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SUMMARY

This thesis investigates the reform of Dublin Corporation and its activities from 

1840 until the early 1860s. Nineteenth-century Dublin in particular has been overlooked in 

Irish historiography and, consequently, in general urban histories. The two main works on 

Dublin are Hill’s Patriots to Unionists (1997) and Daly’s Dublin: The Deposed Capital 

(1985). Hill covers Dublin city politics from the seventeenth-century until 1840, during 

which time Protestant freemen in effect controlled the city, while Daly explores Dublin 

from 1860 until the early twentieth-century, a period throughout which a large portion of 

Protestants had settled in the suburbs and Catholic nationalists dominated the city council. 

Dublin in the period between 1840 and 1860 has never been fully researched.

It is often assumed that the Irish Municipal Reform Act marked a complete break 

with the past and that it immediately transferred power in the city from Protestant to 

Catholic. In truth, Dublin’s governance during this twenty-year period went through a 

gradual transformation. In 1841, Catholics were given the right to vote in civic elections, 

and the face of local politics was changed forever. However, the Protestant hold on Dublin 

was not brought to an end and Protestants continued top play a significant role in the city. 

The largely liberal-Catholic reformed city council frequently found itself at odds with the 

conservative minority inside and outside of the council chamber which for many years 

impeded Dublin Corporation from extending its administrative powers.

Sectarian hostility and mistrust amongst the members o f Dublin Corporation 

temporarily subsided in the 1850s. The Dublin Improvement Act implemented in 1851 

gave the corporation a new lease on life: the wards were re-divided to give Protestants 

better representation, the council was balanced politically and religiously, and the former 

statutory boards were dissolved, imparting on Dublin Corporation most of the city’s 

administrative responsibilities. Thanks to the recent public health movement, the reformed 

corporation also became responsible for a large number of sanitary duties. During the



period 1850 until 1860, the city council managed to put aside national political issues and 

religious prejudice in order to work as a unit for the benefit o f Dublin. The city councillors 

actively sought to improve street conditions, the efficiency o f nuisance removal, sewerage 

capabilities, and the water supply; however falling valuation levels, inadequate rates, and 

the considerable number of improvements needed meant that they were not successful. 

Death rates were temporarily reduced but the streets remained largely unpaved, nuisance 

removal and scavenging were only marginally kept up, and a complete sewerage system 

was not implemented until the 1890s. The highlight of the corporation’s career was the 

realisation o f the Vartry Water Works, one o f the most successful water works schemes 

ever established in the British Isles.

Early Victorian Dublin was no longer the world o f Protestant ascendancy, yet 

neither was its local government monopolised by Irish nationalists. It had many o f the 

same characteristics as such British and Scottish cities as London, Manchester, Liverpool, 

and Glasgow: it shared the same problems o f poverty, overcrowding, poor sanitation, and 

financial constraints. This thesis is meant to redress the gap in knowledge about the 

history o f Dublin, to increase interest in Ireland’s Victorian period, and to place Dublin 

within the context o f the range of studies on the Victorian city.
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INTRODUCTION

For decades, urban history has been a valuable and worthwhile field of research, 

and recent publications have revealed that rather than waning, the topic is instead 

experiencing a type of renaissance * Irish urban history, in contrast, has not progressed to 

the extent that it has featured in this second wave. Mary Daly has stated that before 1960 

almost nothing was written on the history o f Ireland’s cities and large towns. From the 

sixties until the mid-eighties numerous Irish historians began an exploratory interest in 

Ireland’s urban past.^ By 1986, Irish urban history was still in its early stage^ and the few 

works that were being published were not sufficient to raise awareness o f Ireland’s urban 

experience; as a resuh, cities such as Dublin, Cork, and Limerick have by and large been 

overlooked in general urban histories.'’ As explained by David Dickson, we cannot expect 

others to write about Irish cities until we start writing about them ourselves.^

Nineteenth-century Dublin has been especially neglected in Irish historiography.® 

Why has Victorian Dublin been so consistently overlooked? To start with, there is the 

ambiguity o f Dublin’s nineteenth-century position: it may have been the capital o f Ireland, 

but because the country was part of the United Kingdom, Dublin was also a British city.^ 

Louis M. Cullen has contended that twentieth-century Ireland often attempted to make a 

complete break from its Anglo-Irish past, and it repudiated all that was associated with

' Richard H. Trainor and Robert J. Morris, “Preface,” Urban Governance in Britain and Beyond since 1750, 
eds. Robert J. Morris and Richard H. Trainor (Aldershot; Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2000), ix.
 ̂Mary E. Daly, “Irish Urban History; A Survey,” Urban History Yearbook 1986, 13 (1986).
 ̂Ibid., 68.

'' Please see for example; The Victorian City: Images and Realities, 2 vols., eds. H.J. Dyes and Michael 
Wolff (London; Routeledge and Kegan Paul, 1973). Exploring the Urban Past: Essays in Urban History by 
H.J. Dyos, eds. David Cannadine and David Reeder (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1982). The 
Pursuit o f  Urban History, eds. Derek Fraser and Anthony Sutcliffe (London; Edward Arnold (Publishers) 
Ltd, 1983). Jan de Vries, European Urbanization 1500-1800 (London; Meuthen, 1984). Paul M. 
Hohenberg and Lynn Hollen Lees, The Making o f Urban Europe 1000-1950 (Cambridge, Mass. and London; 
Harvard University Press, 1985). The Victorian City. A Reader in British Urban History, 1820-1914, eds, 
R.J. Morris and Richard Rodger (London; Longman Group UK Limited, 1993).
 ̂David Dickson, “Review of Paul M. Hohenberg and Lyim Hollen Lees, The Making o f Urban Europe 

1000-1950 (Cambridge, Mass. and London; Harvard University Press, 1985) and ]an de Vries, European 
Urbanization 1500-1800 (London: Meuthen, \9M)," Irish Economic and Social H i s t o r y , 145.
® Daly, 1986, op. cit., 66.
’ Mary E. Daly, The Deposed Capital. A Social and Economic History, 1860-1914 (Cork: Cork
University Press, 1985), 1.
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Britain:* cities and their local governments were seen as intrinsically British and alien to 

the new Irish state. Independent Ireland embraced its rural past as quintessentially Irish 

while the urban was dismissed as symbolic o f British rule.^ Secondly, much o f mid- to late 

nineteenth-century historiography refers to Dublin only in the context of Irish 

nationalism*® or concerning the “mythic march of the nation.”** Finally, historians may 

have had little interest in Victorian Dublin because they preferred a success story to that of 

failure: it is now commonplace that late eighteenth-century Dublin was the “Second City” 

in the British Empire, but one hundred years later it was surpassed by Belfast and was not 

even the largest city in Ireland.

Compared to Victorian Glasgow, Liverpool, Manchester, London, and even 

eighteenth-century Dublin,*^ Victorian Dublin has been under-appreciated. But it has not 

been entirely overlooked .S om e histories, rather than taking an urban studies approach 

that focuses on Dublin’s economy, society, culture, geography, ethnography, politics, and 

institutions, have tended to take a narrower thematic approach: Craig and McFarland have 

examined the city’s architecture,*^ O’Grada has investigated the impact o f the Famine on 

Dublin,*^ and D ’Arcy has studied Dublin’s artisan labour movement.*’ In the case o f social

* Louis M. Cullen, The Emergence o f Modern Ireland, 1600-1900 (Dublin; Gill and Macmillan Ltd., 1983), 
254.
® Daly, 1985, op. cit., 1-2. Daly, 1986, op. cit., 61. Jacqueline Hill, From Patriots to Unionists: Dublin 
Civic Politics and Irish Protestant Patriotism, 1660-1840 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 3. 
'“ Daly, 1986, op. cit, 61.
" R.V. Comerford, “Ireland 1850-70: post-famine and m id -V ictorian ,New History o f Ireland, Volume 5: 
Ireland Under the Union I, 1801-1870, ed. W.E. Vaughan (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1989), 372. 

Daly, 1985, op. cit., 2. Daly, 1986, op. cit, 66.
The history of eighteenth-century Dublin has been well documented. Please see for example; Constantia 

Maxwell, Dublin under the Georges 1714-1830 (London; Faber and Faber Limited, 1956). Maurice Craig, 
Dublin 1660-1860 (Dublin; Allen Figgis & Co., Ltd., 1980).

Please see for example: Fergus D’Arcy, “An Age of Distress and Reform; 1800-1860,” Dublin Through 
r/ie ed. Art Cosgrove (Dublin; College Press Ltd., 1988). F.H.A. Aalen, “Health and Housing in 
Dublin c. 1850-1921,” Dublin City and County: From Prehistory to Present, ed. F.H. A, Aalen and Kevin 
Whelan (Dublin: Geography Publications, 1992).

Craig, op. cit. Niall McCullough, Dublin: An Urban History (Dublin: Anne St. Press, 1989).
Cormac O’Grada, Black '47 and Beyond: The Great Irish Famine in History, Economy, and Memory 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999).
F.A. D ’Arcy, “Dublin Artisan Activity, Opinion and Organisation, 1820-50,” MA thesis (Univerisity 

College Dublin, 1968).
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geography, nineteenth-century Dublin has been more closely scrutinised. * Prunty has 

produced an extensive piece of work on Dublin’s nineteenth-century slum problem, which 

explains the crisis and describes the various volunteer relief bodies (both secular and 

religious) in the city. However her urban geographical approach has meant that a 

discussion of the political and corporate context is absent.*^

The two seminal works on Dublin are Hill’s Patriots to Unionists and Daly’s 

Dublin: The Deposed Capital. Hill’s book spans the history of Dublin’s civic politics from 

the seventeenth century until the Irish municipal reform act of 1840, a measure which 

effectively extracted control of local corporations from the Protestant ascendancy and 

transferred it to middle-class Catholics. She details the political evolution of Dublin’s 

Protestants from their early devotion to the parliamentary independence of Ireland to their 

eventual drift to unionist politics in the face o f Catholic encroachment on their religion and 

privilege. Daly, for her part, tackles Dublin from 1860 up until the First World War, 

concentrating on its economy, suburban development, municipal politics, public health, 

housing, and charity. She depicts a city that suffered from the effects of a stagnant 

economy, under-employment, and overcrowding, where the rich preferred the safety and 

the cleanliness of the suburbs and the local government was more concerned with 

nationalist politics than with improving the city.

The history of Victorian Dublin can hardly be said to have been “done,” but at the 

very least many of its features have been addressed. However, closer examination reveals 

that a significant gap remains in the literature: Hill covers the period up to 1840 and Daly 

continues from thel860s; what is left a gaping hole in the history of Dublin. This thesis 

proposes to address this gap. The 1840 Irish municipal reform act did not mark a radical 

break from the past, but instead it initiated a slow transition period. Chapter I discusses the

Please see for example: J.H. Martin, “The Social Geography of Mid-Nineteenth Century Dublin City,” 
Common Ground: Essays on the Historical Geography o f Ireland, eds. William J. Smyth and Kevin Whelan 
(Cork: Cork University Press, 1988).

Jacinta Prunty, Dublin Slums, 1800-1925: A Study in Urban Geography (Dublin: The Irish Academic 
Press, 1998).



details o f the new act, the political composition of the new corporation, and its activities in 

the first years after reform. Because Dublin Corporation was not the only governing body 

in Dublin, Chapter II examines rival institutions o f local government, including the grand 

jury. Ballast Board, Wide Streets Commission, Paving Board, and Poor Law Unions. The 

early Victorian period was important in the wider context o f British urban history because 

it was during this time that local governments were entrusted with an unprecedented 

number of new civic responsibilities including paving, lighting, scavenging, watering, 

sewering, refuse removal, and the policing of public health. Chapter E l analyses Dublin 

Corporation’s campaigns to secure these responsibilities, to eliminate the rival bodies, and 

to obtain a city improvement act. The Victorian period witnessed the birth o f the public 

heahh movement, so Chapter IV describes the origins o f the movement, its British context, 

and the extent to which it was influential in Ireland. Chapter V discusses the ramifications 

o f the 1849 Dublin Improvement Act, which transferred most civic functions to the 

corporation, and embodied the new emphasis on public health. It examines how the city 

council managed its new responsibilities and whether political squabbling prevented 

effective civic administration. Finally, Chapter VI describes Dublin Corporation’s pursuit 

o f an improved water supply in the city, culminating in the completion o f the Vartry Water 

Works, one o f the most successful water schemes in all the British Isles.

The period 1840-1860 was therefore a hugely important one; it was the interlude 

between Protestant domination o f the city as described by Hill and the Catholic domination 

studied by Daly. Dublin faced the double challenge o f a new and inexperienced ruling 

elite and o f an exceptional number o f new civic problems and responsibilities in these 

decades.
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CHAPTER I: MUNICIPAL REFORM AND ITS 
IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH

The year 1841 proved to be a watershed in the history o f Ireland’s local

government, especially in Dublin, Ireland’s capital. After one hundred and fifty years of

Protestant monopoly o f Dublin Corporation, the implementation o f the Act for the

Regulation o f Municipal Corporations in Ireland* in October 1841 shifted the balance of

power in the municipal council in favour of Dublin’s civic majority, who were liberal in

politics and Catholic in religion. For the first time since 1689, it was Catholics who would

now be making the major decisions about Dublin’s administration and future development.

O f course this did not change overnight: even though out of Dublin’s 236,000 inhabitants 

• 2m 1841 Catholics outnumbered Protestants three to one, the principally Anglican and 

generally conservative minority had held special privileges long enough that their superior 

social standing and greater average wealth meant that they would remain a force to be 

reckoned with and would not passively standby while the “papists” took over the city. 

Thus although Catholics held a majority on the municipal council from 1841 onwards, 

their job was not to be an easy one: every move they made was not only judged by the 

standards o f good economy and sound business sense, but was treated with the suspicion 

that power was being abused for devious popish ends.

Because Dublin was deeply divided along both political and religious lines, many 

questions emerge as to the governance of the city. Did sectarianism actually undermine 

the proper administration o f the city or did it contribute to a better system o f  checks and 

balances resulting in a more efficient delivery of local services? Or, was this new 

primarily liberal-Catholic municipal council so concerned with consolidating its own

‘ 3&4 Viet., cap, 108. Also that year, 3&4 Viet., cap. 109 was passed as An A ct to annex certain Parts o f  
certain Counties o f  Cities to adjoining Counties; to make further Provision fo r  Compensation o f  Officers in 
Boroughs; to limit the Borough Rate; and to continue fo r  a limited Time an A ct to restrain the Alienation o f  
Corporate Property in Ireland which also aided in the regeneration of Dublin’s local government 
2 9 6 ^ ’̂  the Landscape in Ireland (London: Academic Press Inc. (London) Ltd., 1978),

 ̂Jacqueline Hill, “The Protestant response to repeal: the case of the Dublin working class,” Ireland Under 
the Union, eds. F.S.L. Lyons and R.A.J. Hawkins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980a), 35.
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power and making up for the generations o f Protestant ascendancy that it used the council 

as an Irish Parliament instead of as an assembly to deal with the actual needs of the city? 

In either case, perhaps Dublin Corporation’s new powers were too limited to even allow 

the local liberal councillors to gain any real influence in Dublin and beyond.

These and many other questions will be addressed in this chapter. It is proposed 

to examine the first years of the reformed Dublin Corporation from 1841 to 1843, 

prefacing this with a brief outline of the events that led to reform and the Protestant 

response to this threat to their ascendancy. Secondly, I will consider the Irish municipal 

reform act to determine what changes were actually made to the administration o f local 

government and what powers the new Dublin municipal council actually possessed. 

Thirdly, I will focus on the implementation o f this act, examining the October 1841 

election campaign, its resuUs, and the religious and political composition o f the new 

municipal council. The final section will examine the immediate aftermath o f  reform, its 

initial objectives and activities, and the executive actions o f the new council.

Before Reform. 1832 -1840

The idea o f reforming all o f the corporations o f the British Isles became a live 

issue in the early 1830s when the Whigs finally gained power at Westminster. 

Subsequently, corporate reform became a major policy objective until they fell from power 

in 1841, Starting with the Great Reform Act of 1832, the Whig government began a series 

o f legislative changes designed to weed out old, antiquated structures and to remove Tory- 

controlled “corrupt” local government. One o f the final elements o f the programme was the 

Irish municipal reform act, passed in 1840. The corporations were a target for Whig reform 

because the very nature o f their organisation categorically excluded Whigs: corporations

6



were mainly Tory in character'* and “grossly partisan,”  ̂ being composed very often of a 

self-perpetuating body of freemen who perpetually excluded the growing, prospering, and 

often Whig^ middle class from access to municipal power. The process o f becoming a 

freeman in Dublin was exclusive and closed; the only way to obtain the freedom of the 

city was to be the son of a freeman, marry the daughter of a freeman, or be given freedom 

of the city through “special grace ” Due to this longstanding tradition, most freemen in 

Dublin as elsewhere were Anglican and conservative, and most corporations were 

strongholds of Tory strength.

In the early 1830s the Whig government organised a Royal Commission in order 

to determine the extent of corruption and inefficiency in the corporations; inquiries were 

subsequently held into municipal corporations in England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. 

The results were of course not conclusive, as the Whigs had a clear agenda: they

appointed only commissioners who were politically sympathetic and these marshalled 

witnesses hostile to corporations.^ O’Connell himself was appointed a member of the 

Select Committee in 1833, and he purposely sought out witnesses who would denounce the 

corporation.* Hence, the details of the final report delivered in 1835 were not surprising: 

the hundreds of pages of evidence taken viva voce revealed many cases of fraud, 

sectarianism, and apparent inefficiency in most corporations o f the United Kingdom. The 

Commissioners concluded that most corporations were corrupt and devious. While these 

results were somewhat biased, it was clear to all political parties that the ancient 

corporations were incapable of providing the kind of local governance that the changing 

urban environment required.

“ Pat Thane, “Government and Society in England and Wales, 1750-1914,” The Cambridge Social History o f  
Britain 1750-1950. Volume III. Social Agencies and Institutions, Qd..V.ML,.Th.om:pson (Cambridge 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 21.
* Derek Fraser, “Introduction,” Municipal Reform and the Industrial City, ed. Derek Fraser (Bath: Leicester 
University Press, 1982), 4.
* Ibid., 5.
’ R.B. McDowell, Public Opinion and Government Policy in Ireland, 1801-1846 (London- Faber and Faber 
Ltd., 1952), 181.
* Jacqueline Hill, From Patriots to Unionists: Dublin Civic Politics and Irish Protestant Patriotism, 1660- 
1840 (Oxford: OxfordUniversity Press, 1997), 364.
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Predictably, Irish corporations proved to be o f  no exception. The Commissioners 

concluded that Irish corporations were wasteful o f public money, provided inadequate 

services, and were incorrigibly sectarian.^ O f the 68 corporations in Ireland, Dublin 

emerged as one of the worst and was deemed “wholly inadequate.” '^ By the 1830s, Dublin 

Corporation was no longer representative o f Dublin’s wealthy or commercial elite, nor did 

it represent the commercial needs o f the city; as Hill observed, “[i]ts role as the voice o f 

the city’s commercial interests had been successfully contested by the chamber o f 

commerce, its treasury was in debt, its charitable activities increasingly marginal in the 

context o f unemployment and underemployment at post-war levels.” "  As well as being 

unrepresentative and providing few local services, Dublin Corporation had also become so 

closely linked with the conservative party “as to suggest that the corporation was becoming 

little more than a branch of that party.” ‘̂  In truth, if the pre-reform Dublin Corporation 

was beneficial to anyone, it was to the Tory and mainly Anglican minority, and this made 

reform all the more important to the Whigs.

Once the Commission was completed, reform o f the English and Welsh 

corporations was adopted fairly promptly in 1835.*^ The enactment o f the Irish version 

proved much more difficult. The Commissioners had concluded that a reform o f municipal 

government was necessary, and although this was generally accepted by most MPs at 

Westminster, the character of that reform was intensely disputed. The English act opened 

178 corporations and replaced the freeman system with a more representative civic 

franchise based on property valuation. Voters were required to live within a seven-mile 

radius, the duties o f the new municipal councils were more exactly defined, and they were

® Ibid, 365.
Virgima Crossman, Local Government in Nineteenth-century Ireland (Belfast: The Institute of Irish 

Studies, The Queen’s University of Belfast for the Ulster Society of Irish Historical Studies 1994) 77 
" Hill, 1997, op. cit, 362. ’ '

Ibid, 369.
5&6 Wm. IV, cap. 76.
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permitted to levy rates to execute their duties. This act was hardly revolutionary as the 

emphasis was on “spending and doing less,” and the only truly innovative part of the 

legislation was the extension o f the franchise. On the whole, the English act lacked 

substance.

In the end, the Irish corporation reform act was in some respects worse. The Irish 

bill was first introduced in 1835 and was based upon its recently enacted English 

counterpart. However, due to Tory hostility in the House of Lords, a modified Irish act 

only received royal assent in 1840; it barely resembled the precursor English act. The 

English act itself had been toned down in order to pass the Tory-dominated House of 

Lords,** but since reform in Ireland was an even more contentious issue than in Britain, 

these minor adjustments were not enough. The question of corporation reform in Ireland 

was a more difficult one than in England because it involved not only the question of 

liberal versus conservative, but was intimately bound up with the question o f Protestant 

versus Catholic and orange versus green.*’ Parliamentary Tories took two stances in the 

face o f the corporate reform bill: the moderates, led by Peel, were prepared to accept 

reform o f some sort; the ultras, under the leadership o f Lyndhurst in the House of Lords, 

preferred to see Irish corporations abolished altogether than have them fall into Catholic 

hands.** The situation was further complicated by the fact that even though the Whigs 

wanted to remove the conservative stranglehold on the Irish corporations and render them 

more efficient, they also feared that democratising the municipal franchise could mean 

substituting a Tory monopoly with an O’Connellite one.*^ As a result o f the concern and

OliverMacDona^, Early Victorian Government, 1830-1870 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson 1977) 
126. ’
’’ Ibid.

Ibid. This included a three-year residency requirement to qualify for the franchise and an income 
quahfication for representatives.
' Fergus D ’Arcy, “An Age of Distress and Reform: 1800-1860,” Dublin Through the Ages ed. Art 
Cosgrove (Dublin: College Press Ltd., 1988), 106.

Ian D’Alton, Protestant Society and Politics in Cork, 1812-1844 (Cork: Cork University Press, 1980),
176.

Oliver MacDonagh, “Ideas and Institutions, A New History o f Ireland, Volume 5: Ireland
Under the Union I, 1801-1870, ed. W.E. Vaughan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 216.
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the caution with which the question of Irish reform was approached, five different bills 

were proposed and defeated between 1835 and 1840. The sixth was finally passed in 

August 1840.

The difficulty with Irish corporate reform arose not only because of British 

opposition, but strong Irish resistance as well. The defenders o f Dublin’s traditional 

corporate rights were particularly fervent. Since 1704 corporate freedom had excluded not

only Dublin’s Catholics but Protestant Dissenters as well. In addition to religious

• 20exclusivity, Dublin freemen were by the 1830s increasingly identified as Conservatives.

In the opening decades o f  the nineteenth century, many Dublin freemen had been anti- 

unionist,^* and some moderate Whigs amongst these freemen had been receptive to the 

idea of Catholic Emancipation.^^ However, by the late 1820s, a polarisation of views 

weakened Protestant liberalism. The newly assertive Catholic politics o f  the 1820s, 

combined with economic depression (1822 and 1825-26), weakened the middle ground and 

Protestants found themselves increasingly competing with Catholics for jobs. The Catholic 

community was beginning to drop much of its traditional deference and on a number of 

issues began overtly to challenge the established church. Tensions mounted, relationships 

were strained, and sectarianism reached a height not seen in d e c a d e s . A  strengthening of 

the links between freemen and the Tories was fostered by O ’Connell’s increasing interest 

in repeal. With the successfiil passage of Emancipation, O’Connell proceeded to hitch his 

horse to the repeal movement which, up until that point, had been a partly Protestant 

movement.^'* But as the 1830s progressed, repeal became very largely identified with 

Catholic nationalism, and it seemed Catholics were striving to terminate Protestant control 

of Ireland. By the time that the question o f Irish corporate reform arose most former

Hill, 1997, op. cit, 369. See footnote no. 64: The corporation never officially adopted the term ‘Tory’, 
and instead by the late 1830s, accepted the term of ‘Conservative’ for candidates and party agents 

’̂Jacqueline Hill, “Religion, Trade and Politics in Dublin 1798-1848,” Cities and Merchants: French and 
Irish Perspectives on Urban Development, 1500-1900, eds. P. Butel and L.M. Cullen (Dublin: Department 
of Modem History, TCD, 1986), 249.
“  Hill, 1997, op. cit., 306; 345.

Ibid., 286, 333. Hill, 1986, op. cit, 250-251.
Hill, 1997, op. cit, 349.
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liberalAVhig freemen had drifted over to the unionist side. Hence, a powerful and

aggressive campaign against corporate reform emerged in the late 1830s among Dublin

freemen, by then overwhelmingly Anglican and conservative.

Protest against the reform bills took on many of the usual forms in Dublin.

meetings and dinners where resolutions against the proposed bills were passed, petitions

signed by influential Protestants, and pamphlets written attacking the very idea of

corporate reform. Protest focussed on four major issues: the financial implications of

reform, the eclipse of Protestantism itself in Ireland, the economic side effects, and the

danger that reform would hasten repeal. Typical was an anonymous pamphlet published in

1839, which asserted that the bill gave too much power to the Catholics, that the

corporation’s new powers to appoint its own officers, compensate redundant officers, and

levy a borough rate would be highly costly,^® and that the yearly elections and reprinting of

the burgess roll would be an additional e x p e n s e . A  year later Isaac Butt, counsel for

Dublin Corporation and future corporate Alderman, addressed Dublin freemen, expressing

distain at the prospect of the corporation being controlled by Catholics with the power to

award offices that “they will have the power of taxing the Protestant property of the city to

pay” for.^* The conservative and anti-Catholic Dublin University Magazine was also

disgusted that the act would allow Catholics to wield so much costly patronage:

The proposed bill thus provided an enormous patronage, consisting of 
sinecure and other offices, whose salaries, as well as the appointments to 
which are to be regulated by the town council. What would be the 
administration of such patronage in such hands, cannot be for a moment 
questioned -  patriots, too independent and too infamous to obtain places 
from government would here find an asylum -  the ferocious sans culotte 
adventurer, the cut-throat railer against established authority, the loud 
bawler of repeal, the hot sedition-monger, the scoffers at human decency 
and religion, the ribalds and blasphemers -  all that the Whig government

“  Ibid, 371. HiU, 1986, op. c it, 256.
A Rate Payer, The Irish Municipal Corporations Bill. A Few Words in Time on the Subject o f  Reformed 

Corporations and o f  Their Powers o f  Taxation. Addressed to All Who are Liable to the Payment o f  Poor- 
Rates in Ireland (London: Richard Kinder, 1839), 9-10.

^  Isaac Butt, Irish Municipal Reform. The Substance o f  a Speech delivered at a Meeting o f  Protestants and 
Freemen held in the K ing’s Room o f the Mansion-House, Dublin, on the I3‘'' February 1840, The Right 
Honorable the LordM ayor in the Chair (Dublin: William Curry, Jun. And Company, 1840), 12.
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may connive at, but dare not for their lives reward -  will seek the rich 
harvest of their labours in the pensions and salaries to which the purses of 
the Protestant people have been taxed to contribute.^^

In addition to concerns over costs, Dublin freemen feared the religious 

consequences. An open meeting was held on Monday, 15 January 1839 in the Guild o f 

Merchants’ Hall, to which all Protestants concerned about preserving their religion were 

invited:

Every independent Protestant, who values the name o f freemen, is 
emphatically called upon to be at his post, to co-operate with the 
supporters of our sacred and venerated institutions, in using every 
constitutional means to advert threatened destruction of those ancient 
bulwarks of Protestantism at the present alarming crisis.^®

At this meeting Charles Palmer Archer, a noted Dublin freeman, spoke out against the

approaching threat to their religion:

The time has now come, fellow-Protestants, when everyone who regards 
civil and political rights, and who, above all, has regard or veneration for 
the pure and sacred religion of the bible, which has been secured to us by 
the blood of our forefathers, [. ..] to stand whilst there is something to 
stand on -  whilst there are bulwarks and fortresses remaining to 
Protestantism [. . .] I need hardly to say again what I said before, that those 
corporations are bulwarks of Protestantism [. . .] and when those bulwarks 
are either destroyed or levelled against what they were intended to protect, 
the enjoyment of that religion will be, to say the least, but precarious in its 
tenure.^ ̂

At a later meeting of freemen and other Protestants of Dublin, held on 22 February 1839, a 

petition was drafted to parliament claiming that the Irish corporations were founded not 

only to maintain the “British connection” in Ireland, but also to preserve Protestantism in 

the face o f Catholic menace. Dublin freemen insisted that if  they were to lose their control 

of the corporations, Protestantism in Ireland would “decay” and “perish.”^̂

Not only did they state their fear that Protestants would wither away, but that they 

would be replaced by an inferior faction. The general sentiment was that Catholics were

^^Dublin University Magazine, 16 (July 1840), 117.
° Saunder’s News-Letter, 15 January 1839.

Ibid
An Epitome o f  the Case o f  Irish Corporations, Intended for the Perusal o f  Protestants Generally, and

to the Dispassionate Judgement o f  the Imperial Legislature (Dublin: George Faulkner,
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not as capable of civic governance as Protestants. As one gentleman professed at the same 

meeting:

I object to the admission of Roman Catholics into municipal corporations 
in Ireland, because my experience has taught me that the class of persons 
who would be elected as town councillors would not meet their Protestant 
brethren on terms of equality.

At a meeting of the Metropolitan Conservative Society of Ireland, convened on 20 July

1840 to organise a statement of protest addressed to the Protestants of Great Britain, it was

agreed that corporate reform has “but one end in view, and that end is to degrade still lower

the elective franchise, [and] to place all our civic institutions under the control of the very

lowest classes of society.” '̂*

Opponents of Irish corporate reform argued that the incoming Catholic

ascendancy would destroy Ireland and Dublin’s prosperity: a Catholic municipal council

would be unable to set aside nationalist aspirations in order to see to the proper

administration of civic duties:

they would not enter into the consideration of questions affecting the 
administration of corporate affairs impartially, or solely in reference to 
corporate interests; but that the advancement of their own religion and its 
members, and the unbending despotic will of their priests, must form their 
leading star.

Butt called this prospect a “popish ascendancy of the worst kind.”^̂  The DUM believed 

that the passage of the bill would be a “grievous infliction upon Ireland,” and that “far 

from being a boon, it will be felt to be one of the heaviest curses ever inflicted upon 

Ireland.” '̂̂

Ibid., 96.
The Address o f  the Metropolitan Conservative Society o f  Ireland to the Protestants o f  Great Britain along 

with the Speech Delivered by Doctor Meyler, on Submitting it for Their Adoption (Dublin- W Warren 
1840), 10. . . ,
^̂ An Epitome o f  the Case o f  Irish Corporations, 96-97.
“ Butt,op.cit,5.

Dublin University Magazine, 15 (June 1840), 604; 607.
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Equal among freemen concerns was that the bill would aid in legitimising repeal.

Butt worried that civic affairs would matter little to a Catholic corporation, but instead it

would use its new found power source to legitimise demands for repeal:

[Daniel O’Connell] will assemble the town-council in this room [in the 
Mansion-house], with the weight of the civic authority; all their 
resolutions, all their acts, will go forth to the public -  not as the acts of an 
unauthorized body, of which even the legality is questioned -  as in the 
case of the Precursor Society -  but the Precursor Society will be the

• 38corporation of the city, sanctioned by law.

The DUM expressed a similar anxiety that the bill would give the repealers a form of 

legality:

Give to O’Connell and the priests Popish and Radical corporations, and 
what will be wanting to complete the machinery for repeal agitation, 
through the length and breadth of the land? And that once set agoing, what 
is to stop it; what power exists without or within the constitution by which 
it could be arrested or controlled, until it accomplishes its work, and 
eventuates in the dismemberment of the empire?^^

Dublin Corporation sent both its lawyers. Butt and Wetherell, to present its case to the

House of Lords. Wetherell warned the house about what “your Lordships are about to do;

there is under this bill the power of municipal government; you are constituting in Ireland a

Catholic parliament.”'*” As a result of this focus on nationalist rather than practical issues.

Butt contended that Ireland itself would suffer and that the proposed bill “will degrade,

[and] it will impoverish our country.”'”

When appeals to pan-Protestantism and economic interest did not elicit the

desired support in Britain, Dublin Protestants issued warnings of civil unrest. They

cautioned that reform would give Dublin Catholics too much power and that rather than

improving relations between the two sections of Dublin society, it would create more

tension. The DUM  thought the Whigs foolish if they believed “by conferring upon a

Butt, op. cit, 14.
Dublin University Magazine, 15 (June 1840), 607.
Sir Charles Wetherell, The Case o f the City o f Dublin. The Speeches Delivered by Counsel at the Bar o f  

the House o f  Lords, in Defence o f the City o f Dublin, on the Motion for Going into Committee on the Irish
Municipal Bill (Dublin: Printed by George Faulkner, Printer to the Hon. The City of Dublin 1840) 54 

Butt, op. cit, 26.
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rabble, popish populace, extensive democratic privileges, that [Ireland] was now to be

restored to tranquillity and contentment,”'̂  ̂ Butt argued that the yearly elections would

heighten sectarian hostility and lead to greater problems in the city:

I say nothing of the turmoil o f these constant elections -  o f the loss to us 
all, in the waste o f out time and energies upon the most odious of all 
strifes, a strife in which party spirit and religious intolerance will be 
inflamed and aggravated by the basest feelings o f a low ambition, and 
personal avarice/*^

Wetherell used the same argument that giving Catholics any power would intensify the 

already bad feelings between the two bodies in Dublin: though the “object o f this bill is to 

combine together a reasonable proportion between the two contending parties, protestant 

and catholic, the notion is delusive and absurd.”'*'* Equally galling to Wetherell was the 

bill’s preamble which professed “to establish a peaceable and quiet government for the 

towns ”'*̂  Instead, Wetherell underscored once again for the House o f Lords the fact that 

the bill “crushes Protestantism, gives popery a complete ascendant, and then, amid the 

silence and waste o f an ascendant and unresisted despotism, cries, ‘peace and good 

government’

So opposed to corporate reform were most Dublin Protestants that by 1839 when

it appeared that enactment was imminent, it was claimed that they were rallying up

permanent opposition to the act, pledging “no surrender!” :

We will agitate and combine; and we will raise our cry for “justice for 
Ireland,” until it spreads through the country, and resound through both 
houses of parliament; and if that does not produce the desired effect, it 
shall be followed by a simuhaneous shout o f “no surrender,” which shall 
be heard in the inmost recesses o f the palace, and which shall command 
the attention even of majesty itself (loud cheers, and cries o f no 
surrender)/*^

‘'’̂ Dublin University Magazine, 15 (June 1840), 603. 
Butt, op. c it, 20.
Wetherell, op. c it, 51.

47
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Realistically, patriotic expressions were not enough to safeguard the corporation, so the

Dublin freemen sought legal means to prevent reform. In May 1840 Wetherell represented

the Dublin Corporation before the House o f Lords, arguing that as the City o f London s

corporation was exempt from the English corporate reform act, so should Dublin be

exempt from the Irish act:

The city of Dublin in effect say[s] to the house -  legislate as you think fit for 
other corporations according to the proposed model o f the present 
measure, but do not legislate for us upon that model. Abolish other 
corporations; change them, mutilate them, detrunk them, deface them, 
bury them without a chance of resurrection, put an end to them at once, or put 
them into purgatory, do with them what you will; but with respect to this, 
the corporation o f the metropolis of Ireland, leave us as we are, or at least 
do not alter out constitution in the mode and manner proposed in the 
provisions of the present bill.'**

Butt in his speech to the House also implored the Lords to exempt Dublin Corporation as it

once exempted the City o f London’s corporation.'*^

Hill has contended that in general the opponents o f corporate reform mustered

strongly and that the five defeats of the bill were proof of their capacity.^” But however

effective the opposition may have been at stalling, it was not powerful enough to persuade

the Whig government to abandon Irish corporate reform. In response to a petition sent to

Queen Victoria on behalf of the Dublin freemen, she expressed her pleasure at their pledge

of allegiance to Great Britain but refused to allow them to rule for her;

I receive with satisfaction the assurance of your attachment to my crown 
and person. Your reference to the grants of royal charters, and your 
anxiety to disclaim the desire of any ascendancy o f civil rights, induce me 
to hope that you will be contented to leave to the wisdom o f parliament, by 
which I am desirous of being guided, the decision of the important 
question which forms the subject of your address.^'

Also relevant was the Whig government’s loss o f seats in the 1837 general election. It had

an added incentive to ensure that Ireland be governed the same as Britain. From the

Wetherell, op. cit., 5-6.
Isaac Butt, Irish Corporation Bill. A Speech Delivered at the Bar o f  the House o f  Lords, on Friday, the 

i s "" o f  May, 1840, in Defence o f  the City o f  Dublin; On the Order fo r  Going into Committee on the Irish 
Corporation Bill (London: James Fraser, 1840), 84.
^  t i l l ,  1997, op. c it, 366.
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Tories’ standpoint, the House o f Lords had succeeded in trimming the Irish reform bill 

enough to make it generally unobjectionable.

