o f the portrayal o f 

women, in the oral traditions o f the Famine, Patricia Lysaght concludes that women,
77especially mothers, are generally perceived as ‘models o f heroic self-sacrifice.’ This 

story represents a so-called discordant recollection and reflects the reality and 

dehumanising effects o f the Famine.

The number o f reported desertions o f children actually decreased during the 

Famine years. There were 191 recorded cases o f this offence in the year 1844. The 

years 1845, 1846, 1847, 1848 recorded figures o f 125, 147, 116 and 86 respectively.

It is possible that this offence was particularly bad in 1844 and that pre-Famine levels 

were lower or the authorities may not have accurately recorded actual higher levels 

during the Famine. This case may not have been reported to the authorities and oral 

tradition may be only source to retain the details. People found guilty o f the offence 

were liable to face prison. At the Kilkenny Quarter Sessions, a person received four
78months imprisonment for child desertion. The reference in the Westmeath report is 

located in the infoiTnant’s immediate locality o f Moyleroe, Delvin, which may 

partially explain why Westmeath is the sole report to record this offence.

Lysaght, P., ‘Perspectives on W om en’, p. 128. 
Outrage Papers, Kilkenny 1847, 14/253.
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Offences Against Property

79What a man has, he does not steal.

An examination o f the fluctuations in reported offences against property, 

during the Famine, provides an insight into the effect o f the Famine on Irish society, 

hi 1845, property offences comprised 27.4% o f all reported offences. This figure 

increased to 75.8% in 1847 and remained at a high level for the duration o f the 

Famine. There was a definite movement in the nature o f crime, away from violent 

offences against the person and towards non-violent offences against property.

Reports from assizes throughout the country highlight this. Cases at the quarter 

sessions in Kilkenny city ‘were particularly attendant on a period o f calamity like the

present. Among them were a great many larcenies and charges for receiving stolen
80goods.. ..this was a period o f great calamity.’ An article on the postponement o f the

assizes stated that ‘a very large proportion o f the offences awaiting trial arises out o f
8 1outrages and depredations occasioned by the want o f food.’ Many contemporary 

commentators noted the close connection between economic stress and offences

against property. A member o f the constabulary in Mayo described the desperation o f
82the people and stated that they ‘prefer transportation to death o f starvation.’ The 

Anglo-Celt described groups o f poor people marching to the houses o f landlords, 

demanding employment and warning that ‘if  they did not get work they must either 

steal or d ie.’*̂'̂  Two months later, the same newspaper reported that ‘hunger will drive 

the people to violence and crime. A man cannot or will not starve while his neighbour 

has p r o v i s i o n s . T h u s ,  it appears, that in an effort to survive, some people were 

forced into committing relatively minor crimes, such as petty larceny.

Engels, P., Condition o f  the Working Class in England in 1844 (London, 1892), pp. 130-2. 
Kilkenny Journal 4/1/1847.
The Carlow Sentinel, 7/6/1847.
Outrage Papers, Mayo, 1846, 21/18321.
Anglo Celt, 25/9/1846.

^^Ihid., 13/1 1/1846.
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Table 7.2: Oral tradition references to offences against property

Report Pulled
braiste/

p ressau gh

Larceny/
robbery

Cattle/
sh eep

stealing

Highway
robbery

Killing, 
cutting etc 

cattle

Larceny  
o f  cats /  

goats

Total

A n n /D ow n 3 5 0 0 0 0 8
Carl/Wick 0 13 0 2 4 0 19
Cavan 0 3 2 0 0 0 5
D on ega l 0 1 0 1 0 0 2
Kilkenny 0 8 0 0 1 0 9
M ayo 2 5 1 0 0 0 8
W /m eath 0 4 3 0 1 2 10
Total 5 39 6 3 6 2 61

References to offences against property in the oral tradition reports are 

frequent. The seven reports contain a total o f 61 references, ranging from 2 to 19 

references in each report. With 39 references, larceny or robbery is the most common 

offence in this category. The official statistics contain 12 different offences in this 

category, including incendiary fire, illegal shearing o f sheep and plundering wrecks. 

The oral tradition reports refer to an assortment o f offences, including larceny, cattle 

and sheep stealing, highway robbery and killing or maiming o f cattle. Unusual 

offences, recorded in oral tradition and which are not part o f the official statistics,
o c

include pulling braiste and stealing cats.

Robbery or larceny

The stealing o f food during a Famine is indicative o f economic stress. 

Apart from cattle and sheep stealing, cases o f robbery constituted the largest group of 

reported offences in the official statistics during the Famine years. Levels o f the 

offence rose sharply to coincide with the worst years o f the Famine. The first year o f 

the Famine saw the number o f reported robberies rise from 208 in 1844 to 258 in 

1845. The following three years witnessed large increases: 534 in 1846, 1163 in 1847

Praiseach bhui is a yellow-noweriiig weed with soft green leaves. It belongs to the cabbage family 
and its leaves can be boiled, simliar to domestic cabbage. It is also know in Connaught as braiste. 
Lysaght, P., ‘Perspectives on W om en’, p. 82.
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and 1224 in 1848, before they gradually began to fall. Most o f the accounts refer to
O /

the larceny o f crops and food.

The Carlow/Wicklow report contains the highest number o f references to 

larceny. Eleven o f the thirteen references describe the larceny o f crops: turnip scoops, 

potatoes, oats and marigolds. The eight references to turnip scoops are particular to 

this report. With one exception, all the informants describe the same location: ‘Poor 

people went to Ebbe o f Mullane at night to steal the scoops o f turnips and if  they were
Q7 . . . .

caught they would be put m prison.’ There is one dissenting voice. James Lawlor 

o f Knocknaboley states that Mr Ebbe allowed the people to take the turnip scoops:

‘Ebbe o f Mullane arranged with the people that they should collect turnip scoops left
88after sheep on Friday evenings.’ Four o f the informants state that those caught

stealing turnip scoops received prison sentences. One infonnant identifies two men 

who were apprehended, tried and sentenced to three months in jail. Another 

informant confimis the length o f the prison sentence. The level o f agreement between 

informants indicates the veracity o f the accounts. That poor people would be forced 

to steal such an articlc is confirmed by resident magistrate, Warburton who stated that 

the destitute o f his district would be ‘compelled to take food wherever they could get

This desperation is evident in the story o f the grandfather o f an informant who 

‘went into the house of a well-to-do farmer in Slievenamoe and saw a leg o f mutton 

boiling in a pot on the fire. His family was hungry so despite being scalded he took 

the meat out o f the pot and brought it home.’*̂  ̂ The proud granddaughter o f the 

perpetrator o f this crime stresses the heroic nature o f his act. There is no mention o f 

the apprehension o f her grandfather. The crime may have gone unreported and oral 

tradition may be the only source with details o f this case. Whether the man did scald

Humpreys differentiated between robbery and larceny. He defined larceny as: ‘the fraudulent taking 
and carrying away by one person, o f the personal goods o f  another, from any place, with intent to 
convert them to the taker’s own use, without the owner’s consent. This is simple larceny. It is temied 
compound  when attended by aggravated circumstances and to which a higher degree o f punishment 
attaches, as larceny from the person.. .or larceny from one’s dwelling house.. ..and when a taking from 
the person is accompanied by violence or threats it is robbery.’’ He proceeds to state that ‘actual force 
is not essentially necessary to constitute robbery, if, by the use o f threats, by words and gestures...a 
man be induced to part with his property.. .it is as much a robbery as if it had been obtained by actual 
violence.’ Humphreys, H., The Justice o f  the Peace, p. 188.

William Blake, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
Ibid.
Outrage Papers, Wicklow 1846, 32/28015.
Mrs Kavanagh, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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him self is open to interpretation. It adds flavour to the story and draws attention to the 

m an’s courage. Other sources highlight the prevalence o f such offences. At the petty 

sessions in Coolkenna, Reverend Mr Dmm remarked o f the poor: ‘it would be quite 

impossible to prevent their turning out to take food wherever they could get it.’^’ At 

the quarter sessions o f Baltinglass, resident magistrate, Warburton stated that ‘there 

were 70 persons tried .. .only 2 acquitted and o f that number, all were larceny with the 

exception o f 15 cases.’ The official sources and the oral tradition reports concur on 

the high level o f and reasons for larcenies in this area.