The Irish Corporate Reform Act

On 15 August 1840, the much dreaded and equally anticipated Irish municipal 

reform bill became law. As intimated, its final draft was a far cry from its first version, 

and it failed to live up to the expectations o f 1835. The 1840 act was in comparison with

53its English and Scottish counterparts “a most limited and conservative measure.” It 

differed from the other corporate reform acts in several important respects. The House o f 

Lords was firmly fixed on the idea of dissolving all Irish corporations, but a compromise 

was reached in 1840; they instead accepted the dissolution o f 58 Irish corporations, with 

the preservation of only ten. Moreover, within these ten corporate remainders, the civic 

franchise was only extended to £10 householders, whereas in England all rate paying 

burgesses had been allowed to vote. This was insisted on by the House o f Lords as a 

means o f winning back ground for Protestant voters. Also significant was the removal o f 

the corporation’s right to appoint its sheriff and local magistrates; this privilege was 

transferred to the Lord Lieutenant. The English act allowed corporate control o f local 

police magistrates, but in Ireland this was left in the hands o f government-appointed 

commissioners.

The act therefore took away some o f the powers of the old Dublin Corporation, 

but it added a few as well. The new council was permitted to pass bye-laws, subject to the 

Lord Lieutenant’s approval, to aid in the better management o f the city. Moreover, the 

council was empowered to appoint committees to deal with issues that would be better

Hill, 1997, op. cit, 376.
”  Angus Macintyre, TTie i/ierator- Daniel O'Connell and the Irish Party 1830-1847 (London: Hamish 
Hamilton Ltd., 1965), 221.

Oliver MacDonagh, O ’Co««e//.' The Life o f Daniel O ’Connell, 1775-1847 (London; Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1991), 432-433. John J. Webb, Municipal Government in Ireland, M ediaeval and Modern 
(Dublin; The Talbot Press Limited, 1918), 238.

MacDonagh, 1991, op. c it, 463.
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managed by means of a committee. For its income, all the municipal property of the

former corporation and its guilds was transferred to the new corporation; equally it was to

receive the proceeds from all fines and tolls. If this proved inadequate financially, the

council was empowered to levy a borough rate.

More important than what the new corporation could do was what it could not do.

Hill has reasoned that Catholic control of the corporation was not nearly as cataclysmic as

most Protestants feared because, despite reform, the corporation had very limited

municipal functions.*® Whereas in the early and mid-eighteenth century, duties such as

paving, scavenging, lighting, sewering, street planning, and policing had belonged to the

corporation, by the late eighteenth century these duties had been gradually removed from

the corporation and given to separate statutory boards of paid commissioners appointed by

the Lord Lieutenant.*’ As noted by The Standard, in certain ways it did not matter that

Catholics would have control of the corporation:

Whether Roman Catholics or Protestants would best manage the lighting, 
watching, and paving of the city, it is unnecessary to determine. With 
none of these has the corporation of Dublin anything in the world to do.
They are all managed by separate boards, and provided for by distinct 
taxes. [.. .] [Corporate reform] is sought for different purposes than those 
of lighting and paving the town. All these purposes are already provided 
for in Dublin, and with them the new corporation will not ever so remotely 
interfere. [. . .] [I]n spite of the new corporation, the citizens of Dublin 
will still have clean flags, bright lamps, and an efficient night watch, that 
no inconvenience or discomfort will be felt from the existence of that 
body.**

The Irish corporate reform act made no attempt to restore any of the former functions, and 

this lack of substance in corporate reform has been severely criticised by historians. In 

drafting the bill, nothing was mentioned in relation to sanitation, arterial drainage, housing, 

roads, gas lighting, and similar matters that became so critical to day-to-day city life.*^

Hill, 1997, op. cit., 381.
For more information please see Chapter II.
Excerpt of The Standard quoted in: Saunder’s News-Letter, 1 April 1840. 

^^MacDonagh, 1989, op. cit, 217.
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Hence, initially there was little the corporation could do: it could collect tolls, 

levy a borough rate, oversee the city’s markets, and manage pipe-water distribution; but 

scavenging, paving, lighting, and sewering were supervised by the Paving Commissioners, 

street planning was the responsibility o f the Wide Street Commissioners, and policing 

duties belonged to the Police Commissioners. As all o f these commissioners were 

appointed by the Lord Lieutenant, they tended to be composed o f men o f higher social 

class, which made many of them all the more objectionable to a Catholic/liberal Protestant 

corporation, and another factor in the already sectarian cast of Dublin society.

The actual composition o f the council and the length o f terms o f service were 

changed. The Dublin municipal council was reduced from a lord mayor, two sheriffs, 

twenty-four aldermen elected for life, and 144 common council men, to a municipal 

council o f fifteen aldermen (of which one was annually elected the lord mayor) and forty- 

five councillors. Prior to reform, all corporation members would have been drawn from a 

freeman body of 4,000 men.®° Dublin was now divided up into fifteen wards, nine on the 

south side of the city and six on the north, and eligible male burgesses in each ward would 

vote for an alderman and three councillors. Of those elected in each ward, the one 

receiving the most votes would become alderman, while the three others with the highest 

votes became councillors. Every three years, half o f the aldermen would go up for re- 

election, whereas in the case o f councillors, every year one-third would go out of office; 

the remaining ones were kept on to maintain continuity. In both cases, outgoing 

representatives could stand for re-election.

Thus, what was eventually accepted in 1840 was “far removed from democracy”^' 

and not exactly what O’Connell had hoped for in 1835. The act has been characterised as 

more of a victory for the House o f Lords than for O’Connell or liberalism,^^ and the limits

“  Crossman, op. c it , 77.
D ’Arcy, op. cit, 106.

“  MacDonagh, 1977, op. cit, 195.
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on reform were a triumph for the conservative rearguard in p a r l i a m e n t . T h e  final act was 

more a compromise between the two parties rather than a victory for either side. '̂*

Yet all things considered, it was still a victory for the O ’Connellites and other 

Irish liberals. Although the Irish reform act was more restrictive than its English 

counterpart, it still represented a major change in urban administration due its extended 

franchise loosely based on the principal o f local democracy. Somewhat 

overenthusiastically, Webb later claimed that the Irish municipal reform act “completely 

revolutionised the system of municipal government in Ireland.” He was perhaps more 

accurate when he asserted that it “mark[ed] the beginning of a new epoch in Irish 

municipal history.” ®̂ The most important aspect o f the act and the reason it proved a 

turning point in Dublin’s history was that it allowed Catholics to vote, stand for election, 

and become corporation officers. It was this inclusion of Catholics, rather than any 

alteration in municipal function, that “revolutionised” Dublin’s local government in 1841.

Economic. Social, and Political Contexts

The new municipal council was due to be elected by the eligible ratepayers on 25 

October 1841. It is important to note that, significant as this inaugural election was, it did 

not occur in a vacuum, and Dublin’s economic, social, and political climate at that time 

was of great consequence. Dublin was not fairing well. Since the end o f the Napoleonic 

wars, it had experienced several severe economic slumps in 1815-17, 1822, and 1825-26.^^ 

But the worst depression occurred in the years 1838 to 1842, and all o f Ireland and the 

United Kingdom suffered its harsh effects.^* In Dublin, the industrial depression was

D’Arcy, op. cit, 107.
^D.GQOTgeBoyce, Nineteenth-Century Ireland: The Search for Stability (Dublin- Gill and Macmillan 
Ltd., 1990), 69.
“  Crossman, op. cit, 78.
^  Webb, op. cit, 238.
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particularly dire in working-class areas such as the Liberties and this was only made worse 

by a subsequent harvest failure.

Even more dismal were Dublin’s social relations. While Protestants and 

Catholics, rich and poor, had never been the best of friends, since the popular mobilisation 

o f Catholics, relations had become worse. Hill explains that the nineteenth century 

brought with it a breakdown in the traditional relationship between Protestants and

• 70Catholics, creating an uncertainty as to what that new relationship would be. At any rate, 

it was not shaping up to be a healthy or pleasant alternative. The 1820s witnessed growing 

religious resentments due in part to a poor economy and in part to a rise in evangelicalism. 

By the 1830s, not only were there separate Catholic and Protestant clubs. Orange libraries, 

and repeal reading rooms, but there were also separate breweries, hotels, and stagecoaches 

attracting strictly denominational customers.’* Hill has described Dublin as a polarised city 

with the rich and fashionable convening on the east side o f Dublin, while the poor huddled 

together on the west side. Mary Daly has presented a somewhat similar argument, 

contending that Dublin was a city divided along many lines.’  ̂ Ahhough no one died from 

communal rioting, sectarianism still pervaded and poisoned city life.’'*

Most significant, however, was the change in Dublin’s electoral situation. Prior to 

1832, it was the city’s freemen who decided the outcome o f both Dublin’s parliamentary 

and municipal elections; for example in 1831 the city’s 3,500 freemen elected the common 

council’  ̂ and in the general election accounted for 60% of the city’s eligible voters.’  ̂The 

implementation o f the Reform Act in 1832 proved to be a pivotal in electoral history. 

Applied across Ireland, it provided a vote for £10 householders but insisted that all voters

® Hill, 1997, op. cit, 289.
Ibid., 293.
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be registered and live within a 7-mile radius o f the city. In the large towns and cities such 

as Dublin, Cork, and Belfast, freemen maintained their parliamentary vote, but the new 

restrictions reduced their numbers overall while simultaneously increasing the size o f the 

electorate. For example in Dublin in 1832, the freeman representation fell to just 28% of 

parliamentary voters.’’ As the freemen traditionally voted conservative,’* that party’s vote 

was thus weakened. Further undermining Irish conservatism was the actuality that the 

Whigs had come to power in 1830 and, through a Whig-Radical-Liberal Irish coalition, 

went on to maintain control o f the government (with exception o f  five months in 1835) 

until 1841.

Despite this obstacle, Irish conservatism was far fi-om dead. Emancipation in 

1829 and electoral reform in 1832 had been severe blows, but the Tories learned some 

valuable lessons fi'om these setbacks, and they adapted to the new political environment by 

recognising the potential of a tightly run, efficient organisation.’  ̂ Reforms forced them to 

“make the best of a bad job”*° and to try to use the new system as advantageously as 

possible. Rather than brooding when electoral reform allowed their liberal rivals to gain 

on them, Irish Tories drew strength from their minority position in 1830-1841. Influenced 

by O’Connell’s Emancipation and repeal movements that so successfully appealed to 

diverse classes o f Irishmen, they developed into a thriving popular conservatism*^ and 

actively canvassed for support from all levels o f Irish society. In 1831, the Irish Protestant 

Conservative Society was formed, which was “a Tory imitation” of O’Connell’s Catholic 

Association.*^ Across Ireland membership was opened to all classes o f Protestants, and 

with the “Protestant rent” they were able to raise enough money to run an effective 

campaign. The association took active steps to ensure that all eligible Protestant voters

’’ ’’  Ibid.
Ibid., 379-380.
Hoppen, 1984, op. cit., 278.

*®Ibid.
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were registered, helped Tory candidates with their campaigns, and distributed party

propaganda, A new conservative party was born.

This recruitment campaign was especially successful in Dublin, which was the

first centre of organised working-class Protestants.*^ Protestants were reasonably well

represented demographically in the larger towns of southern Ireland not only in the upper

echelons of society but also amongst working class citizens. Irish Tories organised

charitable work among these poorer Protestants and encouraged them to register as

voters.*® By 1839 the Precursor Society, later renamed the Loyal National Repeal

Association, was well aware of the strides Tories were making in Dublin:

Your committee find that the tory party have since the last election been 
gaining majorities on the city registry at each successive sessions, 
amounting in the aggregate, allowing for re-registries on both sides, to 
upwards of 200 -  a number which more than doubles the liberal majority 
at the city election of 1837.*’

For their part, Protestant working-class Dubliners were drawn to conservatism for various

reasons. Prior to emancipation, Protestants of all socio-economic classes could feel a sense

of superiority to Catholics simply on account o f their official religious status, but when the

economic situation turned sour in such areas as the Liberties and with the final dissolution

o f the Penal Laws, many lower- and middle-class Catholics appeared to be moving ahead

of working-class Protestants.** Having always been taught that Catholics were their

'inferiors, many Dublin Protestants began to feel bewildered and anxious about these

changes and in their confusion, made the link between their own suffering and the

advancement of Catholics.*^ With such parties as the liberals and the Whigs actively

supporting O ’Connell and his Irish party in the 1830s, Dublin Protestants had to look to

other parties for answers. Therefore the substantial Protestant working-class electorate

Ibid, 116-117.
Hill, 1986, op. cit, 257.
Hoppen, 1984, op. cit., 312.
Ibid, 283.
Saunder’s News-Letter, 2 January 1839.

** Hill, 1980a, op. cit., 48-49.
Ibid., 49.
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found some comfort in conservatism and was mobilised by a variety o f quasi-social 

organisations arranged by Irish Tories with the aim of promoting religion above class.

The results of the 1837 and 1841 general elections proved that the conservatives’ 

efforts were paying off Although Melbourne’s Whig government was returned in 1837, 

overall the liberals had lost a significant number of seats. In Ireland, the “anti-Tory” vote 

remained strong, and Whigs, liberals, and O ’Connellites won 71 o f a possible 105 seats.®' 

By the 1841 general election, the Tories had finally succeeded in garnering enough support 

to win a majority in the House o f Commons, and Robert Peel emerged as Prime Minister. 

Once again in Ireland the “anti-Tory” vote was fairly strong with 67 seats, but the situation 

in Dublin had changed dramatically: both o f the city MPs returned were now Tories, 

whereas between 1832 and 1838, they had all been Liberals or repealers.®^ By this time 

Dublin had a parliamentary electorate of 12,000 voters; the 4,000 freemen, as per tradition, 

overwhelmingly voted conservative, but the group that actually swung the vote was the 

non-freeman voters, demonstrating that the Tories aggressive campaign to recruit and 

register conservative voters had been highly successful.’^

Dublin’s First Civic Election

Dublin’s first civic election occurred at a crucial juncture in its history. By the 

autumn o f 1841, Dublin was economically depressed, was suffering from heightened 

sectarianism, and since the general election earlier in the year, was adjusting to a British 

government controlled by the conservatives. In addition, the two Dublin City seats had 

been won by Tories, which only served to fuel the O ’Connellites determination. Both 

political factions in Dublin were therefore vying for control o f  the corporation with 

differing grounds for confidence. Control of the corporation was more important than ever

Hoppen, 1984, op. cit, 288.
MacDonagh, 1991, op. cit., 442.
K. Theodore Hoppen, Elections, Politics, and Society in Ireland 1832-1885 (Oxford' Oxford University 

Press, 1984), 282.
Hill, 1997, op. cit, 380-381.
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It is important to note, however, that control o f Dublin Corporation did not mean 

uhimate control o f Dublin. On the contrary, with Dublin’s numerous contending 

administrative bodies, the Poor Law Guardians o f the two unions, the Paving 

Commissioners, the Wide Streets Commissioners, the Police Commissioners, term grand 

juries, and the Ballast Board, the city council controlled a limited segment o f the city’s 

governance. But controlling the corporation was still important because for the Victorians,

’ 94politics began first and foremost at their own front gate rather than at Westmmster. 

Gaining the corporation was valuable both politically and symbolically. Politically it was 

important because, despite its limitations, it was still a political institution complete with 

corporate powers and a particular authority. The city council could assume a political 

importance beyond its local responsibilities by becoming an additional battleground for 

party conf l i c t .The  corporation was also important symbolically, because for years it had 

represented the mouthpiece of the “ascendancy.”^̂  Under the leadership o f O’Connell, 

Dublin Catholics were eager to wrest the corporation away from the Protestants. Needless 

to say, all sides stood to benefit from gaining Dublin Corporation.

In the weeks leading up to the October local elections was it generally believed 

that corporate reform had in effect handed the corporation over to the Catholics? Had the 

Irish conservatives given up the fight, or did they still believe that they could maintain 

control o f the corporation? On the one hand. Catholics held a clear numerical majority in 

the city. Even though Dublin’s recent Tory parliamentary victory had demonstrated the 

strong local conservative electorate, without the freeman vote their municipal dominance 

was by no means guaranteed. Cognizant of this fact, many Dublin conservatives initially 

feared that because the repealers and their liberal allies outnumbered conservatives they 

would dominate by sheer numerical supremacy. Prior to the enactment o f corporate

*■’ Derek Fraser, Urban Politics in Victorian England. The Structure o f  Politics in Victorian Cities aeicester: 
Leicester University Press, 1976), 9.
®'lbid., 10-11.



reform. Butt had calculated the potential voters in Dublin and determined that not only 

would Catholic voters outnumber Protestants 2:1, but that of the fifteen possible wards, 

fourteen would be carried by Catholics.^^ O’Connell had made similar calculations and

9$
concluded that his supporters could capture all the corporations outside o f Ulster. A

month before the election the official newspaper of repeal. The Pilot, rejoiced that

[i]n thirteen out of the fifteen wards the Liberals -  notwithstanding all the 
dirty and disreputable manoeuvring of their opponents -  have, on the two 
days’ revision, a considerable majority of qualified voters.

Most encouraging, however, was the fact that when the first election of the Poor Law

Guardians had taken place in 1839, most of those returned were Catholic. This was

considered an accurate pointer to the outcome of the civic elections.

On the other hand, Tory success in the spring general election had worked as a

“blood transfijsion” for an already reviving Dublin conservatism, and some were

optimistic about the ascendancy’s chances of winning the corporation. In early October

1841, the conservative newspaper the Dublin Evening Mail, announced to local voters,

“that every conservative who is unregistered should lose no time in sending in the

particulars of his qualification to the Conservative Committee-rooms” because “[t]he

Conservatives have only to put forth their strength to secure the city of Dublin forever.” ®̂̂

As well, before the election had even occurred but well after the corporate reform act had

been passed, whether it was delusion, protest, or confidence on the freemen’s part, on 1

October “the Lord Mayor gave a grand dinner at the Mansion House to the Lord Mayor

elect and the Sheriffs for the ensuing year.”‘°̂  O’Connell offered “to permit the unopposed

¥  Butt, 1840b, op cit., 59-60. Butt would later claim that Dublin’s wards were unfairly divided in order to 
favour Catholics, but this accusation did not come to light until 1846. Please see Chapter III for more 
information on the controversy surrounding Dublin’s ward division.
^  MacDonagh, 1991, op. cit., 482.
^  The Pilot, 4 October 1841.

Butt, 1840b, op. cit., 25.
Hoppen, 1984, op. cit., 284.
Saunder’sNews-Letter, 5 October 1841.
Sounder’s  News-Letter, 2 October 1841.
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return of conservatives in four wards,” but this proposal was declined, a sign more of 

pride than of confidence.

Representing another wing of conservatism, the Warder was slightly more 

realistic than the DEM. it was under no illusions that the conservatives could possibly 

prevail. Even before the final burgess roll had been completed, the Warder predicted that, 

like it or not, by the end of the month O’Connell would be “invested with the authority of 

chief magistrate.”’®* In early October, it announced regretfully that its predictions had 

been confirmed and that there was

little, if any, doubt as to the result of the election for [the] town council. Out of 
the fifteen wards but two will be carried by the Conservatives, leaving to 
the Repealers a majority of nearly seven to one.

Even though it did not echo the OEM's view that the conservatives could still win a

majority, it was not prepared to hand the entire corporation over to the liberals:

We will not deceive our friends as to the duty to which we call them. We 
do not expect a majority in the entire city; but on the exertions of 
Protestants may depend the difference between a strong minority and a 
minority so weak in numbers that they can effect nothing.’®’

In any case, the conservatives’ confidence and their recent parliamentary gains

were enough to weaken any certainty that O’Connell and his repealers may have possessed

as the election approached. The Liberator was not taking any chances and, at a meeting of

the Precursor Society, he demanded that all of his followers vote for all liberal candidates.

He resolved

[t]hat any burgess enrolled on the Liberal Interest, who does not vote for 
the WHOLE TICKET at the ensuing MUNICIPAL ELECTION, is an 
Enemy to the principles of Civil and Religious Liberty, injures the cause of 
the Distressed Irish Manufacturers, and is a foe to the Repeal of the 
Union.*®*

The Pilot, 4 October 1841.
Warder, 2 October 1841 
Warder, 9 October 1841.
Warder, 23 October 1841.
Freeman’s  Journal, 21 October 1841.
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Hill contends that the O’Connellites ran a well-organised and highly centralised campaign 

that was closely supervised by O’Connell h i m s e l f . T h e  CathoUc/repeal municipal 

victory has also been credited to O’Connell’s “ruthless, though brilliantly executed” 

campaign which concentrated on parish clubs which ran candidates for all fifteen wards, 

and these the burgesses were repeatedly instructed to support en

Whether it was numerical dominance or O’Connell’s successful campaign, the 

liberal-Catholic alliance, consisting mostly of repealers, triumphed on 25 October 1841. 

The O’Connellites carried the majority of the wards with the conservatives taking two 

completely, and winning seats in two others.*^* Of the sixty places available thirteen went 

to the conservatives, of which only one was a Catholic. Of the remaining forty-seven 

spots, thirty-six elected were repealers and eleven were Whigs; all but two of the repealers 

were Catholic, and of the Whigs five were Catholic and six Protestant. Despite the fact 

that the eleven Whigs were not registered repealers, they were closer in politics to the 

O’Connellites than to the conservatives, hence one can speak of a 47-13 majority. Most 

importantly, this 3:1 majority for Dublin’s liberals set a clear pattern that was to be 

maintained in the municipal council throughout the 1840s. Despite Daly’s claim that the 

reformed corporation “was initially evenly balanced on religious and political grounds,”"^ 

it was actually the (mostly Catholic) liberals that held an overwhelming majority for the 

next ten years which never significantly veered from this 3:1 ratio.

Reaction in newspapers was predictable. Interestingly enough, no distinction was 

made between Whig, liberal, and repealer in most papers: The Times claimed it was

1997, op.cit, 381.
” ®MacDonagh, 1991, op. cit., 485-486.

Stephen’s Ward and St.George’s Ward were both clear Tory strongholds. Conservatives also were 
represented in St Andrew’s Ward and Merrion Ward, but liberal Protestants and Cathohcs dominated the 
remaining eleven.
"^Hill, 1997, op. cit, 381.

This was easily concluded by using newspapers, Thom's Directory, and the Council Minutes to determine 
religion and politics of all members.
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victory for the “Repealers” and the “revolutionists,”*'̂  while The Citizen declared that it

was forty-seven “Liberals” who had vanquished the “Orangemen;”**® the Evening Packet

proclaimed it was 46 seats for the “O’Connellites” and 13 for the “Conservatives.”**̂  The

liberal newspapers were naturally elated, and The Pilot relished the fact that society was

now free from the “pestilential proximity of the old corporation,”

Yes! at this very moment, that rotten incubus falls to pieces -  even now, 
this instant, it is no more! and a plundered city -  an outraged community -  
breathe a purer, a wholesomer -  a regenerated atmosphere.**^

It officially declared: “the old Corporation is dead!!”**̂  Likewise, the Dublin Evening Post

eulogised:

the corrupt and rotten crew, who have so long battened upon the public 
property -  malversating the revenues of the city, and insulting the public 
ear with their vulgar and detestable bigotry -  have been forced to abandon 
their stronghold. They live a life of infamy, and their death has relieved 
society from a nuisance too intolerable to be further borne. *̂ °

The conservative press, while not overly surprised with the final tally, was understandably

mournful. The Warder insisted that the electoral results “have not come unexpectedly to

readers,” but it was still concerned that the repealers were going to systematically

introduce “repeal” freemen into Dublin until “the city [was] lost to the Conservatives for

ever ”*21 xhe Dublin Evening Mail was not quite as despondent, but it still lamented the

dominating presence of O’Connell and likened it to a “bold or impudent plague” upon

Ireland. *̂ ^

Dublin’s liberal triumph was part of a wider pattern, and the implementation of 

the 1835 and 1840 corporate reform acts saw the realisation of the Whig desire to break the 

Tory monopoly of the corporations: Cork’s first civic elections resulted in the liberal-

Excerpt of Times quoted in: Sounder’s News-Letter, 27 October 1841. 
TTie Citizen or D u b l i n  Monthly Magazine, IV (November 1841).

^  ̂Excerpt of the Evening Packet quoted in: Warder, 30 October 1841.
The Pilot, 27 October 1841.

Ĵ Îbid
Dublin Evening Post, 28 October 1841.

, 2 2  ^^^der, 30 October 1841.
Dublin Evening Mail, 10 November 1841.
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Catholics winning forty-four out a possible sixty-four s e a ts ;G la s g o w ’s first reformed

corporation was overwhelmingly liberal; and in England, the liberals won decisive

victories in many cities and large towns, including L iv e rp o o l,L e e d s , Birmingham,

128and to some extent Exeter. However common a liberal victory may have been, it was 

not necessarily the rule, and many cities still held conservative majorities. For example in 

the new Belfast Corporation, all forty members were conservatives, and Bristol 

Corporation also had a decisive conservative majority from 1835 onwards. Liberal 

victories, where they occurred, were often short-lived, and conservatives across the British 

Isles made formidable gains in the 1840s. Liberals continued to hold a majority in Cork 

Corporation, but by 1853 the Tories through successive elections had successfully 

increased their representation to 48% of the seats. In the course of the 1840s, the Exeter 

liberals “fell ingloriously from power.”*̂  ̂ Thus, perhaps more remarkable than the initial 

Dublin liberal victory in 1841 was that the city’s liberals were able to maintain their 

supremacy throughout the 1840s in the face of a resilient Irish conservatism.

Despite Dublin’s liberal and Catholic majority, 1841 was by no means the end o f 

a Tory/Protestant role in municipal government. Dublin’s conservatives were not put off
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French and Irish Perspectives on Urban Development, 1500-1900, eds. P. Butel and L.M. Cullen (Dublin; 
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Brian D. White, A History o f the Corporation o f Liverpool, 1835-1914 (Liverpool; The University Press, 
1951), 19.

Derek Fraser, “Areas of Urban Politics; Leeds, 1830-1880,” The Victorian City: Images and Realities. 
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by their loss of the corporation but remained a strong and influential minority^ '̂^ stridently

refusing to allow the new heads of Dublin Corporation to dominate the council. Just as

conservatism had been forced to organise itself more efficiently in parliamentary elections

after 1832, it was equally successful in rejuvenating itself in municipal politics. In Cork

for example, the annual civic elections provided a stimulus for the Tories and ensured that

they kept their party machinery in good order. Most importantly, most o f the non-elected

boards in Dublin, such as the Paving Board, Wide-Street Commissioners, and the Ballast

Board, remained overwhelmingly in conservative hands; hence with the loss of the

corporation, Tory power in Dublin was only abated, not broken.

Dublin conservatives’ confidence was sustained over the medium term by the fact

that from 1838 until 1868, all but 3 of the 32 contested Dublin City and County

parliamentary seats went to conservative c a n d i d a t e s . Af t e r  the Reform Act of 1832,

conservatives were “[bjeaten to the very Earth,” but they still managed to emerge

“[tjriumphant and victorious” in the general election of 1841.'^^ Immediately after the

municipal elections, the Dublin Evening Mail published an article claiming that Dublin

conservatives were not dispirited:

Nothing discouraged by what has occurred, we still maintain our original 
opinion, that under the excitement of proper feelings and with the 
application of commensurate energy, the Conservative rate-payers possess 
within themselves the power of becoming a majority, on the burgess-roll, 
and of returning a considerable majority in the Town Council. But we 
must bide our time, and advance to our proper position, by process which 
if slow, is steady, and eventually certain.

This confidence and enthusiasm remained throughout the forties. In 1842, a report of the

City o f Dublin Conservative Registration Committee demonstrated that the conservatives

Jackson, op. cit., 61.
Ibid
D ’Alton, op. cit, 189.
Hoppen, 1984, op. cit., 282.

139
Dublin Evening Mail, 11 October 1841.



held a clear majority in the city*'*” and encouraged Dubliners not to give up hope; “under 

no circumstances, however adverse, or appearances, however dispiriting, ought a party 

[that] possess in themselves the means and elements of success, to abandon their hopes or 

relax their efforts until that success is accomplished.”*'** Even in 1847, the conservatives’ 

minority position in Dublin Corporation had not dampened their interest in municipal 

politics, and the ten conservative members of Dublin Corporation made a request to the 

Chief Secretary to order an inquiry into Dublin ward divisions, claiming that it had been 

specifically drawn to favour Catholics and that a re-division was needed to give Protestants 

a chance o f  being represented.*'*^

In the early stages of the reformed Dublin Corporation, Catholics recognised this 

conservative strength in and out of the council chamber, and despite the two-party system 

that emerged in the new city council, attempts were made to conciliate rather than to 

antagonise. Hill has stated that the Catholics were gracious winners and knew the value of 

Protestant support.*'*^ Though Daniel O’Connell was elected Lord Mayor on 1 November 

1841, the first Catholic since 1689,*'*'* he requested that a Protestant succeed him, and for 

the next forty years the position of Lord Mayor was alternated annually between a 

Protestant and a Catholic.*'*^ To further appease Protestants upon his election, O’Connell 

promised to eschew both party and partisanship throughout his term.*'*  ̂ As well, when 

important policy making committees were formed, conservatives usually comprised more 

than their fair share. For example, when a committee was appointed to decide on which

Report o f the City o f Dublin Conservative Registration Committee. June 1842 (Dublin; Purdon Printer, 
1842), 5.

Ibid, 6.
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corporate offices to retain, conservative Protestants comprised one-third o f the

147committee.

The Initial Years of the Reformed Corporation

Closer investigation of the Dublin Corporation’s actions reveals how far the

conflicting parties were able to work together, and where religion or personal politics

prevailed. The corporation’s first manoeuvres were fairly innocuous. Apart from electing a 

Lord Mayor, Finance, Law, Lease, and Water committees were each set up each under the 

chairmanship of O ’Connell.*'** The city council then proceeded to create bye-laws to 

establish parameters and proper protocols for conducting the council meetings and for the 

corporation itself Such bye-laws included the imposition o f fines on council members 

who left office without a proper reason, the regulation that “no member be permitted to 

deliver his mind but to the chair, and only one at a time,” and that strangers be excluded 

from meetings “with the exception o f the Back Row at each side.”*''̂

The corporation’s other immediate interest lay in determining its financial 

situation. On 5 November 1841, a committee comprising fifteen members, one from each 

ward, was appointed “to investigate all the Financial Transactions o f the late corporation of 

Dublin, to ascertain the debts that they owe, and the amount o f their assets, and to report, 

from time to time, to the Assembly.” '̂ ® When the committee reported back on 1 

December, it stated that although it had not had a chance to examine the “City Accounts,” 

it was able to make a preliminary estimate. Firstly, it was announced that the old

corporation had run up a debt of over £300,000.*^' This was an usually high debt for a city

corporation: Leeds’ debt by 1842 was a minor £15,700,'^^ Bristol’s £89,300 debt was

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 15 December 1841.
MacDonagh, 1991, op. cit., 489.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 24 November 1841.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 5 November 1841.

 ̂ Report of the Finance Committee, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 December 1841
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described as “crushing,” and Exeter’s debt by 1837 of £161,127 was minor compared to 

what Dublin’s city council f a c e d . O n  the other hand, it was well below the £792,000 

debt that the reformed Liverpool Corporation inherited in 1833.'^^ The committee also 

determined that Dublin Corporation had an expected annual income o f £29,000, including, 

among various small tolls, £15,400 from rent on the city estates and £12,200 from the pipe 

water estate. However, £25,900 was owed yearly in charges, including interest on the 

various debentures incurred by the former corporation as well as various minor rents and 

taxes.

Despite the massive debt, the committee seemed happy with the £3,300 current 

surplus and was generally pleased with its overall findings: “The foregoing Statement and 

the observations annexed to it, will, it is hoped, have the effect o f removing, to a certain 

extent, the unfavourable impression with regard to the Financial Affairs o f the 

C o r p o r a t i o n . H o w e v e r ,  lurking in the background was still the large expenditures 

incurred from implementing the municipal reform act. The cost o f printing the various 

lists (to prove that qualified burgesses had all their taxes paid up to date) had cost the 

corporation over £5,000. At this early stage of the new council’s term, the full 

ramifications of the printing bill were not yet felt, and the Finance Committee simply put 

them aside for the time being, stating that the claims had “not yet been sufficiently looked 

into.”*̂*

Once the administrative details had been looked after, work began on more 

contentious modifications o f Dublin Corporation. Under the terms o f the municipal reform 

act, the new city council was entitled to replace at its discretion the officers of the old 

corporation with new officers and make redundant any officers whose positions had
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become superfluous due to changes in the corporation’s constitution. But it was required to 

compensate those who had been with the old corporation for longer than five years. In 

other words, this meant that for the first time Dublin Catholics could potentially wield the 

power of patronage. This was important, firstly because the previous Tory-dominated 

corporation had been highly partisan in its business and had only hired its fellow Anglicans 

as corporation officials. Secondly, this was significant in the bigger picture of British 

politics because Catholics had always been marginalized in public. Traditionally, when 

Irish governments posts needed filling they usually went to Englishmen, Scotsmen, and 

local A n g lic a n s .O ’Connell’s alignment with the Whigs in the 1830s had opened the 

way for the limited appointment of Catholics, but when Peel took over in 1841, such 

appointments ceased;*̂ *̂  even by the early 1850s, Catholics still only received at most half 

of the major positions available. With this new power of appointing local officers. 

Catholics had the opportunity to manipulate patronage to their advantage.

As we have seen, the municipal reform act did not allow the corporation to 

appoint city magistrates. The city council attempted to override this rule in early 

November 1841 by voting unanimously that the corporation should “recommend such 

persons as they deem most qualified to act as magistrates for this city.” ®̂̂ The new Tory 

Lord Lieutenant, Lord De Grey, ignored the resolution and filled the twenty-eight 

magisterial positions without reference to the corporation. Of the twenty-eight appointed, 

only nine were Catholic and only seven were liberals; the remaining were conservatives 

and included seven members from the defunct corporation and many “leading and 

influential citizens -  bankers, bank directors, merchants, and capitalists.” ®̂̂ Although the 

Dublin Evening Mail claimed that “no one can say that the gentlemen nominated [. . .]

Jacqueline Hill, “Intelligentsia and Irish Nationalism in the 1840s,” Studia Hibernica, 20 (1980b), 97, 99.
Ibid, 99. Hoppen, 1984, op. cit., 262.
Hoppen, 1984, op. cit., 262. Hill also argued that although Catholics did make some gains by 1861, they 

still only represented 18% of clerks of the peace, 24% of magistrates, and fewer than 39% of government 
officers. Hill, 1980b, op. cit, 99.
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have not been fairly and impartially selected,” the Freeman's Journal expressed

disappointment that only seven city council members were chosen and that twenty of the

new magistrates were Tories: “Thus, then, there are three to one in the new magistracy

opposed to the p e o p l e . I n  such an environment, the determination to give corporate

positions to political supporters was understandable.

On a more pragmatic level, change was definitely needed, for there were an

excessive number of officers and their salaries were often inflated. According to a

pamphlet published just after the municipal reform act was passed, the old corporation had

well over sixty salaried employees. The Freeman’s Journal warned Dubliners not to get

too excited about the pamphlet and to refrain from viewing it as a “Placehunter’s Guide,”

because the list had to be revised and the number of offices and their salaries reduced:

The burgesses of Dublin expect that the list of offices shall be revised -  
that the salaries shall be proportionate with the duties -  that all sinecures 
be abolished, and that there shall be a total suppression of all those “little 
supplementary” duties and perquisites, which irresponsible bodies never 
fail to devise, as means of “bringing up” the annual plunder to the 
necessary amount -  an amount more frequently proportioned to the wants 
of the incumbent than to the services performed for the public. A 
reformed corporation should have none of these; and we are mistaken if 
the men who now sit in the civic council-room will permit their 
continuance.

In contrast to the previous corporation, the Freeman’s Journal was convinced that in the 

new city council “[e]fficiency and economy must be the ruling principle.” ®̂*

Furthermore, the reality of civic administration meant that the city council needed 

employees that it could trust and rely upon without having to scrutinise every action or to 

worry that its authority might be undermined. In British politics, patronage was often 

applied not only to reward supporters, but also to create allies. In the case of the reformed

Excerpt from the Freeman's Journal, quoted in: Dublin Evening Mail, 1 December 1841.
William B. Gamion, A New Corporator's Guide. Containing an Enumeration o f  the Various Offices o f  

the Present Corporation o f  Dublin, the Particulars o f  the Duties and Emoluments o f  the Several Officers, and 
A Digest o f  Such Parts o f  the Bill For the Regulation ofMunicipal Corporations in Ireland as Relate to ' 
Dublin with a Boundary Map, Index, etc (Dublin: Joseph A. Humphiys, 1840), 7-8.
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Dublin municipal council, it had not hired any o f the corporation officers that were in situ,

so it could not expect loyalty from them. Although 77ie Pilot did not want “to imitate the

exclusiveness and monopolising spirit of the old corporation,” it was anxious to see all the

municipal officers replaced because the existing ones were not trustworthy:

We said that it would be impossible to discharge efficiently the paramount 
duty of protecting the industrious citizens from being plundered, and of 
administering the fiands at the disposal of the new corporation with 
economy, and with a view to public advantage -  so long as the men who 
were reared in the school of plunder and profligate expenditure [. . .] 
continued to have any finger in the pie.

In general, The Pilot argued, “the conduct of all the old official incumbents [. . .] not alone

warrants but imperatively demands a clearing out of the whole gang.” ’̂° Similarly, the

Freeman’s Journal warned that

[t]he present officers were the confidants of the late corporation -  joint 
conspirators against the property of the citizens -  sharers in the spoil. Are 
such men to be retained in confidential situations? Decidedly not. Such 
recent converts to liberality are not to be trusted -  the people do not -  will 
not -  trust them, neither should the council.

However, due to the sectarian sensitivities of Dublin politics, the idea of replacing

existing officers had to be approached carefully. O’Connell himself promised just after he

was elected Lord Mayor that the present officers would be treated fairly:

with regard to the present officers, there were some of them entitled to 
compensation, which of course would be imperative upon the corporation 
to give [. . .] he was one of those who thought that it was highly unjust, 
first to make a man quit all other pursuits and give himself up to one, and 
then turn him out when he was not able to apply himself to any other line 
of business. It was never his feeling to do that. Even if the act of 
parliament were not mandatory upon the assembly, he was sure they would 
feel it incumbent upon them to compensate those officers o f a certain 
standing who would be removed. Whoever were [sic] removed should be

172compensated.

Soon after O’Connell’s speech, the Freeman’s Journal insisted that incoming officers 

would not be chosen on the basis of party: “the burgesses will expect that no personal

The Pilot, 12 November 1841.
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173favouritism will induce any representative to recommend or vote for any candidate.” 

Thus, it was not a question of i f  or why corporation officers would be replaced, but who 

and when.

In the end, a large majority of the old corporation appointees found themselves 

unemployed. Many offices, especially the ceremonial ones, were simply abolished 

altogether in the spirit of economy rather than of spite. But among the remaining offices 

many competent officers were let go, and every new appointee was a repealer. The new 

Catholic Dublin Corporation had a clear political agenda. But rather than reflecting a 

singularly cruel partisanship, this clear-out was accepted practice across Britain and 

Ireland. After the reform of Glasgow Corporation, the newly elected body proceeded to 

dismiss every official appointed before 1835 in an attempt to stamp a “liberal” identity on 

the new municipal government and to assure Glaswegians that the corporation was 

reformed in every way.^’'* Birmingham Corporation’s liberals also systematically applied 

liberal political patronage, as did Leeds Corporation.^’  ̂ And by 1851 the Tory-dominated 

Bristol Corporation had only conservative officers.*’  ̂ Sound economy played an important 

secondary role: some offices were abolished altogether and all new appointees were given 

significantly lower salaries than their predecessors.

Before the council could implement any changes in its personnel, it had to select a 

committee “to report on all offices appointed by the Corporation -  the salaries -  the nature 

of the duties attached to each, - distinguishing those that ought to be abolished, and those 

that ought to be retained, together with the amount of salaries to be attached to each office 

so to be retained.” '^’ The committee was formed on 15 December 1841, and it comprised 

eight Catholics, two liberal Protestants, and four conservative, so no interest was left
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unattended/’® Sir Edward Borough, a prominent conservative, was chairman o f the 

committee/’  ̂ By late December, the committee had reported on who was currently 

employed by the corporation and on each officer’s emoluments.^*” By March 1842 the 

committee had reported on who was entitled to compensation and what offices should be 

abolished.'*^ With such factors clearly established, from March onwards a programme of 

dismissals was systematically applied. As we will see, the corporation replaced most o f its 

officers, notably the ones that liaised on a daily basis with the municipal council, those that 

had particularly high salaries, positions of great trust, and most of those involved in 

revenue collection and the handling of municipal funds.

The composition o f corporation offices can best be divided up into the four 

categories adopted by William B. Gannon, a Dublin lawyer, in 1840. According to 

Gannon, the business o f the corporation was carried out by numerous officers tied to either 

the administration o f justice, market regulation, the pipe water department, or ministerial 

duties.**^ In the first instance of justice officers, the change of staff occurred without too 

much difficulty; none of the offices as such was abolished, but many individual former 

(Protestant) officers were replaced by Catholic ones. The positions of coroner, president, 

register, and bailiffs o f the court of conscience were all given to Catholics, though 

according to a list o f officers provided for a later hearing on the Dublin Corporation, these

183new officers did not replace any existing ones. As well, the two Anglican water bailiffs, 

responsible for assisting the sergeant at mace in the execution o f the process o f the Lord
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Mayor and Sheriffs’ court on the river and in the part o f the bay o f Dublin within the city 

limits, were each replaced by Catholic repealers,**'* although it is notable that one o f the 

existing bailiffs wanted to retire.**^ In the case of the Governor o f Newgate and the 

Keeper o f the City Marshalsea, both men were kept on.**^

Despite these relatively uncontroversial moves, there were contentious ones, such 

the dismissal o f the city marshal. The position of marshal was an important one: not only 

was he integral to the city’s record court, but he was also the register o f pawnbrokers’ 

licenses. He was required to execute and return the process o f the Lord Mayor and 

Sheriffs court, return juries for trial in this court, and store and sells goods seized in such 

instances. The remuneration was also quite substantial, and with the fees levied by storing 

seized goods, certifying registered pawnbrokers, plus various other small charges, the 

office could produce an income o f over £700 a year.**^ It was a position that required a 

strong degree of trust and the marshal was obliged to pay a security of £2000, plus another 

£1000 if he was an auctioneer, and a further three sureties o f £300 each were requested 

from outside guarantors.*** In 1842 Catholic repealer Thomas Reynolds replaced city 

marshal John Judkin Butler, who had been a freeman in the Guild of Merchants. Butler 

was replaced because he “was decidedly a political partisan”**̂  and because of the high 

level o f trust required from someone in his position: “he [Butler] was changed in order to 

make his situation effective; in his hands it could not be effective.” *̂® As well, Reynolds 

agreed to discharge the same duties for a lesser salary thus saving the council money. *̂ *

As for the officers of Dublin’s markets, these appointments were made with little 

commotion. The position of deputy clerk o f the market, who was in charge o f monitoring.
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adjusting, and sealing all weights and measures used in the city o f Dublin, and who had to 

accompany the Lord Mayor when he visited the markets, was given to a Catholic repealer, 

but it appears that he too was not replacing a dismissed A n g l i c a n . I n  the case of John 

Fry, inspector of the hay market, whose duties included regulating the market and 

examining all hay and straw brought in for trade, an Anglican was supplanted in 1842 by a 

Catholic repealer, and though Fry petitioned to be re-appointed, it was denied/^^ In the 

case of the four Anglican weigh masters, they were all removed without compensation and 

were replaced by three Catholic repealers. This decision, however, did not go 

unchallenged, for one of the former weigh masters took the corporation to court seeking 

better terms, but the corporation’s decision was obviously upheld because the plaintiff did 

not appear on the corporate pensioners’ list.*̂ ^

As for the management of the pipe water estate, it was left relatively untouched by 

personnel changes and its modus operandi was flaunted by the corporation in its defence 

when faced with accusations of jobbery. This was especially unusual considering that 

earlier in the century the Pipe Water Department had misapplied over £74,000 of a metal 

main tax.*^  ̂ Although the Pipe Water Department had this black spot on its record, it 

generally performed its technical and every day duties well. The only major changes in this 

department were the abolition of three offices and the replacement all former water-rate 

collectors with repealers. On 1 April 1842 John Semple was removed as e n g i n e e r , a n d  

in June Charles Tarrant was elected a consulting engineer to the corporation. To save the 

corporation money, Tarrant was retained only as a consultant, to be paid a fee when his
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Corporation), showing the Name, Office, Salary, Rehgion, and Politics of each respectively, Appendix No. 6, 
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services were r e q u i r e d . I n  the interest of economy, the offices o f  inspector o f turncocks 

and inspector o f collectors were eliminated and both officers were pensioned off.

Furthermore, the council removed the five pipe-water collectors, four o f whom 

were to receive compensation. The dismissals seemed justified on grounds o f 

incompetence, because “there appeared an arrear on the pipe water book of uncollected 

rents amounting to 12,000/, [so] it [could] be hardly said that there should not be a change 

of collectors when there appeared such neglect on their parts. One o f the collectors 

“had a desire to retire,” ”̂  ̂ another died soon after being let go, and two others were 

apparently inept: William McCready was depicted as a “violent man in his politics” and 

was removed “because he did not receive the rates from the liberal side, in order to 

disenfranchise them,” *̂̂  ̂ and Samuel W. Fitzgerald was even described by his fellow 

conservatives as an incompetent.^'’̂  The former collectors had been receiving five percent 

of the collected rates as commission, but the newly appointed repealer collectors 

discharged the same duties for three and a half percent.^”'*

Despite these dismissals, the main officers in the Pipe Water department were all 

retained. This included Sir Drury Jones Dickinson, a former High Sheriff and Common 

Councillor and supervisor of the pipe water department; he was responsible for keeping the 

books and accounts of the revenue of department, seeing that the collectors had given the 

required securities, ensuring that the collectors’ books were accurate, and acting as the 

corporation’s accountant. Dickinson was “a Protestant opposed to the repeal o f the 

Union” °̂̂  and apparently the corporation “might have dismissed him any day without
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c o m p e n s a t i o n , b u t  he was kept on. As well, the important position o f overseer, 

responsible for supervising the laying of new mains, ensuring repairs were carried out on 

the pipes, and making sure that all works directed by the engineer were properly executed, 

was left in the hands o f W.P. Crofton, a former corporation e m p l o y e e . T h e  storekeeper, 

who was in charge o f all pipe-water materials and the preparation o f the weekly bills of 

disbursements for wages and other expenditures, continued to be Hugh Crofton, a 

Protestant and an unreformed corporation a p p o i n t e e . M a n y  other Protestants were 

maintained in this department, including the six turncocks and the basin-keeper.^®^

It was in the area of ministerial officers, the men responsible for the day-to-day

I
I activities and ceremonial events of the corporation, where the most dramatic and 

I  contentious changes occurred: every single officer was replaced by a Catholic repealer 

I except for the city surveyor and two general “staff men.” After the committee on Officers

I
I  and Offices made their recommendations on 1 March 1842, the first person dismissed was 

I  Thomas Mulholland, the high constable.^*” As high constable, Mulholland was billet 

J  master of the city o f Dublin; he acted under the warrant of the Lord Mayor in procuring

I carriages for the military on march, attended the Lord Mayor on occasions o f state, andI
I acted immediately under him in calling out military force at times when there were threats

■' t:‘

' o f commotion.^^' Councillor Reilly moved that Mulholland be dismissed:

and the reasons which induced him to do so were not, he assured the 
assembly, personal to Mr. Mulholland, but because the Lord Mayor 
[O’Connell] had, on the last meeting of the assembly, declared that he had 
no confidence in him; under these circumstances, and believing, for the 
purpose o f justice, that the officer holding that situation ought to possess 
the confidence of the Lord Mayor o f Dublin, he would propose his 
resolution.
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When the repeal section of the council tried to elect Thomas Sinnott, a Catholic repealer, in

his place, the conservative faction objected. Alderman John Tandy Boyce argued that

Mulholland was wrongfully dismissed: “Those who brought forward the motion found no

fault with the officer for his conduct in that house, and he was therefore bound to assume

that his political opinions must have been the real cause” even after “the Lord Mayor

declared that no officer of the corporation would be removed for political motives or

principles.” *̂̂  The Warder fumed that the only reason Mulholland was let go was because

“he gave his support, in the late city contest, to the Conservative candidate.”^̂ '* Mulholland

later revealed that he too believed that he had been dismissed for voting for the Tory rather

than the Liberal Dublin City candidate in the last General Election.^^^ Councillor

Callaghan, in defence of the decision to dismiss Mulholland, claimed that he would

make any declaration to satisfy Alderman Boyce, that Mr. Mulholland’s
voting one way or the other had no influence with him. He was, however,
impelled by a stronger motive, that of preserving the property of the
corporation, then nearly annihilated, which he believed could not be done,
while they retained those who had not their confidence, but who, on the

• • 216 contrary, thwarted them in their endeavours to recover it.

When it was moved to appoint Sinnott as high constable, the conservatives proposed an

amendment that Mulholland be re-instated, but the repealers prevailed.^^’

Less controversial was the supplanting of David McCleary, the mace-bearer and

officer of the commons, and William H. Finlay, the sword-bearer and clerk of the com

table. McCleary’s duties were mostly ceremonial, such as attending the Lord Mayor on

state occasions; as officer of the commons, he would also be present at meetings to

preserve order and prevent the intrusion of strangers. McCleary was no doubt pensioned

off because of his highly public feelings against Catholics. During the 1833 hearings on

the state of Irish Corporations, McCleary testified that he believed that “the politics of the

Ibid
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Roman Catholics [were] objectionable, because he conceive[d] them bound to yield 

obedience to a Foreign Power.”^̂ * His dismissal went unchallenged; firstly because he 

expressed a wish to r e t i r e , a n d  secondly, he was quite old and feeble: “his infirmities, 

accompanied with his advanced age, would justify his r e m o v a l . T h e  conservative 

municipal council members were in agreement that McCleary was no longer competent to 

discharge his duties and that he should be replaced,^^^ so he was pensioned off without 

debate. William H. Finlay’s duties as sword-bearer were also mostly ceremonial, and he 

was required to attend the Lord Mayor when called upon and to carry the sword of state on 

occasions o f ceremony; he was also an auctioneer of one of the divisional auction rooms 

for the sale o f  forfeited p l e d g e s . H i s  dismissal was warranted on the grounds that he was 

among the corporation’s “most inefficient officers,”^̂  ̂ and it appears by the municipal 

council minutes that no objection was made when Thomas Arkin was appointed in his 

place.^ '̂* Moreover, both dismissals were justified on economic grounds after their

* • 225replacements agreed to perform their duties for substantially lower salaries.

More difficult dismissals were those of the corporation’s law agents. Both 

William White and William Dunne were dismissed under the provisions o f  the 15 March 

1842 report, ahhough apparently one of them was anxious to retire.^^^ Their dismissals 

were justified on the grounds that the council wanted to appoint “others in whom the 

majority o f the council had greater confidence; they have done that as any client might
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change his attorney. In protest, the conservative council members moved that White 

and Dunne be re-instated, but they were voted down eleven to forty-four.^^* In their stead, 

John Smyth and Francis Morgan, both Catholic repealers, were elected.^^^

Perhaps the most contentious dismissal of all was that of the city’s treasurer, Sir 

John Kingston James. James was a wholesale wine and West India merchant, a long

standing and high profile Dublin freeman, and a well-known ultra-conservative; he had 

served as city treasurer since 1828 and was Lord Mayor in 1821-1822 and in 1840 when 

the Irish municipal corporation reform act was passed.^^® When the repealers were 

victorious in the October 1841 civic election, James promised “that nothing whatever in 

the way of frustration or impediment would be thrown in the way of the new corporation 

by him; that as City Treasurer he considered himself as the officer of the new town 

c o u n c i l . H o w e v e r ,  despite this claim, he was a difficult officer to deal with, and eight 

and a half months after O’Connell had instituted an investigation into the accounts o f the 

treasurer, James had not produced any detailed accounts.^^^ At one point James claimed 

that

[a]s no account of the gross outstanding arrears was required to be kept 
under the old corporation, and as the books of payment of interest have, at 
the end of each year, been surrendered to the auditors, and afterwards 
deposited in the archives of the corporation, it is out of my power to lay 
before the council the total amount of unclaimed dividends from the time I 
entered in office, specifying the amount in each year.^^^

O’Connell was unimpressed with James’s letter and stated “the communication just read

seemed to him to be a pertinacious refiisal of the information which was required of him.
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If the books to which he referred were in the archives o f the corporation the treasurer had

234every access to them,”

Not only were the council members getting impatient with James, but they were

suspicious as well. Evidently James was charging the corporation interest on a loan he was

said to have made to the former council. At a meeting in April 1842, O’Connell

begged it to be recollected that the treasurer was said to have advanced the 
corporation a considerable sum of money, upon which he charged interest.
They could not know how long [ago] that was paid, or whether the 
principle was due; but if they had the inspection of the books it might, for 
all he knew, be clearly seen, that at a time when he was charging interest, 
he had a balance of three times the amount of his bond in hand. That 
would account at once for his obstinate perseverance in refusing them the 
documents they required, which were in his possession, and as their paid 
servant.

Furthermore, O’Connell was not the first person to have considered James less than

trustworthy. Previous to the reform of the corporation, a special meeting of Dublin

freemen was held to give thanks to James for his Lord Mayoralty in the previous year.

During the dinner, one freeman made a passing remark about James’s dishonest conduct as

treasurer, but the remark was quickly refuted.

Mr. Dooley adverted to the attack made on the Lord Mayor by an 
individual of that house. That attack was totally unfounded. His lordship 
has been charged with retaining some of the money he had received as city 
treasurer, and paid himself his salary in advance. This was totally void of 
truth.̂ '̂

Whether these allegations of fraud were well founded or not, James had failed to 

comply with any requests for his accounts by April 1842, and councillor McLoughlin 

moved that “they should, in his mind, proceed at once to an election of a treasurer who

??237would be their servant and not their master.” Most council members were in agreement

and it was resolved that

Sir John Kingston James, having repeatedly refused to audit his accounts, 
connected with the late corporation, and having also refused to produce the
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Book or Books containing Entries of the payments and credits on account 
of the corporation, or to shew [5/c] the particulars and detail o f  the debts 
claimed by others from the corporation; and having refused to shew [sic] 
his alleged Right to charge large sums for interest, - therefore, we do 
consider such his conduct as unjust to his Employers; and, that he be 
removed from his office o f Treasurer of this Corporation.

The conservatives attempted to postpone the decision to dismiss James, but their

amendment was lost and James Finn, a Catholic repealer, was elected as the new city

239treasurer.

The dismissal o f the two town clerks seemed to be the most unusual case o f  all. 

The responsibilities o f town clerk were integral to the day-to-day functioning o f the 

corporation; he would act as a secretary to the municipal council and would attend both the 

general meetings and meetings o f the standing committees, enter all transactions into 

books, draw up reports from subcommittees to the council, and be responsible for 

incoming and outgoing com m unications.H e was also in charge o f all the charters, rolls 

of assembly, rolls o f oath, title deeds, leases, bonds, books, and all other documents 

belonging to the corporation.^'*^ With the passage of the Irish municipal reform act, the 

duties o f the town clerk were more clearly defined, and they now included maintaining the 

burgess role o f eligible voters, marking out the city’s boundaries, and keeping the records 

of the small claims court, known also as the Court of C o n s c i e n c e . P r i o r  to reform, the 

town clerks had been George Archer, appointed in 1830, and Robert Dickinson, appointed 

in 1839.̂ *̂̂  When the new municipal council took over in 1841, it was initially decided that 

the two gentlemen should continue as “town clerks o f this Borough, to be removable at the 

pleasure o f the c o u n c i l . T h e y  were presumably kept on due to their invaluable detailed
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knowledge of the machinery of local governance, especially in view of the marked

inexperience of the new municipal council.

After the reformed council had been office for a year, it was decided to employ a

new town clerk. Archer and Dickinson were let go in November 1842, but “most council

members acknowledged, however, that both men had assisted the council in every way

possible and had been free from political bias in their treatment of their various duties

towards councillors and the general p u b l i c . M o r e  remarkable than this tribute was the

fact that when it was moved to dismiss Archer and Dickinson, not only did the

conservative council members understandably object, but many repealers did as well,

including O’Connell himself Of course politics played a key role in their dismissal, but

economy prevailed as well because rather than employing two new clerks, only one

replacement, William Ford (a repealer), was hired.̂ '*’ Furthermore, where in the past the

town clerks could expect an emolument of well over £1000 a year each,̂ '** Ford was only

to receive £500 a year of which he had to use a portion to hire an assistan t.A rcher was

eligible for a decent pension and Dickinson appeared to want to step down, even though he

was not entitled to compensation: “Mr. Dickinson was asked if he desired to hold office;

and if he expressed such a wish, there can be no doubt he would [have] be[en] retained.”^̂ °

By the end of 1842, the council had implemented most of its personnel changes,

but despite the municipal council’s lawful right to replace officers, its decisions did not go

unchallenged or uncontested. The Dublin Evening Mail opposed the wide-scale

redundancy and disapproved of the corporation’s manoeuvres:

The pure honours of the new Corporation are proceeding with a double 
labour -  first, cleansing the Aegean stable, as they call it, of all its old 
impurities; and, secondly, cramming it fuller than before with a new and

Clark and Doran, op. c it, 28.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 8 November 1842.

Gannon, op. cit., 16-18.
Report of the Finance Committee, dated 18* April 1843, Appendix No. 11, Appendix to Minutes o f  Dublin 

Improvement Bill, 2 \.
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more putrid mass of abomination.^^*

The was furious that the goal was “to get rid of every remnant of anything Protestant 

that still adheres to the wreck, and of replacing it with a similar mass of Popery.””  ̂ It 

accused the corporation of only hiring its allies and that “[jjobbing continues to be the 

order of the day.”^̂ ^

The Dublin Evening Mail certainly had grounds for its accusations because, of the

corporation’s forty-two new employees, every single one of them was a repealer, and while

most were Catholic, only two were Protestant.^ '̂* In 1847, the conservative members of the

corporation claimed that this overwhelming representation of repealers was because

“[w]hile the corporation is constituted as it now is, no person who is not pledged to repeal

(no matter what may be his merits or qualifications) has the slightest chance of any office

or employment in their d i s p o s a l . I n  defence of this accusation, councillor John

Reynolds insisted that he could “state here on my oath, that I am not aware of my own

knowledge that the question of repeal comes into consideration in the selection of the paid

officers of the corporation.”^̂  ̂Reynolds also maintained that the municipal council would

never have demanded repeal sympathies as a requirement for office:

We are not likely to adopt such a course as is alleged against us in that 
paper, because there was an universal complaint against Lord Ebrington, 
when Lord Lieutenant, because he declared that no man professing repeal 
opinions should get any situation from the Government, and he did 
exclude all who professed those opinions from situations, and in every 
situation of emolument or honour it was a recommendation to parties to be

257opposed to repeal.

Dublin Evening Mail, 16 March 1842.
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Instead, Reynolds proposed that the preponderance of repealers among corporation officers 

was due to the reality “that as there is an almost universal opinion in favour of repeal 

among the classes of persons who seek these offices, the great majority of the persons 

seeking them do profess repeal o p i n i o n s . H e  was perhaps overstating the corporation’s 

case. Catholics and repealers had in the past been overlooked for corporate and 

government positions, but liberal Protestants and Dissenters had been traditionally 

excluded from these posts as well. It can only be presumed that when the reformed 

corporation selected its officers in 1842 that many qualified Protestants were overlooked 

and repealers were favoured. In any case, at a hearing on the corporation in 1847 under the 

direction of Abraham Hayward, the latter himself conceded that "[n]o one expects that 

there should not be some little leaning in the favour of a man’s own party.

More important than any objections favouring one’s own party were the 

misgivings that in hiring new officers the corporation was in danger of appointing 

unqualified and incompetent repealers over qualified Tories. Again at the 1847 hearings 

on Dublin Corporation, it was suggested that in hiring new officers, the majority in the 

municipal council had favoured its own “to the extent so as to have excluded the 

consideration of fitness, and whether unfit persons were appointed.”^̂ ” Certainly this case 

could have been made in reference to the unfortunate choice of James Finn as treasurer. 

Finn was elected in April 1842, but in May of the following year he “absconded” with over 

£4,500 of the corporation’s m o n e y . T h e  Dublin Evening Mail, never happy with the 

corporation’s decision to dismiss his predecessor, revelled in Finn’s larceny: “We should 

not be in the least surprised at finding one of the patriots moving, to-morrow, that Mr. Finn 

should have ‘compensation’ under the Municipal Act, for the ‘loss of his office’ — seeing

Ibid., 15.259
Abraham Hayward, Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, 16.
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262that he has ‘retired’.” Fortunately, Finn was insured by two sureties equalling £5,000, 

and since they were perfectly solvent, the corporation was repaid.^^^

Other than Finn, however, did the corporation choose unfit repealers over 

competent conservatives? It is not surprising that this accusation was made since without 

doubt the municipal council had, for various reasons, dismissed many competent 

employees; naturally the council’s conservatives were unhappy and mistrustful o f the 

motives behind these changes. Former alderman Borough “objected strongly to the 

dismissal of persons who were competent to discharge their duties,”^̂ '* and alderman 

Joseph Boyce argued that of the pensioned-off officers “the great bulk of them were 

competent, and should have been r e t a i n e d . B u t  despite such suspicions, even five years 

after the new appointments were made, it appeared that no case of incompetence could be 

sustained against the new officers. Butt, although initially doubtful of the new officers, 

conceded: “I am bound to say I never saw any unfitness in any of the officers appointed to 

discharge their d u t i e s . H a y w a r d  also granted that there was “no evidence whatever that 

the corporation ever knowingly appointed an unfit man; there is not the slightest 

imputation on the character of the corporation that they acted from improper motives.

Apart from making changes to the corporation officers, the other major endeavour 

undertaken by the municipal council was to alter the Irish municipal reform act. As we 

have seen, the actual terms of 3&4 Viet., cap. 108 were a far cry from what Dublin’s 

liberals had expected and somewhat different to the provisions o f the English act. By the 

time the reformed corporation had been in operation for two months, it became clear where 

the defects lay, and in early January 1842, the municipal council discussed the problems

Dublin Evening Mail, 1 May 1843.
264 's Journal, 3 May 1843.
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inherent in the municipal reform act. Councillor Symes complained firstly that the expense

of printing up the burgess role had cost the corporation close to £5,000:

It was quite clear that were it to be annually incurred, they could not afford 
to pay it; and on that ground alone, it was the duty of the corporation, and 
most important to the public at large, that the expense thus incurred should 
be limited considerably.^^*

As well, O’Connell protested that in England one merely had to be rated in order to vote,

“while in Dublin they should be rated at 10/., and as the rate was much lower than the

value of a house, it excluded an enormous number of voters in that city.”^̂  ̂ Other

grievances included the belief that Dublin was “the most heavily taxed city in the world,”

and the inequity between Irish and English corporations (which were entitled to nominate

270their own sheriffs and could more easily acquire the rights to pave and light their towns).

As a result of the objections raised at that meeting, a committee was formed “to report

upon the differences between the Irish and the English Municipal Bills with a view to the

introduction into parliament at a future period of a Remedial Bill.”^̂ *

Soon after this meeting, the municipal council determined that it wanted to absorb

all the duties of the city’s Paving Commissioners. Unlike other modifications contemplated

by the council, in this case, both liberals and conservatives were initially wholeheartedly in

favour. Conservative councillor John Mackay argued that

[t]he sooner the matter was investigated, and the corporation took the 
management of that [Paving] board into its own hands, the better. He did 
not see why a separate board should exist, for purposes which ought to be 
under the control of that corporation (loud cries of hear, hear).^’^

The Freeman's Journal also claimed that the corporation had proven itself highly capable

of managing the city by reducing the salaries of officers and increasing money into the

exchequer, and hence should be given these duties:

the new corporation have [sic] fulfilled the just expectations of the citizens.

!!! ‘s  Journal, 5 January 1842.
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They have economised in the salaries -  they have profitably administered a 
most important item of the city revenue. They have thus proved 
themselves worthy to be entrusted with the supervision and control of the 
affairs of they fellow-citizens.^’^

Therefore, on 2 May 1842, repeal councillor Cornelius McCullagh moved

that this council unanimously concur in the propriety of respectfully 
demanding fi-om the Legislature the restoration of all Rights and Powers 
formerly vested in the corporation for paving, cleansing, and lighting the 
City of Dublin which are now exercised by Commissioners, wholly 
irresponsible to those whom they tax for the maintenance of a costly and 
unnecessary Establishment.^’"̂

The resolution was passed unanimously, and the Freeman’s Journal rejoiced;

We saw gentlemen of opposite political tendencies unite most cordially in 
the determination [. ..] that there should be restored to them an important 
portion of the administration of civic affairs, of which the former 
corporation, perhaps not unjustly, had been deprived.

However, regardless of the fact that all sides of the council agreed that consolidating the

Paving Board with the corporation was financially prudent, the conservative Dublin

Evening Mail feared that this would give the corporation too much power:

As a step towards repeal, and an approach to the possession of universal 
power in this city, the new corporation demand that the paving and lighting 
shall be transferred to their management -  as a preliminary measure, no 
doubt, to a similar dealing with the Ballast and Police Boards.^’^

Despite these resolutions in favour of changes to the corporation, actual

alterations to the Irish municipal corporation reform act were not contemplated until

December 1842, By this time, the corporation’s financial position had worsened, and in

August 1842 it had applied to the British government for a loan of £15,000. The Lord

Commissioners of the Treasury replied that “they have no fund at their disposal which

could legally be applied to the purpose of making such a loan.” ’̂’’’ As a result, in

September the municipal council had to make the unpopular choice o f imposing a borough

Freeman’s  Journal, 19 March 1842.
2 , 5  Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 2 May 1842.
2 7 6  ’s  Journal, 3 May 1842.
2 , ,  Dublin Evening Mail, 4 May 1842.
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rate, but even this was not adequate to ease the financial troubles of the corporation.^’* By 

October the corporation had gone through another election, and the cost of printing the 

burgess list came close to £3,000.^’  ̂ Having not yet paid the previous printing bill of 

£5,000, the corporation believed that an amendment of the act was more necessary than 

ever. Consequently, a new committee was formed to secure an “amendment of the 

Municipal Act and local taxation of the city.” *̂° As on other important committees, the 

council’s conservatives were more than proportionately represented; the committee 

comprised three repealers (O’Connell, William Torrens McCullagh, a barrister, and James 

Bury, a hide merchant), four Whigs (George Roe, a distiller, Michael Staunton, proprietor 

of the Morning Register, and James Perry, an iron merchant, and Sir Edward McDonnel, a 

merchant), and three conservatives (Butt, Joseph Boyce, a general merchant, Robert 

Rundell Guinness, a barrister, and Edward Hudson, a solicitor).

Little time was wasted in assessing the situation; by the beginning of January 

1843 they had drafted three reports and were prepared to present them to the council on 10 

January. The first report contained the town clerk’s suggestions on local taxation, the 

second listed specific amendments to 3 & 4 Viet., cap. 108, and the third was an account of 

the inequality of the British and Irish municipal improvement acts and a demonstration of 

how the annual revision of the Burgess Role was financially draining. It was argued “that 

the Taxation of the City of Dublin is excessive.” *̂̂  This was undeniably true as Dubliners

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 30 September 1842. Imposing a borough rate was common in cities 
with financial difficulties: Bristol began levying its Borough Rate in 1835 (David Large, The Municipal 
Government o f  Bristol, 1851 -1 9 0 1  (Bristol: Bristol Records Society, 1999), 40) and Exeter held out until 
1847 (Newton, op. c it, 36-37). Liverpool, in contrast, did begin imposing one until the 1880s (White, op. 
cit, 184).
279 '
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had to pay up to sixteen separate taxes.^*  ̂As well, a great number of taxes meant that there 

were a disproportionate amount of collectors; this was expensive and inconvenient to 

Dubliners:

The mode of its collection, coming from so many different sources, and 
through so many different collectors, that scarcely a week passes without 
the visit of some tax collector or another, is particularly harassing to the 
Inhabitants and increases the costs of that branch of the public service 
(collection) at least four fold.^ '̂'

Complaints were also highlighted as to how the government-appointed boards were

receiving the dominant share of tax revenues, and insofar as they were not elected by the

ratepayers, they were irresponsible bodies:

the principle of taxation according to the constitution of these Realms 
involves the great principle of Representation; and, that where Taxation is 
necessary and can be had through the Representation system, none other 
should be resorted to.

The report concluded that all powers of taxation be given to the corporation and that “the

several boards [Paving Board, Grand Jury, Wide Streets Commission] should all merge in

the corporation.” The amalgamation of all of these boards would also mean reduced

taxation; rather than having several paid boards, with their numerous officers and

collectors, all these duties could instead be performed by a single staff under the

supervision of the corporation.

The first report addressed an additional problem: the extremely out-of-date

valuation system; some rates were levied on the basis of the valuation for Ministers

Money, which had been set decades previously:

And any valuation founded on such a principal could not be equal for that 
valuation was made not only with reference to the value of the holdings 
but also with reference to the amount to be received by the clergyman for 
his support. Hence, the smaller the parish the higher must be the valuation 
on each holding as a sum adequate to the support of the clergyman should 
be got out of the entire and this altho’ [sic] perfectly fair within the parish.

283
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in relation to the comparative value of the respective holdings, is unjust 
when it is to be the standard of taxation in reference to a small parish with 
an exclusive one for the purposes of general taxation to be applied to the 
uses of both.^^^

As an example, the committee cited the case of St. Audeon’s parish versus Fitzwilliam

Square. Because St. Audeon’s was a small parish, its houses were valued by reference to

each other to make up the aggregate sum of the Ministers Money. However, when other

rates were based on this valuation, it meant that someone in this ward could pay up to £54

a year in rates. In comparison, on Fitzwilliam Square with its beautiful four-storey homes

for upper-class Dubliners, using the same system of valuation and rates, local taxation in

that area only amounted to £27.^*^

The second report recommended specific amendments to the corporation’s current

guiding legislation. The first suggestion was that the city taxes be divided into two

groupings: Municipal Taxes, those which the corporation would levy, and General Taxes,

those that would be out of the corporation’s control, such as the Poor Rates, the parish

cess, and Ministers Money. It expanded on the idea that the city’s government appointed-

boards’ duties and functions be transferred to the corporation:

Your Committee are of opinion that the corporation are justly entitled to 
claim the restoration to them of the powers which for some years past have 
been exercised by Commissioners of Paving and Lighting; they are of 
opinion that the privacy, irresponsibility and exclusiveness that once 
characterised the corporation having passed away, the causes which led to 
the suspension of this branch of Municipal Government have ceased and 
that there exists no longer any reason why the elected Representatives of 
the Burgesses of Dublin should not have the control of the paving, 
cleansing, and lighting of their own streets -  a privilege which the 
inhabitants of every town in England and Scotland possess.

To alleviate fears that the liberals would control these boards, it was offered “that one half

of all committees having the power to present sums to be levied by Taxation fi-om the



community at large without inconvenience be selected from the majority and the other half 

from the minority of the council.

The third and final report addressed the issue that “the institutions in all parts of 

the Empire should be alike in principle and if differing in action such difference should not 

arise with the Government but from local customs or circumstances which might require 

the hand of time to alter.” To render Dublin Corporation equal to its British counterparts, 

the committee requested that Irish corporations be able choose their own sheriffs and be 

able to recommend persons to be magistrates.^*^ More importantly, however, the report 

appealed for Irish burgesses to have the same franchise as in England. There, a burgess 

only had to be rated to vote, and corporations there were not required to print up countless 

lists to determine who was eligible. And thanks to Dublin’s countless taxes, the number of 

lists required at election time was astronomical: “under the present system there must be 

an enormous annual expense for providing these useless lists, because the Town Clerk 

must have a list ready for everyone who may demand a List, then what is the number to be 

printed? Thousands may be demanded.” As previously indicated, the bills from Dublin 

printers were very high, and by January 1843 several legal suits had been brought against 

the corporation for recovery of printers’ costs. If Dublin’s voting qualifications were 

changed, the money saved from not having to print these lists would be very substantial.

Once the contents of the reports had been fully disclosed, the chairman of the 

committee moved that they be adopted. To his surprise, Alderman Hudson responded that 

he “could not” support report number two, and he moved an amendment that only the 

sections arguing for the substitution of Ministers Money valuations with that of the Poor 

Law valuation, and for the consolidation of all taxes in one general collection be adopted. 

He argued that the conservatives could not support the appropriation of the Paving Board,

287
Second Report of Committee on Amendment of the Municipal Act and Local Taxation, Dublin Municipal 

Council Minutes, 10 January 1843.
^  Ibid.

Third Report of the Special Committee on the amendment of the Municipal Act and Local Taxation, 
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 10 January 1843.

58



the Wide Streets Commissioners, or the term grand jury because it would give too much 

power to the liberals. Many conservatives seemed somewhat shocked, for when Roe, the 

Lord Mayor, asked if anyone wished to second the amendment, there “was some hesitation 

among the Conservative members” before Alderman R.H. Kinahan finally seconded the 

amendment. Two other conservatives, Guinness and Boyce, claimed that they had not 

heard about the conservative dissension until that moment, and the committee chairman 

argued angrily that “not a syllable had fallen from any of the Conservative gentlemen on 

the committee that could lead any one to suppose that such an amendment would have 

been brought forward there that day.”^̂ ° He further reminded the council of his 2 May 

1842 resolution that Dublin Corporation be awarded the duties o f the Paving Board, Wide

• 291Streets Commissioners, and the term grand jury, which had been adopted unanimously. 

“Why,” he implored, “did not gentlemen at that time oppose the proposition, or divide the 

house?”^̂  ̂ The conservative dissension proved to be half-hearted because Hudson’s 

amendment was lost, and report number two was carried “with but one dissentiate voice.” 

It was, however, apparently well-known that the conservatives opposed the idea of 

removing the £10 fi-anchise qualification, for when the third report was voted on, it “was 

adopted; the minority agreeing to allow it to go forward with their dissent continuing to the 

objects passed.” A copy of the reports was then forwarded to Dubhn Castle.^^^

The conservatives’ protest may have come as a surprise to some members o f the 

corporation, but by the end of January, the two political factions in the council had 

managed to come to an understanding; a deputation of the corporation consisting of 

representatives of both partieŝ "̂* met with Lord Eliot, Ireland’s “liberally minded Tory

Freeman‘s Journal, 11 January 1843.
Dublin Mimicipal Council Minutes, 2 January 1842.
Freeman’s Journal, 11 January 1843.
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Chief Secretary. The conservatives presented their own report stating that the

“dissenting minority” agreed that taxation needed to be based on a current and fairer

valuation, that tax collection should be consolidated, and that a more economic method of

Burgess Roll revision was needed, but that they disagreed with the proposal to transfer any

new powers to the corporation:

We do not believe it wise so soon to disturb the course of the experiment as 
to how that settlement will work, by calling for its unsettlement, [ . . . ] .  Duty 
compels us to state here our perfect conviction that the proposal to transfer at 
once, without control, to the present municipal body the whole power of 
these boards, is one which would be received with very great jealousy, alarm, 
and suspicion by a large and influential class of the citizens, and one the 
adoption of which would not tend, even under the arrangements proposed by 
the report, to secure for that fiscal body, in the present state of excited 
feeling, that confidence which we cordially concur with the committee in 
believing to be cheaply purchased at any rate.^^^

Upon hearing the report. Roe declared that “he was bound to say that he considered it a

very temperate statement, and one containing suggestions worthy of attention.” The

temporary truce between the liberals and conservatives over the matter of taxation was

further demonstrated by Eliot’s commendation:

he could not permit the deputation to withdraw without expressing his sense 
of the courtesy which he had experienced from the Lord Mayor and from the 
deputation, and his satisfaction at the spirit and manner in which the 
discussion had been carried.