Kilkenny records the next highest number o f larcenies and there are references 

to the type o f larceny that one expects during the Famine. An infomiant describes a 

Mr Dollard who ‘was sent to jail for picking s p r i g s . H u m p h r e y ’s classification o f 

larceny includes ‘stealing fruit, vegetables etc growing in gardens etc.’*̂"̂ Another 

account details the detemiination o f the poor to steal turnips and the attempts made to 

prevent them:

A man w a s .. .em ployed by Green in Cappa, also armed with a gun to prevent stealing o f  

turnips. This measure was not successful as Green had the tiunips stored in a large house. The poor 

people used get a long stick with a spike on the end o f  it and try to get the turnips out o f  the house 

through narrow w indows in the walls, known as spy-holes.^^

The nature o f such larcenies was directly linked to the effects o f the Famine, 

hi charging the jury, at the Kilkenny quarter sessions in June 1847, the Assistant 

Barrister explained that most of them had been committed by ‘wretched looking poor 

creatures.

Particular to the Kilkenny report are four references to the larceny o f com. All 

references describe the eviction o f an identified family who had to leave behind a 

fami, which contained a crop of com. Neighbours, friends or the family themselves 

retumed, usually at night, to rescue this com:

Outrage Papers, W icklow  1846, 32/29471.
Ibid., 1847, 32/179.
J. W hyte and M. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. 
Humphreys, H., The Justice o f  the Peace.
T. W hyte, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
K ilkenny J o u rn a l 30/6/1847.
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A family o f  Mui'phys who lived in Brittas, Inistioge, found they were unable to pay the rent 

during the famine years. They expected at any time to be ev ic ted .. ..It was about the harvest time then, 

and they had the corn .. ..Kind neighbours from their new home in Carlow came with them to Brittas in 

the night time and took away all the corn, with horses and carts.

Another informant describes how the friends o f the evicted family deah with 

‘two Scotch stewards’ who were in charge o f leveUing the house. They ‘tied the two 

stewards and took all the com .’^̂  Under Humphrey’s definition, this offence would 

have been termed a robbery, rather than a larceny, because o f the violence. Cases 

tried at Kilkenny quarter sessions in July 1847 included larceny and rescue. Those 

found guilty o f rescue received sentences o f up to six months imprisonment. A 

person found guilty o f stealing bread received one month imprisonment and hard 

labour. Another found guilty o f stealing clothes received three months imprisonment 

and hard labour.' '̂^

References to larcenies in the Mayo report emphasise the desperate 

circumstances, which forced people to commit such offences. In the majority of 

cases, the motive was that o f hunger. One infomiant describes how ‘people stole 

when their own supply o f food was used up. When that failed they had to take to the 

road, hungry women carrying on their backs hungrier c h i l d r e n . A n o t h e r  infonnant 

describes the actions of his father who found:

a young fe llo w ... lying down and rooting up with a piece o f  iron potato-stalks which were 

grow ing here and there among the oats. “What are you doing there?” “W e have nothin to eat but 

chicken-w eed, and I am tired o f  it, and I came here to get a few  potatoes to eat along with it.” “W ell, 

take them with you, but don’t com e this way again, spoiling the oats.” “But I have a few  more hoked 

over there.” “A ll right, thake them all, but don’t com e again.” And the poor fellow  went with me day’s 

poor meal, at any rate, in his bag."”

The infomiant describes her father as a kind man who was willing to help 

those in need. Other sources allude to the direct link between larceny and the distress

M. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
M. Curran, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075. See p. 311 for punishment tale concerning landlord, Mr 

Green, who evicted a family. The fam ily returned to their farm and pulled up the corn and threw it over 
the fence.

Outrage Papers, Kilkenny 1847, 14/253.
Patrick Mac Manamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
M ichael Gorman, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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caused by the Famine, hi a statement to the pohce, Pat Joyce alleged that another man

had proposed to him that they should go to a miller in the neighbourhood o f Newport
102and ‘take a bag o f m eal.. .before they should starve.’ The Mayo report provides an 

account of a robbery in which hunger is not indicated to be the primary motive. Pat 

Moran recounts the activities of a man ‘going round in Kilmeena taking rent from 

people who were soft enough to give it to him (without a receipt.) He used to promise 

to bring the things (receipts) with him next day. This explains why many that had 

paid rent were e v i c t e d . T h i s  story may function to explain the inability o f people 

to pay their rent during the Famine years.

The two references to people pulling braiste or borage are listed separately to 

larcenies in table 7.2 because it is unclear whether this activity was an offence. 

Humphreys includes the stealing o f ‘fruit, vegetables etc growing in gardens’ as 

larceny. An informant was told that ‘people used to pull the braisg (braiste, borage) 

from among the oats and eat it to try to keep themselves a l i v e . T h e  activity was 

carried out by people who were desperate for sustenance. If pulling braiste was 

regarded as a crime, it is possible that authorities were uninformed o f its occurrence. 

The prevalent attitude towards this kind o f  crime is indicated in Michael G om ian’s 

account o f the man rooting for potatoes in the oat field. This may explain the 

relatively low level o f reported larcenies in Mayo, which was one o f the worst affected 

counties during the Famine.

While the oral tradition o f Mayo deals predominantly with petty larcenies 

committed by individuals attempting to survive the Famine, the police reports 

describing Mayo, are more concerned with organised robberies. The constabulary in 

Mayo were preoccupied with the plunder o f boats transporting meal, by organised 

gangs. The inspecting chief officer o f the coast guard at Belmullet warned o f ‘the 

whole community becoming a mass o f lawless and incontrollable plunderers or in 

plain language. Pirates.’ The paucity o f information on such offences in the oral 

tradition report may be because such events did not occur in the immediate district o f 

Newport. However, there were reports o f highway robbery in the vicinity o f Newport.

Outrage Papers, M ayo 1846, 21/35191.
Pat Moran, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
Martin O ’B oyle, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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Such was their concern regarding this particular crime, magistrates assembled at a 

special sessions at Newport and requested the augmentation o f the police force at 

Newport ‘for the better protection of the peace, and the safe transportation o f food 

through the d i s t r i c t . O n e  would expect that dramatic events such as highway 

robberies would be retained in the oral tradition. However, this report concerns itself 

with petty larcenies, committed by individuals in desperate circumstances.

The Armagh/Down report contains references to people pulling a weed called
1 /A-?

‘pressaugh’: ‘A n’ many a time they’d go into a field o f oats an’ pull the pressaugh.’

As with the references to braiste in the Mayo report, it is unclear whether the

authorities regarded the pulling o f pressaugh as a criminal activity, although trespass

was involved in the activity. Other references to theft in this report are indicative o f

the economic nature of such offences. There are three references to people stealing
108turnips: ‘Thomas told me o f them stealin’ turnips an’ anythin’ else they could ate.’ 

The same informant relates a detailed story o f a man attempting to steal some food: 

‘this man from below our houses.. .the oul’ walls is there ye t.. .1 think it was O ’Heer 

(O ’Hare) they called him. A n’ he went up to Ravensdale this night to steal som ethin’ 

to ate. It was a minister’s house, too. A n’ didn’t the minister come out with a gun, 

an’ was goin’ to shoot him. “Who are you?” says he. “I’m the black divil out o f 

hell!” says he. A n’ in place o f shootin’ him he let him go.’'̂ '̂  The use o f mnemonic 

devices and humour in this story aids its retention in the oral tradition o f the area. 

Commenting on the increase of crime in Armagh, Mr Singleton, resident magistrate, 

blamed it on the ‘great destitution now prevailing throughout the county.’*'^

The four references to larceny in the Westmeath report are explicitly linked 

with Famine suffering. The oral tradition describes petty larcenies, which were 

committed with the sole intention o f obtaining food: ‘The people were reduced to 

such a state with hunger that they stole any food they could get.’” ' There is the story 

o f an invalid priest who sent his dog out to get food and ‘he came back with a small

Outrage Papers, Mayo 1847, 21/430. See also file 21/53 for a description o f the plunder o f a boat, 
for flour and barley, by 100 countrymen. These men were assisted by 500 men, women and children, 
who were waiting on the beach, waiting to unload the boat.
'"V/)zV/., 21/153.