Goodwill aside, Eliot was not open to the idea of the new corporation enlarging its 

current powers, nor would the idea find favour in the largely conservative House of 

Commons. Eliot indicated his hesitation by reminding the deputation that “a large and 

influential class” of people had been opposed to the Irish corporations’ reform bill in the 

first place, and that the “experiment could not be said as yet to have had a fair trial, after

John Keshan (merchant), R.H. Kinahan, and James Egan (hop, seed, com, and malt factor), and councillors 
Hudson, McCullagh, McDonnel, Bury, and James Sheridan (iron founder and merchant).
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the corporation had been in existence for but Httle more than a year.”^̂  ̂ And he further 

warned that parliament would not be so willing either: “neither the government, the public, 

or the parliament had yet the means of judging” the manner in which Dublin Corporation 

“managed the matters now entrusted to them.” He did, however, state positively that the 

reports had “some objects of unquestionable utility

Despite Lord Eliot and the conservatives’ reservations, a petition for the 

amendment o f the municipal act was drafted in February. Its provisions were similar to 

those of the January reports with the exception that the council now suggested as a cost- 

saving measure that the sixteen separate burgess lists be amended and instead one list with 

several columns beside each name be deemed sufficient, and the information from the 

various tax collectors’ books could then be transferred onto this list. '̂ °̂ It was then sent to 

parliament, and the approbation of the two Dublin City MPs, W.H. Gregory and Edward 

Grogan, was requested. Given the standard conservative response to the matter, it was 

not too surprising when neither of these Tories proved to be overly supportive of the 

petition. Gregory agreed that the basis of taxation and system of burgess lists needed to be 

altered, but there were “the only points in either petition to which I can accede.” ®̂̂ Grogan, 

for his part, did “not concur in opinion with the petitioners in all the propositions set forth

• 303in the petitions” and hence would not support the corporation at all.

The bill was not well received by parliament and the act that was eventually 

passed in August 1843 was not what the majority of the corporation had hoped for. Its 

limitations were due in part to the fact that the bill’s final version was composed in 

England, so many of the original amendments that the corporation requested were not 

actually inserted. Ford, who had gone to London to follow the bill’s progress, reported

Ibid.
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back to the corporation “his regret that the framing of measures for Ireland [were] not 

entrusted to persons resident in this country and that they [were] not prepared here 

previous to the meeting o f parliament;” as a result the amendments o f the corporation’s 

constitution “will be only in part accomplished and in all probability another application to 

Parliament will be necessary at some future day.” ®̂'̂  The changes originally envisaged by 

Dublin’s Catholics were ultimately not included because Peel’s government was not going 

to accept a measure that would upset such an influential section o f Irish society; Irish 

Tories were already displeased with Peel for failing to make a state grant to the Church 

Education S o c i e t y , s o  he was unlikely to entertain a measure that would incur fiarther 

wrath.

All things considered, the 1843 act was important because it made significant 

changes to Dublin’s taxation and to the corporation’s f i nances .F i r s t l y ,  it directed that 

the Poor Law valuation replace the Ministers Money valuation in the calculation o f local 

taxation, and this helped equalise taxation. Secondly, it ordered the establishment o f a 

single official list upon which the various tax collectors “insert[ed] in the columns the 

amount paid and the amount due opposite each name on List prepared by [the] town clerk,” 

a measure which saved the expense of printing up all the various lists.^°^ But the main 

objectives set out in January 1843, were not to be achieved until the passage o f the Dublin 

Improvement Act o f 1849. The 1843 act had at least demonstrated that with minimal 

dissension, Dublin Corporation’s liberals and conservatives were able to come together on 

key issues and to secure legislative changes. Inequitable taxation in Dublin had been a 

cause of complaint since the eighteenth century, and the fact that the corporation was able

Report of the Town Clerk in relation to his Mission to London on Parliamentary business, Dublin 
Municipal Council Minutes, 22 August 1843.
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to do away with valuation based on Ministers Money was a major feat and provided a 

tangible benefit for Dubliners.

Diihlin Corporation: An Irish Parliament?

The amendment of the 1840 act and modifications to the corporation’s personnel 

were the two main goals in the early years of the reformed corporation, and the municipal 

council expended a great deal o f energy and worked diligently to achieve them. These 

changes were sought in the belief that they would make governing the city easier and more 

efficient and that Dubliners would reap the benefits both in terms o f finance and quality o f  

life. However, as well as local concerns, the municipal council also developed a posture in 

relation to national and wider issues. Prior to the passage o f the municipal reform act, the 

opponents of reform had worried that the potential prevalence o f repealers would transform 

the council into an Irish shadow parliament and that issues o f national rather than local 

significance would be debated in its chambers.^®* What is more, there was a fear that the 

new corporation would be markedly partisan in the promotion o f nationalism. How far 

were these fears well founded? Did the council sideline local issues in favour o f national 

ones?

No doubt the council did take a stand on national issues, but in the early years o f 

the reformed corporation, it was never at the expense of local ones. More importantly, the 

role o f a corporation as a prominent agent in the debate and dissemination of political 

controversy was not new to the reformed body. Hill has amply shown that the unreformed 

Dublin Corporation was no stranger to partisan politics and that in the 1820s, for instance, 

“it had confirmed its place in the anti-emancipation camp.” °̂̂  It has also been 

demonstrated that the former common councillors and aldermen spent much time devoting 

“themselves to the serious business o f passing resolutions o f  loyalty to the crown and the



viceroy.”^̂  ̂The reformed corporation continued to express such loyalty to the crown, and 

on many occasions sent out congratulations to Victoria, for instance on the birth of her 

son.^“  As well, when an assassination attempt on her life failed, a special meeting of the 

council was held “to give the corporation an opportunity of recording their feelings of joy 

on the occasion of Her Gracious Majesty’s providential escape from the late attempt made 

upon her life.”^̂ ^

Not only was political bias not unheard of in corporations, but with the reform of 

Dublin Corporation, both sides appeared to have been equally guilty of spending long 

hours debating non-local issues and of generally exciting an already tense political 

atmosphere. Joseph Spence has argued that “the Irish Tories and the O’Connellite 

repealers debated Irish issues in the reformed Dublin Corporation, which both sides treated 

as a surrogate p a r l i a m e n t . H e n c e ,  despite Protestant fears, both parties were guilty of 

using Dublin Corporation. To cite an instance, when Lord De Grey, a notorious “ultra

conservative, was appointed Lord Lieutenant in December 1841, the conservative 

members of the council attempted to pass a resolution in favour of sending an address of 

congratulations.^^^ It was voted down by the liberals, and O’Connell expressed his distain:

A congratulatory address to the Lord Lieutenant, upon his appointment to 
the viceroyalty of Ireland! The notion of the reformed corporation of 
Dublin consenting to such a proposition could not be entertained by any 
man; [. . .] He never knew any man less suited for the high office he held 
than Lord De Grey; and as Irish gentlemen it was derogatory to them to 
bring forward such a resolution.^’̂

Furthermore, in March 1842, when liberal-Protestant Roe was presiding as Lord Mayor

locum tenens for an absent O’Connell, the council conservatives informed him that it was

ancient custom for the Lord Mayor to attend Easter service at Christ Church and that

Crossman, op. d t ,  77.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 8 December 1841.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 3 June 1842.
Joseph Spence, “Isaac Butt, Nationality and Irish Toryism,” Bullan: An Irish Studies Journal, 2 (1995),

47.
Donal A. Kerr, Peel, Priests and Politics. Sir Robert Peel's Administration and the Roman Catholic 
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“pews were reserved there for his lordship and those who might choose to go.”^̂  ̂Most of

the Catholics present were insulted by the suggestion, and Alderman Peter Purcell claimed

that “the matter was then brought forward for no good purpose, and that its tendency was

only to create the religious as well as the political feelings o f the assembly.” *̂* The

council’s conservatives attempted to address a note of congratulation to the British military

leaders in 1842 “on an end being put to the horrors of war in India and China,” but this too

was voted down by the liberals.

The most heated and most overtly political topic discussed within the council

chambers in the early years was that of “repeal ” The great debate on the merits and

disadvantages o f repeal took place from 28 February until 2 March 1843.^^° While many

councillors presented their opinions on the topic, it was primarily a debate between

O’Connell and Butt. Naturally, ihe Freeman’s Journal revelled in O'Connell’s speech;

There was in Mr. O’Connell’s speech of yesterday less of declamation -  
more of argument -  less effort for effect, yet more effect produced -  more 
order and arrangement, free withal the cramping of minute division and 
subdivision, than any speech he ever delivered. Yet there was no lack of that 
genuine eloquence -  that poetic imagery which form so prominent a feature 
in O’Connell’s style.^^^

The Freeman’s Journal also characterised Butt’s response as a “triumphant failure of his

attempt to establish a counter case,”^̂  ̂whereas the Warder believed that he had offered a

“smashing” reply.

The debate concluded with a vote, forty-one to fifteen in favour of drafting a 

petition to parliament requesting the repeal of the Union. The final result was an interesting 

one, because while conservatives and repealers obviously supported their own, it was the

Freeman sJournaL
318 T U  jIbid

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 6 December 1842.
For details of the debate, see: A Full and Revised Report o f  the Three Days ’ Discussion in the Dublin 

Corporation on the Repeal o f  the Union with a Dedication written by Daniel O ’Connell, M.P. A Valuable 
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Whigs that were divided. For example, Perry, Thomas Symes, an attorney, and Peter 

Purcell, proprietor of the Imperial Hotel, all normally supported O’Connell, but on the 

question of repeal they voted against him;̂ '̂* whereas Staunton, a Whig, voted in favour of 

repeal.^^  ̂The debate also took place later in other towns, but it is interesting to note that in 

Ireland’s second largest city, Cork,^^  ̂the results were not as clear cut as they had been in 

Dublin. Cork liberals were more evenly divided over repeal, and while they had shown a 

united front in the face of Tory opposition to municipal reform, their unity was tested by 

repeal. In general, the question of repeal was avoided in Cork Corporation, but the Dublin 

debate initiated a similar one in Cork. The results, however, were markedly different from 

Dublin: thirty liberals voted for repeal while two liberals and seven Tories voted against; 

two liberals present that day abstained, while seventeen liberals, four conservative-Whigs, 

and one Tory were all absent (although fifteen of these were in town that day),

• 327demonstrating that the liberals were indeed a divided house.

When Dublin Corporation’s repeal debate finally ended, the Dublin Evening M ail

was concerned that Dublin Protestants’ worst fears finally had been realised:

Repeal has made a rapid stride, and taken a firm, if not a permanent, 
position. It has advanced from the platform of a seditious assembly to the 
council-table of legitimate municipal government; and, instead of seeking 
a precarious sanction from the chair of a vulgar agitator, it boldly asserts 
its legalised fianctions, and arrays itself in all the imposing details of

328corporate authority.

The Warder, however, was less concerned: “we are satisfied that the cause of repeal will 

not gain more by the vote of the corporation than it will suffer by the admirable and

Ibid, 201. Dublin Evening Mail, 3 March 1843.
1843 Repeal Debate, 201. This was especially significant because later in the decade Staunton became 

known as a “Castle Man,” and in 1851 he was appointed Collector-General of Rates, a government-appointed 
|Wst. Please see Chapter III.

® The population of Cork from 1821-1900 did not change much and usually hovered at around 80,000 
people. John B. O ’Brien, “Population, Politics and Society in Cork, 1780-1900,” Cork History and Society: 
Interdisciplinary Essays on the History o f  an Irish County, eds. Patrick Flanagan and Cornelius G. Buttimen 
^ublin: Geography Publications, 1993), 699.
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statesmanlike speech of Alderman Butt.”̂ ^̂  Dublin University Magazine, because of its

confidence in Peel, was more outraged than worried: Peel’s government was “not likely to

forfeit the power of serving its country by opposing measures calculated, if  not designed,

to effect the national ruin.”^̂ ° Still, it did call for the dissolution o f the corporations

because of the debate:

The corporations will present the first real difficulty to Sir Robert Peel. If he does 
not suspend the functions of those bodies, a coercion bill will be worse than 
useless. “Repeal” will acquire both dignity and power, by being transferred for 
discussion to them -  the influence of representation will be superadded to weight 
of character; the most rigid censorship could not prevent the proceedings o f  
lawfully-constituted assemblies from being reported.

In any case, nothing concrete came of the debate. The British government was not going to

surrender to repeal,^^  ̂ even when the request came from Dublin Corporation than it had

when the Precursor Society had issued the same demand, nor even when the topic was

333debated in many other southern Irish corporations.

In the initial years of the reformed Dublin corporation, it is not immediately clear 

whether or not any o f the Protestant fears with regards to the detrimental effects o f  

municipal reform were justified by events. Many sensitive political topics were debated in 

its chamber, but the early years seem to have been more concerned with consolidation and 

statutory adjustments than with national issues. The declining number of Protestants in 

Dublin and the worsening economic situation up to 1842 did seem to bear out the fears 

expressed prior to reform, but these trends were largely driven by outside factors than by 

the cataclysmic takeover of the corporation by Catholics, What is more significant in these 

first years in the reformed corporation’s history was the lack of reference to the essentials 

of daily life such as housing, arterial drainage, sanitation, or public health. Of course the 

corporation had few legal responsibilities in these areas, so how could it be judged on the

Warder, 4 March 1843.
3 3 1  University Magazine, 21 (June 1843), 760.
3 3 2 ^ “6 //n University Magazine, 24 (October 1844), 447.
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quality o f its civic management when it had so few duties to perform? The next step for 

the corporation was to make an attempt to take over the functions o f  the various paid 

commissioners in Dublin. As we shall see in the following chapters, Dublin moved slowly 

towards a single-authority administration by 1851. But an underlying issue remains: Hill 

has contended that in the early nineteenth century, there was a breakdown in the traditional 

relationship between Catholics and Protestants; what then was their new relationship after 

1841?̂ "̂̂  In Cork it has been claimed that liberals and conservatives were able to put their 

differences aside to cooperate and local issues.^^^ Would Dublin’s contending parties be 

able to do the same?

3 3 4  «  • j

335 ’

O’Brien, op. cit, 711.
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CHAPTER II: FRAGMENTED GOVERNMENTS OF 

DUBLIN BEFORE 1851

The reform of Dublin Corporation was certainly a victory for middle-class 

Catholics, but as we have already seen it by no means denoted a transfer o f power from 

Protestant interests to Catholic ones. Gaining the corporation was an important triumph for 

Catholic Ireland, but it was not the comprehensive appropriation o f civic supremacy by 

Catholic Dubliners from conservative Protestants. The legal entity “Dublin Corporation” 

was an impressive corporate body, and back in the early thirteenth century it might have 

conveyed mastery of the city. But by the nineteenth century, it related to a withered body 

that over the previous century had been stripped of most of its powers. During the 

eighteenth century the Irish parliament, for various reasons, had transferred many city 

government functions to statutory bodies. Hence the governance o f Dublin had become 

“severely fragmented” and the authority of the corporation by 1800 was “greatly 

diminished.” ' Thus acquiring the corporation in 1841 can be viewed as the securmg of a 

portion of administrative responsibility for Dublin. This is not to take away from the 

importance of corporate reform, but only to highlight that in no way were the Catholics

now in command of the public resources of the capital city.

If the corporation was not running the city who then was? Dublin by the 1840s 

was no longer the ‘Second City’ in Her Majesty’s Empire, but it was still the largest city in 

Ireland, an important commercial centre, and a transport hub with canal and railway 

systems and an impressive port. Many diverse bodies supervised different aspects of 

Dublin’s management; therefore this chapter will deal with the untidy administrative 

patchwork that had evolved. By 1841 Dublin was governed by no less than seven different 

civic bodies, including the corporation, with many overlapping areas o f jurisdiction; most 

were either self-elected or appointed by the Lord Lieutenant.

■ D ^ i c k s o n  “ S e c o n d  C i^ d r o m e :  Reflections on Three Wsh Cases,” Great
Britain and Ireland since 1500, ed. S.J. Connolly (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1999), 101.
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As we will see in the next chapter, in 1846 Dublin Corporation began a four year 

protracted battle to acquire most of the powers of the various statutory boards. This chapter 

is a prologue and will examine the earlier histories of the bodies, their respective 

developments, and their duties and functions up to 1851. Power issues aside, it will 

consider most of the important civic bodies in the city to assess if this piecemeal system 

had worked in harmony, and to see how well individual boards functioned on a day-to-day 

basis. The focus will be on the grand jury, the Ballast Board, the Wide Street 

Commissioners, the Paving Board, and the Poor Law Guardians. Dublin was also watched 

by a police force supervised by the Police Commissioners, but it will not be dealt 

specifically in this chapter, for though the corporation briefly attempted to acquire control 

of the police in 1846-47,^ it was not foremost on the corporate agenda. Moreover, while 

the corporation formed relationships, both antagonistic and friendly, with most of the civic 

boards, there appeared to be little to no interaction between Dublin Corporation and the 

Police. Instead, the police will be discussed in passing in this chapter, as well as in the 

chapter on Public Health since police officers oflen acted as nuisance officers. The 

intention is to establish how the five boards functioned generally, how Dublin and 

Westminster perceived they were functioning, and what their relationships were with the 

corporation.

Grand .Tiirv

One of the oldest systems of local government in Ireland and indeed “the most 

important taxing authority in the Irish local government system,” was that of the grand 

jury, which was brought to Ireland by the Normans.'* Based on the Anglo-Norman system 

of dividing the country into shires, each headed by a sheriff, grand juries were originally

3 Please see Chapter III.
John J. Webb, M unicipal Government in Ireland. M ediaeval and M odern  (Dublin: The Talbot Press 

Limited, 1918)’, 263.
P.J. Meghen, “The Administrative Work o f  the Grand jMry," Administration, 6 (1958-59), 247-248.
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used as county assemblies to raise monies for various schemes.^ In the early seventeenth 

century, several acts were passed empowering grand juries to oversee the repair and 

replacement o f severely worn roads, bridges, and highways in Ireland. These acts 

stipulated that the various schemes had to be carried out by the inhabitants o f the shire in 

which they were situated, so it was up to each county’s grand jury to see that the repairs

were done. In order to finance this, a 1634 act empowered the grand juries to levy a

6county cess.

In the course o f the eighteenth century, the grand juries’ role was expanded and 

defined, and they were made responsible for the erection and maintenance o f courthouses 

and prisons. Their role was extended beyond the fiscal: legislation allowed grand juries to 

appoint a surveyor and to regulate the dimensions and materials for road construction. For 

example, the jurors could stipulate that repaired roads had to be paved or at least 

sufficiently covered in gravel and that new ones had to be at least thirty feet wide. Along 

with these supervisory powers, legal powers were also granted, and if anyone was caught 

changing or altering a road, they could be fined.’ As well as road maintenance, grand jury 

activity was also extended to raising money for county infirmaries.

Grand juries’ responsibilities increased markedly in the later eighteenth century 

and in the early post-Union period. In 1805, they were empowered to raise money for a 

dispensary system, and in 1814, they could present money for the new fever hospitals.* In 

1817, grand jury involvement in the medical area was extended to mental health care. By 

the 1840s, the grand juries were responsible for road works, gaols, courthouses, piers, 

bridewells, session houses, houses of industry, fever hospitals, county infirmaries, 

dispensaries, and lunatic asylums.^

Ibid, 250 . 

Ibid, 252 . 

^Ibid, 254 .

* Ibid, 258 - 259 . 

Ibid, 262 .
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The importance of the grand jury by then is obvious. With the breadth of

functions they had and the amount of taxation they levied, they wielded potentially great

power, and the Royal Commissioners on Irish Corporations concluded that “[t]he powers

and patronage o f the Term Grand Juries are therefore very considerable, and their due

exercise o f much interest to the citizens at large.” °̂ One o f the key components o f this

considerable power was the flexible nature of their presentments. The term grand juries

made presentments for various works twice a year, at Michealmas and at Easter. While

certain presentments were non-negotiable, such as the specific amounts given to charities,

interest payments on government loans, and rents for prison sites, other sums were

changeable. Monies for prison maintenance as well as the payment of certain salaries could

be altered by the grand juries. And, in the instance of road construction and other public

works, grand juries had the power to regulate or reject presentments altogether.^^

The Dublin City grand jury was one o f forty-one grand juries in Ireland; there was

one in each county and a further seven for the other urban districts of Cork, Waterford,

12Limerick, Kilkenny, Galway, Drogheda, and Carrickfergus. The Dublin City grand jury 

was composed o f twenty-three men appointed by the high sheriff o f the city. They were 

chosen twice a year to sit for approximately one week at Easter and again at Michealmas. 

Because the sheriff was always a political appointee, so too were his chosen jurors, and he 

usually selected his fi-iends and supporters.*'* In fact, one of the chief complaints about the 

grand jury system (and, as we will see, there were many) was that the grand jurors were all 

derived from the same party. Before the 1840 reform of the corporations, grand jury 

appointees were usually freemen. Though Catholics were legally allowed to be involved

Municipal Corporations, (Ireland). Appendix to the First Report o f  the Commissioners. Report on the 
City o f  Dublin. P a rti, 1835, XXVII, 27. 1835 Report on the City o f  Dublin}
" Ibid., 101.

In 1838, county Tipperary was divided into two grand juries for administrative purposes.
Evidence of John Reynolds, Town Councillor, Dublin Improvement Bill. Minutes o f  Evidence taken before 

Abraham Hayward, Esq. Q.C., a n d  Charles Peter Brassington. Esq., Land Surveyor, at the City Assembly 
House, Dublin, Upon a Preliminary Inquiry respecting the Dublin Improvement Bill, 1847, XXVI, 18. 
P®*'safter Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill\

Virginia Crossman, Local Government in Nineteenth-century Ireland (Belfast: The Institute of Irish 
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after 1793, their appointment was practically unheard of. In 1833, James Moore testified

before the Royal Commission on Dublin Corporation that “[i]t had has been the practice

that the Term Grand Juries are generally composed of the Aldermen and Sheriffs’ Peers,

and some o f the Members o f the Guilds.” Having frequently been a grand juror himself,

Moore affirmed that Catholics were rarely appointed and that “he probably served with

three of them, on twenty Grand J u r i e s . E v e n  after the demise o f  the guilds, freemen

continued to dominate Dublin’s grand jury:

In most instances the grand jury are [«c] selected from political feelings by 
partisan sheriffs; the sheriff o f Dublin is chosen by the Crown. Since the year 
1841, on the accession of Sir Robert Peel, until the accession o f Lord John 
Russell, all the sheriffs selected have been of conservative politics, and the juries 
they selected were, in most instances, of the same politics.'^

Being derived solely from one party led to further accusations o f favouring their own in

presentments and in allocating contract work to their political allies. And despite some

reforms to the grand jury system, they remained, in general, strongholds o f the Protestant

power right up to the 1880s.'^

The exclusive nature of the Dublin City term grand jury was incentive enough for

Dublin Corporation to want to acquire most of its powers, but there were several other

reasons as well. Grand jury presentments across Ireland were extremely high and

increasing yearly. Dublin City grand jury was of no exception, and the 1835 report on

Dublin Corporation determined that “the increase in the amount of the grand jury taxation

of the city o f Dublin has been enormous within the last fifty years.” In 1774, the entire

grand jury tax levied for the city of Dublin had been £1,200;^^ in 1831, the yearly cess had

exceeded £29,000,^° and by 1839 it had reached £45,285.^* This huge increase in

Copy o f the Evidence Taken before the Commissioners o f Inquiry in the Year 1833, Pertaining to the 
Corporation o f  Dublin, Its Revenues, or Its Affairs, ordered to be printed 6 June 1840, 19. [Hereafter 1833 
Inquiry]

Evidence o f John Reynolds, Town Councillor, Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, op. cit., 18.
Oliver MacDonagh, “Politics, A New History o f  Ireland, Volume 5: Ireland Under the UnionI,

1801-1870, ed. W.E. Vaughan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 180.
1835 Report on the City o f  Dublin, 102.
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presentments was due in part to the growth in salaried officers and the enlargement of the

city’s criminal jurisdiction:

From this last cause, as well as from the increase o f population and crime, have 
arisen the necessity o f building an increased number o f prisons, maintaining an 
additional staff o f officers, the support and payment o f the fees o f prisoners who 
in reality belong to the county, and a serious addition to the expense o f 
prosecutions, while the whole of this vast increase to the burthens for the 
sustainment o f which Grand Juries are bound to provide, is left to be borne solely 
by the county o f the city.^^

In addition, presentments were high because it was argued that no efforts were made to

reduce them. In reference to “the supply of necessaries to the gaols and prisons o f  the

city,” the grand jury had the power to reduce expenses and “to confer much benefit on their

fellow citizens by the exercise of vigilant economy,” but many citizens believed that “this

23power has not been exercised, in many instances, with due regard to the public interests.” 

With regards to regulating salaries, “the controlling power of the grand jury is very seldom 

exercised, it being usual, in such cases, to present the full amount of their authority.” '̂̂

The complaint was also made that taxation was unfairly calculated. Like most 

other taxes, the grand jury cess was based on the Ministers’ Money valuation, which, as 

previously discussed, was “a very fallacious test of the proportions in which houses should 

contribute to the public burthens.”^̂  A new valuation act had been passed in 1826, but 

progress in implementing it was slow. Even though the grand jury system was revamped in 

1836 to regulate proceedings and to give cess-payers a limited say as to how the money 

should be spent, the grand jury could not shake off its reputation for corruption and 

p a rtia lity ,a n d  the problem of high taxation was not resolved. By 1840, an increasing 

number o f public presentments were attracting public attention, and rate-payers “attended

Report on the Commissioners appointed to Revise the Several Laws under or by virtue o f  which Moneys 
ore now raised by Grand Jury Presentment in Ireland, 1842, XXIV, liii. [Hereafter 1842 Report on Grand 
Juries]
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the sittings o f the Grand Juries before the Easter and Michealmas Terms, and objected to 

several items for which presentments were sought.” ’̂

As well as high taxation there was a further complaint was that the grand jury cess 

was being poorly distributed. During the first part of the nineteenth century, stories 

abounded o f grand jury abuses, and many cess payers complained o f inefficiency and 

squandering.^* The number of necessary improvements presented at each assize was 

considerable, and due to the copious requests which the grand jurors had to sort through, 

they only had a few minutes to spend on each presentment. This, along with the fact that 

there were few fixed landmarks, accurate maps, and inspections made on performed works, 

meant that double or treble presentments were sometimes made for the same road or even 

for non-existent roads.^^ In the 1822-23 Commons Select Committee which examined 

Dublin’s local taxation, it was revealed that grand jury contracts for services and supplies 

were rarely advertised and instead were mostly going to those with corporation 

c o nn e c t i o n s . T h i s  situation was obviously never tackled: in 1847 it was claimed, “in 

addition to the general and sweeping one of irresponsibility, [. . .] that the Grand Jury were 

[^/c] in the habit o f voting money to members o f their own body.”^̂  Although a report on 

the 1847 Dublin Improvement Bill determined that this was “unfounded,”^̂  a second report 

in 1848 deduced that at the very least, “most of the money was improperly presented by 

the grand jury, who are wholly irresponsible to the rate-payers.”^̂

If high taxation and questionable spending were not trouble enough for the grand 

jury, collection o f the grand jury tax was also a matter o f controversy. While quite

27
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naturally the liberals and the Catholics complained in the 1840s that all eight of the grand 

jury cess collectors were “Protestants of conservative p o l i t i c s , c r i t i c i s m s  were not 

restricted to party alignment. In 1833, Alderman Richard Smyth argued that no other 

collection o f taxes in Dublin was “more susceptible of abuse” than the grand jury cess, and 

that “the mode o f  collection [was] any thing but favourable to the citizens o f  Dublin.”^̂  

Even Abraham Hayward and Charles Brassington, who in their 1847 report on Dublin 

supported separate civic bodies and were distinctly hostile to Dublin Corporation, agreed 

that “the mode o f collecting [the grand jury cess] led to considerable abuses.”^̂  The 1848 

Dublin surveyors similarly concluded that “the present mode of collecting of this tax was

7most objectionable.”

By the 1840s, with so little positive support for the city’s grand jury, it is not 

surprising that the corporation set its sights on acquiring most of its functions. The pre

reform corporation and the grand jury had had a very similar make-up, with a large overlap 

of membership. However, with the reform of Dublin Corporation and its liberal majority, 

the grand jury now became an opponent. By 1850, many municipal bodies other than 

Dublin, such as Cork and Limerick, sought and were successful in freeing themselves from 

the fiscal control of the city grand juries.^*

The need to lower the grand jury cess had been evident for years, and transferring 

some o f the grand jury’s fiscal functions to another body seemed like a logical solution. 

An 1840 Royal Commission on Ireland’s grand juries concluded that in order to reduce the 

grand jury cess in Dublin City, prisoners should be provided for in the Four Courts’ 

Marshalsea rather than in the Sheriffs’ Prison, and that keeping the city courthouses and 

prisons in repair should “be committed to the Corporation o f Dublin. It also suggested

Evidence o f John Reynolds, Town Councillor, Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, op. cit., 18.
”  Evidence of Alderman Richard Smyth, 1833 Inquiry, 25.
3 , Hayward and Brassington, op. cit., 20.
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that “all public roads or works for which the City Term Grand Jury may now present, 

should be made and kept in repair by whatever Board or Body may have charge of the 

Public Streets; and that the Grand Jury should no longer present for them.” *̂̂ Though these 

decisions would obviously affect the Paving Board and the Wide Streets Commissioners, it 

was believed that alleviating the grand jury of most of its fiscal responsibilities would save 

the tax-payers £16,000 a year." '̂ Hence with the government advocating that Dublin 

Corporation should acquire the city grand jury’s fiscal responsibilities, along with the 

grand jury’s poor reputation and general inefficiency, it was not unexpected that the city 

council made a full attack on the grand jury’ s power in 1846.

Ballast Board

One the oldest areas of jurisdiction in Dublin was that of the port and harbour. In 

the year 1707, an Irish act was passed officially appointing Dublin Corporation as 

“Keepers and Conservators of the Port” and creating a Ballast Office to be controlled by a 

committee o f the corporation."*^ The newly created Ballast Board was responsible for 

raising, delivering, and receiving ballast, maintaining and developing the port, and levying 

tonnage dues on ships entering the port, the revenue from which was to go towards 

improving the port and harbour.'^^ On top of tonnage dues, parliamentary grants equalling 

over £57,000 were also given to the Ballast Board between 1753 and 1780 to improve the 

port.'*'*
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By the 1780s, parliament was tiring o f the Ballast Office’s continual requests for 

loans, and ordered an inquest into the board’s f i n a n c e s . W h a t  was discovered was that 

the Ballast Office had misspent over £17,000, which included £566 on the entertainment o f  

the Lord Mayor and committees, £1,600 on pensions and charities, and £4,361 on salaries 

for officers appointed without government consent.'*^ It appeared that the port was being 

mismanaged, and the Ballast Office was accused of being inefficient and lax in its duties. 

Moreover, the wealthier merchants had long felt the need to be more directly involved in 

the port and wanted its superintendence under a “less changeable body” which had more o f 

a vested interest in the maritime commerce of Dublin.''^ By this time, trade was growing 

rapidly in Dublin, and it was felt that “a new, energetic and business-like port authority” 

was needed.

Changes to the port authority were not merely pragmatic, but were linked to 

Dublin’s larger political picture. It was John Beresford, Chief Commissioner o f the 

Revenue, and an extreme government supporter, who spearheaded the reform. Due to his 

power and astute campaigning, he had secured the site for the new Custom House to the 

east o f the city. While the completion of the approaches to the Custom House would 

require a more organised and efficient Ballast Office, Beresford’s prime motivation was 

that he wanted a board he could control."*  ̂ In 1786, Beresford introduced a bill for the 

dissolution o f the current Ballast committee and the creation of a new statutory body. His 

influence in drafting the bill was evident; he was named as one o f the new commissioners, 

and future vacancies were to be appointed by the remaining members so the domination of 

one interest group was assured. Despite considerable opposition from Dublin 

Corporation, all former acts were repealed and the common council lost all port

J Gilligan, op. cit., 43-43.
Ibid., 44.
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p riv ileges.A  new act was then passed that transferred all powers concerning the Liffey, 

bay, and harbour to a new body entitled “The Corporation for Preserving and Improving 

the Port of Dublin,” no longer officially a wing of the corporation. Beresford was 

triumphant.

The 1786 legislation for establishing the new Ballast Board provided the modus 

operandi for this body which remained the position for the next eighty years: the board that 

Dublin Corporation tried to absorb in the 1840s was not dissimilar in make-up or powers to 

that of 1786. Though the corporation has lost its control of the port, the Lord Mayor, the 

High Sheriff, and three aldermen were required under law to be members of the board. 

The remaining seventeen members varied, but were initially merchants plus a small

53number of noblemen. In the 1830s, there was a suggestion that the composition of the 

Ballast Board was flawed, and at a Royal Commission hearing on the City of Dublin, some 

complaints were made that there were no men with nautical skills on the board. John 

Straker, a ship broker in Dublin, protested that there “are not any nautical men, nor have 

there been any since I knew it. I think, most decidedly, that these duties require nautical 

s k i l l . Ye t ,  at the same time, some important merchants felt that a lack of nautical skill 

was not a disadvantage. Dublin merchant Charles Bewley judged that the duties of the 

Ballast Board would be best performed by merchants who “would be more competent to 

manage its affairs than Engineers or Seafaring men.”^̂  The Royal Commissioners, 

however, agreed with the former, and concluded that though the members were of “the 

highest respectability,” their duties were perhaps “such as most of those who compose the 

Board are not competent to discharge” because without some nautical knowledge, the

1836 Report on the City o f  Dublin, 140-141.
After the reform of the corporation, corporate membership on the Ballast Board was not restricted to the 

Lord Mayor and Aldermen, but open to any member of the city council; thus, every year four members 
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board was too dependent on reports and opinions of its officers. By the 1840s, this 

complaint seemed to have been addressed for by then the Ballast Board was more evenly 

composed of merchants and nautical men such as Royal Navy officers, directors of the 

City of Dublin Steamship Company and the Grand Canal Company, and members of the 

council of the Chamber of Commerce ”

However, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, complaints were not 

restricted to mere criticism of its make-up, and despite growing profits and traffic in the 

port, the Ballast Board continued to be criticised. With Liverpool being the main centre 

for English overseas trade, Dublin was the primary distribution centre for all o f Ireland,^* 

and cross-channel shipping between the two ports became Dublin port’s most important 

business, By the 1840s, over 600,000 tonnes of goods were passing through the port, and 

Dublin’s main exports were beer and agricultural goods, and its imports were consumer 

items such as tea and sugar.^°

Greater shipping possibilities also meant better facilities were required, so 

prosperity also brought many improvements to the port. During this period, the Ballast 

Board could boast the successful completion of several large projects, such as the Great 

South Wall in 1795 and the North Bull Wall in 1823 .̂  ̂ The completion of the latter has 

been accredited with revolutionising the port by opening it to a greater variety o f shipping 

and thus increasing the revenue from shippage dues.^^ Better amenities were constructed
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including new quays, docks, berthage facilities, and warehouses to accommodate the 

increase in trade.^^

Despite the marked improvements in the port in the first half of the nineteenth 

century, when the Whigs began their inquest into Irish local government, the Ballast Board 

was not overlooked. During the 1833 Commission of Inquiry, many comments about the 

Ballast Board emerged and were quite mixed. Other than complaints about the 

composition of the board, some people testified that shippage, quayage, and port charges 

were excessive. One ship owner in Dublin stated that the charges of the Ballast Board 

were “too high” and that “most of the ship owners consider them too high also.” "̂* 

Furthermore, it was claimed that the high dues were not producing results. One captain 

remarked that in Dublin “the river from the bridge to the end of the North Wall, all 

required deepening; [and] the “laying” was so bad that the steamer was sometimes an hour 

and a half afloat before she could be wound for starting.”^̂  Conversely, others in the 

shipping trade praised the Ballast Board and Dublin’s port. George McBride, a foreign 

trader, commented that the management of the port, “as far as Witness has been acquainted 

with it, has been very excellent, and Witness has heard no complaint of it,” and on the 

contrary, he had “heard it remarked that the Board was well managed generally.”^̂

In the 1830s, Beresford’s self-perpetuating body had therefore come under attack. 

At the 1833 inquiry into Dublin Corporation, complaints were made that the directors of 

the Bank of Ireland and council of the Chamber of Commerce, two “very influential bodies 

in the city,” were “so connected with the Ballast Corporation as very much to increase the 

influence which its members possess.”^̂  In 1835, many prominent Dubliners, such as 

Arthur Guinness, William P. Lunell, Thomas Croisthwaite, and Thomas Wilson, were 

leading members of all three bodies; hence it was not surprising that it was believed that

Ibid, 150. Hill, op. cit., 290.
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“the mutual power of the individuals seem[ed] very much to be consolidated by a course of

using the self-electing powers of the Ballast Corporation in favour of those who belong[ed]

to those bodies.”^̂  Due to this self-election, the proceedings of the Ballast Board were

often viewed “with considerable jealousy by a large portion of those whose interests are

affected by the exercise of the authorities confided to them as a corporation.”^̂  It was often

resented that the board was “not subjected to any direct control either of the citizens or of

the persons interested in the trade and shippage of the port.”’®

Overall, the Royal Commissioners concluded unfavourably with regards to the

Ballast Board. They were of the opinion that Dublin Harbour was quite bad compared to

Cork, Bristol, Liverpool, and London and that it was not very well managed;

when vessels came in no order was preserved, and there was much unpleasant 
squabbling for berths; empty vessels were suffered to occupy quay berths to the 
prejudice and inconvenience of the trade, and the Ballast Board gave no redress in 
complaint of the facts, nor took any pains to inform themselves as to what ought 
to be done for the convenience of traders frequenting the port; the harbour-

71masters left the quays and river neglected [. ..].

While the port was busier and more profitable than ever, services did not seem to be 

improving, and there was question that money for many years had been perhaps misspent. 

The Ballast Board’s pattern of spending was “in some respects, certainly not in conformity 

with the code of laws by which they ought to have been governed, and, in other respects, of 

at least questionable and problematical expediency.”’  ̂ Moreover, by the 1830s, it had

73incurred considerable debts amounting to over £100,000.

Despite the Royal Commissioners unfavourable report, the 1840 Irish Corporation 

Reform Act applied only to the corporations, so other statutory bodies were left intact. 

Hence by the 1840s, complaints about the Ballast Board had not been redressed and 

objections continued. In 1846 the British government attempted to administer centralised

®*Ibid
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control over all of its ports by introducing a bill that would provide that 1/3 of all local

Ballast Boards “shall be vested in a Board in London, consisting of three commissioners

with adequate salaries” on the grounds that “the Ports, Harbours, &c., of Great Britain and

Ireland have been much neglected or mismanaged, and many o f them, fast falling into

decay, and in several instances, will soon be filled up, and rendered useless to the

public.” "̂* In the report that led to the bill, the Commissioners stated that with regards to

Dublin, despite the many improvements that had been achieved in the last thirty years and

the increased revenue to over £34,000 a year, there existed still too many problems with

reference to the port and the Ballast Board:

the evidence shows that the foundation of the quays is generally so imperfect, 
that they will not in their present state admit of the river being further deepened; 
that the south quay, the resort of three-fourths of the shipping of the Port, is 
encumbered at its foot by heaps of mud; that the entrance into the Grand Canal 
Docks is all but blocked up by sand banks; [ . . . ]  that the Port charges are very 
high; and that the Ballast, of which, by act of parliament, the Ballast Office has a 
monopoly, and for which it charges about double the market price, is in many 
cases bad.

In a letter to the Tidal Harbours Commission by the Ballast Board’s secretary, every 

complaint was denied, and the Ballast Board managed to ward off centralised control for 

the time being.

Consequently, when the corporation made a concerted effort in 1846 to try to 

acquire the various duties of Dublin’s many civic boards, the Ballast Board was not 

overlooked. Dublin Corporation was guaranteed four corporators on the board, and despite 

some fine improvements attributable to the Ballast Board, it was still intent on securing 

absolute control of the river, port, and harbour. When the corporation was reformed, the 

new city councillors feU that because the ratepayers had elected them, they were a more 

responsible corporation than before; therefore they wanted all former municipal powers 

reinstated. The Ballast Board had jurisdiction of the bridges over the Liffey,’  ̂ so if the

II Vereker, op, cit., 3-4.
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corporation wanted to acquire control of Dublin’s streets, it equally wanted control of the 

adjoining bridges. In 1846, Dublin Corporation argued that the Ballast Board was 

objectionable because it was self-elected and that its debts of over £100,000 were

• 77excessive. It further argued that the acquisition of the Ballast Board’s duties and 

jurisdiction was justified on the grounds that a bill for the “conservancy of the Thames and 

the Port of London by the corporation of London” was recently lodged. Most important in 

the eyes of the city councillors: the belief that the request to take over the port and harbour 

was a reasonable one because it would merely be restoring “to them the control of their 

own property.”^̂

Wide Streets Commissioners

One of the first statutory bodies with specific responsibilities in the city was the 

Wide Street Commission, set up in 1757. Dublin by then had been developing in an 

unplanned manner: the streets were narrow, many areas were quite congested, and there 

was very limited corporate control over the development of the city.^^ The Wide Streets 

Commissioners developed from their initial narrow remit to become responsible for a more 

rational plan for central Dublin, clearing away many of the congested areas, widening 

streets, and thinking strategically. They planned new city streets, opened up old ones, 

imposed precise standards of measurements, and fixed details which had to be adhered to 

in the laying out of new streets. Posterity has credited them with having improved and 

beautified Dublin, and it has often been said that through their bold planning, they were

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 27 November 1846.
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largely responsible for shaping central Dublin and giving it its finest streets.*' Our urban 

experience today is said to have been defined by their intervention.*^

The Wide Streets Commission was in existence for over ninety years, although its 

industry and effectiveness varied over the decades. Under 31 Geo. II, cap. 19, the WSC 

was first established, comprising twenty-one men: the Lord Mayor and twenty others 

appointed by the Lord Lieutenant. In 1767, the four MPs for both Dublin City and County 

were added, bringing the total number of commissioners up to twenty-five, a number it 

would retain until its dissolution in 1851. Appointments to the commission were made for 

life, however there were no emoluments or salaries for services. Accordingly, the men 

appointed tended to be from the upper classes who could afford to preside on such a board. 

Moreover, though no specific skills or qualifications were required, most of the 

commissioners in the eighteenth century were either high-ranking individuals of great 

political weight, or well-connected men of refined artistic taste and some architectural 

knowledge. The original 1757 appointees were all, with the exception of the Lord Mayor, 

members of the Irish Parliament, and by the 1780s, many of the active commissioners were 

patrons of architecture, architects themselves, or trustees of other artistic endeavours in the 

city.*̂

Until the 1790s the WSC continued to be mostly peers or gentry, and included 

some of the most powerful men in the country.*'* In the post-Union period, men of lesser 

status took charge. McFarland has argued that the many successful and aesthetically 

pleasing ventures of the commissioners of the 1780s and nineties were necessarily related 

to the fact that the commissioners were so close to power, but he emphasised that power 

alone could not have achieved what the commissioners did. He attributes their success
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equally to their discrimination and good taste.*  ̂However, with the dissolution of the Irish 

Parliament in 1801, the post-union WSC lost this high political profile and intimate 

connection with parliament and, to a certain extent lacked their artistic sensibilities. Where 

in 1792, thirteen out of twenty-three commissioners were MPs in the Irish Parliament, by 

1819 only five out of twenty-five commissioners were MPs in the House of Commons.^^ 

Most post-union commissioners were merchants, aldermen, or barristers, rather than 

aristocrats, and “few of them had cultural ties outside the Board;” implying, perhaps, that 

they lacked the good taste and refinement of their aristocratic predecessors,*^

To perform their various duties, the WSC were never actually conferred with 

general powers of improvement as such, but rather were governed by twenty separate acts 

of parliament passed between 1757 and 1846.*  ̂ It was left to the commissioners 

themselves to determine what tasks needed to be undertaken, and financial control by 

parliament limited their discretion. The commissioners would meet to determine what 

areas needed improving and produced the plans and budgets for parliament to inspect, but 

“in each instance the particular improvement, the funds for effecting it, and the time within 

which it was to be effected, [were] specified by the Legislature.”^̂

To finance their improvements, the WSC’s income was derived from several 

sources such as parliamentary grants and a coal tax. These sources were quite lucrative in 

the late eighteenth century when the commissioners were spending £25,000 a year on 

improvements,^® but by the nineteenth century, the grants were cut back and the WSC’s 

revenue was less secure. Not surprisingly, the new united parliament was less generous 

than its Irish predecessor, and when post-union estimates were given to London, the
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Treasury was apparently “frightened.”^' In 1807, the WSC was empowered to levy a tax of 

3d. in the pound “upon all houses in the city and suburbs,” which by the 1830s equalled 

between £5,100 and 5,500 a year.^^ In 1826 the Lord Lieutenant discontinued the annual 

parliamentary grant,^^ and in 1832 the coal tax also ceased. '̂^

The WSC receipts in the 1840s varied. Their only steady income was the Wide 

Streets Tax, and in 1846 this was raised to Ad., bringing in close to £7,000 a year by 

1847.^^ Other forms o f income were rents from their land holdings and profits from 

property sales. The commissioners received £230 in rents in 1842, but only £38 in 1843; 

in the latter year, land on Barrack Street was sold to the Commissioners o f Woods and 

Forests for £16,631. Borrowing on the local stock market was resorted to for many years. 

The sale o f building materials was also useful: in 1843 and 1844 the commissioners 

received £410 and £95 respectively. However, these were minor sums in the face o f  

substantial land purchases, so in the absence of parliamentary grants, loans had to be 

resorted to: in 1842 £25,000 was borrowed from the National Insurance Company and in 

1844 the Bank o f Ireland lent the commissioners £9,500.^^ The WSC, however, proved 

expeditious with their loan repayments. In 1840, their debts and liabilities equalled 

£69,682,^^ but in the early 1840s they were able to make substantial repayments. Even 

with the new loans totalling £34,500, the WSC were still able to reduce their debt to 

£52,763 in 1845.^*

The 1840s presented the WSC with significant financial difficulties: property 

values in Dublin by this time were either stagnant or falling. Most UK cities at this time

McFarland, op. cit., 23.
1835 Report on the City o f  Dublin, 112.
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saw an increase in their city valuation, whereas Dublin found itself in the reverse situation. 

The WSC depended on the profits from land sales, but they now found themselves 

proprietors of city centre properties that could no longer be sold for a profit. General 

economic difficulties of the early 1840s coupled with the devastation of the famine meant 

that the city’s valuation was rapidly falling; the valuation in the mid-1840s had been 

£626,000^^ but by early 1852 it had been reduced by almost £100,000 to £520,000.^™ 

Fallen valuation levels severely constricted the WSC’s income and weakened their 

position.

Throughout their history, the WSC were undoubtedly a successfiil group 

responsible for many fine improvements to Dublin, and few people could find fauh with 

them. Among their accomplishments was the widening of Parliament Street, Dame Street, 

and Nassau Street, the creation of Foster Place, and the opening up the quays west of Essex 

Bridge. They were also responsible for completing Abbey Street to Beresford Place and 

improving the approaches to Rutland Square and the two quays east of Carlisle Bridge. 

Along with planning, they were also responsible for clearing the site for the Royal 

Exchange and removing a number of squalid dwellings from the quays and in the 

neighbourhood of the cathedrals.'®^ However, perhaps their most spectacular legacy was 

the “grand scheme” of Lower Sackville St.,Westmoreland St., and D ’Olier St.,'°^ which 

were made into a continuous thoroughfare by the Carlisle Bridge which, together with 

North Frederick St., a contemporary described as “one of the finest avenues in Europe, 

from Dorset-street to College-green.”
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While most of these improvements were begun in the eighteenth century, some 

important ones, such as clearing the area around Christ Church and the completion of the 

quays on either side of the river, were essentially nineteenth-century achievements. 

Although the WSC’s worked after the union is said to have been “less grandiose,” 

several crucial improvements were made. Skinner’s Row and Lower Patrick Street were 

both widened, Winetavern Street rebuilt, and Dean Street linked to the Coombe. However 

other plans, such a creating a new road from the King’s Inn at Constitution Hill to the Four 

Courts at Chancery Place, were rejected because they were deemed too costly. It has 

been argued that by the nineteenth century the WSC became more of a “control authority” 

than a development authority. It has also been suggested that not only were the 

nineteenth-century WSC less active, but that they were also less exacting in their standards 

and that lapses in measurements and design that formerly would not have been tolerated 

were let pass.^*’̂

Surprisingly, for such a high-profile body, few criticisms or protests were ever 

made about it; in fact, it was often highly praised. Compared with most other bodies, the 

WSC had relatively few officers, having only a secretary, clerk, engineer, law agent, and a 

treasurer, so it functioned efficiently on a small budget and created few openings for 

patronage. Its debts were also comparatively quite small. Considering the commissioners’ 

powers of compulsory purchase, the high number of lots bought and resold, and their 

severely contracted budget in the nineteenth century, they managed their finances quite 

well and had a relatively small debt."° Moreover, the WSC labours were producing 

results. Not only were the commissioners paramount in beautifying many areas of Dublin, 

but they have also been credited with improving the health and safety of Dubliners. In
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1840, Dr. Henry Maunsell testified before the Select Committee on the Health of Towns

that the WSC “have done a great deal of good in Dublin by removing buildings in

inconvenient sites.”“ ' Dr. John Aldridge stated in 1846 that the city was well ventilated

and well spread out thanks to the WSC;

The Commissioners of Wide Streets have made several judicious improvements 
for the ornament and ventilation of the city, and at a comparatively trifling 
expense, except what the imperfect state of the law forces on them, they having to 
go before Parliament for every new improvement.**^

Charles Cameron, a later Dublin Medical Officer of Health, claimed that the WSC “did

much to improve the public health [of Dublin] by abolishing many narrow lanes and alleys,

and by increasing the area of the open spaces.”*'̂  As well as improving public health, it

has also been argued that by clearing congested areas, they had improved public safety, for

the narrow streets were said to have been dangerous to pedestrians in the darkness o f

night.

Indeed, it appears that the only people who had any real complaint with the WSC 

were members of the reformed corporation and their supporters. By the early 1840s, as we 

have seen, the city council had set its eyes on taking over the duties of all civic bodies. It 

based its claim on the argument that boards such as the WSC should not impose taxation 

unless they fully represented the ratepayers; as the WSC were an appointed body rather 

than an elected one, they were irresponsible. The corporation was determined to prevent 

the WSC from acquiring any more powers from parliament and to have them dissolved as 

soon as possible.

In 1846, the WSC went to parliament seeking money to improve the areas around 

St. James’s Gate, St. Patrick’s Cathedral, the Corn Market, and Blackhall-place to Ellis’s
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quay and to further increase the Wide Streets tax to Ad. in the pound. The city council,

having fully discussed the possibility of the WSC implementing further improvements,

decided unanimously to oppose the bill, and in May 1846, it lodged a petition against it."^

During an inquiry into the bill councillor John Reynolds represented the corporation and

stated that the city council opposed the bill on the grounds that “the improvements were

unnecessary in the estimation o f the council” and that “the citizens were so over-taxed, and

so oppressed by excessive taxation, that the council would not be a consenting party to any

increase of that taxation; their object being rather to diminish than to increase.” *̂̂  Despite

protest, the bill passed, and the WSC were granted an increase in their taxation powers and

funding for their new improvements.

In opposing the WSC, the corporation made it clear that it did not feel that the

commissioners were not performing their duties or that there was corruption or inefficiency

within their ranks. Reynolds, in a letter to the Earl of Lincoln, did criticise the WSC “for

expending so much money in beautifying the aristocratic quarters o f our city, and leaving

the abodes o f the humble and poor to all the misery and diseases which narrow ways and

ruinous obstructions have devoted them,”"* but previous to this he had conceded that

although he opposed the 1846 bill, “the feeling is that the Wide Street Board is composed

of the most respectable men, and no fault at all [was] found as regards their

respectability.” "^ Furthermore, when lodging its 1848 improvement bill, the corporation

acknowledged the respectability and the ability of the WSC, and no case o f abuse or

neglect was brought against them:

It was admitted by the Promoters [Dublin Corporation] that no fault could be 
found with the official conduct of either the present commissioners, or o f their 
predecessors, who from time to time constituted this Board, nor could any charge
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be brought against them, nor was there any evidence tendered to us in the slightest 
degree impeaching their mode of conducting the business of the establishment/^”

For their part, the WSC did not relish being replaced by Dublin Corporation for, despite

McFarland’s claim that the nineteenth-century commissioners lacked particular artistic

sensibilities, the commissioners themselves argued that the city councillors “were not as

competent to perform the duties as those upon whom they were now devolved,” because

Wide Street duties called more “for the exercise of judgement and taste than any business

qualities.”^̂  ̂ But eventually parliament saw it differently, and the Wide Streets

Commissioners were officially dissolved on 1 January 1851.

Corporation for Paving. Cleansing, and Lighting the Streets of Dublin

The Paving Board, as it was commonly known, was originally established for 

surfacing and cleaning Dublin’s streets, but by the 1840s it had become responsible for 

paving, erecting fountains, watering the streets, widening pathways, street lighting, 

cleansing, scavenging, sewerage, and preventing the build up of nuisances. In order to 

perform its multiple tasks, it levied a considerable tax, one of the highest in the city: from 

1839 until 1845 the Paving Board levied on average of £34,525 a year*^  ̂ and from 1846 

until 1850 this rose to £39,210 a year.‘̂ " For the purposes of paving, watering, and 

scavenging, the costs were defrayed by the paving tax, but for the construction of sewers, 

the Paving Commissioners charged the inhabitants of the street it aimed to sewer. Most 

other civic bodies possessed powers that complemented or differed completely with those 

of Dublin Corporation, but the Paving Board and the city council’s jurisdictions 

overlapped. Due to the grey areas of power between the two, the Paving Board became 

“enemy number one” in the reformed city council’s eye. With its large income from

n! and Byrne, op. cit., 10.
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taxation and long list of responsibilities, the Paving Board certainly enjoyed “a greater 

amount of property and power of control than any other Board in Dublin

Like the Ballast Board, the Paving Board’s duties had once been the responsibility 

of Dublin Corporation. The earliest Act of Parliament on the subject was passed in 1717, 

which “after reciting the insufficient repair and defective paving of the streets,” gave 

Dublin’s Lord Mayor, sheriffs, and two aldermen the chief responsibility o f raising, 

levelling, mending, and paving the pavements and charging the inhabitants of the built-up 

streets with the expense. By 1719, when it proved to be “almost impossible for the Lord 

Mayor to see the former act put into execution on account of the great extent of the city,” 

the aldermen and deputy aldermen were also empowered to regulate the pavements in their 

respective districts. To further aid the corporation in regulating the city streets, in 1729 

the churchwardens and directors of the police “were required to examine and return all 

defects in paving and cleansing. Several other acts were passed in the first three- 

quarters of the eighteenth century relating to Dublin Corporation and paving and cleansing, 

but

by degrees, as each successive system was found to fail through the misconduct 
of the managers, new methods were devised, until, ultimately, the corporation 
[was] almost totally disconnected from administration of the fimds, and relieved 
from the performance of the trusts.

By 1774, a major act was passed depriving Dublin Corporation of sole 

responsibility for the city’s streets. Under the terms of 13«&14 Geo. Ill, cap. 22, the 

corporate body known as “The Commissioners for Paving the Streets of Dublin” was 

created, consisting of the Lord Chancellor, the city’s Chief Justices, the Lord Mayor, 

Recorder, sheriffs, fifteen aldermen, fifteen common councillors, the archbishop of Dublin,
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several other religious figures, and thirty-seven random persons named under the act/^° 

This new body was entrusted with paving the streets while Dublin Corporation retained 

responsibility for cleansing them and providing streets with sewers. Nevertheless, almost 

as quickly as the board had been formed it was dissolved for mismanagement and for 

amassing a huge debt. In 1782 a new body was created in its place comprising the Lord 

Mayor, Recorder, sheriffs, two senior aldermen, two senior sheriffs’ peers, members of 

both Houses o f Parliament, and sixty-seven persons named in the act.'^^ In 1784, it was 

decided that provisions for lighting, sewering, and cleansing should be put under the 

management of the new body, and a further act was passed devolving onto the Paving 

Board these extended duties.

While the corporation did maintain its control over water, in 1784 the Paving 

Board was given permission to erect twenty fountains for the use of the poor. By 1786, the 

new fountains “had been found to contribute greatly to the health, convenience, and benefit 

of the public, and in particular to the poor of the city, and the cleanliness thereof,” so it was 

enacted that more fountains should be erected.'”  Although the Paving Board was 

responsible for the erection and maintenance of these fountains, it was Dublin Corporation 

who provided the water at a charge of £150 a year,' '̂* a charge that was maintained until 

the Paving Board’s final dissolution in 1851.

The year 1805 proved to be the turning point in the Paving Board’s history. After 

frequent complaints about the city’s paving and l i g h t i n g , “a sweeping reform was again 

found necessary.” '^  ̂ The Paving Board’s powers were suspended and a commission of

137inquiry was appointed to examine the board’s conduct. Once again, it appeared that 

mismanagement and abuse of trust were rampant, so all previous acts relating to Dublin’s 
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street cleansing, sewering, and paving were repealed, the entire board was dissolved, and a 

new one was constituted in its place in 1807/^* Under the terms o f 47 Geo. Ill, (local and 

personal) session 2, cap. 109, the new corporate body was named “The Commissioners for 

Paving, Cleansing, and Lighting the Streets of Dublin,” and it established the format of the 

board that the reformed corporation objected to so strongly in the 1840s. The Lord 

Lieutenant was given power to nominate three paid commissioners to head the new board, 

who in turn could appoint the four principal officers of secretary, treasurer, and two 

supervisors o f works, as well as eight rate c o l l e c t o r s . I n  order to defray the costs o f 

interest on its debts as well as to pay for the various works it would carry out, the board 

was empowered to levy a rate on all houses not to exceed 45. 6d. in the pound. The 

relationship between the new Paving Board and Dublin Corporation was formalised, and 

the corporation was to pay £350 a year for paving certain areas, £20 a year for various 

lighting charges, and £2,000 towards street cleansing.

With a history o f failure, it was not surprising when this one also became 

enmeshed in trouble. Although it has been argued that the nineteenth-century Paving Board 

improved the condition of the city’s streets*'*  ̂ and that by 1830 great improvements had 

taken place thanks to the Paving B o a r d ,f r e s h  complaints about the board and public 

clashes between it and Dublin Corporation had necessitated another commission o f inquiry 

into its activities. '̂*'* The inquiry was held in 1826 and the entire process was greatly aided 

by Richard Smyth, who had been appointed a Paving Board Commissioner in 1825. Upon 

his appointment, Smyth, obviously suspicious of the board’s past conduct, had begun to 

root out abuses and uncovered the fact that the head o f the Paving Board, M ajor Alexander 

Taylor, who had “been one of the Commissioners o f Inquiry under the Acts o f  1805 and
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1806, who was most active in exposing the abuses and corniptions” of the former

commissioners, was responsible for a large majority of new frauds/'^^ Back in 1807,

Taylor had aided in the development of a new Paving Board system,

but that new system, it appears, did not, under his superintendence, produce relief 
from the weight of local taxation. On the contrary, in the hands of Major Taylor 
and others, the enactments of the new statutes became the means of oppression 
and abuse, unexampled in the former mismanagement of the local affairs of the 
city/"*̂

During the inquiry, a myriad of abuses and malpractices were revealed. Smyth 

detailed his findings at length, and many other abuses were exposed as well. Apparently, 

Major Taylor had been borrowing large sums of public money from the board’s treasury, 

the accounts in general were poorly kept, and its business was conducted very irregularly 

with one commissioner sometimes acting for the whole board. The commissioners of 

inquiry also uncovered many instances of negligence and extravagance. '̂*^ For his 

diligence in exposing the Paving Board’s fraudulent behaviour, Smyth was promoted to 

Chief Commissioner, and in 1835 it was noted that, “[t]here can be no question that a very 

improved system of management has been organized under the new commissioners, and 

that many of the defects pointed out in the report of 1826 [were] remedied.”'"*̂

Hence when Dublin Corporation set its sights on taking over the Paving Board’s 

duties, the board it went after was undoubtedly an improvement on its predecessors, but 

was it essentially an efficient body? Despite numerous reforms throughout the eighteenth 

and nineteenth century, many valid criticisms could still be made about the Paving Board. 

Firstly, its taxation seemed excessively high, much higher than any other taxing body’s. 

The 1835 Royal Commissioners’ report on the City of Dublin determined that, “it is to be 

lamented, that notwithstanding those useful changes, very little relief from the pressure of

146 Report on the City o f  Dublin, 78.

147
McDowell, op. cit., 192.

, Ibid
l4 9

1835 Report on the City o f  Dublin, 78.

96



the Tax has been achieved for the public.”'̂ ® Taxation was made much more rational in 

1843 when its calculation was switched from the Ministers’ Money to the poor law 

valuation, yet it provided little overall relief since the Paving Board continued imposing 

the maximum rate permitted/^^ In 1849 the Paving Board levied £39,388 in tax.^^^

High taxation was also coupled with high expenditure. In the 1830s, the Paving 

Board decided to switch from paving stones to macadamising, which increased expenditure 

greatly. Although initially cheaper than paving, macadamising proved to be more 

expensive in the long run for with macadam, “the expenses of making, repairing, and 

cleansing the streets [were] increased, and the profits from scavenging reduced; the 

scrapings of a macadamised street being of little value as m a n u r e . I n  1833, Smyth 

himself admitted that “expenditure is very heavy,” but that paving and scavenging were 

costly endeavours. Significant sums of money were going towards salaries because, 

compared with other bodies, the Paving Board had a large payroll of thirty-four officers. 

Besides the customary treasurer, secretary, and law officer, there were also numerous 

clerks, eight tax collectors, eight nuisance inspectors, a separate supervisor of works for the 

south and north sides of Dublin, various inspectors and overseers for paving, flagging, and 

sewers, assistant supervisors, inspectors of scavenging and fountains, tax inspector, 

overseer of shingling, lamp inspector, superintendents of horses and watering, and various 

other surveyors, supervisors, deputies, and assistants. By 1847, expenses had not been 

reduced, and Hayward and Brassington, though generally in favour of the Paving Board, 

conceded that

the substantial charge against this board, as regards money matters, evidently is, 
not that they do not account for what they spend, but that they spend too much; 
and our impression is that their establishment is on too expensive a scale, and that
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the various works and services belonging to the department might be more 
cheaply performed.” ”̂

In the following year, Colles and Byrne, averse to the conglomeration of civic bodies,

concluded that although “much of the business of the Board was well done; [. . .] the

expenditure was great in comparison.”^̂*

The Paving Board’s endeavours did not seem to justify such heavy expenditure.

Most of the city’s Catholics disliked the fact that heads of the Paving Board were

appointed by the government and thus it was in Protestant hands, and the city’s liberals did

not like the fact that it had taxing powers yet was not elected by the ratepayers. Councillor

John Reynolds, a Catholic merchant, insisted that “[w]e have had incessant complaints

against it [the Paving Board] for more than half a century.” When the reformed

corporation was elected in 1841, the streets were said to be generally macadamised but in

bad condition, scavenging was in the hands of a contractor who was the object of constant

complaint, a large number of streets had no sewers, and existing sewers were poorly

constructed and leaked.Complaints abounded in the 1840s, and the Freeman’s Journal

reported that the commissioners responsible for cleansing the streets “do not clean them.

Heaps of mud and filth, nasty and noisome, are duly garnered at the most convenient

places for the footfall of passengers to plunge in, and these are left whole days without

being removed.” In 1847, Thomas Antisell also argued;

Akin to sewerage, is keeping the streets in good condition, and this has been
sadly neglected by the Paving Corporation. Our streets have this winter been in a
more fihhy state than for some years back; the result of which is injury to public
health from so much damp mud exhaling water into the air, and other emanations 
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Interestingly enough, criticisms of the Paving Board were not restricted to liberals and

Catholics, and even Dublin Tory Robert Mallet claimed that the Paving Board was failing

to keep Dublin’s streets clean;

The great inefficiency of the existing Paving Corporation has been already so 
often pointed out, the papers daily so abound with instances o f it, and these must 
be so obvious to every eye in passing through our streets flooded with mud in 
winter and choaked [i'/'c] with dust in the summer, and never in good repair, 
owing to the bad method of macadamising, and the wretched material for road 
metal adopted/^^

The two 1848 city surveyors concluded that “all matters connected with the sanitary

condition of the people have suffered from gross neglect.”^̂ '*

In 1847, Reynolds testified that the Paving Board’s scavenging was “exceedingly

bad; there [was] the grossest possible neglect with respect to it,” and that he was

aware of complaints having been made in respect of the scavenging, not only 
from verbal communications from people of all classes, but from public letters 
signed by citizens and ratepayers in the morning papers, complaining of the filthy 
state o f the streets and pavement .

For his part, Alderman Robert McKenna, a timber merchant and a liberal, complained that

scavenging had been neglected in the Custom House Ward and that “the neighbourhood of

Guild-Street, Nixon-Street, Newfoundland-Street, [. . .] is in a very bad state; [and he]

thinks that nothing has been done for it yet, in the way of scavenging,” but that the “Paving

Board are about two years in receipt of taxes for it Former poor law guardian, Peter

Moore, also testified against the Paving Board claiming that his neighbourhood of James’s

Street and Thomas Street “has been latterly kept in a most filthy and disgraceful state,” and

though he and many of his neighbours wrote to the Paving Commissioners to clean up the

area and threatened to suspend their tax payments, “they gave him no answer to his

letter”*®’
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The Paving Commissioners and their officers were quick to defend themselves in

the face of accusations. In 1833, Smyth agreed that many o f Dublin’s streets may have

been dirty and unsavoury, but he explained that the Paving Board was doing all it could:

Complaints have been frequently and justly made of nuisance in several o f the 
lanes and narrow streets, from the deposit of night soil and human ordure o f the 
most offensive description, notwithstanding that those places are scavenged every 
day, generally early in the morning, and in many instances a second time in the 
same day.

He further insisted that in many o f the dirty areas, the commissioners could not bear sole 

responsibility;

They have in many instances attempted remedies, but without success: 
nuisance carts, with bells, have been sent at an early hour, say eight o’clock in 
summer, and nine in winter, through these streets in the impoverished districts of 
Dublin; printed notices having been served on almost all the inhabitants o f the 
determination on the part of the Paving Board, in order to induce the inhabitants 
to deposit those offensive nuisances, which are generally thrown into the streets, 
in the Paving Board carts; but such a total apathy prevails on their part that it 
rendered it totally useless, and no power exists under their law of compelling 
them.̂ ^̂

Smyth was adamant that until public privies were built, there could be no remedy to this 

situation.

The secretaiy o f the Paving Board, John Reilly, was a vigorous defender o f the 

establishment. At an 1847 inquest into the functions and efficacy o f Dublin Corporation 

and the other civic bodies, Reilly claimed that the Paving Board was limited in the 

improvements it could effect due to its distinct lack o f statutory powers: the Paving 

Commissioners were “under the impression that sewerage is necessary every where in the 

city, but their powers [were] insufficient for making it.” '™ In truth, their operations were 

limited: they could assess how much the sewers would cost, build them on their own 

authority, and charge the street’s inhabitants for the costs, but they seldom got paid the
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money owed to them nor do they have any power to force payments. As such, “a very 

large balance is due to the Board at present.”*’*

Officers of the Paving Board did not stand alone in their defence, and support and 

sympathy came from other sources. In 1821, a guide book on Dublin explained that 

though the paving taxes were high, “[n]o city in Europe can boast o f  better pavement or 

more commodious flagged-ways, while it is well lighted by 6,000 lamps, distributed in the 

most judicious manner in every part o f the city.”*’  ̂After the reform o f  the Paving Board in 

1827, Michael McKenna lauded the Paving Board as Dublin’s most reliable body and 

insisted that it “should be empowered to do the business and duties o f the Pipe Water 

Office, and also to do the business and duties of that part of the Ballast Board charged with 

the internal regulations o f the city, and also to do the duties o f the Wide Street 

Commissioners.” *’  ̂Poor law guardian Thomas Willis also spoke well o f the Paving Board, 

claiming that scavengers were “incessantly at work in streets occupied by the poor” and 

that they swept the streets of St. Michan’s daily, even on Sundays, but that the situation 

was so bad that it made no difference.*’'* And Aldridge, in writing a review o f Dublin’s 

sanitary situation, argued that many places outside o f Dublin were worse off. He 

maintained that Dublin’s streets might have been difficult to keep clean due to the 

macadam,

but any one who has experienced the annoyance and injury to clothing produced 
by the black mud generated by the detrition o f the whin-paved streets o f Glasgow, 
will not be inclined to prefer it to the calcareous and easily-removable mud of 
Dublin streets. *̂ ^

Moreover, he insisted that although Dublin’s sewers were old and poorly constructed, the 

ones in Westminster, “in the opinion of competent persons, are not much better.”*’^
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Aldridge commiserated with the Paving Board that it did not have proper powers to keep 

the city cleaner; “But the [Paving] Commissioners are not to blame for this; it is the law 

which throws, at once, the whole expense of building the part of the sewer opposite his 

dwelling upon the occupier, although his term may expire in a year.” ’̂^

One of the most interesting aspects of the Paving Board, and perhaps its most 

damning feature, was the fact that while other pre-reform bodies got along fairly well with 

Dublin Corporation, the Paving Board never did. For decades they had been composed 

essentially of the same type of men, i.e. respectable Protestant professionals and gentry, the 

Paving Board and Dublin Corporation were never able to cooperate. Prior to the 1840s, 

the Paving Board and the common council’s struggles to control overlapping jurisdictions 

seem to have transcended any religious or political affinity.

One of the most important clashes occurred in 1824. The Paving Board was in 

charge of Dublin’s streets, while the corporation was in charge of the water supply, which 

gave rise to the “ludicrous situation” where the corporation needed the permission of the 

Paving Board to break up the streets in order to install or repair its pipes. Once the 

required work was completed, the Paving Board would repair the street at the corporation’s 

expense. In March of 1824, the Pipe Water Committee went to another contactor for an 

estimate on the cost of repairing the streets. Laurence Commons informed the Pipe Water 

Committee that it could be done for eight pence per square year, which was two thirds less

179than the price charged by the Paving Board.

A letter was immediately sent to the Paving Commissioners, informing them of 

Commons’ estimate. But they never responded, hence the Pipe Water Committee 

“considered a memorial to the Lord Lieutenant on the subject, as the only means left.”’ '̂’ 

The memorial was sent out at the end of March, and it underscored the fact that “it was
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never in the contemplation of the legislature, that the commissioners o f paving should take 

advantage of the Corporation and charge them more than what the actual expense of said 

work amounted to.” *̂* Having received no response from the Paving Board, the Pipe 

Water Committee, “trusting in your excellency’s well known justice and activity,” asked 

the Lord Lieutenant to “cause these matters to be enquired into,” *̂̂  An enquiry was indeed 

set up, and this is what led to the reformation of the Paving Board in 1827.

However, conflict between the two bodies did not stop there, and in the 1830s 

disputes over the city’s fountains continued. By 1833, the Paving Board had erected close 

to one hundred f o un ta in s , bu t  the supply to most was intermittent, and the Paving Board 

often complained to the corporation about the lack of water to them.^*'* Smyth protested 

that they were “at the mercy of the Pipe Water Committee,” and despite his efforts to get 

water from another source, he “found it impossible to get a good supply.” *̂̂  In response to 

accusations of water shortages, the corporation claimed that the city’s water works had not 

been set up to accommodate both the city and the fountains.**^ Moreover, the corporation 

swung the tables and accused the Paving Board of erecting too many fountains and 

“without the consent of the Pipe Water Committee or their principal officer,” *̂’ insinuating 

that any shortage of water was the Paving Board’s fault. Smyth adamantly denied this 

claim and, citing the minute books as proof, swore “in no instance has a fountain been 

erected without the assent of the Pipe Water Committee.” *̂̂  A member of the Common 

Council, James Scarlett, revealed that during the recent cholera scare, “there were 

complaints made to the Pipe Water Committee that the poor were not sufficiently supplied
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at the fountains,” because the supply was “interrupted by the carts o f  the Paving Board

taking water in the middle o f the day for watering the streets

Not surprisingly, with corporate reform in 1841, relations between the Paving

Board and Dublin Corporation did not improve, especially over the matters o f water.

Before the new councillors had even warmed their seats, the secretary o f the Paving Board

sent the corporation “several lengthy communications [. . .] urging the necessity o f the

corporation giving a settlement o f their accounts to the board.” ‘̂ ° The corporation, for its

part, did not reply to the communication, which infuriated the Paving Board. In their 1842

report to the Lord Lieutenant, the Paving Commissioners fumed;

The well known indifference to public opinion imparted to the late corporation 
and the impunity enjoyed by them in the infraction of their Municipal obligations 
would account for the signal failure of our efforts to recomplish [5/c] any 
improvement fi'om them; but we are at a loss to find a similar apology for the 
corporate Body recently instituted from whom we sought redress and failed to 
obtain it, or even to receive the courtesy of a reply to our solicitation.^^*

Alderman James Egan informed one of the Paving Commissioners that the corporation had

not responded to the letter because it “was aware” that the commissioners were “trying to

get the management of the Pipe Water and had addressed the government on the matter on

the matter,” so Egan “had recommended to the Pipe Water Committee not to answer any

letter that might be written as they might commit themselves by doing so.”'^^ It was not a

promising start.

Egan was o f course right: from 1842 the Paving Commissioners made an annual 

request to the Lord Lieutenant that the Paving Board be granted the corporation’s water 

r i g h t s . I t  did not like paying £150 for the water supply to fountains when the 

corporation continually failed to supply the requisite amount/^'^ and it did not enjoy being 

at the mercy o f the corporation. Many times Reilly wrote to the Pipe Water Committee,

Freeman’s Journal, 30 December 1841.
CSO-RP, 1845, O 7352, Paving Board Annual Report 1842.
Ibid.
CSO-RP 1845 0  7352 This folder contains the Paving Board’s 1842, 1844, and 1845 Annual Reports. 

’'^Ibid. ’

104



“complaining of the insufficiency of s u p p l y , Paving Commissioners conveyed

to the Lord Lieutenant “the nature of our embarrassments in the relation in which we stand

towards the Pipe Water Committee.”*̂  ̂ In its 1847 report, the Paving Board again urged

the transfer of water rights and highlighted the recent recommendations made by the Royal

Commission on the Health of Towns:

The combination of these two [sewerage and water], with the paving and the 
cleansing of tovms, including their suburbs, and placed under the same authority, 
is strongly recommended by the committee, who recommended that the executive 
operations be controlled and supervised by paid officers appointed by the 
government/^^

The next three annual reports continued to recommend that the Pipe Water Committee’s 

powers be transferred to the Paving Board. However the corporation was just as guilty of 

seeking to usurp the Paving Board’s powers. The city council voted unanimously in May 

1842 that such boards as the Paving Board be transferred to the c o r p o r a t i o n i t  later 

petitioned the Lord Lieutenant on the ma t t e r , a n d  from 1846 until 1849 it promoted 

numerous bills all local b o a r d s . W i t h  both bodies looking to appropriate each other’s 

duties, it created an atmosphere of suspicion and distrust.