Susan Muiphy, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Owen Rafferty, Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Kate Dominic (McDonald), Armagli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Outrage Papers, Armagh 1847, 2/32.
Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
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112 *bag o f wheat that he had got in a farmer’s bam .’ It is very probable that this crime 

was not reported to the authorities. Its unusual nature ensures its preservation in the 

oral tradition o f the area. Interestingly, in his description o f larceny, Humpheys stated 

that ‘Nor need the taking be the hand o f the party himself; it may be done through 

another, as by employing an infant, who has not attained the age o f discretion to do 

the act.’ Whether Humphreys envisaged the use o f a dog is questionable. An 

unidentified landlord was the victim o f a mother who stole half a pound o f com for 

her hungry children. Mrs Gilmore described how children hid under cocks o f hay or 

stacks o f oats or rye and collected grains and seeds into their little bags. These stolen
113grains and seeds constituted the sole diet o f the children. It is probable that

landlords, famiers or the authorities were unaware o f this activity, carried out by 

children. In early 1846, Thomas Smyth JP, called for relief, waming that ‘the distress 

will be so great as to tempt some to commit robbery for the sake o f procuring 

provisions.’"*̂  His warnings were justified. The local newspaper reported that such 

offences were very prevalent, and that ‘it is evident that they are crimes prompted by 

distress.’"'"’ The image o f a dog carrying a bag o f wheat to his invalid owner or 

children stealing out to hide under the hay-cocks are memorable and evocative o f the 

extreme suffering experienced during the Famine.

All three references in the Cavan report allude to the larceny o f crops. One 

infomiant alludes to the widespread extent o f this activity. A farmer who was affected 

by this activity felt it was time to take action:

During the time of the Famine a crowd o f people used to go into a man’s field to steal his 

turnips. He went out with a shot-gun and fired a shot over their heads to frighten them away. They 

cleared away and he wrung the neck o f a chicken and sprinkled the blood over the turnips. Next day 

the story went out about the blood being in the field and that somebody was hit when the shot was fired. 

The crowd was so big that it was believed that somebody in it had been hit and nobody would venture 

near the field to steal turnips again.

Mrs Fitzsimons, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
Mrs Gilmore, Westmeath report, IFC 1075. 
RLFC 2/Z/1990.
The Athloiie Sentinel, 22/11/1848.
Mr Barron, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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It is possible tliat the authorities were unaware o f this incident. Other sources 

confim i that similar offences occurred in Cavan. Landholders in the baronies o f 

Tullygarvey and Clonkee, weary o f the larcenies perpetrated on their land, called for 

the establishment o f a police station in their area. They described how, during the
117night, their properties were ‘the spoil o f lawless plunderers.’

The only larceny described in the Donegal report is that perpetrated on a poor 

woman, by a stranger to the area. The woman had several young children and her 

husband was absent on relief work. She left the house for an errand and locked the 

children in the house:

One o f  the many men who were to be found wandering about the country at this time was 

som ewhere near the house when the woman left and saw her securing the door. D irectly she had 

hurried out o f  sight he cut his way down through the thatched roof and took away all the meal w hich he 

found inside."*

Police reports regularly alluded to the problem of vagrants. A woman arrested 

in the union of Ballyshannon was described as ‘a travelling beggar.. ..Her family were 

all thieves and vagrants scattered over the county.’"*̂  Vagrants could be arrested, as 

in the case o f ‘a stranger named Thomas Tem an,’ because ‘he did not give a 

satisfactory account of himself.’ Police reports contain plenty o f references to local 

involvement in robberies.'^' However, the oral tradition o f the area relates only one 

larceny and it is committed by a stranger to the area. This is not surprising. A report 

o f a riot in the Kilkenny Journal was proud to state that nearly all o f the rioters were 

s t r a n g e r s . T o  disclose that people stole from their neighbours, during a period of 

such suffering, would be to admit a huge flaw in the community.

Highway Robbery

The number of reported highway robberies increased nearly five-fold, from 73 

in 1844 to 343 in 1847. Only two of the reports contain references to highway

Outrage Papers, Cavan 1848, 4/37863.
W illiam  Torrens, Donegal report, IFC 1074. 
Outrage Papers, Donegal 1847, 7/233. 

18 48 ,7 /41 .
See ibid., 1846 7/32239, Donegal 1846 7/32465. 
Kilkenny Journal, 22/9/1846.
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robbery. The Donegal report describes the widespread fear o f being attacked and 

robbed while on the road:

Cartmen who used to go weekly to Derry for supplies o f different kinds and travelled day and 

night were afraid to go when the Famine was at its worst, as there was a danger o f  their being attacked 

on the way and robbed o f anything which they had on their carts. The wild Barnesmore Gap, some six 

miles from Donegal town, had a bad name in this respect which led to the establishment o f a police 

station there.

Other sources allude to the dangerous roads around Ballintra and 

Ballyshannon. The neighbourhood o f Ballyshannon was described as being in ‘a most 

alarming state .. ..no person can attempt to bring anything out o f town after nightfall 

without being certain o f being attacked or r o b b e d . A  report in a local newspaper 

confirmed the danger posed to people conveying food from Donegal to Derry: ‘a 

carter.. .conveying some slaughtered pigs from this town to Derry for exportation to 

Liverpool, he was attacked near Ballintra -  his cart smashed and the pigs cut in pieces
1 2 Sand strewed about the road.’ '

The tw'o references in the Carlow/Wicklo>w report describe attacks on carts 

that were laden with provisions and destined for the landlord. One o f  the stories 

describes the murder o f the driver o f the meal caxt.'^^ The other reference recounts 

the experiences o f  an infom iant’s grandfather, who used to drive the car o f the 

landlord and collect goods from the people to pay the rent:

One day when they were passing through Ballingllen with a load o f meal the people were 

driving thorns and things into the horses sides trying to get out the blood even tho’ there were guards to 

protect the car. Finally they attacked the car and the guardls levelled some o f  them but when they were 

fighting a woman tore a hole in the back of the car and got away with a stone o f meal.'^^

The desperate nature o f the attack is high lighted by the attempt o f the attackers 

to draw blood from the horses. Other sources arc replete with warnings of an 

outbreak by starving people. Resident magistratie, Warburton stated that ‘the destitute

Edward McGrane, Donegal report, IFC 1074.
Dublin Evening Mail, 1/1/1847.
The Ballyshannon Herald, 20/11/1846.
This case is discussed in the section on murders.
J. Toole, Carlow/Wicklow report, IFC 1075.
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in this district are becoming every day more and more troublesome going about in
128larger parties than usual.’

Other sources record incidences o f highway robbery in all o f the relevant 

areas. In the Carlow/Wicklow report, J. Toole describes the desperation o f  the 

attackers. Other sources allude to an opportunistic approach to crime, or o f ‘already 

bad characters who resorted to robbery.’ A magistrate at the Cavan assizes warned 

that:

few o f the cases seem to have arisen from the destitution o f the offenders.. ..that you should 

take the greatest care when acting as magistrates in your own localities to distinguish between real and 

pretended destitution.... there is a class o f persons....(who) take advantage o f the circumstances o f the 

times to commit crimes to which they impelled, not from want but from their own evil nature.'^'

The nature o f highway robbery lent itself to such opportunism. People 

weakened by starvation were unlikely to be part o f gang that attacked meal carts.

Petty larceny o f crops and small items o f food was more suited to the weak and 

starving. Oral tradition may have been reluctant to detail crimes which were 

perpetrated out o f greed rather than need.

Cattle and Sheep Stealing

The rise in the number o f reported cases o f cattle and sheep stealing during the 

Famine was unprecedented. The authorities recorded 821 cases in 1844. This had 

risen to a high o f 10,044 cases in 1847 and was still at the high figure o f 8,157 in 

1849. The stealing o f livestock was explicitly linked to the scarcity o f food and all 

counties experienced an increase in the offence. People resorted to stealing cattle and 

sheep to feed themselves and their families.

In the Westmeath report, two informants describe the effect o f  the crime on the 

victims. An infonnant identifies a man called ‘Fangs,’ who lived in Delvin and was: 

‘fairly well o ff and he had four bullocks. He began to get tight in food and killed one

Outrage Papers, Wicklow 1846, 32/28015.
See for example; Outrage Papers, Westmeath 1846, 30/37911; Outrage Papers, Kilkenny 1846, 

14/35739, 14/37173.
Dublin Evening Mail, 25/2/1847.
RLFC 2/Z2126.
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o f the bullocks so as to have meat for himself. But people used to come to Cavan 

looking for food. They heard Fangs had killed a bullock and they stole all the meat on 

him. He killed the second bullock and it also was stolen. He kept killing till they 

were all gone and each time it was stolen on him .’ Another informant states that Mr 

Garagan, from South Hill in Delvin ‘died of a broken heart,’ after everything he 

owned, including his cattle, was stolen on him. Sympathy is also evinced for the 

perpetrators o f the crime, who ‘were reduced to such a state with hunger that they 

stole any food they could get. The stealing o f sheep and cattle was punished by
132hanging and anything less by flogging and imprisonment.’ In fact, the offence was 

punished by prison sentences and transportation. Commenting on the prevalence o f 

cattle stealing, the local newspaper stated that ‘it is evident that they are crimes 

prompted by distress.