The Paving Board and Dublin Corporation treated each other with little respect 

and there appeared to be no efforts made to bring about cooperation or understanding. 

Within the reformed corporation’s first year, it defaulted on a payment of £50 to the Paving 

Board for the upkeep of the pavement around Stephen’s Green. Rather than discussing it 

with the Paving Board, a letter from Reilly was referred to the corporation’s legal counsel 

who, upon studying the various acts, determined that the corporation was indeed “liable to 

the aforesaid charge of £50 per annum Irish currency for pavement around Stephens

Please see for example: Reilly to Dickinson, 5 August 1843 and 26 September 1843, Paving Board Letter 
Books.

CSO-RP, 1845, O 7352, Paving Board Annual Report 1842.
For more information on the Royal Commission on the Health of Towns, please see Chapter V.

I®* CSO-RP, 1847, O 6352, Paving Board Annual Report 1847,
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 2 May 1842. For more information on this topic, please see Chapter

Third Report of the Special Committee on the amendment of the Municipal Act and Local Taxation, 
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 10 January 1843.

Please see Chapter III.
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Green. When the Lord Mayor once asked “to have the flagging of a Fish Market

opening in Pill Lane replaced,” Reilly replied that “the passage [was] represented as

private property inclosed [sic] by gates and therefore not in charge of this Board,

Similarly, when the Lord Mayor complained of a nuisance in Coles Lane Market, Reilly

responded that “the nuisance proceeds from the Slaughter House which the commissrs. are

not empowered to take cognisance of The Paving Board was also known to scold the

corporation for opening streets without first getting permission: “I am directed to request

that no fiirther opening be made in any of the public ways without a Licence first had and

obtained except in cases of accidental fires or the bursting of a pipe.” ”̂̂

The Paving Board, along with its other duties, was responsible for watering the

streets of Dublin. However, there was limited water available for this purpose, so in 1842

the Paving Commissioners tried to secure their own supply from the Grrand Canal. The

Pipe water Committee quashed this hope, and its secretary. Sir Drury Jones Dickinson,

informed the commissioners, “with respect to the Grand Canal Company to give any

supply from the Canal, [I] am directed to state, that the committee are advised that doing so

might be prejudicial to the rights of the Corporation.” ®̂̂ By the late 1840s, water

shortages for street watering were especially dire, and Reilly was compelled to write to the

corporation explaining that they were

finding it scarcely possible to accomplish the operation of watering the public 
carriage ways so as to afford general satisfaction to the inhabitants, owing to the 
difficulty of procuring in adequate abundance a service of water fit or suitable for 
the purpose.

He suggested that perhaps the “several fire plugs might be more available under suitable 

regulations in yielding a supply,” since they were under the impression that the city’s water

2 Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 13 December 1842.
Reilly to the Lord Mayor, 10 December 1842, Paving Board Letter Books. 
Reilly to the Lord Mayor, 11 August 1843, Paving Board Letter Books. 
Reilly to Dickinson, 14 December 1844, Paving Board Letter Books. 
CSO-RP, 1845, O 7352.
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works had been improved enough to warrant this use.^°’ To justify their claim, Reilly 

warned that cholera was spreading westward through Europe and complained that the 

water that they used from the Liffey for watering the streets, with “impurities that pass into 

it, cannot fail to produce a contrary effect and probably would serve as an active vehicle or 

conductor in the spread or progress of the disease .

The Pipe Water committee was, however, unmoved and felt affronted that the 

Paving Board thought it knew about the cholera before the corporation did. In a letter to 

Reilly, Dickinson requested that the Paving Board send a list of the exact streets it was 

having problems in procuring enough water to cleanse. As for the cholera, Dickinson was 

indignant; “I beg leave to state for the information of the Commissioners that the Pipe 

Water Committee were perfectly alive to the matter [of the cholera] before the receipt of 

your letter.” He explained that during the hot weather, the Pipe Water Committee was 

having the poorer districts flooded and washed once a day. Dickinson then proceeded not 

so subtly to tell the Paving Board that the corporation had the matter under control and that 

it need not be concerned: “you will perceive the Pipe Water Committee have been

efficiently and silently serving their fellow citizens in localities where cleanliness is most 

needed.”̂ ”̂

Councillor Charles P. Gavin, a member of the Pipe Water Committee, also wrote 

a letter to the Paving Commissioners, remonstrating with them for attempting to get control 

of all the city’s fireplugs when there were enough fountains set aside for street watering. 

Though Gavin insisted that he and his committee were “anxious to correct any real 

inconvenienrpg if the Commissioners experience any the Pipe Water Committee desired to 

be informed where it was that any deficiency with supply existed; [. . .] they were desirous

Letter from John Reilly to Sir Drury Jones Dickinson, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 22 September 
1848,

Ibid.
Letter from Sir Drury Jones Dickinson to John Reilly, Dublin Municipal Coimcil Minutes, 22 September 

1848,
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of discovering this heretofore unheard of circumstances.” *̂® However, because the Paving 

Board had not cited specifically where deficiencies existed, Gavin explained that the Pipe 

Water Committee was completely relieved of any doubts “as regards the efficiency o f the 

supply o f water.” *̂* Doubting that the Paving Commissioners motives were pure, Gavin 

explained that the Pipe Water Committee would not give them “the unrestricted right to 

access and use o f all the fire plugs” because “it is not necessary,” and “because doing so 

might lead to the greatest possible inconvenience to the citizens, whose property the Pipe 

Water Estate is.” *̂̂  With regards the approaching cholera, Gavin argued that “the Pipe 

Water Committee have long previous to your communication, been seriously engaged in 

considering the best means of cleansing the much neglected and filthy streets o f several 

districts of our city,” *̂̂  implying that the Paving Board was not as concerned about the 

approach o f cholera as the corporation was.

This example illustrates how unwilling the two bodies were to work together. 

Legally, the Paving Board was responsible for street watering and cleansing, but it had no 

control over the water supply. With the corporation having targeted the Paving Board 

several times, perhaps the Paving Commissioners’ request for unlimited access to the fire 

plugs was just a ruse to gain some sort of control over the city’s water supply. At the same 

time, as we will see later, Dublin’s water supply by the 1840s was excessively bad; it was 

impure, intermittent and had low pressure, so perhaps the Paving Board was justified in 

asking for better water access. More importantly, the corporation had no jurisdiction over 

the city streets, yet Gavin’s letter indicated that the corporation was busy cleansing the 

poorer areas o f Dublin, meaning that both bodies were cleaning Dublin’s streets without 

consultation with one another. The corporation was spending money it did not have on 

responsibilities it did not have.

Letter from Pipe Water Committee to the Commissioners of Paving, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 
22 September 1848. [emphasis theirs]

Ibid.



Neither was the Paving Board ever noted for taking the high road. In the autumn 

of 1848, the Dublin Sanitary Association, a largely Protestant o rg a n is a tio n ,to o k  it upon 

itself to enquire into the state o f Dublin’s water supply. Its first step in evaluating the 

situation was a request made to the Paving Board for information on Dublin’s water 

supply, and in reply it was given a report condemning the corporation’s management o f the 

city’s water supply. They complained that water was intermittent and that the mains were 

unevenly distributed throughout the city; they also accused the Pipe Water Department o f 

misappropriating funds, claiming that since 1841 £14,000 of the pipe water rents were 

spent on other corporate matters. They also accused the corporation o f neglecting the 

poorer areas o f Dublin.

The Pipe Water Committee, outraged by the Paving Commissioners accusations, 

angrily responded to the criticisms in a public pamphlet. The response, authored by 

Dickinson, accused the Paving Commissioners of purposely and unjustly trying to vilify 

the corporation.^^^ In its defence, Dickinson stated that the poor were very well provided 

for as there were 73 fountains in Dublin, 56 of which had a continuous supply and 17 an 

intermittent one, '̂"^ and that this supply was “greater than the entire supply for the poor in 

England -  afforded in its great towns, including even London, by all its pumps and 

fountains put together.”^̂ * As well, Dickinson believed that since the law did not state that 

the Corporation was required to provide a constant supply of water, then it was not 

chargeable with neglect.^^^ Moreover, if the residents in such parishes as St. Michan’s were 

not using the water provided, which Dickinson assured was adequate, then that was not of 

their concern: “the Corporation are only accountable for the supply o f water; it is for them

For more information on the Dublin Sanitary association, please see Chapters IV and V.
^'^CSO-RP, 1848, H 10451.

® The Report o f  the Pipe Water Committee in Reply to the Charges Contained in a Report, Signed by John 
Reilly, Secretary to the Paving Board, Dated October, 1848, and Addressed to John Aldridge and John 
Nalty, Esqrs. Honorary Secretaries to the Dublin Sanatary [sic] Association (Dublin: Richard Nethercott, 
1,^48), 3. \HerQaltei Reply to Paving Board]

Ibid., 4.



[the Corporation] to give the supply -  it is for the people to use it, they cannot compel the

220 . • . • 
use of it.” And while Dickinson did admit that a better water supply was needed and was

being sought by the corporation,^^‘ he did not feel it was justified for the Paving Board to

vilify them

in order that the public may condemn their own representatives in the 
municipal council, and thereby perhaps insure the placing into responsible 
hands o f the paving Commissioners further powers over the affairs o f this 
city, already plundered by taxation, placed in incompetent but self-sufficient 
hands, and that where the supply of water for the poor and for the inhabitants 
far exceeds the supply given in London, there is no just grounds o f complaint 
against the Corporation.

With regard to the “misappropriation” of funds, Dickinson claimed that this money had

gone towards debts incurred by the previous corporation which legal counsel had informed

them was permissible. He concluded by reiterating once again that the water situation in

Dublin, while not ideal, was much better than in England and that the “Paving

Commissioners have been always an irresponsible body,” and that the dirty state o f Dublin

was above all due to them.^^"*

Therefore, the Paving Board was in a weak position by the late 1840s.

Throughout its history it had been dissolved and reformed several times due to apparent

corruption and mismanagement; it extracted too much taxation, while it did not seem able

to perform adequately the heavy demands of the city. This was partially due to the fact

that it had restricted powers; it could not build sewers without the (seldom received)

permission o f resident householders and it had no control over the water supply vital to its

street cleansing and fountain provision. Most importantly, it had a long-standing

antagonistic relationship with the city council. While Dublin Corporation disliked many

aspects of the Ballast Board, WSC, and grand jury, it did not have to  deal with them on a

220 t u - j  -Ibid., 7.
In 1849, the Corporation ordered Parke Neville to determine how far the Royal Canal was capable of 

fording a supply of water to the city. 
to Paving Board, 15-16.
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regular basis. The corporation and Paving Board’s overlapping duties meant that they 

worked against each other rather than with each other. It was administratively a very 

inefficient situation and neither body could perform optimally while they had to confront 

each other.

Poor Law Guardians

The evolution o f the poor law guardians stands apart from the histories o f  

Dublin’s other local governing bodies. Firstly, most o f Dublin’s statutory bodies had 

existed in some form for several generations at least; in contrast, the poor law guardians 

were an entirely new concept that emerged in the reform-driven 1830s. Secondly, all o f 

Dublin’s statutory boards were either government-appointed or self-electing, whereas the 

poor law guardians were democratically elected authorities. As a result, no one group 

could claim a monopoly o f the poor law. annual elections for poor law guardianship meant 

that all parties had to campaign on an even playing field for positions. Moreover, while the 

establishment o f Dublin’s five statutory boards had not been problematic or highly 

politicised, the creation o f the Irish poor law was an extremely controversial event.

Two successive episodes of dearth and subsequent government reports on the 

condition o f the poor in Ireland^^^ had helped establish in the minds o f  government the 

extent o f Ireland’s poverty problems, and English public opinion was certainly in favour of 

an Irish poor law; ratepayers were tired of supporting thousands o f poverty-stricken Irish 

who immigrated every year and several petitions were sent to parliament demanding that 

Irish wealth be responsible for Irish poor.^^^ There was also a general belief that lessening 

poverty and suffering in Ireland would help appease the people and that a contented Ireland

Ibid., 69-75. Ireland suffered from famine in 1816-1819 and in 1822. In 1819 a Select Committee looked 
into “the State of Disease and Condition of the Labouring Poor in Ireland,” in 1823 another Select Committee 
investigated the “Employment of Poor in Ireland,” and in 1830 a committee headed by Thomas Spring Rice 
examined the Irish poverty problem. ^

Ibid., 76. The People and the Poor LaM! in Century Ireland (Littlehampton: The
Women’s Education Bureau, 1987), 23.
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would be easier to govern that a miserable one.^^^ After rejecting Archbishop Whatley’s 

suggestions for a type o f Poor Law,^^^ Prime Minister John Russell asked George Nicholls, 

an English Poor Law Commissioners, to visit Ireland and suggest his own ideas. He 

recommended a system similar to the British poor law system, including poor law unions 

with boards o f guardians as local administrators but English poor law commissioners 

would oversee the entire operation. While he insisted that private charity should not stop, 

he did suggest that a poor rate be levied. However, in order to appease Irish property 

owners, he recommended that the rates be levied on occupiers; in England, it was property 

owners who were solely responsible for paying poor rates.^^^ Despite Irish protests,^^® on 

31 July 1838 the Poor Relief (Ireland) Act received royal assent.^^^

Under the terms o f the new act, Ireland was divided up into 122 poor law unions 

each headed by a board of guardians, and the entire system was supervised by the British 

poor law commissioners who set up a Dublin office. The over-riding theory o f deterrence 

was the basis for the new workhouse system: each poor law union would have a

workhouse which was meant to be so miserable that no man or his family would want to 

abide there. In order to defray the costs of the workhouses, a new system of valuation was 

established and a poor law rate levied on all occupiers. Also, in a radical departure for 

government, elections for two-thirds o f the places on the poor law boards were established, 

the remaining one third being ex-officio magistrates.^^^ The guardians were responsible for 

running the workhouses and administering indoor relief, but they were subject to the

Crossman, op. cit., 44.
Burke, op. cit., 30-34. Frederick W. Powell, The Politics o f  Irish Social Policy 1600-1990 (New York: 

Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), 77-79.
Ibid., 88-89.
Irish landlords and fanners for the most part opposed the bill, and institutions such as the Mendicity 

Institute in Dublin preferred voluntary relief; however, Nationalist and Catholic opinion was divided. The 
Irish MPs at Westminster were largely opposed because they felt that Ireland could not afford to implement 
its terms, some felt aid should be restricted to the sick and infirm as opposed to the able-bodied poor, and 
others were against the whole idea of state-supported charity. O’Connell waffled between supporting and 
denouncing the bill, until finally when it became clear that Irish public opinion was decidedly opposed, he 
officially sided with the opponents. Powell, op. c it, 90-93. Burke, op. cit., 44-46.
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direction and control of the Poor Law Com m issioners.The poor law guardians had to 

get permission from the commissioners to appoint or remove officers, their minutes had to 

be forwarded to Dublin (later London) each week, and a poor law inspector called around 

to each union twice a year to ensure that all rules were being obeyed. The Poor Law 

Commissioners also wielded the power to dissolve poor law boards and to appoint paid 

vice-guardians to do the work instead.

Because the poor law boards were comprised of both elected and ex-officio 

members, the poor law system was seen as “more representative” of the interests of

235  * •ratepayers. This, coupled with the partisan reputation of the Irish grand juries, meant 

that almost all new local government powers after 1840 went to the poor law guardians. 

Many duties formerly belonging to the grand juries were also generally transferred to the 

poor law guardians, and by the 1880s, other than poor relief, they were responsible in 

varying degrees for sanitation, public health, district dispensaries, pollution, vagrancy, 

orphanages, and superannuating.However it is also important to note that one of the 

reasons that the government felt inclined to place such large responsibilities on these poor

* • 238law guardians was because of the supervisory power of Poor Law Commissioners.

The importance of the poor law guardians in the history of local government 

cannot be overstated. Poor law unions were political bodies which exercised a 

considerable amount of power and were an important element in the urban political 

structure.^^^ Like corporations, they were battlegrounds for party conflict; poor law 

guardians dealt with a considerable amount of taxation, had important responsibilities, and 

made significant decisions about people’s lives, and their decisions were not immune to 

party considerations. Part of the political appeal and power came from the fact that poor 

Ibid, 46.
P.J. Meghen, “The Development of Irish Local GovQxmaevi.” Administration, Vin (1960), 337.

236 op. cit., 39.
McDonagh, op. cit., 180.
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law unions levied a considerable tax. Throughout the 1840s the South Dublin Union spent 

a growing amount of money on poor relief in 1840 it had a budget o f  £12,732, by 1850, 

this had risen to £20,305;^'*“ in 1855 the South Dublin Union levied £35,929 and the North 

Dublin Union £32,929. At a time when total the total taxation levied in the city was 

£200,000, the poor law guardians were in effect controlling one third o f  Dublin’s public 

revenue.^" '̂ The English poor law was influenced by party politics, and during the yearly 

elections, candidates would present themselves as Tories or l i b e r a l s . T h e  poor law also 

became a vehicle for party domination or compensation for exclusion from other areas 

such as police commissions or corporations. For example, in Salford in 1840 most o f the 

poor law guardians were liberals, and they made a show of dismissing the Tory overseer.^"*  ̂

In Leeds and Leicester, the Tories used the poor law boards as compensation for expulsion 

from the c o rp o ra tio n s .D erek  Fraser has argued that “wherever local political rivalry was 

intense the poor law was likely to become a vehicle for party c o n t e s t s . D u b l i n  proved 

to be no exception.

Due to its size, two poor law unions were established in Dublin which comprised

both the city and part o f the adjacent Co. Dublin; one was entitled the South Dublin Union

and the other the North Dublin Union. The first election to the boards took place on 25

March 1841, and as expected, they were highly politicised events. Other poor law elections

had already taken place in many Irish unions, and the results had dramatically favoured

repealers. In the House o f Lords, one member asked “for the appointment o f a select

committee to inquire into certain elections o f poor law guardians” because he believed that

in most o f the counties in Ireland the Roman priests had exercised a most undue 
influence in those elections. He had an immense mass of evidence, which he 
should be prepared to lay before their lordships if they would grant him the 
committee, proving that, with regard to 19 of the counties in Ireland, this

Burke, op. cit., 143.
2 4 2  Municipal Council Minutes, 16 January 1857.
2 4 3  Fraser, op. cit., 60-61.

Ibid., 66.
2,5 ^ id ., 50, 73.

Ibid., 74.
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influence had been successfully exercised in procuring the election of the 
nominees of priests, to the exclusion of those who were connected with the landed 
interest and the property of Ireland.

The poor law commissioners were aware of the political nature of the recent elections, and

prior to Dublin’s election, they published a report expressing “regret that much excitement

and party feeling should have been exhibited in some instances” and that

there has been enough of political and religious partisanship displayed in the 
election of Guardians in several districts to warrant, and indeed to call for, our 
most earnest depreciation of any such party feeling in carrying out a measure so 
entirely unconnected with anything approximating to party question of any kind 
as is the Irish Poor Law; the sole object of which is the relief o f the destitute” '̂*̂

In order to prevent party feelings from influencing future election results, with regards to

the Dublin City elections, the poor law commissioners ordered,

that neither the returning officer nor any persons employed in distributing or 
collecting the voting papers, or otherwise executing this order, shall canvas the 
voters for any candidate, or do anything, except such matters as are hereby 
required to be done, by which the return of any candidate or class of candidates, 
may be influenced. '̂**

A circular was distributed throughout Dublin prior to the March election asking 

Dubliners “not to consider this Election in a party or sectarian l i g h t . I n s t e a d ,  the leaflet 

reminded people that they should elect men who have character, respectability, humanity, 

and charity, and not to elect ones who were connected directly or indirectly with the city or 

county grand jury. Wide Streets Commissioners, Pipe Water Committee, Public Works, 

roads or other men “notoriously known to be JOBBERS.”^̂ ” Additionally, the leaflet 

pointed out that twenty-two ex-qfficio officers had already been appointed and many were 

grand jurors or city aldermen, while only one was Catholic. Hence, with so many poor 

law guardians already connected with the grand jury and the corporation, and with it being

247 ^^^s-Letter, 6 July 1840.
Sixth Annual Report o f  the Poor Law Commissioners; With Appendices A.B.&C. So Far as the Same 

Relate to the Administration o f  the Irish Poor Relief A ct (London; W. Clowes and Sons, 1840), 3-4.
Instructional circulars and forms issued by the board under the Irish Poor Rehef Act, Appendix A  No. 1, 

Sixth Annual Report o f  the Poor Law Commissioners; With Appendices A.B. &C. So Far as the Same Relate 
^ojhe Administration o f  the Irish Poor Relief A ct (London: W. Clowes and Sons, 1840), 46.

An Inhabitant of the City, An Enemy to Jobbing, Valuable Hints fo r  Voters at the Approaching Election 
for North & South Dublin Unions, [n.d.], 1.
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“perfectly well known, that Grand Jurors, and other City and County public men, have 

been very liberal as to salaries to public officers hitherto,” the leaflet asked Dublin to 

“[p]ut aside creed, sect, and politics [because] [a] matter o f pounds, shillings, and pence is 

in question.

However, despite best intentions, the poor law elections were, and continued to 

be, power struggles between two parties,^^^ and the resuhs o f Dublin’s first poor law 

election overwhelmingly favoured liberals and Catholics. In all o f  Ireland, with the 

exception o f Ulster, Catholics dominated the poor law boards.^^"* With this first liberal- 

Catholic electoral victory, there was perhaps less surprise when seven months later, they 

too came out ahead in the corporation elections. After the October 1841 election, the 

Times reported:

What was to be anticipated on this score in municipal affairs has already been 
largely exemplified in the election of poor law guardians in Ireland, where the 
members of sundry boards have been invidiously and exclusively chosen from 
one religious sect and from one political party.

Consequently, while the reformed Dublin Corporation was at odds with the grand jury.

Ballast Board, WSC, and most especially the Paving Commissioners, it had allies in the

poor law guardians. Due to similar election processes and the liberal-Catholic majority in

Dublin, the poor law guardians and Dublin Corporation were essentially composed o f the

same men. Throughout the forties, every year at least twelve city councilmen were also

poor law guardians, and city council meetings were set up to accommodate this overlap. In

December o f 1841, city council meetings were switched from Wednesdays to Tuesdays

because the “Board o f Guardians of the North Union met on Wednesdays, and, as many

252 t u j  ^,  Ibid., 3.
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members of the council were poor law guardians, [. . .] the interests o f the poor would be 

sadly neglected if [this] motion were not carried.”^̂ ^

Rather than resenting the poor law guardians’ mounting responsibilities, Dublin 

Corporation noticeably sympathised with them, and the two bodies often united to fight 

greater causes. In 1841, an inquiry took place into the high mortality o f  children in the 

North Dublin Union workhouse, where it was determined that the child death rate from 

May 1840 until May 1841 was 63%.^^^ Obviously shocked by these results, a letter was 

forwarded to Lord Mayor Daniel O ’Connell, signed by hundreds o f Dubliners, alerting him 

to these devastating f i n d i n g s . I n  response, O’Connell organised an open meeting in the 

Round Room o f the Mansion House “to take the matters stated in the requisition into 

consideration.”^̂ ^

The meeting was held on 7 December, and while many poor law guardians

attended, the poor law commissioners did not: assistant poor law commissioner Richard

Hall sent a letter stating that the facts were “not sufficiently brought out to be discussed at

a public meeting. However, instead of remonstrating the poor law guardians for this

appalling death rate, O ’Connell defended them. He assured the attendants that he had

visited the workhouse and that

he was enabled to say, and he cheerfully did so, that nothing that the guardians 
could do was omitted for the comfort of the people. Great cleanliness and great 
attention was the result of the care of those who had the supervision o f the 
house.̂ ^̂

It was decided that the problem with the North Dublin Union was not the guardians but the 

British commissioners who, “whenever they interfered [. . .] it was only to spoil whatever

Freeman’s Journal, 16 December 1841.
Evening Mail, 3 December 1841.

Pfeeman ’s Journal, 6 December 1841.
26
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good effect might possibly be e x p e c t e d . A  committee was then established of both poor

law guardians and city council members to see to a resolution of the North Dubhn Union’s

problem. In a later pamphlet, Thomas Willis, a North Dublin Union poor law guardian

himself, looked into the high death rate in the workhouse and determined

that the alleged excessive mortality, stated to exist amongst the children [in the 
NDU], was very much exaggerated; and that deaths amongst them were not 
greater than the same class furnished outside the workhouse, and not more than 
might be expected from the state of the destitution and wretchedness in which the 
mothers of infants were when seeking admission.^^^

Rather than specifically defending the North Dublin Union, Willis was basically

highlighting that Dublin in general had an appalling child mortality rate.

Dublin Corporation and the poor law guardians united again in 1843 when the

government proposed to alter the poor law act. The new bill purported to exempt

occupiers of property from the poor rate if they were rated less than £4 a year and instead

made the property owners responsible for it, which would ultimately disenfranchise many

lower class Catholic and liberal voting Irishmen. The bill also sought to increase the

number of ex-officio officers from one third to one-half of the board,^^”* extending further

* 265powers to the commissioners and diminishing those of the guardians. The Freeman’s 

Journal characterised it as “the direct attempt made to annihilate popular control and 

establish executive despotism.”^̂  ̂ In protest, a meeting of the citizens of Dublin was held 

on 28 April 1843, headed by the Lord Mayor, George Roe. Once again, poor law 

guardians, city council members, and other concerned Dubliners attended to unite against 

the bill. Reynolds, both a poor law guardian and city councillor, sneered that, “instead of a 

bill for the effectual relief of the destitute poor in Ireland, it ought to be termed a bill o f

• 267pains and penalties for their more effectual oppression.” Together, they drew up a
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petition against the bill and appointed a committee to follow its progress, but to no avail, as 

the bill received Royal assent that summer. However, while the conservatives did increase 

their representation on the board of guardians in Dublin, the Catholics maintained a 

majority and Dublin Corporation maintained a civic ally.

While the efficacy and competence of the other boards has been scrutinised, this is 

not the place to question the poor law system. It was designed to accommodate 80,000,^^^ 

when in reality room for 2,385,000 was needed to aid Ireland’s poor.^^^ Moreover, it was 

never meant to deal with a crisis, and just when the unions were finally functioning, 

Ireland was hit by the Famine. However, in the era of the 1840s, where the reformed 

Dublin Corporation was new, inexperienced, and antagonistic towards the other civic 

bodies, the poor law guardians were the one group that Dublin Corporation did not resent, 

suspect, or covet.

In 1846, Dublin Corporation began the official process o f seeking the legal 

dissolution o f most o f Dublin’s civic boards, and the reformers argued that change was 

needed for four main reasons. Firstly, Dublin’s taxation was excessive; sixteen separate 

taxes meant that there were countless collectors and clerks doing effectively the same 

overlapping jobs. By consolidating boards such as the Paving Board, the WSC, and the 

term grand jury with the corporation, it would decrease the numbers o f collectors and 

clerks, and thus lower taxes. Secondly, many of these local administrative bodies were 

often incompetent and were not delivering the quality o f service expected o f them. 

Complaints abounded o f the poor service provided by the Paving Board, the Wide Streets 

Commission was not a representative body, and the grand jury was known to be corrupt 

and wastefiil o f  public funds. Thirdly, in an era of growing democracy and representative 

government, the self-elected and government-appointed bodies were an affront to Whig 

principles. Dublin liberals were tired o f seeing only Anglicans and conservatives in



positions o f power and argued that bodies which wielded such authority and commanded 

such high levels o f taxation should be elected by the ratepayers. The Paving Board and the 

WSC were both government-appointed bodies, the grand juries were chosen by the High 

Sheriff who was also a government appointee, and the Ballast Board’s constitution 

rendered it a self-perpetuating body. Lastly, the early Victorian period was a period o f 

growing decentralisation and increasing local autonomy; across the UK, corporations were 

becoming the ultimate local authorities and government-appointed boards became 

obsolete. If cities such as Glasgow, Liverpool, and Belfast were consolidating all o f  their 

administrative duties under the jurisdiction of the corporations, then Dublin rightly 

expected the same privilege.
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CHAPTER III; THE SECOND CYCLE OF CORPORATE

REFORM. 1S47-1S51

It was not long after the Irish corporations were first reformed that the question o f 

extending corporate reform arose. As previously indicated, the terms o f 3&4 Viet., cap. 

108 and 109 were useful for reconstituting the Dublin City council and for enfranchising a 

large number o f Catholic Dubliners, but its actual provisions as far as endowing the 

corporation with enhanced powers were extremely limited. With the various civic duties in 

Dublin being divided between the city term grand jury, Paving Board, Wide-Street 

Commissioners, Police Commissioners, Poor Law Guardians, and the Ballast Board, there 

were was in reality little left for Dublin Corporation to do. Moreover, with Dublin lacking 

any main over-arching body and inheriting strong local political rivalries, the various 

bodies carried out improvements with little cooperation or coordination; it was 

unquestionably a case o f “too many cooks spoiling the soup.” In addition, with each body 

requiring its own tax, Dubliners were also paying very high taxes compared to most British 

and Irish cities for these substandard services. As local doctor stated, Dublin was 

“notoriously the worst sewered, lighted, cleansed and watered city in the empire, and about 

the highest tax ed .S o m eth in g  needed to be done.

This chapter will examine what was finally done to rectify Dublin’s overlapping 

administrative bodies and massive tax burden, and the process of reform that took place in 

Dublin from 1847 to 1849. During this short period, no less than nine bills relating to the 

improvement o f Dublin were lodged in parliament. Due to the considerable quantity o f 

bills and their various trajectories, each year will be analysed separately; the legislation 

which ultimately resulted in the 1849 act was a culmination o f a three year process. A 

chronological reconstruction of the events of this stage o f Dublin’s history is needed to 

fully understand the significance o f what was at last achieved. Furthermore, the debate on

' Thomas Antisell, Suggestions Towards the Improvement o f the Sanatory [sic] Condition o f  the Metropolis 
(Dublin: James McGlashan, 1847), 5.
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Dublin improvements was clearly a party one, and it will be shown that the battle for 

improvement legislation pitted conservative against liberal, Protestant against Catholic.

The First Dublin Improvement Bill. 184<i-47

While the considerable number of failed improvement bills for Dublin was 

extraordinary enough to set Dublin’s urban history apart from other cities, another factor 

made the situation all the more interesting. The debate over most improvement bills in the 

United Kingdom was at core economic, and concerned the actual benefits they could 

provide the city, whereas Dublin’s controversy was fought along completely different 

lines. For Dubliners, there was absolutely no question that an improvement bill was 

needed for their city, nor did they have to convince any government official: there was 

utterly no doubt that the various boards of commissioners and taxes had to be consolidated. 

As far back as 1842, a Royal Commission on the Irish grand juries argued that in the case 

of Dublin:

We think that the fiscal powers of the Grand Juries of the City and of the 
Boards we have mentioned [Paving Board and the Wide Streets 
Commissioners], should be transferred, (subject however to a controlling 
power to be vested in the Lord Lieutenant in Council,^ either to the 
Corporation of Dublin, so that it should be enabled to perform the same 
duties as belong to similar bodies in England, or to a fiscal Board for the 
City, to consist of the Lord Mayor, the Recorder, the Chairman of each of the 
two Boards of Guardians of the Poor for the city, and of three commissioners 
to be named by the Lord Lieutenant.^

Later on in 1847, surgeon and analytical chemist Thomas Antisell argued in a pamphlet on

Dublin improvements that the city’s poor sanitary state arose

in a great degree from the ignorance and incompetence of the local bodies, 
the Paving and watering boards. In many cases the acts of these bodies are 
injurious to the public, and the money raised is often applied to remedy the 
defects their ignorance produced.

2
Report o f  the Commissioners appointed to Revise the Several Laws Under or by Virtue o f  Which Moneys 

are N om> Raised by Grand Jury Presentment in Ireland, 1842, XXIV, lix.
Antisell, op. cit., 5.
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But he argued that the situation could easily be remedied: “It would be better that one

board should manage all city supplies, as gas, water, sewering, and scavenging; and that

such [a] board should be a public one.”'̂  In that same year, in a preliminary inquiry report

on Dublin, the surveying officers acknowledged “the inconvenience o f separate systems o f

management for matters so closely connected as the water supply, street cleansing, and

sewerage o f a city.”  ̂ Not surprisingly, when a similar inquiry was held in 1848, those

officers also agreed that

it was hopeless to expect any real alleviation from the evils under which the 
citizens in this respect laboured, without a complete reformation and 
modification o f  the system of management, an increase in the present powers 
o f control, and a transfer of those powers to better constituted authorities, and 
that for those purposes legislation was greatly required and most eagerly 
demanded.^

In addition, Isaac Farrell, a civil engineer and architect, wrote a pamphlet on Dublin and, 

like most others, he believed that all present city boards should be consolidated and the city 

placed under one supervision.^ As it will be shown, Dubliners o f all religions and politics 

were o f this opinion.

The question therefore was not whether Dublin could benefit or not from an 

improvement bill, the important question was who would perform all o f these important 

civic duties? This dilemma was under whose supervision would fall the majority of civic 

duties, such as sewering, paving, and watering, and this was the major obstacle impeding 

the passage o f an improvement bill for Dublin. Despite the fact that all parties “were fully 

agreed [. . .] that the present state of the city, as regards all matters connected with the 

physical wants and comforts of the inhabitants, particularly o f the more industrious and

5 Ibid., 26.
Abraham Hayward, Esq., Q.C. and C.P. Brassington, Esq., Land Surveyor, Report on the Dublin 

improvement Bill (London; L u k e  James Hansard, 1847), 25.
Heniy Colies a n d  Jo s e p h  Ja m e s  Byrne, Z , o c a / 9&10 Viet., c.l06. Dublin

improvement. Report o f  the Commissioners o f  Her M ajesty’s Woods, Forests, Land Revenues, Works and 
Buildings, Enclosing the Report o f the Surveying Officers Appointed Under the Above Act, 1847-48, XXXI, 

[Hereafter Colles and Byrne, 1847-48a]
Isaac Farrell, Suggestions on the Dublin Improvements (Dublin: James McGlashan, 1848), iv.
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poorer classes, was extremely bad and loudly called for amendment”* a common ground 

could not be found between the liberals and conservatives. For the liberals’ part, they did 

not want the current ad-hoc administrative situation to continue, with the various boards 

being run by conservatives, nor did they want any of the duties consolidated under a single 

management body that was not democratically elected by Dublin’s ratepayers. And for 

their part, the conservatives did not want the liberal-dominated Dublin Corporation to have 

any extended powers unless it was reformed to better represent the wealth and property o f 

Dublin.

As expected, Dublin Corporation was the leader in the mission to consolidate the 

various boards o f the city. After 1842, when the dust of the first round of reform had 

settled, the corporation realised to what extent it was paralysed. As we have seen, the 

council members did attempt to acquire the powers of the Wide Streets Commissioners and 

Paving Board in an 1843 bill, and although they were successful at improving the city’s 

taxation, they made no progress in extending the corporation’s powers. Not long after, in 

May 1844, the city council drafted a petition to parliament asking to have its ancient 

powers restored such as “attending to the paving, scavenging and lighting,” “raising and 

keeping up an efficient police,” appointing magistrates, and selecting the High Sheriff.^ 

While recognising that most of these duties had been removed due to “abuse” and 

“neglect,” the corporation now felt that since it comprised the elected representatives of the 

city’s ratepayers, it was a more responsible body. It believed that the burgess 

qualifications should be the same as England’s*® and that the city’s “taxes and its 

expenditure should be given to the Representatives o f the Inhabitants o f the Borough in 

their Corporate capacity.” It begged parliament to “restore to the several corporations, as

g
g Colles and Byrne, 1847-48a, op. cit., 4. 
iQ îiblin Municipal Council Minutes, 11 May 1844.

As it will be recalled, under the English Corporations Reform Act, a citizen only had to be rated for poor 
relief to be eligible to vote whereas in Ireland, one had to be rated at least £10 for the poor relief to be 
eligible.
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now constituted in Ireland the several rights, privileges and immunities which o f right 

heretofore belonged to corporations.” ^̂

Though nothing was gained by the petition, the council remained conscious o f the 

deficiencies in Dublin’s administration. In November 1844, town clerk William Ford 

reported to the council that through their 1843 act “much good has been effected yet many 

of the suggestion which were of a practicable nature were totally unheeded by the framers 

of the measure,” and he suggested that the city’s tax system be totally revamped.*^ More 

active steps were taken in 1845 when the corporation drafted a bill “to alter the 

qualification o f Burgesses in Municipal Corporations and of Voters in the Election o f  

Municipal Commissioners in Ireland” ’̂  to make them similar to England’s. Once more, 

this endeavour bore no finit, so again the corporation petitioned parliament to have its 

ancient rights restored.

The year 1846 proved to be pivotal. The city council was now quite frustrated 

with the lack o f parliamentary response to its many petitions and resolutions in favour of 

reform and with the fact that the same improvements h was demanding for Dublin were 

being achieved in other cities. In Glasgow for instance, an improvement bill was passed to 

enlarge the corporation’s powers. Prior to 1846, civic responsibilities in Glasgow were 

divided between the city council and the Police Boards. The latter had been responsible for 

cleansing, lighting, and paving the streets, and though they never showed any signs o f 

corruption or inefficiency, Glasgow Corporation viewed them as political competition; 

hence in 1846 they were dissolved by an act o f parliament and their duties transferred to 

the city council.'^ A similar act was passed for Liverpool in that same year for related 

reasons. Like the Irish act, the English corporate reform act was “not framed with a view

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 11 May 1844.
Report of the Town Clerk, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 12 November 1844.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 5 February 1845.