An infomiant in the Mayo report states that ‘several people were transported 

during the Famine for stealing sheep and killing them for food.’’ "̂̂ Reports o f assizes 

in Mayo, emphasise the high number of people on trial for the offence. At the 

summer assizes in Castlebar, Judge Ball remarked that people committed for sheep 

stealing comprised one half o f  the people on t r i a l . A t  the general quarter sessions 

o f the county, held in Westport, ‘the great majority o f .. .cases were for sheep and 

cattle stealing.’ The increase in this offence was blamed on ‘the frightful distress o f 

the inhabitants, a d istress.. .daily becoming w o r s e . P e o p l e  were transported for the 

o f f e n c e . B o t h  references to sheep or cattle stealing in the Cavan report highlight the 

desperation which compelled the perpetrators to commit their crime. One infonnant 

describes a man in county Meath:

and himself and his wife and family were starving. There was in the same locality a big farmer 

who had a lot o f sheep. One night the poor man went to steal one o f the sheep to bring it home and kill 

it and cook it. The owner o f the sheep was at the back o f  the ditch and ran him. The poor man was 

very honest -  it was starvation and want that tempted him, and when he caught the sheep he got sorry 

and said: “Oh, honesty, honesty, how will I part with you? But my wife and children are starving and 

what can I do?” The owner jumped from the back o f the ditch and caught hold o f the man and caught

Mrs Leonard, Westmeath report, IFC 1075.
' The Athlone Sentinel, 22/11/1848.

Patrick Mac Manamon, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
Dublin Evening Mail, 11/8/1847.
Outrage Papers, Mayo 1847, 21/103.
At the Ballinrobe quarter sessions, five people were transported for sheep stealing.
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hold o f the sheep and said: “Were you going to bring this sheep?” “Oh, I was” says the poor man; “My 

wife and children are starving.” “Wait, wait” says the owner, “You have the worst sheep in the field.

I’ll get you a better one.” The owner went and caught a fat sheep and gave it to him and said “Because 

you are an honest man and didn’t want to part with honesty, I am giving you this sheep.

This story highlights the desperate circumstances which forced the poor man 

to attempt sheep steahng. His family were starving and he was forced to act, albeit as 

a criminal. The owner o f the sheep recognised the integrity o f the poor man and his 

honesty saved him from harsh punishment. A morality tale where honesty and honour 

are rewarded is not uncommon in oral tradition, functioning to reinforce the value o f 

principles and ethics in a community. Other sources testify that the poor man would 

have encountered severe sanctions for his crime. The punisliment meted out to 

offenders in Cavan was harsh. In 1847, two men were found guilty o f cow stealing in 

Cavan and were transported for ten years.

George Hancock stated that T have heard some few instances o f the sheep 

having been stolen off the mountains, by those who could no longer bear the pangs o f 

hunger; but this is by no means general. ’ hi order to deal with the large increase in 

the offence, a decision was made to impose harsh punishments to those found guilty. 

The assistant barristers and magistrates at the quarter sessions, held for Wicklow, in 

January 1847, ‘felt it absolutely necessary to punish heavily for the offence.’ 

Consequently, five people were transported for seven years for sheep or cattle 

stealing.''^' Opponents o f the abortive 1849 Cattle and Sheep Stealing (Ireland) Bill 

claimed that ‘harsher’ penalties would only increase the incidence o f the crimes in 

q u e s t i o n . A  proportion o f people committed the offence for reasons other than 

poverty. Some wanted to be sent to Australia, either to join relatives or in the hope o f 

a better life, hi the oral tradition reports, individuals stole livestock in an effort to 

survive. Oral tradition uses these references to highlight the economic pressure which 

forced some poor people to engage in criminal activity.

Barney Gargan, Cavan report, IFC 1075.
Outrage Papers, Cavan 1848, 4/84.
Transactions, p. 169.
Outrage Papers, Wicklow 1847, 32/6.
6  Grada, C., Ireland: A New Economic History 1780-1939 (Oxford, 1994), pp.203-4.
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Killing, cutting and maiming cattle

The killing and maiming or ‘houghing’ o f hvestock was a traditional and
143recognised form o f reprisal against unpopular farmers or landlords in Ireland.

During the Famine, the number o f reported killings, cuttings o f maimings o f cattle 

increased from 224 in 1844 to 330 in 1847. Police reports contain descriptions o f the 

offence. Inspector Hayden o f Ballyshannon, reported that ‘the ear was cut o ff a broad 

mare, the property o f Mr Reynolds o f  Coolbeg.. ..The motive assigned is for assisting 

in collecting rents. ’ A month previously, Inspector Hayden reported that two cows 

had their tails cut o ff  A Rockite notice was placed around one o f the tails, directing 

the owners not to sell potatoes for exportation.’'"̂  ̂ Only three o f the oral tradition 

reports refer to the offence and there is no allusion to it as a form o f reprisal. Instead, 

it is described as a last resort for the hungry and impoverished.

Three o f the references in the Carlow/Wicklow report and the sole reference in 

the Kilkenny report describe how the poor used to bleed cows. A detailed account o f 

this activity is provided in the Carlow/Wicklow report:

In crossing the hills they often saw groups o f  men cornering cattle which they w ould bleed by 

cutting a vein in the neck o f  the beast and extracting a few  pints o f  blood or whatever amount they 

could safely take, without endangering too much the life o f  the animal. W hen they w ould have 

sufficient blood extracted from a beast they would fix up the wound to prevent further bleeding by 

putting a pin through the skin across the incision in the vein than lapping a few  hairs from the animals 

tail and knotting the pin to keep it in p osition .. ..their w om en folk w ould carefully salt the blood and 

som e o f  it w ould be cooked by frying in a pan.''*^

This practice was widespread during the Famine. The Kilkenny report 

describes how ‘the poor used bleed and milk the cows also.’'^  ̂ At the Kilkenny 

quarter sessions, a man found guilty o f milking cows, received a sentence o f three
1 i d Rmonths with hard labour and solitary confinement. The Carlow/Wicklow report 

describes another instance of a man killing an ass for food and his subsequent

Rude, G., P ro test and Punishment: the S to iy  o f  the S ocia l and P o litica l P ro testors T ransported to 
Australia, /  7 5 5 -/5 6 5  (Oxford, 1978), pp. 5-6, 149-50.

Outrage Papers, Donegal 1846, 7 /21407.
Ibid., 7 /18919.
Luke O ’T oole, C arlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
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punishment: ‘a lad at Bynies o f Sandyford used plough with two asses but he finally 

got so hungry that he killed one o f the asses but he was caught and got eight years for 

doing it.’ '"̂ '̂

Another method o f obtaining sustenance from a living animal was to cut off 

the tail. The Westmeath report describes how the tails were used as food, rather than 

as a fomi o f reprisal:

The men often used to steal the tails o f  the bullocks. They would wait till the landlord was 

gone to bed and then steal out and cut the tails o ff  the bullocks. They w ould skin them and roast them. 

There was a man in B a llyh ea ly .. .the only man in Ballyhealy who had any cattle. He had four and the 

tails were cut o ff  them. He did his best to find out who did it -  at last the man that did it told Poynton  

and Poynton gave him one o f  the bullocks for telling the truth and admitting his guilt.

The story functions as a lesson in morality. The guilty m an’s confession 

resulted in his reward, rather than his punishment.

The Westmeath report contains two accounts o f children killing goats and cats 

for food:

The goats w ould be killed by children and brought home and roasted, then the children w ould  

get sticks and make knives o f  them and eat the roasted goats....T here was a man named Flem ing lived  

near C lonm ellon .. .used to keep a great number o f  cats shut up in a shed. The children o f  the district 

would steal them. They w ould get into the shed by means o f  a hole in the wall, then they w ould bring 

them home and roast them and enjoy eating them .‘ '̂

Whether this activity constitued larceny is a moot point, hi his definition o f 

larceny, Humphreys stated that ‘all birds etc kept in a state o f confinement, whose 

fiesh is fit for human food, are the subjects o f larceny; but beasts and birds, though 

kept in a state o f confinement, which are not fit for food by reason o f the baseness o f
152their nature, as dogs, cats, ferrets etc, are not the subject o f larceny.’ Humphreys 

did not account for Famine conditions, when virtually any animal was liable to be 

targeted for food. While hungry adults targeted cattle and sheep, hungry children

Outrage Papers, Kilkenny 1847, 14/253.
James Lawlor, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
Mrs Fitzsim ons, W estmeath report, IFC 1075.
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would have sought smaller animals, such as goats and cats. These references 

highlight the suffering endured by children and describe their attempts to survive.

In The Condition o f  the Working Class in England, Engels attributed the 

increase in crimes against property to ‘want in some fo n n .. ..what a man has, he does 

not s t e a l . I t  is generally accepted by historians that the fluctuation in nineteenth 

century property offences was intensely correlated with poverty. In times o f plenty, 

crimes against property diminished and in times o f depression, they soared. A crisis 

o f such magnitude as the Famine had a very clear impact on property offences. The 

official statistics testify to the very large increase in all offences during the Famine, 

but especially those against property. Oral tradition provides evocative details o f 

these crimes. While other sources are replete with descriptions o f robberies o f mills, 

shops, dwelling houses and the plunder of boats, the oral tradition reports are 

concerned with petty larcenies o f crops and food and the perpetrators commit the 

crimes out o f dire economic need.

Engels, F., The C ondition o f the W orking Class, pp. 130-2.
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Offences Against the Public Peace

While the number o f reported offences against the pubhc peace increased 

during the Famine, its share, as a proportion o f all crime dropped significantly. In 

1844, offences against the public peace comprised 36.1% of all c r i m e . B y  1848, 

the equivalent figure was 15.8%. The movement towards non-violent property 

offences during the Famine ensured that offences against the public peace occupied a 

less important role. An infonnant in Kilkenny explained that ‘the people have 

suffered so much that they had not the heart to offer any resistance to try to right the 

injustice meted out to them .’’^̂

Table 7.3: Oral tradition references to offences against the public peace

Report Secret
so c ie tie s

R esistance  
to legal 
p rocess

Injury
to

property

Faction
fights

Riot T otal

A im /D ow n 1 0 0 0 0 1

Carl/W ick 0 0 0 0 2 2

Cavan 3 0 0 0 0 3

D on ega l 0 0 1 0 0 1

Kilken ny 1 0 1 1 0 3

M ayo 2 1 0 0 0 3

W /m eath 0 0 0 0 0 0

T otal 7 1 2 1 2 13

Over half o f the references to offences against the public peace allude to either 

the United Irishmen, Ribbonmen, Young Irelanders or Whiteboys. The Cavan report 

provides three references to the Ribbonmen’s assistance to poor tenants: ‘Some o f the 

landlords earned out evictions during the Fam ine....The Ribbonmen carried on an 

agitation on behalf o f the tenants. There was no agitation around Baileboro, but there 

was some about Shercock and the borders of M o n a g h a n . F r  Philip Foy o f

The official categorisation o f  offences against the public peace comprised o f  twenty offences, 
including: demand or robbery o f  arms, riot, threatening notices or letters, attacking houses, resistance to 
legal process, injury to property, illegal meetings or processions, administering unlawful oaths and 
party demonstrations.

J. Hanrahan, Kilkenny report, IFC 1075.
Charles Moran. Cavan report, IFC 1075.
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Shercock confimied that such societies were active in Shercock: ‘every clergyman
157reprobated those scandalous secret societies o f Ribbonmen and Molly M aguires.’

Other sources also suggest that agitation occurred in Baileboro. Mr Hassard, a Cavan 

landlord received a threatening letter which was signed ‘Molly M aguires’ and had a 

Baileboro postmark. Mr Hassard had evicted a tenant from lands near the town o f 

Baileboro. The tenant allegedly ‘threatened to shoot any person who would become 

tenant to, or take the lands’ from Mr Hassard.’ James Argue denies that such 

activities troubled the area: ‘At that time there were a number o f secret societies in the 

country -  the Ribbonmen and the old Hillside men and “The Barefooted Boy.” “The 

Barefooted Boy” held on from the days o f the Famine up to the Plan o f Campaign. 

They shot landlords and their agents but there was no shooting in this locality. 

Attempts by informants to distance their neighbourhood from criminal activity is not 

unusual.

A Kilkenny infonnant describes the assault o f a man who occupied the farm o f 

an evicted family. The Whiteboys were identified as the assailants. The infomiant 

emphasises that Famine circumstances had made any fonn o f resistance difficult.

Other informants contradict this view and the successful attempts to rescue crops from 

evicted farms are proof o f the resistance offered in the area.

The Mayo report describes the attempt o f a little girl to prevent the sheriff 

seizing a cow: ‘Lavelle’s cow was being taken by the sheriff, because some neighbour 

had failed to pay his share of the rates. Mrs Walsh, then a little girl, caught hold of 

one horn and clung on trying to keep the cow but in vain.’'^^ The vivid nature o f this 

image aids the retention o f the story in the oral tradition o f the area. Other sources 

confirm that there was opposition to the payment o f rates in Mayo. The Westport 

Guardians reported that ‘a very determined and extensive opposition is becoming 

manifest on the part o f the small landholders to the collection o f the rate’'*̂ ' and Mr 

O ’Malley, a rate collector in the area was allegedly ‘threatened that his head would be 

cut o ff with a reaping hook.’'*̂  ̂ The statistics show a marked increase in resistance to

Cited in Cunningham, T.P., ‘The Great Famine in County Cavan’, Breifne, vol. 2, no. 8 (1965), p. 
434.
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legal process, from 61 cases in 1845 to 258 cases in 1848. However, the 

corresponding number o f assaults on bailiffs and process servers only increased from 

6 to 15.

The two references to offences against the public peace in the 

Carlow/Wicklow report describe near riots over the smallest amounts o f food. One 

infonnant describes how ‘a load o f turnips were going through Aughrim and the 

police had to stay at each side o f it to guard it. A turnip fell out o f the car as it was 

going down the street and in a minute there were fifty children around it fighting for it 

and in the end they divided it out between them .’'^  ̂ Descriptions o f children battling 

over one turnip or adults fighting over marigolds highlights the utter destitution 

experienced during the Famine. Food riots occurred on numerous occasions 

throughout 1846 and 1847. However, as the Famine continued and people’s energy 

diminished, they became less regular.

The same trend is apparent in levels o f faction f i g h t i n g . T h e  number o f 

reported faction fights fell from 30 in 1846 to 1 in 1847 and remained at a very low 

level for the remainder o f the Famine. While this figure was undoubtedly 

underestimated, there is every reason to believe that levels o f faction fighting were 

severely affected by the Famine. After providing a detailed account o f faction fights 

between the retainers o f two landlords in Kilkenny, the infonnant admits that ‘this 

story refers to a much earlier period than the famine times.

A variety o f sources acknowledge the relative unimportance o f offences 

against the public peace during the Famine. There was a steady decline o f these 

offences, as a proportion o f all crimes, throughout the Famine years. The priority 

during the Famine was survival and people diverted their attention and energy into 

crime which enabled them to do this.

John D oyle, Carlow/W icklow report, IFC 1075.
Ulster folklorist, E. Estyn Evans described faction fighting as an important social pastime and stated 

that it served as an escape valve for tensions. Thuente, M. H., ‘V iolence in pre-Famine Ireland: the 
Testim ony o f  Irish Folklore and F iction’ in Irish U niversity Review, vol. 15, no. 2 (1985), p. 136. 
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Other Offences

There are a variety o f offences referred to in the oral tradition reports which do 

not correspond with the offences listed in the official statistics. These include 

references to poteen, poaching, hunting and fraud. It is unclear whether some o f the 

activities constituted criminal activities.

Table 7.4: Oral tradition references to other offences

Report Poteen Poaching/ Fraud Fishing T re sp a ss T o ta l
hunting

A m i/Down 2 0 0 0 0 2
Carl/W ick 0 6 0 6 0 12
Cavan 0 1 1 0 0 2
D onegal 2 0 0 0 0 2
Kilkenny 0 1 1 0 0 2
M ayo 4 1 0 0 1 6
W /nieath 0 0 0 0 0 0
T otal 8 9 2 6 1 26

References to poteen in the oral tradition reports offer insight into the customs 

o f  the people. Three o f the reports allude to the widespread use o f the illicit drink: 

‘They drank good feeds o f poitin’'^  ̂and they thought ‘night would never come to get 

back to the s p o r t . S o m e  o f the stories are humorous and detail attempts to evade 

the authorities. These function as a form o f relief from descriptions o f Famine 

suffering. The Donegal report describes a trick played by a section o f the police force 

on their superintendent:

Before and after the Famine, a great quantity o f poteen was made out among the hills and 

b o g s .. .where the position o f the stills was hard to find .. ..At odd times, whenever a still was found .. .the 

poteen was taken to the old Barracks at Ballintra and the find reported to the superintendent. His duty, 

among other things, was to come and see the poteen emptied down a drain at the back o f the 

barracks.. ..He saw the seized poteen duly emptied out in the drain, but he did not see the pot carefully 

sunk in the ground at the end o f it....The pot was a large one, carefully hidden in the centre o f the wall 

and when the spilled poteen ran down the carefully swept and well-washed drain, most o f  it was trapped

Brian Donnelly, Mayo report, IFC 1072.
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in the pot. W hen the superintendent left, the pohce invariably had a spree to which som e o f  their 

friends among the residents o f  Ballintra who were in the know were always invited.