15 Municipal Council Minutes, 25 July 1846.
Irene Maver, “Glasgow’s Civic Govenunent,” Glasgow. Volume II: 1830-1912, eds. W. Hamish Fraser and 

Irene Maver (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), 451-454.
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of opening the way to a wide variety of municipal activities” and lefl Liverpool 

Corporation frustrated that no new duties were assigned to it.*  ̂The local governing bodies 

were even more fi-agmented than in Dublin, with separate commissioners for paving and 

sewering, for draining, for watering, and for cleansing the streets.*^ To rectify this 

situation, the 1846 Liverpool Sanitary Act was passed to allow the city council to take up 

the duties o f most of the other related bodies. **

Closer to home, Belfast Corporation was also increasing its powers, though in a 

less orthodox manner. Belfast in the 1840s was two-thirds Protestant (Anglican and 

Presbyterian) and one-third Catholic, so when the Irish corporate reform act was 

implemented in 1841, it had little effect in Belfast: the newly elected town council was as 

“orange” as before, thanks to a well organised Tory machinery, but aided by the fact that 

conservative rate collectors often “neglected” liberal citizens, rendering many ineligible to 

vote.^° The political and religious homogeneity of Belfast Corporation meant that it ran 

smoothly and “undisturbed by internal dissension” which “facilitated its efforts to control 

the life o f the town and take over the powers of the unreformed authorities.”^' 

Administratively, Belfast also had Police Commissioners, significantly mostly liberals (no 

doubt largely Presbyterian),^^ and similar to those in Glasgow they were responsible for 

street paving, cleansing, lighting and the like.”  Rather than having this board dissolved by 

an act of parliament, Belfast Corporation chose to call a meeting o f ratepayers who voted

Brian D. White A History o f  the Corporation o f Liverpool, 1835-1914 (Liverpool; The University Press, 
1951), 16.

Eric Midwinter Old Liverpool (Devon: David & Charles (Publishers) Limited, 1971), 102.
Ibid, 103.
Apparently the passing of 3&4 Viet, “attracted little attention in Belfast” and the only newspaper to even 

comment on it was the Whig. Ian Budge and Cornelius O’Leary, Belfast: Approach to Crisis. A Study o f  
Belfast Politics, 1613-1970 (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1973), 52, 68 (footnote no. 52).
“ ibid., 52-53. W. A. Maguire, (Keele: Keele University Press, 1993), 46.
2 2  ®*̂ dge and O’Leary, op. cit., 53-54.

Belfast was described as having three politico-religious groups: members of the Church of Ireland tended 
to be conservative and greatly contributed to the membership of the Orange Order, Presbyterians were as a 
rule liberal, and Catholics were liberal as well. Fred Heatley, “Community relations and the religious 
geography 1800-86 The Making o f  the City, eds. J .C .B ccke tte ta l (Belfast: The Appletree Press
Ltd., 1988), 132.

Maguire, op. c it, 47.
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391 to 2 to transfer the powers of the Police Commissioners to the corporation.” "̂* A 

similar situation had occurred previously in Sligo, and when the liberals went to 

parliament, the House o f Commons ruled in favour of the co u n cil.T h e refo re , with the 

precedent already set, Belfast liberals conceded defeat and the powers o f  Belfast 

Corporation were significantly increased.

After this initial victory, further enlargement of council powers in Belfast had to 

come from legislation, but due to council cohesion this proved simple, and in 1845 the first 

Belfast Improvement Act was passed allowing the corporation to prescribe the minimum

width of streets and permitting it to borrow £150,000 to widen old streets and build new

26ones. A second Belfast Improvement Act was passed in 1846, which authorised the 

corporation to borrow a fiirther £50,000 to establish a local gas w orks.U ndoubted ly , it 

must have maddening for Dubliners to watch the significantly smaller and Tory-dominated 

Belfast Corporation increase its powers with such ease,^* while Dubliners had to go 

through the difficult and expensive process o f first debating with each other over who 

would have controlling power in the city, and then continuing to debate and fend o ff 

opponents while a bill precariously sat in parliament. The Belfast Improvement Acts 

proved to be both model and inspiration for Dublin Corporation.

With many cities in the United Kingdom promoting successful improvement acts 

and with next door neighbours such as Rathmines township advancing its own 1846 

improvement bill, Dublin Corporation became more aggressive in its once tentative 

campaign towards improving Dublin, and in the autumn o f 1846 it began drafting its own 

improvement bill. By this time, the initial euphoria of 1841 had worn off, memories were 

short, and the corporation was no longer satisfied with its current situation: “this

2 5  Budge and O’Leary, op. cit., 54.
Maguire, op. cit., 47.

2 , Budge and O’Leary, op. cit., 54.
Ibid.

28
The population o f Belfast in 1841 was 70,000 and increased to 87,000 by 1851, quite small compared to 

Dublin’s population of over 250,000, Maguire, op. c it, 38-39. Moreover, Catholics in Belfast were only 1:3 
again compared to Dublin’s Catholic population of 4:1. Ibid., 50.
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corporation feeling the injustice inflicted on the Irish corporations by the narrow and

illiberal measure o f corporate reform passed in the year 1840 have never ceased to protest

against that imperfect and contracted measure.”^̂  Feeling quite ineffectual, it lamented the

fact that “[i]t is almost unnecessary to remind the council that as at present constituted this

corporation does not possess any substantial power that could be made available for the

benefit of the citizens.” ®̂ Moreover, the power to levy taxes was

invested in self-elected and nominated Boards who in most instances 
discharge[d] their duties in a slovenly and expensive manner squandering 
large sums of the taxes wrung from an impoverished community on 
extravagant salaries paid to a host of useless and in some instances 
incompetent officers.

To remedy this unacceptable situation once and for all, it was recommended that the 

corporation apply to the government, asking it “to sanction and support the introduction o f  

a separate Bill for the better regulation and improvement o f the City o f Dublin on the 

model o f the and 9* Victoria cap 142 for the improvement o f Belfast.

Although still hoping “that on the assembly of Parliament Her Majestys [5/c] 

Government will introduce a Bill to carry out” the consolidation o f all boards in Dublin, 

the Whig government had not given any indication that it would do so, hence Dublin 

Corporation persevered with its own bill. Its major aim was “to render the powers already 

granted [to the corporation] more effectual and to amend and consolidate together under 

one administrative body in the Borough of Dublin all the powers now exercised there and 

usually conferred in what are known as Improvement Bills.” "̂* The specific powers sought 

by the bill included “paving, cleansing, widening, lighting the streets, supplying water, 

regulating markets, the river and the harbour, the disposition and control o f  the police

Report of Parliamentary Committee, 28 September 1846, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 15 October 
1846.
'“ ibid

Ibid.
Ibid.

34
 ̂Dublin Improvement Bill. Case of the Corporation of Dublin, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 27

November 1846.
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force, [and] the care and management of the prisons within the Borough.”^̂  The 

corporation claimed all of these functions under the precedent that they “are in England 

invariably managed by persons elected by and more or less directly responsible to the rate 

payers and e le c to rs .F u r th e rm o re , the corporation argued that consolidating civic 

administration was a right to which it was entitled to, and if that were not reason enough, it 

would at the very least be more economical and efficient than the current system.

The corporation proceeded swiftly, and by the end of November 1846 its Dublin 

Improvement Bill was ready and officially lodged with the Commissioners o f Her 

Majesty’s Woods and Forests. From there, the corporation had only to sit and wait for the 

bill’s readings. Not unexpectedly, reaction in Dublin was mixed. Within the largely 

liberal and repeal-laden city council, support was overwhelming. O f course, this was not 

surprising considering the bill proposed to dissolve the city’s conservative-dominated civic 

boards; as the corporation had only ten conservatives, sympathy for the other governing 

bodies was minimal. Conservative council members’ opposition to the bill remained 

constant through 1847, and while not opposed to the principle o f the bill, they felt that 

Dublin’s electoral wards had not been divided correctly and that the corporation at that 

point did not represent the wealth and intelligence of Dublin. Their longstanding argument 

remained throughout the improvement debate that “while the wards remained as they were, 

[■ . .] [the] corporation could not be looked upon as the representatives of the citizens o f 

Dublin. The wards should be recast before they could have a right to demand the 

municipal law.” *̂

Such conservative dissension within the council chambers was vigorous from the 

beginning. When the council voted on whether the improvement bill should be lodged 

with the Commissioners o f Woods and Forests, the four Tories present voted against the

Ibid 
'®Ibid 
3’ Ibid

^feeman's Journal, 27 January 1847.
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Additionally, when the bill approached its second reading, conservative Alderman 

Kinahan resolved

[t]hat it is unjust toward a great and influential number o f the citizens o f 
Dublin who have not an adequate voice in the selection o f Representatives in 
this Corporation to proceed with the measure intitled [5/c] “A Bill for the 
Improvement o f the City of Dublin” or any other measure based on its 
principle until the constitution of the corporation be amended by a 
reconstruction o f the wards upon the recognized principles o f  the English 
corporation so as to give a more fair and impartial representation to the 
citizens at large.

The council conservatives went further by drafting a letter to the Chief Secretary testifying 

that “the corporation o f Dublin, as at present constituted, is to all practical purposes, 

exclusive both in religion and politics,” therefore they dissented from supporting the 

present bill in parliament and asked that Dublin be re-divided by impartial people who 

would not be acting with partisan motives.'*^

Outside the council chambers, opposition was similar to that within. Many 

Dublin Protestants were unsupportive of the corporation and did not believe that it 

represented their interests. In 1845, Protestant Lord Mayor John L. Arabin was accused o f 

attending “popish mass-houses” to the disgust of his fellow Protestants who remonstrated 

with him “for his unjustifiable rudeness in doing so.”'*̂  Some Protestant spokesmen no 

longer saw the corporation as a fit place for their religious followers; in December 1845, 

the evangelical Dublin Protestant Association passed a resolution stating “that unless 

Protestants entered the corporation o f Dublin to maintain Protestant truth on scriptural 

grounds, they were better out of it altogether.”'*̂  That however was an extreme position.

Ibid. Dublin Corporation Tories that voted against were J.T. Boyce, Robert H. Kinahan, George White,
^ d  John Lee Wharton.

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 7 April 1847.
Corporation of Dublin. P r o p o s e d  Bill for Extending Powers. Statement Submitted to the Right 

Honourable the Chief Secretary of Ireland, relative to the Bill introduced by the Corporation of Dublin for the 
Improvement of the City, but dissented from by the imdersigned Members of the Corporation, Appendix No.

Dublin Improvement Bill, Appendix to the Report o f  Abraham Hayward, Esq., Q.C., and Charles Peter 
Brassington Esq., Land Surveyor, Surveying Officers, 1847, XXVI, 25-27. [Hereafter to Minutes
on Dublin Improvement Bill. ]

Annual Report o f the Dublin Protestant Association and Reformation Society, Whitefriars’ Hall, For the 
J^ar ending 3 December 1845 (Dublin: Purdon Brothers, 1846), 8.

Ibid, 11.
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To protest the proposed bill, a “very important and highly influential meeting o f

the citizens o f Dublin” was held in the Rotunda on 3 February 1847 “for the purpose o f

taking measures to oppose the bill entitled ‘The Dublin Improvement B iir .”'*'̂  The

wealthiest and most conservative Dubliners were reported to have been there, “almost an

adjournment o f the Conservative Club,”''̂  with men such as Sir Edward Borough,

Alderman John Tandy Boyce, Sir John Kingston James, Peter and William Digges

LaTouche in attendance,"*^ and many others who one corporation member dubbed as

“persons whom he thought had been in their graves long ago.”"*̂ The meeting was “not

called for a sectarian or political purpose, but to protect the rate-payers o f the city o f

Dublin from lavish taxation,” and several resolutions were passed stating that those present

did not want “their funds [. . .] placed in the hands of a body to which they did not like to

entrust the management o f them.”"*̂ Like the conservatives in the municipal council, the

attendees similarly agreed that

the corporation of Dublin, as at present constituted, [did] not fairly represent 
the rate-payers, upon whom the increased taxation would most severely 
press, and that they had no confidence that such powers, if entrusted to that 
body, would be exercised with a due regard to the rights and interests o f such

49rate-payers.

It was decided that if  the bill was enacted it “would be of vital injury to the city o f Dublin,” 

and they feared that it “would invest the corporation with very arbitrary powers, and 

materially increase the taxation of a large proportion of the citizens without conferring any 

corresponding advantage on them The meeting concluded with the consensus that the 

boards of the city did need remodelling under one management to render them more 

economical, “but that the corporation was unfit to exercise those powers

^ 5  border, 6 February 1847.
Freeman’s Journal, 10 February 1847.
Freeman’s  Journal, 4 February 1847.
Freeman's Journal, 10 February 1847.

4 g ^f^eman 's Journal, 4 February 1847.
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Most o f the people who attended this meeting to oppose the Dublin Improvement 

Bill rallied behind the leadership o f the Chamber of Commerce, a body composed largely 

of conservatives,^^ who became the “leading opponents o f the measure.”^̂  At that time, 

the Chamber’s council was composed of twenty-six people, o f whom at least ten were 

Catholics and seven were liberals, and it claimed to represent the wealth and mercantile 

interests o f Dublin. In order to defeat the bill, the Chamber raised £1,500 through 

subscriptions.^"^ Some o f the more notable institutions donating money were the Bank o f 

Ireland, the Corn Exchange Company, the National Assurance Company o f Ireland, Arthur 

Guinness and Sons, John Jameson and Sons, David LaTouche, and Pims Brothers and 

Co.^^

Opposition to the bill found other considerable allies. The two conservative MPs 

for Dublin city, Edward Grogan and William H. Gregory, were completely against the bill, 

and after its first reading on 17 March, it was reported that they were “in almost daily 

correspondence with the Paving Board Commissioners, the Wide-Street authorities, and 

the promoters o f the various meetings held in Dublin, condemnatory o f the proposed 

measure.”^̂  The MPs were quite vocal in their opposition, and in April councillor John 

Reynolds informed the corporation that “Mr. Gregory told me in London that we would get 

no bill at all -  that he would walk over and trample on it.” '̂̂  True to his word, Gregory 

made every effort to defeat the bill in the House o f Commons, claiming that “[t]he 

corporation o f Dublin had performed its duties in a sectarian spirit, and ought not to be

58
trusted with the vast powers granted by the Bill.’

C xi\\& n  P r i n c e s  a n d  Pirates. The Dublin Chamber o f  Commerce 1783-1983 (Dublin: The 
Dublin Chamber of Commerce, 1983), 61-65.
5  ̂Hansard (Commons), 3"* series, XCII, 378,4  May 1847.

Warder, 10 April 1847.
Freeman’s Journal, 14 April 1847. The Guinness, Pirn, and La Touche families were longstanding 

members of the Chaniber of Commerce. Cullen, op. cit., passim.
5 , Freeman’s Journal, 20 March 1847.
5 8  Freeman's Journal, 8 April 1847.

Hansard (Commons), 3’’̂  series, XCII, 375, 4 May 1847.
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However impressive the opposition was, the corporation’s improvement bill had 

its share of prominent supporters. Aside from overwhelming council support, the bill had 

all-important Irish government approbation. In July 1846, John Russell, Britain’s new 

liberal prime minister, appointed the Earl of Bessborough as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. 

Bessborough was a popular choice for he was a reforming landowner and in the 1830s he 

had been the main contact between the Whigs and O’Connell’s Irish party. He was 

familiar with the people and politics of Ireland, and his appointment was meant to usher in 

Ireland’s “golden age.”^̂  Just after the bill had received its second reading. Ford 

forwarded a letter from London, informing the corporation that “there was no fear of their 

not getting their bill [. . .]. The government was in favour of it.” °̂ In March Reynolds met 

with the Chief Secretary, Henry Labouchere, who was “quite prepared to promise, no 

matter what opposition might be offered to the further progress of the measure, THE 

GOVERNMENT HAD DETERMINED TO SUPPORT THE SECOND READING.”^' 

How unconditional that support was is not known, but the Dublin Evening Post did claim 

that a deputation of the Chamber of Commerce met with Labouchere in April, and 

allegedly it

received from the right honourable gentlemen a distinct assurance, that by 
promising to vote for the second reading of the bill, he had not pledged 
himself to more than to affirm its principle; and further that he was not 
pledged either to support its details or as to what course he should pursue on 
the third reading.

Perhaps Labouchere was speaking out of both sides o f his mouth to appease all sides; 

Russell’s parliamentary majority was quite weak and he could not afford to lose the 

support o f any group, liberal or conservative.^^ Labouchere did keep his word to the

Donal A. Kerr, ‘A  Nation o f  Beggars ’? Priests, People, and Politics in Famine Ireland, 1846-1852  
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1 9 9 4 ), 26-27; 69.

Freeman's Journal, 24 March 1847.
^^Freeman's Journal, 31 March 1847, [emphasistheirs]

Exceipt from the Dublin Evening P ost quoted in: Warder, 10 April 1847.
Kerr, 1994, op. c i t ,  329.
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corporation, and in a speech in the House of Commons he indicated that he might have

continued to support the bill, had it received a second reading:

he would vote for the second reading because he thought that Dublin had a 
right to the same municipal institutions as the great towns of England and 
Scotland. He thought it would be unseemly and dangerous and improper to 
deny to Dublin the same advantages which other great cities o f the empire 
enjoyed as regarded municipal institutions.

Other than official government sanction, many corporation-friendly organisations

met to show their support for the bill. In February, residents o f St. Mary’s parish

assembled to proclaim their flill approval.Since the greater part of the corporation was

liberal and the majority of those liberals were also repealers, the Loyal National Repeal

Association predictably threw its full weight behind the corporation’s bill. For its part, the

Repeal Association submitted a petition to parliament in support of Dublin Corporation,

urging the government to enact the current improvement bill because Dublin was so highly

taxed and under the power of such irresponsible bodies:

That reposing full confidence in the freely chosen representatives of the 
ratepayers composing the corporation of Dublin, we earnestly and 
respectfully pray of your honourable house to pass the Dublin Improvement 
Bill into a law, with such amendments and alterations as to your wisdom, 
may seem meet, and your petitioners will, as in duty bound, ever pray.^^

In order to demonstrate that there was citizen support, a group of ratepayers

requested that the Lord Mayor convene a meeting of those in favour of the bill, and for

several days in April the first two pages of the Freeman’s Journal were filled with the

names of over 2,000 men in favour.^’ Thanks to the “most numerous requisition ever

produced in Dublin,” a meeting was held 20 April to rally in support of the bill.^* Though

the Freeman's Journal estimated that over 2,000 ratepayers attended, the Warder was less

enthusiastic, claiming that “the muster of corporation worshippers was the reverse of

numerous” and that they were only gathered “at the instance of a requisition signed by a

Hansard (Commons), 3"̂  series, XCII, 375-376, 4 May 1847. 
^  Freeman’s Journal, 5 February 1847.

Freeman’s Journal, 13 April 1847.
Freeman's Journal, 16, 17, 19, 20 April 1847.
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few householders, a great many roomkeepers, and some who [were], perhaps, neither the 

one or the o t he r .Af t erwards  the Freeman’s Journal declared that the “ratepayers of 

Dublin have, in the most emphatic and unmistakable manner, pronounced in favour of the 

projected bill.”™

Unavoidably, owing to the tension that already existed between rival parties in 

Dublin, the prospect of an improvement bill increased hostility. A particularly nasty 

incident occurred in April when orange-coloured placards were extensively posted 

throughout the city that read;

Dublin Improvement Bill 
Popish Ascendancy 

Protestants of Dublin, are you prepared to hand 
over the powers vested by the constitution in your Grand Jury,

Wide Streets, and Paving Board to the 
POPISH CORPORATION OF DUBLIN?

If not, go to the Commercial Buildings and sign the petition against
71the Improvement Bill

The posters were apparently signed by the Chamber of Commerce, and Reynolds, a

repealer and never one to say a nice word about others, argued that

the council of the Chamber of Commerce found that within their own room 
they could not succeed as they desired, [so] they put an inflammatory 
placard, inviting the lame, the lazy, the blind, and the deaf, to go in, and sign 
their petition.^^

The Chamber o f Commerce categorically denied this and offered a £20 reward for the 

disclosure of those “falsely seeking to identify the opposition of the Chamber of 

Commerce to the project entitled, ‘The Dublin Improvement Bill,’ with certain offensive 

political opinions.”^̂  As a countermeasure, it turned around and accused the Repeal 

Association of having posted the placards in order to create bad feeling and increase 

support for the bill, '̂* The Warder supported this allegation and believed the posters were

69
Warder, 24 April 1847.
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the work of repealers attempting to denigrate the Chamber and to create further problems 

between the two factions:

This impudent artifice to give a party complexion to the resistance now being 
offered by the citizens to a destructive measure, is peculiarly worthy o f the 
faction by whom it has been concocted, and illustrative of the species o f  fair 
play which the public must expect, should its promoters be successful in 
procuring the enactment of their bill7^

Who actually was responsible for the placards remains unknown: the Chamber o f

Commerce’s indignation suggests that they were not to blame, but the Repeal Association

claimed that the allegation o f its participation was “unfounded” and “an absurd and

impudent calumny. It was most likely the work of a small group without official

backing; supporters on either side were equally as likely as the other to commit such a

deed.

The various conflicting parties had a chance to defend themselves and engage in 

finger pointing at the preliminary inquiry on the bill held in January and February 1847. In 

the case o f most private acts, a preliminary inquiry was required under the terms o f 9&10 

Viet., cap. 106: before a local act could be passed, a preliminary inquiry had to be 

conducted by several surveying officers to determine if the bill was acceptable and 

practical. In the winter o f 1847, two such inquiries were held in Dublin, one for Dublin 

and the other for Rathmines. Abraham Hayward and Charles Peter Brassington, both 

British lawyers, were appointed by the government to undertake the examination, and they 

held the Dublin improvement inquiry from 28 January until 16 February 1847 in the City 

Assembly House on South William Street, and the Rathmines’ one was held 

simultaneously on 11, 13, and 17 February.

The Dublin inquiry was a long, drawn-out, and often tense affair with each side 

anxiously trying to vilify the other. Dublin Corporation opened the inquiry by presenting 

its arguments in favour o f the bill and attempted to demonstrate how poorly boards like the

Warder, 24 April 1847.
Ffeeman’sJournal, 26 April 1847.
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Paving Board had performed their duties over the years, while putting forth its own pipe 

water department as an example o f how capable an administrative body the corporation

V7
was. In response, the conservatives attempted to represent the corporation as corrupt,

inefficient, and incapable of managing added responsibilities. Many well-respected

Dubliners o f both religions and politics spoke out against the bill. Liberal corn-merchant

and deputy-lieutenant o f Dublin, Leland Croisthwaite, stated:

I speak as to the opinions of the great preponderance o f the mercantile men 
of the city [. ..]. I think that the great mass of the intelligence and respectability 
of the city is adverse to the Bill, and that is the opinion of those whose judgement 
I would place confidence as to what I would consider is for the welfare and good 
of Dublin; they are decidedly adverse to it.’*

It was also argued that the corporation was objectionable because it was 

unrepresentative o f the wealth o f Dublin. One of the main protestations was that Dublin’s 

fifteen wards had not been fairly divided. Isaac Butt, city alderman and champion of the 

Protestant cause, explained that in 1837 the city had originally been divided into sixteen 

completely different wards by a special commission. However, by the time the final 

version o f the municipal reform bill had been ratified in 1840, an entirely new division had 

been confirmed and “[i]t never ha[d] been disclosed who made out the division” nor was 

there any documentation “showing how that alteration was made.”’  ̂ From this mystery 

division sprang two main objections. Firstly, Butt insisted that “the wards in Dublin are 

very unequally divided in every possible respect [and] that there is no equable principle 

adopted in the division o f the wards.”*” He contended that the wards had been artfully 

divided “to give one party an ascendancy in the corporation much greater than they should

For details, please see: Dublin Improvement Bill. Minutes o f  Evidence taken before Abraham Hayward, 
Esq. Q .c , and Charles Peter Brassington, Esq., Land Surveyor, at the City Assembly House, Dublin, Upon a
P r e l i m i n a r y  I n q u i r y  r e s p e c t i n g  t h e  D u b l i n  Improvement B i l l ,  XXVI, 1-91. [Hereafter MnwteJ o /
Dublin Improvement Bill]

Evidence o f Leland Croisthwaite, Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, 90.
™ Evidence o f Isaac Butt, Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, 65-66.

Evidence o f Isaac Butt, Minutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, 62.
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81
have. As an example, he argued that College and Merrion wards were divided up to give 

the liberals the advantage:

By throwing that little portion of it [College Ward] into Merrion Ward, the 
effect o f it is to give the democratic party an additional number o f votes in 
Merrion Ward, which was a contested ward, and to remove them from the 
College Ward which is entirely in their hands; [. . . ] I am quite justified in 
saying this, that, to be the best of my judgement and belief, the wards at 
present are so arranged as not fairly to locate the houses o f the different 
classes according to their local position; [. .,] The result of the whole I say to 
be this, that the minority possessing property have not that share o f 
representation in the council of the city which the allocation o f the city into 
wards was designed to give them.^^

Secondly, it was complained that even though the wards varied in wealth and population,

they still returned the same number of councillors, whereas in London City each ward

returned between 2-16 councillors, depending on its size and wealth. In Dublin the

valuation o f the wards varied: Stephen’s ward had a rated valuation o f £79,270, Andrew’s

£72,661 and George’s £68,696, while Four Courts was £18,335, Catherine’s £18,561, and

Paul’s £17,933; yet they all returned one alderman and three councillors.*^ Dublin

conservatives wanted Dublin re-divided as in England “by barristers, with an appeal to the

Privy Council”*'* to ensure a fair representation.

The inquiry wrapped up in February, and Hayward and Brassington’s report was

released in late March. Prior to this, the Dublin improvement bill had received its first

reading on 17 March 1847. Its second reading was scheduled for 30 March, but Gregory

and Grogan were successful in postponing it until after the report was laid before the

house, arguing that “they should have before them every information which it was in the

85power o f Government to give before coming to a decision.” The second reading was then

Ibid., 62,66. Interestingly, the converse seemed to have occurred in Cork. D ’Alton argues that when the 
Whigs drew up the wards for Cork they apparently gave the conservatives more than even chances in three 
out of the eight wards. l a n D ’Alton, Protestant Society and Politics in Cork, 1812-1844 (Cork: Cork 
University Press, 1980), 180.
> i d , 6 6 .
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pushed back until May, giving the MPs and the rest of Dublin ample time to consider 

Hayward and Brassington’s suggestions.

The two surveyors released a lengthy fifty-five page report on the events o f the 

inquiry and offered their own analysis and suggestions on the matter at hand. From their 

opening statement, it was clear that they did not support the bill. They criticised the 

corporation for having a main objective,

not to carry out any definite or specific scheme or schemes for the better 
draining, paving, cleansing, lighting, or otherwise improving the localities, 
but to extend and transfer to the town-council of the borough all the powers 
now in force for such purposes or any other purposes o f local administration.^^

Though Hayward and Brassington concluded that

If the bare existence of evils or abuses were sufficient to justify the granting 
of the powers demanded, the promoters of this bill would have comparatively 
little difficulty in establishing their case. The state o f the city is undeniably 
very bad as regards many of the more immediate objects of the present

87inquiry.

But they equally felt that if the corporation had been truly serious about improving the

state of Dublin, they would have offered plans, estimates, and expenses for such

improvements as sewerage, water works, and street repair:

The least, therefore, that could have been expected from the promoters o f 
such a bill was, that they should have ascertained the real difficuhies that lie 
in the way of the desired improvements, and have made a carefiil selection 
among the different methods that might be suggested for encountering them; 
that they should come prepared with the results of scientific investigation, as 
well as with carefully considered estimates of the probable expense o f the 
improvements they proposed to execute. But no specific plan or matured
scheme o f any sort was produced or mentioned by the promoters as their

88own.

This “want o f preparation” was regarded by Hayward and Brassington as “non-compliance 

with the act under which the inquiry was directed, as well as an indication o f unfitness.”*̂  

The surveyors also reviewed most of the other local government bodies in the 

city, and though they found most of them inefficient and believed that city management.

Hayward and Brassington, op. cit., 3.
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such as the Paving Board, “might be more cheaply performed”^°and that “the expenses of 

collection and management might be materially reduced by consolidation, though not to 

the extent anticipated by the promoters,”^̂  they did not see the corporation as the heirs to 

these responsibilities. They objected to the corporation because “it appeared to us that 

property was not adequately represented,”®̂ that it had “not yet acquired those habits of 

calm investigation, dispassioned judgement, and conciliatory action,”^̂  and that it was “ill 

adapted to deal with matters requiring knowledge, temper, comprehensive views, and 

patient understanding.”®"̂ Instead, Hayward and Brassington subtly suggested a different 

outcome by discussing “the zeal and knowledge of the Paving Board” and “the 

inconvenience o f separate systems of management for matters so closely connected as the 

water supply, street cleansing, and sewerage of a city” in the same paragraph.®^

To add insuh to injury, their report on the Rathmines’ improvement bill was 

released simultaneously, and in it Hayward and Brassington were nothing but supportive of 

the promoters’ intentions. The Rathmines bill proposed to place the powers o f paving, 

cleansing, draining, and improving the district generally under the control o f a group of 

commissioners, and the surveyors highlighted the fact that during the inquiry “plans were 

produced, and scientific evidence [was] given to show the practicability o f supplying the 

district with water, as well as o f draining, lighting and otherwise improving it on a sound 

and uniform system.”®̂ Hayward and Brassington demonstrated no hesitation in 

supporting the bill, and stated that “[a]t the first meeting the Promoters appeared, and fully 

proved the preamble o f the Bill; from the evidence they laid before us, as well as from our

"“ ibid., 15.
Ibid., 37.

“ ibid., 41.
”  Ibid., 46.

Ibid.
Ibid., 25.

 ̂Rathmines Improvement. Report o f  the Commissioners o f  Her M ajesty’s  Woods, Forests, Land Revenues, 
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personal survey, it appeared that the district is well adapted in all respects for a separate 

system of local administration and taxation,”’^

The Dublin improvement bill was not so highly regarded, and the whole inquiry, 

for which the city council owed the significant sum of £700 that it could not aflford,^  ̂

proved to be disadvantageous for Dublin Corporation. The city council was very unhappy 

with the results, and a deputation of the city council called it a “political and sectarian 

report” and an “insidious and prejudiced document.”^̂  The pipe water department was 

equally riled with how unfavourably it was portrayed, and slated it as “a partisan” and 

“one-sided r e p o r t . A  London correspondent criticised Hayward and Brassington for 

framing “an indictment against the corporation,” “accus[ing] it of political-bias -  of 

appointing Repealers only to office,” and reiterating “in their own words all the 

accusations ever made against the town council.” '®̂ While the surveying officers did agree 

there was “no case of maladministration,” it was felt that was admitted “with a reluctant 

spirit.” ®̂̂

Predictably, the conservatives were vindicated and encouraged by the report. The 

Warder described it as “an able report” and was delighted with Hayward and Brassington’s 

observations;

so far from supporting the modest pretensions of the corporation, [they] have 
very distinctly announced their conviction, that the Dublin municipality 
are destitute alike of the moral and the intellectual habits which would entitle 
them to claim with justice so large a trust as that to which they aspire. The 
language of the report is, of course dignified and moderate, but the convictions 
of the commissioners -  highly and justly discreditable as they are to 
the corporation -  are apparent through its state-paper formality.

Ibid.
98
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B ecause o f  this conservative excitem ent, the Freeman's Journal L ondon  correspondent

warned that if the members of the city council were serious about pursuing the bill, “the

sooner and more vigorously they bestir themselves the better,” because

[t]he opponents o f the bill have been encouraged and invigorated to redouble 
exertion by the tone of the surveyors’ report, and if all that has been 
communicated to me, by one whose sources of information are 
unquestionable, prove correct, they have conferred with the Irish branch o f 
the government, and made every effort to impress the Chief Secretary and 
the Solicitor-General, with the conviction that the reformed corporation o f 
Dublin, in seeking for the power with which this bill would invest them were 
acting in direct contravention of the wishes of the great majority o f  the rate
payers.

While many conservatives had hoped that the report “would have deterred the Repealers o f 

Dublin from persevering in their monstrous attempt to get the municipal taxation o f the 

city placed under their control, after so damning an exposure o f their corruption, 

intolerance, incompetency, and mismanagement,”*''̂  the corporation had come this far and 

as they still had governmental support, it persisted.*'*^

However, some damage control was sorely needed if the corporation was going to 

see its bill through a second reading. In order to garner more parliamentary support, 

Reynolds drafted a fifty page letter to an Irish MP, the Earl o f Lincoln, asking him to note 

that “[t]he chief object o f this Report [Hayward and Brassington’s], my Lord, that which it 

never loses sight for a moment, is to do as much damage as possible to the corporation 

He explained that Dublin was currently overly taxed by “irresponsible bodies, to whom the 

citizens have no confidence,” ' ”* and offered a long list o f the abuses and neglect of the 

various boards.'”  ̂ In defence of the corporation, Reynolds insisted that “we count amongst

Freeman's Journal, 20 March 1847.
“  Warder, 10 April 1847.
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us men of first rate business, credit, and standing” **°and that since coming into office, the 

reformed corporation had “proved itself a reformer of abuses, an economical administrator 

of the money o f the rate-payers, and a watchful guardian o f the comforts o f the poor and 

the public.”^

To further guarantee support, a deputation of the corporation met with the Chief 

Secretary in April, and it reported that “altho’ [sic] prepared to admit and support the 

general principles o f the Bill, Mr. Labouchere intimated that there were parts o f it to which 

he might be called upon to refuse his assent.””  ̂As a consequence, the London deputation, 

consisting of Alderman Charles P. Gavin, a com factor, Reynolds, and Ford, decided to 

drop the request to take over the Ballast Board and the Police C o m m issio n ,b ecau se  

“they felt that if  they persevered in retaining them, the safety o f the bill might be 

endangered.” ''"̂

With the bill newly amended, it finally came up for its second reading on 4 May 

1847. Advocates of the Bill, such as Labouchere and R.L. Sheil,"^ brought with them 

petitions signed by 35,000 and 9,000 Dublin ratepayers respectively in support o f the 

bill,"^ and the opponents had with them a petition with 18,000 signatures."^ Grogan 

questioned the authenticity of the promoters’ petition, claiming it “could not really be 

signed by ratepayers, for the number of ratepayers in Dublin was only 18,000.” "* He 

moved then that the bill be postponed because “a vast majority o f the weahh and 

intelligence o f the city o f Dublin were opposed to the Bill;” furthermore because “[t]he 

Commissioners appointed to consider the propriety of the changes contemplated by the

Ibid., 26.
Ibid., 50.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 7 April 1847.
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Bill, had strongly opposed it.” Despite Reynolds’ letter, the Earl o f  Lincoln took issue 

with the bill and argued that “considering the feeling existing in Dublin respecting this 

Bill, it ought to be withdrawn.”^^ Other adversaries contended that Dublin Corporation 

“had performed its duties in a sectarian spirit, and ought not to be trusted with the vast 

powers granted by the bill,” ^̂  ̂ and that “they would not be competent to exercise the great 

powers that Bill would confer.”

In retaliation, defenders of the bill, such as Labouchere, argued that perhaps the 

corporation “had acted on too exclusively political principles” but who could criticise them 

when they had succeeded “a corporation which exhibited religious and political feelings o f  

the most exclusive kind.” ^̂  ̂ Moreover, in Belfast, the corporation possessed most o f the 

city’s administrative powers, yet it was

of such exclusive character that there was not a single Catholic admitted to 
the corporation since the passing of the Municipal Reform Bill; and the 
Protestants admitted into it were all of Conservative opinions. Did he 
therefore mention that as a reason for depriving Belfast o f the advantage o f 
municipal institutions?

Regarding Hayward and Brassington’s report, while they had been less than

complimentary to the corporation, Sheil underscored that “[t]he facts stated in the report o f

the Commissioners who visited Dublin were conclusive as to the necessity o f a change.”

He was prepared to support the bill because the corporation was composed of “the

representatives o f the ratepayers of Dublin; and the House was bound to invest them with

the same powers which they gave to corporations in other parts of the kingdom.” ^̂ ^

Both sides presented effective arguments, but when a division was called, the bill

was lost 120-108.'^’ Needless to say, Dublin Corporation was disappointed with the results
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and, what was more frustrating, it was apparent that the Rathmines improvement bill 

would receive royal assent. The city council lamented that the rights of English 

corporations had

been refused to be extended to the Second City in the Empire by the House 
of Commons, [. . .] at a time when those privileges are to be granted to a 
newly to be created township separated from the City o f Dublin by an 
imaginary line and the very members of Parliament for the City of Dublin 
who were foremost in the opposition to the Dublin improvement Bill being 
the patrons of this newly to be created township.'^*

These conservative MPs, Grogan and Grregory, proved to be powerful authorities in

parliament, and the city council specifically blamed them for the bill’s failure and scoffed

that they assumed “themselves to be protectors beyond all others of the interests of the City

of Dublin,” yet still voted against a bill that would have laid “the foundation of a sanitory

[5zc] system which would lessen the annual mortality.”'^  ̂The Warder also saw Grogan as

the main reason why the bill failed, and rejoiced in its defeat; “[t]he case stated by Mr.

Grogan [. . .] made a powerful impression on the house, and, it is to his exertions that the

citizens of Dublin mainly owe their fortunate escape from the peculation, fraud and

• • 130plunder of which they would have been the victims.”

The Second Dublin Tmnrovement Bill. 1847-48

While the bill may have been defeated, all was not lost. To begin with, although 

the bill had been rejected, it was hardly a humiliating defeat as it was lost by only twelve 

votes, and it had therefore a large numbers of supporters; more humiliating was the fact 

that Rathmines got its improvement act when the corporation did not! Moreover, by the 

summer of 1847 Dublin was feeling the effects of the Famine. Though food shortages may 

not have been as harsh in the city as they were in the countryside, the crisis made its

Report of Parliamentary Committee dated 7 May 1847, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 8 May 1847. 
The corporation was very unhappy that Rathmines was going to get its bill, so it petitioned the House of 
Lords against the bill. Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 July 1847.
130 of Parliamentary Committee dated 7 May 1847, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 8 May 1847. 
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impact on Dublin in other ways - through increased migration and the consequent spread of

• * 131 • •

epidemic. Dublin was being converted into a refuge centre for people from the country 

forced off o f their lands and was quickly becoming more crowded, less sanitary, and more 

miserable than ever, so if  an improvement bill was badly needed in 1847, by 1848 it was 

desperately so. Hence, having nothing to lose, the corporation had no hesitation in re

introducing the same bill for the 1848 session.