Reforms which were initiated in 1836, helped the Revenue Police in 

suppressing illicit distillation. However, the oral tradition references to poteen 

emphasise the widespread nature o f its use: ‘Poteen was then plentiful’ and ‘that
170 • * *tim e .. .there was a great deal o f them makin’ poteen.’ The authorities were possibly 

unaware o f the widespread use o f poteen and the oral traditions provide a unique 

insight into attitudes towards poteen.

References to poaching, hunting and fishing are illustrative o f the huge efforts 

made by people to acquire food. The Carlow/Wicklow report provides 12 o f the 15 

references. The Cavan, Kilkenny and Mayo reports each contain one such reference. 

Tliey hunted rabbits, birds and badgers, robbed eggs from birds’ nests and groped for 

fish. The extent o f these activities is alluded to in a description o f Wicklow: ‘In the 

last year o f the Famine there w asn’t as much as a trout in one o f the rivers so many 

had been groping for them .. ..There wasn’t an animal around Tinahely. They had all 

been killed.’’ '̂ Other infonnants confirm that ‘the river in Aughrim ran out o f fish 

and they could be in it for days without getting an eel. In the end they could get none 

at all.’'^  ̂ Official sources do not appear overly concerned with these activities.

Perhaps a blind eye was turned to them or perhaps the authorities were largely 

unaware of them. Oral traditions retain these details because they illustrate the 

resourceful attempts o f people to survive.

The two references to fraud in the reports describe different activities, both o f 

which had an averse effect on the poor. An informant in the Cavan report describes
173the provision o f  chalk-water, instead o f milk, to the workhouse. A Kilkenny 

informant describes an instance o f fraud which was perpetrated for greed and which 

affected the very poor.’ "̂̂ Fraud on public works was endemic throughout the country. 

A report in a Mayo newspaper described ‘factious overseers -  who for a glass or two

Susan M uiphy, Arm agli/Down report, IFC 1072.
Thomas J. W alls, D onegal report, IFC 1074.
Patrick M acM anamon, M ayo report, IFC 1072.
Mary Daly, ArmaglVDown report, IFC 1072.
Pat T oole, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075.
John D oyle, C arlow /W icklow  report, IFC 1075
See pp. 181-2.
S eep . 236.
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of poteen whiskey turn them off to make room for favourites, that stand in no need o f 

such w ork.’'̂ '"’ Many o f the perpetrators o f such fraud evaded detection or punishment 

from the authorities.

It appears that there is a specific function assigned to each o f these 

miscellaneous references. While the references to poteen function as humorous relief 

from the descriptions o f Famine suffering, the stories o f poaching and fishing 

illustrate the efforts people made to obtain food. Finally, the descriptions o f fraud 

offer insight into the greed and corruption o f some o f those in authority.

Cited in Mullen, M., The D arkest Years, p. 24.
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Summary of data

Table 7.5: Oral tradition references, according to category, as a proportion o f the

total number o f references to crime

Report O ffences  
against the 

person

O ffences
against

property

O ffences  
against  

pub. peace

Other
o ffen ces

A nW Do wn 8.3 66.7 8.3 16.7
Carl/Wick 2.9 55.9 16.7 35.3
Cavan 9.1 45.5 27.3 18.2
D onega l 16.7 33.3 16.7 33.3

Kilken ny 12.5 56.3 18.8 12.5
M ayo 15 40 15 30
W /meath 44.4 55.6 0 0

Table 7.6: Number o f recorded offences, according to category, as a proportion o f

the total number o f recorded offences

Cou nty O ffences  
against  the 

person

O ffences
against

property

Offences  
against the  

public p eace

Other
o ffen ces

A mi/D own 19.1 55.3 25.4 0.7
Carl/W ick 6.6 86.4 7 0

Cavan 16.6 63.2 20.2 0

D onega l 14.8 66.4 18.4 0.4

Kilkenny 6.9 83.4 9.4 0.3

M ayo 12.5 68 19 0.6

W /meath 9.1 70.8 19 0.1

Source; Return o f  outrages reported to the constabulary, in each county, for the year 
1848.

Tables 7.5 and 7.6 provide a comparison between the proportion o f oral 

tradition references to crime and the proportion o f recorded offences, according to the 

following categories; offences against the person; offences against property; offences 

against the public peace and other offences. This comparison demonstrates that oral 

tradition correctly highlights the higher number o f offences against property that were 

committed during the Famine, compared to other categories o f offences. The high 

number o f offences categorised as ‘others’ in oral tradition, include offences such as
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poaching, hunting and fishing, and increase the total number o f offences against 

property.

Table 7.7: Oral tradition references to particular offences and the corresponding

number o f recorded offences, according to absolute number and as a 

proportion o f the total

Offence N umber o f  

oral tradition

P ro p o r t io n  o f  oral 

t radition  references,

N u m b er  o f  

offences

j  P ro p o r t io n  o f  

recorded offences

-
references 

to  offences

as a %  o f  total  

num ber  o f  oral

recorded by 

the

constabularly

as % o f  total  

n um ber  o f  

recorded offencestradition  references

L arceny/robbery 39 33.3 404 18.1

M urder 10 8.5 30 1.3

Poaching/hunting 9 7.7

Poteen 8 6.8

Secret societies 7 6 9 0.4

Fishing 6 5.1

Killing/maiming cattle 6 5.1 47 2.1

Catt le/Shecp stealing 6 5.1 877 39.3

Pulling bra is te /pressaugh 5 4.3

Assault 4 3.4 149 6.7

H ighway Robbery 3 2.6 38 1.7

D eser tion  o f  child 2 1.7 19 0.9

Larceny cats/goats 2 1.7

Fraud 2 1.7

Injury to p ro p e r ty 2 1.7 47 2.1

Riot 2 1,7 12 0.5

T hrea t  o f  murder 1 0.9 2 0.1

T re sp as s 1 0.9

Resistance  to legal p rocess 1 0.9 31 1.4

Faction fights 1 0.9 0 0

T otal 117 100 1665 74.6

Source; Return o f outrages reported to the constabulary, in each county, for the year 

1848 .

Table 7.7 elucidates the extent o f under or over-representation o f specific 

crimes in oral tradition. It provides a comparison between the proportion o f oral 

tradition references describing specific offences and a selection o f the recorded

In the list o f recorded offences, the term larceny/robbery corresponds with the official categories 
robbery and burglary and housebreaking; secret societies with administering unlawful oaths and illegal 
meetings or processions; thieat o f murder with conspiracy to murder; assault with assault with intent to 
murder, aggravated assault, assault endangering life; assault with intent to rob, assault on police, assault 
on bailiffs and process servers and cutting or maiming the person. A number o f offences listed in the 
oral tradition reports do not have a corresponding term in the recorded figures.
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offences, as a proportion o f the total number o f recorded offences. The proportion o f 

references to larceny/robbery in oral tradition is almost double that recorded by the 

police. Even more striking is oral tradition’s high proportion o f references to murder, 

which is approximately six and a half times the proportion recorded in the criminal 

statistics. Even higher is the proportion o f oral tradition references to secret societies, 

which is fifteen times the proportion recorded by the police. References to assault and 

cattle and sheep stealing are both underrepresented in oral tradition. A number o f 

offences, recorded by the police, are not part o f the oral tradition. For example, the 

offence o f sending threatening notes or letters is not described in oral tradition, even 

though it represented 5.9% of the total recorded crime, in these counties, in 1848.
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Conclusion

An analysis o f references to crime and their comparison with other relevant 

sources reveals the three main strengths o f oral tradition in this area. Oral tradition 

relates stories o f hitherto unreported crimes. It provides in-depth and intimate details 

o f reported crimes, which are largely unavailable in other sources. Finally, attitudes 

towards law breaking, both during and after the Famine, are revealed in the distortions 

and in the treatment o f the victims and perpetrators o f crime. Censure towards 

individuals involved in petty larceny is rare and criminal activity was implicitly 

ascribed to economic pressure rather than evil intent.

It is likely that oral tradition provides previously uncovered details. For 

example, the description o f the organisation o f Bell Booth’s murder and the details 

concerning the desertion o f Thomas Mulligan and his children by his wife, may not 

have been reported to the authorities. Similarly, details concerning attempted 

larcenies, a larceny perpetrated by a dog and the willingness o f some fanners to turn a 

blind eye towards people found stealing their crops, were probably unknown to the 

authorities.

The identification and treatment o f victims and perpetrators o f larceny in the 

oral tradition reports are based on a particular moral code. In certain cases, the 

peipetrator o f a crime is regarded as the hero o f the story. For example, the man who 

stole a leg o f mutton from a pot o f boiling water to feed his family and the mother 

who stole half a pound o f com to feed her children are regarded as brave and 

honourable people. However, the victims o f crime are not always regarded with 

compassion. Little sympathy is evinced towards Mr Ebbe o f Mullane who repeatedly 

had turnip scoops stolen from him. The oral traditions also reveal the depth o f feeling 

towards meal-mangers in Westmeath and towards soupers and Richard O ’Donel in 

Mayo.

Oral tradition retains certain crimes more easily than others and this leads to 

inevitable distortions. For example, each year o f the Famine, the number o f  reported 

assaults was far greater than the number o f reported murders. However, the oral 

reports contain far fewer references to assault than to murder. References to assault 

are only retained in oral tradition if  they had an impact on the area or if they had a
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certain dramatic quality. Indeed, references to murders outweigh all other offences 

against the person, in oral tradition. Controversial or dramatic stories are retained 

rather than those that are perceived commonplace. Taboos suiTound certain crimes, 

ensuring their absence from oral traditions. For example, there are no references to 

sexual crimes in the reports. In the early years o f the Famine, the number o f reported 

rapes was on a par with reported murders. Their were 114 rapes reported in 1844.

The following years o f 1845 and 1846 recorded 102 and 105 respectively. There was 

a dramatic decline in the number o f reported rapes in the later and worse years o f the 

Famine. The years 1847 and 1848 recorded 23 and 26 rapes respectively. The feeling 

o f shame sun'ounding rape might have prevented its dissemination in oral tradition.

The dramatic nature o f a particular crime or associated vivid images ensures 

its retention in oral tradition. The involvement o f local individuals or local groups in 

crimes committed in the immediate locality also aids the preservation o f these crimes. 

Landscape and other local features are frequently used as mnemonic devices. Certain 

traditions are passed on because they possess specific functions. Humorous stories 

function as a form o f relief from the descriptions o f Famine suffering. Other stories 

act as morality tales. Virtuous traits are rewarded and less honourable acts are 

punished. An understanding o f the distortions in the oral tradition o f crime during the 

Famine allows a unique insight into how such activities are remembered. An analysis 

o f oral tradition o f crime during the Famine yields intimate details and insight into 

attitudes towards criminal activity both before and after the Famine.
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CONCLUSION

The examination of seven reports, which resulted from the Famine 

questionnaire of 1945, provides a unique insight into the way in which post-Famine 

generations remembered the tragic events of the Famine years. An analysis o f the oral 

traditions and their comparison with other relevant sources demonstrates that oral 

tradition provides both factual details concerning conditions in the 1840s and an 

understanding of how oral traditions are retained in a community. Some historians 

might regard the interpretation and the topics covered in the seven chapters as too 

positivistic.' However, I believe that the study of seven entire reports succeeds in 

demonstrating the diversity of the oral tradition reports.

Even a cursory reading of the reports indicates their variety and detail. The 

questionnaire method has been criticised for'constraining the nature of the generated 

responses.^ For example, 6  Ciosain attributes an abundance of references to 

proselytism to the fact that the Famine questionnaire inquired about the topic. 

However, an analysis of the references to proselytism indicates that the most detailed 

accounts occur in reports describing areas that were the focus of evangelism. Areas 

that escaped the attention of the evangelicalists had negligible references to 

proselytism. 6  Ciosain also bemoans the absence of questions on supernatural or 

magical presentations of the Famine. He notes that, despite this deficiency, collectors 

still encountered such stories.^ This suggests that responses were not inhibited by the 

format of the questionnaire. The influence of O Siiilleabhain’s Handbook o f  Irish 

Folklore on the questionnaire replies should not be overlooked.^

' 6  Ciosain criticises the classification o f the material according to the historical subject and suggests 
that a more valuable method would be to classify the material according to the different types o f  
knowledge, which constitute the twentieth century folklore. See O Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and 
the popular representation o f  scarcity’, pp. 97-8.
" See introduction.

6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity’, p. 98.
 ̂ See chapter six on proselytism. Tables 6.1 and 6.2 demonstrate the number o f  references in reports 

describing different areas. See accounts o f Charles Clarke, (p. 326) and John O ’Donnell, (p. 327), for 
examples o f detailed descriptions o f souperism in areas that experienced it.

6  Ciosain, N., ‘Famine Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity’, p. 98. For examples o f  
supernatural tales, see accounts o f William Torrens, (pp. 312), Kate O’Carroll, (p. 311), Edward 
McGrane, (p.215) and Michael Hanrahan, (p. 311).

See introduction.
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The comparison o f the oral traditions with other relevant sources constitutes an 

important part o f any analysis o f oral tradition. It is necessary for both a positivistic 

and inteipretative approach and the comparison in this study reveals that oral tradition 

yields both factual details and an insight into how memory o f a traumatic event such 

as the Famine is shaped and retained in a local community.

The reports provide numerous examples o f hitherto unrevealed details, most o f

which concern the immediate locality and employ the landscape as a mnemonic

device, facilitating remembrance o f past events. The locations o f Famine graves in

unconsecrated land and unfinished public works, are examples o f local knowledge,

rooted in the local landscape and retained in oral tradition. The chapter on cnm e

demonstrates the ability o f oral tradition to reveal new information. Details o f crimes
• 8 • •that were never reported to the authorities are preserved in oral tradition. Vivid and 

detailed descriptions, arising within the communities that experienced the Famine, 

demonstrate the unique value o f oral tradition.

Even more interesting than the uncovering o f such infomiation is the insight 

provided into the distortions, omissions and biases connected with the remembrance 

o f events, surrounding a tragedy, such as the Famine. Such distortions penneate the 

seven oral tradition reports. For example, the chapter on mortality and disease clearly 

demonstrates a distancing o f the informants’ family and local community from 

descriptions o f suffering.*^ An examination o f the identification o f those who died 

from Famine causes reveals that infonnants are more likely to identify someone who 

died from disease, than starvation.'^ Similarly, the chapter on government relief 

efforts, indicates that a stigma was attached to the receipt o f certain forms o f relief 

Informants are more likely to identify people who were employed on the public works, 

than those who went to the local workhouse or received rations from the soup 

kitchens." It was considered less demeaning to receive relief in exchange for work. 

The chapters on landlords and crime both display an overt bias on the part o f 

infonnants. hiformants provide a tenant-biased perception o f landlords. There is little

 ̂ For examples, see accounts o f Martin O ’Malley, (p. 163) and three Mayo informants on an unfinished 
road. (p. 228-9).
 ̂ For example, see accounts o f Mrs Fitzsimons, (p. 380-1).
For example, see accounts o f Johnny Robin Muiphy, (p. 112), Luke O ’Toole, (p. 123), Barney 

Gargan, (pp. 126, 130), Kate Dominic, (p. 128) and Charles Clarke, (p. 130).
See table 3.5.

'' See table 4.14.
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attempt to understand the problems faced by landlords. Similarly, it is rare for 

infomiants to display censure towards individuals who committed criminal offences 

and criminal activity is implicitly ascribed to economic pressure, rather than evil 

intent.'^ In the same chapter, the propensity to remember exciting and dramatic
13events, rather than mundane ones, is evident.

Other distortions connected with memory include feedback and telescoping, 

both of which feature in the oral tradition reports. It would be remarkable if the 

reports, collected at a time of widespread literacy, did not contain material from other 

sources. Edward McGrane’s accounts provide an obvious example of feedback.''^ A 

number of other accounts are influenced by external sources. It is probable that 

feedback pervades other accounts in a less perceptible manner. The telescoping of 

two separate events into one is also found in a number of accounts. The chapter on 

proselytism indicates that events of the mid-1820s were recalled by infonnants as 

having occurred during the Famine.' '' Similarly, the section on evictions reveals that 

later evictions, which occurred during the land war, may have been grafted onto local 

Famine memory.

The chapter on government relief efforts highlights the localised nature of the 

oral traditions. There are few allusions to the broader political spectrum and none of 

the informants identify a politician. Nor are there any references to the acts of 

Parliament that approved various relief measures.'^ However, oral tradition succeeds 

in condemning the relief policies of the British government, albeit indirectly. 

Infonnants depict the actual consequences of the policies at a local level and provide 

numerous descriptions of how the relief policies failed. Descriptions of men dying on 

the public works, and of people suffering from the effects of consuming unground or 

raw Indian meal, clearly represent the perception that the government failed in its duty 

to provide relief.’^

For example, see account o f Mrs Leonard, (p. 380).
See pp. 397-8.

'■'See pp. 183,224, 228, 244.
See pp. 334-6.
6  Grada and Donnelly have alluded to the muted indignation regarding the famine policies o f the 

British government. See O Grada, C., An Drochshaol: Bealoideas agus Amhrain, p. vi; Donnelly, J.S., 
The Great Irish Potato Famine, p. 37.

See, for example, the accounts o f William Blake, (p. 231), Laurence Mclntyie, (p. 232) and Peter 
Clarke, (p. 200).
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There are a number o f possible explanations for oral tradition’s tendency to

contain implicit suggestions o f government failure, rather than the explicit
18denunciations provided in other sources. A low level o f  literacy, coupled with a

restricted electorate, meant that the majority o f people, at the time o f the Famine, may

have been unaware o f who was in power or o f the various political debates that were

taking place. However, they were painfully aware o f the consequences o f this failure

in their locality. Secondly, the questionnaire did not include a direct question on the

issue o f political responsibility and this may have resulted in a failure to discuss this

topic. However, if  there had been strong traditions concerning government policies, it

is unlikely that they would not have filtered into the reports. A third reason may be

explained with reference to O Ciosain’s differentiation between localised memory and

‘national or state memory.’ He suggests that while national memory includes

extensive references to the issue o f British responsibility, localised memory, as found

in the oral tradition reports, does not. This is attributed to the fact that people do not

usually describe events which they believe are not in dispute and are common

knowledge.''^ The key issue o f exports o f food to Britain during the Famine, which

featured prominently in the national or public memory, only appears four times in the

these oral tradition reports.^^ While one may expect the oral traditions to provide

vivid images o f shiploads o f grain leaving Irish ports, two o f the four references are

remarkably pragmatic and cite market forces, rather than British malevolence, as the 
2  1reason for the exports.

The oral traditions found in these reports focus on events in the immediate

locality during the Famine. Vivid and detailed accounts are provided by informants

who often received their information directly from parents and grandparents. The

chain o f transmission was usually very short. Even a cursory examination o f the
22reports quashes any notion o f a collective silence surrounding the Famine. While 

academic historiography may have been reluctant to deal with the subject o f the

See Donnelly’s discussion o f post-Famine nationalist’s construction o f  Famine memory. Donnelly, 
J.S., The Great Irish Potato Famine, chapter nine.

6  Ciosain, N., ‘Was there ‘Silence’ about the Famine?’, p. 10. See also O Ciosain’s ‘Famine 
Memory and the Popular Representation o f Scarcity.’

Donnelly provides an extended discussion o f the issue o f exports in public memory. See Donnelly, 
J.S., The Great Irish Potato Famine, pp. 209-214.

See accounts o f Jolmiiy Robin Muiphy, Pat Hanratty, Amby Cullen and Brian Donnelly, (pp. 205-6). 
“  During the 150”' commemoration o f the Famine, there was much discussion o f a so-called ‘collective 
silence’ surrounding the Famine. See introduction.
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Famine, local communities in the mid-1940s were willing to provide in-depth stories 

o f how their communities fared. There are selective omissions and distortions, as 

outlined above, such as the distancing o f the locality from suffering and the stigma 

attached to certain forms o f relief and deaths. However, these distortions reveal far 

more than they hide. While other sources reveal the level o f mortality or causes o f 

death in a community, oral tradition reveals the difficulty o f retaining details o f 

particular events. These distortions are socially conditioned. Contemporary concerns 

exert a tremendous influence on what o f the past is remembered and the way in which 

it is remembered. Memories which are considered damagmg or dangerous to a 

com m unity’s self-interest may be repressed.

The analysis o f the oral reports also challenges the idea o f a collective 

memory, as discussed in the sesquicentennial commemorations o f the mid-1990s. O 

Grada argues that the concept o f a ‘collective memory,’ emphasising a collective 

suffering, that occurred during the Famine, is a myth.^"^ A fundamental characteristic 

o f almost any Famine is inequality. Some people suffer more than others and a few 

people escape unscathed and actually profit from the Famine. ' This occurred during 

the Great Famine and is reflected in the oral tradition. Each o f the communities 

generates several ‘collective memories,’ shared by various social sub-groups. For 

example, alongside the accounts describing immense suffering, there are numerous 

stories o f people who were in a position to offer help to less fortunate p e o p l e . A  

number o f stories are recounted, that have no reference to Famine suffering, but are
27included because they occurred during the Famine years.

A further fascinating study would be to collect current oral traditions o f the 

Famine from the same communities, preferably from the descendants o f the 1945 

infomiants, and to examine the further shaping o f the memory o f the Famine. 

Particularly interesting would be an examination o f whether the traditions have been 

diluted over time, the impact o f recent Famine commemorative events and whether, in

See McBride, I., ‘Memory and National Identity in Modern Ireland’ in McBride, I., (ed.), Histoiy  
and M emoiy in Modern Ireland, pp. 5-6.

6  Grada, C., ‘Famine, Memory and Trauma’, p. 121.
Ihid: pp. 123-9.
Many o f  these stories describe the families o f informants and thus, may be subject to distortion and 

possible idealisation o f how relations fared. However, as Quinlan has pointed out, middling and strong 
farmers were more likely to have survived the Famine and therefore, may make up many o f the 
respondents. Quinlan, C., “ A Punishment from God” , p. 79.
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a media-saturated society, the oral traditions have been suffused by feedback. It is 

possible that the Famine traditions o f the early 21®* century would be very different to 

those o f  the mid-20*'^ century. The much discussed concepts o f ‘collective memory’ 

and ‘collective suffering,’ during the recent commemorations, may have changed 

people’s perceptions o f Famine events. Novick argues that in present day America, 

there has been a change in attitude towards victimhood. While the status o f victim 

was once despised, it is now ‘eagerly embraced’ and the ‘voicing o f pain and outrage
9 8is alleged to be ‘empowering’ as well as therapeutic.’ If the same change has 

occurred in Irish society, contemporary oral traditions may not be so concerned with 

distancing a locality from scenes o f Famine suffering. Similarly, informants may be 

less reluctant in identifying victims o f starvation, those who received certain fonns o f 

relief and connecting their own relations with scenes o f suffering. It is possible that 

informants may over-emphasise the suffering o f their own family and locality and that 

the traditions would be distorted in the opposite direction. While all o f these points 

arc speculation, they indicate the degree to which oral traditions reflect and are 

influenced by present-day concerns.

The unique nature o f oral tradition is thus three-fold. It provides factual
29details concerning ‘unknown events or unknown aspects o f known events.’ Its 

strength derives from its ability to provide an intimate view ‘from the inside.’ While 

most other souces on the Famine are written by outsiders or visitors, oral tradition 

constitutes an interpretation from the inside. This results in intimate local details and 

an insight into how local communities experienced the Famine. Prins describes how 

oral tradition shows ‘what it was like to have been there.. ..with its detail, its 

humanity, frequently its e m o t i o n . S e c o n d l y ,  an analysis o f oral traditions, indicates 

the impact o f present-day concerns. Thirdly, the oral traditions provide insight into 

the construction o f memory. It reveals how people interpret the past, in particular, 

that o f a traumatic event such as the Famine.

See, for example, Ellen McVitty’s account of the shooting of a policeman, (pp. 360-1) and Brian 
Donnelly, Susan Muiphy and Thomas J. Walls’ accounts concerning poteen, (pp. 393-4).

Novick, P., The Holocaust and Collective Memoiy, p. 8.
Portelli, A., ‘What makes Oral History Different’, in Perks, R. and Thomson, A., (eds.), The Oral 

History Reader p. 67.
Prins, G., ‘Oral History’ in Burke, P., (ed.), New Perspectives on Historical Writing, p. 137.

406



A quote from Laois poet John Keegan encapsulates the special nature o f oral 

tradition:

I do not say how the Truth may be, 

I tell the truth as it was told to me.^'

Taken from  a poem  by Laois poet John Keegan (1809-1849), who died o f cholera. Cited in O ’Bricli, 
D., Shanahoe, : A Rich Area, (Kildare, 1988), p. 85.
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