In November 1847, the Dublin city council began making its initial preparations 

to lodge another bill with the Commissioners of Woods and Forests by appointing a 

committee to draft the bill and submitting a request to the government “to carry it thro’ 

[5/c] the House of Commons.”'^  ̂ By this time, there had been a change in the Irish 

government. Bessborough had died while in office, and Russell appointed the Earl o f 

Clarendon, a Whig politician, in his place; Clarendon has been described as “liberal- 

minded, intelligent, and peace-loving.” '^̂  The new Chief Secretary was Sir William 

Somerville. The former Chief Secretary had been a vocal proponent o f the corporation’s 

bill, but it was not known how the new government intended to proceed. Hence it was 

decided to appoint a committee to meet with Somerville in order to notify him o f the 

corporation’s objective and

to ascertain if it is the intention of Government to bring in a Bill for 
corporate reform and state that it is the impression o f the corporation that the 
Government ought to embody in any general Corporate Reform Bill such 
clauses as may be calculated to affect the several changes required for the 
better regulation of the Municipality o f Dublin and thereby save the already 
overtaxed citizens the expense of a separate private act.'^"*

However, the government was reluctant to get involved, so the corporation once again

found itself lodging a private bill in parliament.

Cormac O’Giada, Black ’4 7  a n d  Beyond: The Great Irish Famine in History, Economy, and Memory 
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The 1848 Dublin improvement bill was quite similar to that o f  the previous year, 

with its preamble stating:

First, the expediency of making legislative provision for the improvement o f 
the borough and its environs, and for amending the existing powers for 
paving, lighting, sewering, widening and improving the streets, and for the 
more efficient sewerage and supply o f water, and for the proper regulation o f 
the markets.

In order to improve the borough, the bill recommended consolidating all boards “and all 

powers for applying all rates and taxes for municipal and local purposes, and placing them 

under the management and control of the Town C o u n c i l . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  the bill 

confirmed the Lord Mayor’s power as clerk of the market and transferred the fiscal powers 

of the grand jury to the corporation. The final draft was influenced by the experiences o f 

last session and, keeping in mind the government’s aversion to the city council controlling 

the police and the port, these clauses were again not included. The 1848 bill was described 

as “a much more simple measure than the one proposed last year, it is felt, however, that it 

will be perfectly efficient.

In an interesting twist, by the autumn of 1847, the members o f the corporation 

were not the only people seeking to improve and reform Dublin’s administrative system, 

and Dublin Corporation found itself faced with the possibility o f  competition. In 

December 1847, a rival improvement bill was lodged by Frederick Jackson, a prominent 

Dublin attorney, who was conservative in politics and presumably Protestant in religion. 

In early 1847, he had stood in the Lord Mayor’s Court, “on the part o f the Conservatives, 

[who had] applied to his Lordship for his decision as to the rights o f freemen claiming by 

maternal grand-birth.” ^̂ * When Dwyer, counsel for the repealers, asked the Lord Mayor, 

Michael Staunton, to postpone his decision, “Mr. Jackson promptly and energetically 

exposed the reason why delay was sought -  the object being to prevent the parties claiming

135
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from being registered in time to avail themselves o f the parliamentary franchise at the 

coming election. Jackson argued his case effectively and Staunton, a liberal though not 

a repealer, sided with Jackson by admitting the claimants and “granting them that privilege 

to which they are justly entitled.

Other than being a conservative defence attorney, Jackson had plenty o f 

experience in the area o f improvement, which no doubt influenced the design o f  his bill. 

He was once described by a council member as a “gentleman, [. ..] [who] appeared to have 

a great taste for preparing bills for the improvement of towns.”*"̂  ̂ In 1847, as a resident 

and one o f the largest proprietors of Rathmines,*"*  ̂ he had been an active promoter o f the 

Rathmines improvement bill. This bill had been drafted by some o f the wealthier residents 

of Rathmines who took it upon themselves to insert their own names in the bill as the new 

commissioners responsible for paving, lighting, sewering, cleansing, and watering the 

whole o f Rathmines and the adjoining areas of Ranelagh, Milltown, and Harold’s Cross, 

and Jackson was cited as one of those commissioners. He had also closely followed the 

progress o f the 1847 Dublin Improvement Bill and had attended a meeting o f conservative 

ratepayers who, although against the corporation acquiring any added powers, had agreed 

that “there could be no difference of opinion -  namely, that it was desirable that the boards 

referred to should be to some extent remodelled.” '̂̂ '̂  Hence, with Jackson’s conservative 

attitude that the corporation was not capable o f acquiring the duties o f the various civic 

boards, his belief that commissioners were better suited to do so, and his first hand 

knowledge that most Dubliners of all persuasions were interested in a consolidation o f the 

current overlapping bodies, Jackson lodged his Dublin Improvement Consolidation 

Waterworks and Sewers Bill for the ensuing session in December 1847.

Ibid
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Jackson s bill, as it was known, was similar to the corporation’s bill with the

notable exception that, instead of the city council gaining the powers o f the other public

bodies, it put in its place three paid commissioners to whom all the powers for managing

the cleansing, widening, sewering, and paving streets would go to/"*^ Furthermore, the

commissioners were also to levy the Police Rate and to supervise the Michaelmas term

grand juries. The entire spirit of the bill made every attempt to undermine and exclude the

corporation from any further civic involvement, and even attempted to diminish its current

responsibilities. Under the 79* clause, the bill stated that though the corporation had at

present controlled the city’s water supply,

such supply o f water is defective and insufficient, and it would be beneficial 
to the inhabitants of the said borough, and tend to the improvement o f the 
same, if the supply o f water was vested in the commissioners appointed 
under this act: Be it enacted, that upon this act coming into operation, all the 
pipes, mains, basins, reservoirs, and other works of, or belonging to the 
existing waterworks of the said borough, shall be vested in the 
commissioners appointed under this act.̂ '*̂

In order to rectify the faulty water supply, Jackson proposed a new water works scheme,

designed by Robert Mallet, civil engineer and Orangeman, that involved using water from

the Dodder and building a reservoir at Glenismole with a basin at Kimmage. To fiirther

ensure the exclusion of the corporation, clause 18 specifically prohibited any o f the named

■1 147commissioners from serving on the city council.

Jackson’s bill was not only carefully drafted to respond to the express interests o f 

local conservatives, but it was also cleverly constructed to appeal to other Dubliners “for 

the purpose o f lulling opposition to this e n a c t m e n t . O f  the three commissioners named, 

the first was Michael Staunton, a Whig in politics, former Lord M ayor o f Dublin, and “a 

great favourite at the Castle;” he was named in the hopes o f garnering Irish government 

support. The other two commissioners mentioned were Robert Long, a city conservative.

For a foil citation of all of the clauses, please see Sounder's News-Letter, 4 January 1848.
'^®Ibid

Ibid.
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and Robert Orr, a local Orangeman, ensuring that different levels o f  conservatism would 

be reflected. The secretary to these improvement commissioners was to be John Reilly, the 

current secretary to the Paving Board, and the accountant named was Martin Crean, a 

member of the Repeal Association. To further encompass various groups. Sir Drury Jones 

Dickinson, a Protestant officer in both the former and reformed corporations, was to be the 

comptroller, and Robert Mallet was named the official engineer. Despite his shrewdness, 

Jackson failed to consult many of his nominees, and Crean apparently “manfully 

repudiated the offer.” '̂ *

With two rival bills then in parliament, various groups o f Dubliners rallied to 

support or oppose them. Most of the members of the city council naturally supported their 

own bill, with the exception of the conservatives. When the final draft of the bill was 

voted on, once again the conservative side, with the perplexing exception o f Alderman 

Henry Bowles, resolved that it should be postponed for three months. Alderman Edward 

Hudson, the unofficial head of the council’s conservatives, insisted after the bill was 

lodged that “[h]e would oppose the bill again and again if the gentlemen would not consent 

to the alteration” ”̂  of the city wards, and later he re-emphasised that “for his part, unless a 

bill were introduced for the purpose of reforming the representation o f the corporation, he 

should object to their looking for increased powers.”^̂"*

The arrival o f Jackson’s bill managed to unsettle conservative unity within the 

council. As expected, Dublin Corporation were annoyed by the prospect o f Jackson’s bill, 

and in December 1847 a committee was appointed “to consider and report upon proposed 

measure known as Mr. Jacksons [«c] Bill and the propriety o f opposing same and to

150 X, . jIbid.
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suggest a course to be taken by the Corporation in relation to it.”^̂  ̂ The main objection 

was that the bill proposed to deprive the corporation of what little power it had and 

guaranteed that the acquisition of any future powers would be impossible. The 

corporation, for the most part, agreed that the three paid commissioners would not be 

responsible to the citizens and that the idea of a commission was a regression to taxation 

without representation: “The bill not only violates but annihilates the principles of

representation in the city of Dubhn [. . .]. It virtually, as to Dublin, repeals the municipal 

reform act.”^̂ ^

Most council members, for obvious reasons, detested Jackson’s bill. Councillor 

J.A. Curran, a liberal barrister, was disgusted and “feh astonished that Mr. Jackson, who 

was a very shrewd intelligent gentleman, should have introduced a bill of so monstrous a 

c h a r a c t e r . H o w e v e r ,  several conservative council members welcomed Jackson’s bill, 

and Alderman Hudson claimed that if the Dublin wards were not redrawn, he “would 

rather see the corporation delivered at once into the hands of commissioners.” ^̂ * Yet, 

Hudson did not have fiall conservative approbation, and councillor Gustavus Hamilton 

opposed Jackson’s bill, stating that perhaps his fellow conservatives “had not read Mr. 

Jackson’s bill, for if they had they would at once see the enormous amount of taxation 

which it would put on the city.” ’̂  ̂ When it was time to vote on whether an official 

objection to Jackson’s bill should be lodged, Wauchob, Hudson, and Walker (all three 

solicitors) all voted against objecting, while Hamilton voted to do so, in a rare moment of 

moderation, stating that “[h]e would vote against his side of the house on this question, and 

he would repeat, he was sorry to find any division on the subject, or any allusion to this 

side of the house or that side — there should be only one side.

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 22 December 1847.
Freeman's Journal, 8 January 1848.
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Other than the several conservative council members, Jackson had a number o f  

other strident supporters. An informational meeting on Jackson’s bill was held at the end o f  

January at Morrison’s Hotel, where Mallet gave a talk on his plans for a nev  ̂ sewerage 

system and water works. He concluded the meeting by arguing that if  Jackson’s bill 

became law, it would do incalculable good for both rich and poor in Dublin, but more 

importantly it would

for ever [5/c] relieve this city o f reckless grasping at power, by efforts 
renewed from year to year, with the money wrung from the unwilling 
citizens o f Dublin, o f a body exclusively political, and therefore utterly unfit 
in this unhappy country to manage any social affairs, and which demands the 
surrender o f our properties, I might almost say our liberties, not for the 
benefit o f  their fellow-citizens, but in furtherance o f  that which has from the 
outset been their one aim and object -  the aggrandizement o f  a political party.

The meeting was excellent publicity for Jackson’s bill; it gave Dubliners an opportunity to

hear the exact plans being promoted and the crowd was assured that it had the approval o f

two Dublin MPs, Grogan and George A. Hamilton.

Supporters o f Jackson’s bill made themselves known in other ways. In early

February, a group o f  over three thousand ratepayers signed a memorial to the Lord

Lieutenant, objecting to the corporation and praising Jackson. The ratepayers criticised the

corporation for being “almost exclusively composed o f  one party” and for “not

represent[ing] the intelligence or property of this city.”^̂'* They insisted that the evidence

revealed in the previous year at Hayward and Brassington’s inquiry had “so fully disgusted

the respectable and mercantile portion o f the citizens, that they possess no confidence

whatever” in the corporation and “protest against their proceedings.” The memo wholly

supported a type o f  improvement bill, but believed that “paid commissioners being

appointed for the management o f the several taxes, under the controul [5/c] o f  the Irish

Sounder’s News-Letter, 26 isswssiy 1848.
Ibid
Ibid In the last General Election, Grogan had been returned for Dublin city along with repealer John 

Reynolds; Hamilton was MP for Trinity College.
Saunder’s News-Letter, 3 February 1848.
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government was preferable to the corporation’s plans. Accordingly, the address to 

Clarendon concluded with the memorialists “humbly pray[ing]” that “Your Excellency will 

not allow the sanction of the government to the bill brought forward by the corporation of 

Dublin, but instead would take Jackson’s bill “into your favourable consideration.” '^^

While Jackson s bill may have had the support of many Dubliners, it was still 

missing endorsement from any significant authority, other than several Dublin MPs. The 

Police Commissioners, for instance, were not happy with the clause that allowed the new 

improvement commissioners to collect the police rates. In order to underscore their 

unhappiness, the Dublin Commissioners of Police wrote to the Chief Secretary, “stating an 

objection to the proposed plan of transferring all the power of raising the local Taxes to the 

proposed New Board.” The Police Tax totalled over £4,000 a year, and in their own 

defence the commissioners drew attention to the fact that arrears in the current collection 

“have been very small indeed.”*̂* The Irish government appeared equally dissatisfied with 

Jackson’s attempt to collect these rates. In February, the Freeman’s Journal reported that 

the government was so unhappy with the bill that it was determined not to support it in its 

present form: “This clause the government are resolved not to sanction.”

As far as influential supporters were concerned, the corporation’s bill faired only 

marginally better. In an unexpected upset, when a general election took place in 1847, city 

councillor and raucous repealer John Reynolds was returned for Dublin City,'^° so the 

corporation at least had a new friend in parliament. As well, certain city wards held local 

meetings to demonstrate support for the bill. In January, the residents of Linen-Hall ward 

united and drafted a petition to parliament in favour of the corporation’s bill.'^' A general

Ibid.
Ibid.
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meeting o f Dubliners was also held in the Royal Exchange at the end o f February in

support of the bill. Both improvement bills were discussed, and it was quickly determined

that Jackson s bill was not framed with Dublin’s best interest in mind because it

was originally suggested by private parties. It emanated from parties not 
very remarkable for their attachment to the liberties o f the country, nor 
known as friends of the people, but the contrary; and if hatred o f the people 
was in their hearts they recorded it on the face of their bill, for it was nothing 
but an acknowledgement of the principles of despotism, and subversive to 
the principles o f representation.

Instead, the tone of the meeting was wholeheartedly in favour o f the corporation’s 

measure:

they would record their approval of this bill promoted by the corporation, 
and in doing so announce to those in power that they would struggle to the 
last for the power to tax themselves, and that the administration of the rights 
and properties should be confided to men over whom the people could exercise 
legitimate and constitutional control, and who would be their representatives 
in the true and legitimate sense of the word.*^^

Despite these enthusiastic bursts of solidarity, the situation in Dublin by 1848 was 

such that the city was by no means evenly divided, conservative versus liberal, and many 

people found cause to object to both bills. Isaac Farrell, in his pamphlet on Dublin 

improvements, expressed his overall dissatisfaction with the proposed plans to improve 

Dublin. With regards to Jackson’s bill, Farrell did not like the idea o f giving three 

commissioners such extensive powers; however, he found the corporation bill in many 

cases worse: “on the score of unfitness, the objection applies with double force, as they 

[members o f  the city council] stand in the position both of unpaid and unqualified 

commissioners.”*’'* Also disliking both bills was the Chamber o f Commerce, and at its 

Annual General Meeting it rejected the corporation’s improvement bill for attempting to 

interfere with Dublin markets, which the Chamber felt was its domain. Moreover, it 

opposed the corporation bill because it was “not only detrimental to mercantile and trading

Freeman's Journal, 19 February 1848.
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interests, but objectionable to the citizens and ratepayers at l a r g e . H o w e v e r ,  in fairness, 

they found Jackson’s bill equally disagreeable, hence it was their intention “to oppose them 

b o th ”*̂ ’

In February, the Chamber members drafted a memorial to the Lord Lieutenant

expressing their unhappiness with the discord that had been brought about:

That each of these measures is considered, by different sections o f the 
citizens, highly objectionable and unsuited to the objects it purports to 
promote [. .] [and] the prosecution of, and Parliamentary opposition to, 
these Bills, at the present moment, must lead to much expense, to the 
excitement o f angry feelings, and perhaps be followed by the unhappy 
consequences o f hasty legislation.*’*

What was worse, not only were these bills unsatisfactory, but they were coming at a

critical time in the city’s history. With the effects of the Famine worsening, the Chamber

of Commerce felt Dubliners should be pulling together rather than fighting each other:

“That these results, at all times objectionable, are particularly to be deprecated at the

present moment -  when a visitation of Providence, under which the country struggles,

suggests more appropriate objects for expenditure, and a cordial cooperation for the

general welfare.”*’  ̂ In order to alleviate the stress that the conflicting bills were

aggravating, the Chamber asked Clarendon to have both bills withdrawn until such a time

that a solution could be more calmly and rationally sought: “That, under the circumstances,

and the peculiar situation of Ireland, we respectfully entreat that your Excellency’s

influence may be used to prevent further proceedings on these bills.” The memorial was

then signed by hundreds of influential Dubliners of all political and religious persuasions.

The influence o f the Chamber of Commerce was obvious; most o f  the most important
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opponents of the bill were Chamber members including Arthur Guinness, Thomas 

Croisthwaite, Thomas Bewley, Jonathan Pim, Charles Haliday, and LaTouche & Co.^*'

Nevertheless, despite the importance of the various interests in Dublin’s 

legislative future, the ultimate fate of the bills still relied heavily on the outcome o f a 

second preliminary inquiry. After the disastrous results o f  the 1847 inquiry, Dublin 

Corporation was naturally reluctant to support another, but because the corporation’s 1848 

bill was a minor departure from its 1847 version and possibly due to Jackson’s 

involvement as well, a new preliminary inquiry was ordered in December 1847. The 

inquiry took place in Dublin from 10-29 February in a local hotel, where both Jackson and 

the corporation’s bills were given equal treatment. Similar to the previous year’s 

proceedings, present for the inquiry were William Ford on behalf o f Dubhn Corporation, 

Frederick Jackson to support his own bill, and the Paving Commissioners, Wide Street 

Commissioners, Ballast Board, and several other interests all had counsel in attendance as 

well.^*^ However, unlike last year, the appointed surveying officers for 1848, Henry 

Colies, a barrister, and Joseph James Byrne, an engineer, were Dubliners rather than 

British.

The two-week long inquiry proceedings were almost identical to the previous

year, with the exception of Jackson’s presence. The corporation attempted to demonstrate

the insanitary state of Dublin, the incompetence of the various boards, and presented itself

as the natural successor to them in civic administration.^*^ As a reluctant ally, Jackson

equally emphasised

the extent of the wants of improvement in the sanitary condition and 
regulation of the borough; the neglect and misconduct o f existing boards, and 
the necessity there was for alterations and amendments in the present system 
of management of the different departments who have control over the 
affairs and taxes of the city.

^^^Freeman's Journal, 26 Februaiy 1848. Cullen, 1983, op. cA.,passim.
183 and Byrne, 1847-48a, op. c it, 2.
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This portion o f the case was “by the Promoters o f both Bills supported, and was resisted by 

cross-examination and direct evidence by the several boards and bodies implicated

• 185 •

therein. Dublin Corporation’s case was greatly aided by Jackson’s abilities: many

points that the corporation had raised at Hayward and Brassington’s inquiry in 1847 were

reiterated and re-emphasised by Jackson, such as the incompetence o f the boards in

general, the Paving Board s tendency to be influenced by the Castle, and the weakened

financial position o f the Wide Street Commissioners.

However, the accord between the two promoters ended there: they differed greatly

in proposed solutions to Dublin’s sanitary and administrative problems. Ford rallied the

corporation’s cause, presenting its merits, and his argument consisted of

a good deal documentary evidence, and partly o f evidence o f the different 
officers o f the corporation who were examined as to the mode o f conducting 
business by that body, with a view of establishing, from its efficiency and 
past conduct, its claim for increased powers and property.

Jackson, for his part, argued in favour of having paid commissioners working for

Dubliners. In response to Ford’s contentions, Jackson and other opponents o f the

corporation attempted to demonstrate the city council’s general ineffectiveness, highlighted

its history o f ineptitude, and argued that the city council members’

past conduct was such as to show that powers entrusted to them would 
not be exercised for the public good, and that the proceedings of that body 
had disentitled them to the confidence o f the citizens and rate-payers of 
Dublin, and that, in point of fact, they did not possess such confidence.'*^

Despite the conflicting nature of these arguments and the potential for quarrels, it

appeared that, unlike the previous year, the entire proceedings were carried out smoothly

with few upsets, and Colies and Byrne highlighted in their report the

steadiness and invariable good temper which characterized the entire o f the 
proceedings, and the courtesy and kindness which were extended to

Forests, Land Revenues, Works a n d  Buildings, Enclosing the Report o f  the Surveying Officers Appointed 
^nder the Above Act, 1847-48, XXXI, 2. [Hereafter Colles and Byrne, 1847-48b]

Colles and Byme, 1847-48a, op. c it, 2.
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ourselves, and the readiness and candour with which any information we 
asked for was procured, even when it seemed to militate against the views or 
interests of the parties from whom we required it.***

Ford later confirmed this goodwill and underscored the amity that the existed throughout 

the proceedings:

in stating that Mr. Jackson, the solicitor for the Bill, known by his name, 
conducted the proceedings on his part with his usual zeal and astuteness, and 
in a manner highly creditable to the profession to which he belongs, and a 
total absence o f allfactious [5/c] feelings, a matter hitherto unknown in 
relation to corporate matters in the city.

Furthermore, while the corporation may have been initially wary about the inquiry and felt

that it was issued “without being solicited for that purpose by the corporation in reference

to the Dublin Improvement Bill,” *̂ ° by the end of the inquiry. Ford assured the city council

of its success and expressed his satisfaction with the candour and professionalism which

the two surveyors demonstrated:

it gave him peculiar pleasure to make that admission because they were 
Irishmen, and their conduct was so different from that of the English 
gentlemen sent here last year, who appeared to him (Mr. Ford) a partizan o f 
faction instead o f being the calm impartial judge to decide between 
contending parties.*^'

Even months later. Colies and Byrne were fondly recollected for “having local knowledge 

on the subject, and who for impartiality and conduct during the holding [of] their

192commission, received the thanks of all parties.”

The corporation was for the most part pleased with Colies and Byrne because 

when their report finally came out in May, it was less critical o f  the corporation than 

Hayward and Brassington had been. While Colles and Byrne did state that they were 

indebted to Hayward and Brassington’s report, “which has directed our attention to many 

important matters, and given to us many valuable suggestions,” they emphasised that “the

rbid., 2. This was also pointed out in their report on Jackson’s bill. Please see: Colles and Byrne, 1847- 
48b, op. cit., 2.

 ̂Report of Town Clerk to Corporation, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 7 March 1848.
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evidence, as collected and now presented to us, has led our minds in some subjects to very 

different conclusions.” In many instances, Colies and Byrne argued similar points to 

Hayward and Brassington. They agreed that the state o f Dublin was very bad, especially in 

lower class areas where the causes of suffering disease and death are numerous and wide

spread and that this misery was due to “defective sewerage, want o f water, accumulation 

of filth, existence of nuisance, the tainted state of the atmosphere, want o f ventilation, and 

crowded state o f the d w e l l i n g s . T h e y  also granted “that the amount o f taxation in the 

city is far too great for the benefit d e r i v e d , a n d  that these high taxes were being poorly 

allocated, but that “under a better system of control, [duties] could be more cheaply as well 

as more efficiently performed.

Their most important conclusions varied greatly with those of Hayward and 

Brassington. While the 1847 surveyors were not convinced that consolidating the various 

boards would significantly help Dublin’s situation, Colies and Byrne argued that

[t]he evidence presented to us as to the present state o f things within the 
borough of Dublin, necessarily leads to the conclusion, that the principles o f 
consolidation o f the powers now exercised by several different boards into 
one combined arrangement [ . . . ]  could be most usefijlly applied to and 
exercised within the borough of Dublin.

More importantly, whereas Hayward and Brassington had praised the Paving Board, Colies 

and Byrne found it quite objectionable:

The degree of personal superintendence given by the Commissioners [of 
Paving] to the works in course of completion under their Board is very 
short o f what it should be, and the system adopted as to allocating or 
appropriating the funds at the disposal o f the Board o f Works in each year 
very unsatisfactory.*^*
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Most significant, however, was that Colles and Byrne expressed no strong disapproval o f

Dublin Corporation. While they agreed that Dublin’s wards were poorly divided and

should be redrawn to distribute council seats more equitably, they could not

come to the conclusion that the evidence before us would establish that this 
body is unfit either for the exercise o f the powers and performance o f the 
duties already entrusted to them, or of the more extensive ones they now seek 
under the proposed Bill; on the contrary, we would from the evidence draw 
the conclusion that much has been done by the present corporation, much 
zeal and exertion shown, and much improvement perfected [. . .] [and] 
though much still remains to be done; the change from the former 
corporation to the present state is very great.^“°

In spite of this guarded approval of Dublin Corporation, Colles and Byrne were

unable to wholeheartedly support its improvement bill. The corporation seemed to have

learned nothing from Hayward and Brassington’s report, which had explicitly stated that

the bill had been inexpertly composed, for Colles and Byrne also complained that again

there appeared “some want of care in the mode in which this Bill is framed,” ”̂' and it was

in our opinion, much to be regretted and deserving o f remark, that the
Promoters of the Bill did not lay before us, and that they have not prepared
any plan, estimate or specification to carry out any definite or specific
scheme or schemes for constructing a complete and connected system o f
sewerage, with means of flushing, not for giving an uniform, fiill and
complete supply of water by means of mains or pipes through the different
districts o f the city, nor were there any specific plan o f drainage, paving,

202cleansing or lighting the same;

In the corporation’s defence, it would have taken a fair amount o f time and money, o f

which the city council had neither when framing the bill, to come up with detailed plans.

In fact, the corporation was so low on funds that the town clerk paid the £150 required

from the corporation for the inquiry out of his own pocket.“  ̂ Still, Colles and Byrne were

satisfied enough that

the present powers sought for by the Promoters would be amply sufficient to 
enable them to effect any scheme that might be hereafter advisable for such 
purposes, if it should be deemed expedient to invest in the corporation or

loia, 5.
Report of Town Clerk to Corporation, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 7 March 1848.
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Town Council those powers in the vague shape now sought.

While they refused to endorse the corporation’s improvement bill, they did not 

officially sanction Jackson’s either. They stated that with regards to Jackson’s bill, “in our 

judgements, the Promoters have established a great portion o f the case by them stated,” ”̂  ̂

but Colles and Byrne also felt that there was “some want o f care in the mode in which 

some portion o f the Bill [was] framed.” ®̂̂ Just as the corporation’s lack o f plans was 

criticised, Jackson too was reprimanded for not drafting better sewerage, street draining, 

paving, and cleansing plans.^®  ̂However, unlike the corporation, Jackson’s inclusion o f a 

waterworks scheme was highly commended and the specifics were described as “ingenious

99208and clear.” Mallet’s plans for supplying Dublin with water from the Dodder were highly 

lauded:

we conceive that the plans proposed in the Bill, as arranged by Mr. Mallet, 
show considerable skill and scientific knowledge on the part o f that 
gentleman, and to which plans we must accede our unqualified approval.

During the inquiry, Christopher Mulvany, engineer for the Grrand Canal Company, had

suggested on behalf o f the corporation that a better supply o f water could be acquired from

the Morrel river, a tributary of the Grand Canal, which Colles and Byrne seemed more

keen on. Although Mulvany had offered no detailed plans, Colles and Byrne believed that

the Morrel was “subject to less impurities” than the Dodder and that using Grand Canal

waters would be “a more plain and easy mode of having a good supply o f water.”^̂ °

Moreover, “whilst we feel it but just to give Mr. Mallet every credit for great talent,” it was

determined that his estimates of the cost of his Dodder works were perhaps too low.^^^

Colles and Byrne, 1847-48a, op. cit., 5.
 ̂Colles and Byme, 1847-48b, op. cit, 14.
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In conclusion, Colles and Byrne were not convinced that improvement 

commissioners were more qualified than the corporation to take over the administrative 

duties o f Dublin:

Little evidence upon this matter was laid before us, save so far as the 
opinion of some of the ratepayers is entitled to weight as evidence, and it 
certainly appears to us that a large number of ratepayers o f  intelligence and 
property were anxious that such should be the constitution o f the governing 
body o f the borough.^^^

What is more, again demonstrating partiality for Dublin Corporation, Colles and Byrne

seemed to have regretted any adverse effects that improvement commissioners might have

on the corporation:

the position and influence of that body [the corporation] would be greatly 
lowered. The class o f citizens willing to be members o f it, and bear their 
share o f its duties, would be greatly deteriorated, and for all effective 
purposes the Corporation would be most seriously affected.

Although not overwhelming in favour of either measure, Colles and Byrne conclusions

were more favourable to the corporation’s bill than to Jackson’s.

Ultimately, the final report had no bearing on Jackson’s bill because, in the end, it

never even received a first reading. In January, the city council decided to officially object

to Jackson’s bill, '̂"* and when it went before Mr. May, the examiner o f standing orders, the

corporation presented a list of 32 allegations o f n o n -co m p lian ce .M o st were overruled

by the examiner, but several points, though seemingly quite minor, were sustained. May

ruled that because Jackson had not named the Lord Mayor and the corporation as owners

and occupiers o f the city watercourse, “the standing orders had not, in this respect, been

complied with.”^̂  ̂ Furthermore, again in reference to the water supply, it was argued that

“no section has been deposited [. . .], exhibiting the city water course from the weir at

18.
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Templeogue, and again May was forced to concede that “in this case the standing 

orders had not been compHed with.”^̂ * Despite these oversights, May believed overall that 

“the standing orders had been complied with.” *̂̂  However, when Jackson’s bill went 

before the standing orders committee at the end of February, it was determined “that in the 

case of the Dublin consolidation improvement bill the standing orders ought not to be 

dispensed with.”^̂ ° Jackson’s 1848 bill was officially thrown out.

The corporation’s improvement bill fared not only better than Jackson’s, but also 

better than in the previous year. It received its first reading on 4 February with no 

difficulties and was initially scheduled to receive its second reading after Colles and Byrne 

released their report.^^^ However, for reasons not disclosed, the bill went up for its second 

reading on 14 February, but when it came time to be read, it was postponed till the next 

day, perhaps to give the opposing sides a chance to gather as many supporters as possible. 

In a surprising upset, Dublin Corporation’s improvement bill was second on the list of bills 

for 15 February, so when it came time for its second reading, no MPs were yet present to 

oppose it:

To their eternal shame be it said, neither Mr. Edward Grogan, nor his 
lieutenant in command, Mr George Alexander Hamilton, were in their place 
to oppose the motion. The consequence was that the bill was read a second 
time, and ordered to be committed.

To make matters worse, apparently Grogan and Hamilton “made their appearance a few

seconds after the bill was ordered to be committed” but opposing at such a moment “would

have been absurd” so they could only content “themselves with exchanging looks of blank

223amazement and disappointment.”
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Having passed its second reading without a debate, the bill went on to the 

committee stage where it was hoped that Dublin Corporation could see it through to its 

third reading. However, the bill was up for its greatest challenge yet, as Jackson had now 

aligned himself with the Wide Streets Commissioners and the Chamber of Commerce to 

oppose the bill. As well, the political situation in Dublin had turned tense, to say the least, 

and Dublin Corporation was out of line with the government. By March 1848, Europe had 

seen a wave of revolutions bring down various monarchies, and the revolution in France 

that overthrew Louis Philippe had huge repercussions in Dublin. The dissolution of the 

monarchy and subsequent declaration of a French Republic sparked a renewed vigour of 

the Repeal Association who demanded concessions for Ireland and also initiated a tentative 

rapprochement between the formerly estranged Young Ireland and Repeal. Many local 

groups who had once been focussed on improvement were now turning to repeal instead, 

and ward meetings that once petitioned parliament for an improvement bill were now 

petitioning for repeal.

The Young Irelander John Mitchel had started the United Irishman newspaper in 

January 1848, and in it he not only took personal swipes at Clarendon but also implied that 

Ireland was preparing for its own revolution. He even suggested that there “were men 

preparing in broad daylight to overthrow a powerful government by force,” which had 

Clarendon convinced that Mitchel spoke for a powerful and well organised group of 

rebels. Excitement was running high by March, and the fact that Young Ireland was 

preparing a demonstration for St. Patrick’s Day 1848 had Clarendon fi-ightened and 

concemed.^^^ A non-violent demonstration of 10-20,000 people was eventually held on 21 

March, and Clarendon had William Smith O’Brien, John Mitchel, and Thomas Francis 

Meagher arrested afterwards for sedition. Hence, while the improvement debate was going

Freeman’s Journal,
Richard Davis T h e  Y o u n g  Ireland Movement (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1987), 145.
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on, the Young Ireland leaders were in prison, and Irish nationalists in general were eyed 

with mistrust. The corporation did not aid their reputation by passing a resolution in 

support of the French republican government,^^* and some Dubliners felt that this showed 

‘ that the corporation was not a body that ought to be entrusted with the powers sought 

under the bill.”^̂ ^

The opposition was well organised to fight the corporation’s bill. The Chamber o f 

Commerce placed advertisements in local newspapers, announcing that due to “the 

requisition of a large body of the citizens and ratepayers, [it] has consented again to 

conduct the opposition of the Bill, and have taken the preliminary steps for that purpose;” 

and were now asking for donations to fund the campa i gn . Among  the contributors were 

the Bank of Ireland, £200, David LaTouche, £10, A. Guinness & Co., £10, Bewley’s, £10, 

Jameson’s, £10, and the proprietors of the Dublin Evening Mail, £5.^^  ̂The Dublin Evening 

Mail also encouraged Dubliners to tender their financial support to the Chamber of 

Commerce:

The opposition to this measure will be very up-hill work. It cannot be 
sustained without the sinews of war. Not all the energies of the body which 
has undertaken the defence of the citizens -  nor all the skill, ingenuity, and 
logic of the learned counsel employed in the cause can avail unless the 
means of carrying on protracted and costly warfare be supplied by the parties 
who are to benefit by the defeat of the measure.^^^

The DEM, believing that war had been declared, warned people that if they were

“interested in averting the ruin” they “must not give, but give liberally -  and above all,

must give quickly. The enemy is on the alert, and is cunning.”^̂  ̂ The Wide Streets

Commissioners were also well prepared to oppose the bill, and they believed that “if there

should be a transfer of the powers possessed by other boards to the corporation, the powers

229 Municipal Council Minutes, 14 March 1848.
Journal, 26 May 1848.
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of the wide-street board should not be transferred.”^̂"* In further opposition was R. Norton, 

who appeared on behalf o f 3,400 ratepayers against the corporation’s bill.^^^ However, the 

promoters were given small reprieve from the Paving Board because the “petition o f the 

commissioners o f paving was not entertained, as the appearance was not entered in

»236time.

Even more ominous than the impressive opposition to the corporation’s bill was 

the fact that the city government’s already insufficient funds were now officially 

exhausted. At the end o f April, the Court of Queen’s Bench ruled that it was illegal for the 

corporation to apply the borough rate and the pipe water funds to the various costs o f 

promoting its bills; hence it no longer had any disposable income to put towards its 

parliamentary expenses. As such, the council decided to get “a clause introduced into the 

Bill [. . .] to enable the council to provide for the taxation and payment o f the costs and 

expenses o f the local enquiries that have taken place this and last year.”^̂  ̂ However, in 

order to save as much money as possible, no members o f the corporation attended the 

parliamentary committee proceedings save for their parliamentary agent George L. Smyth 

and the town clerk, and both were under strict instructions that “nothing more should be 

done than was absolutely necessary, in order that every practicable expense might be 

saved.”^̂*

The parliamentary committee hearings took place 18 May until 20 June 1848, and 

the first few days proceeded somewhat like the preliminary inquiries had, with the 

corporation again attempting to illustrate the corruption and incompetence o f the city 

boards while singing its own praises. In response, the major opposition argued that the 

corporation [was] unfit, as a body, to be entrusted with the powers they sought.”^̂  ̂ Once

Freeman’s Journal, 27 May 1848.
Ibid.
Freeman’s Journal, 20 May 1848.
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more, there was no question that a new legislation was needed for Dublin, and Ford later 

reported that it was “admitted on all hands that a Bill was absolutely necessary.” '̂̂ ® Perhaps 

due to this, on the sixth day of the inquiry, Norton “inquired whether Mr. Ford was 

prepared, on the part o f  the Corporation o f Dublin, to accept a bill appointing three 

commissioners for the superintendence and general management o f  all works necessary to 

be done, such commissioners to be under the control o f  the corporation.” "̂̂ * Evidently 

some behind the scenes negotiating had been going on between Ford and N orton because 

not only was Ford not surprised by the proposal, he agreed to it as well.^'*^ H ow  this 

settlement came about remains unknown. However it was a hugely important step towards 

conciliation and the meeting was quickly adjourned for several days to give the various 

interests a chance to peruse “the Compromise.”

Under the terms o f the compromise, the Wide Streets Commissioners, Paving 

Board, city term  grand juries, and Pipe Water Department would be abolished, and the 

property and duties o f  the said boards would be “transferred to, and declared vested in the 

Lord Mayor, aldermen, and burgesses o f the city o f Dublin, as trustees for the ratepayers 

and inhabitants.” '̂*̂  Additionally, in lieu of all other rates, except for the M inisters’ Money, 

Police Tax, and Poor Rate, a rate not to exceed Ad. in the pound would be levied for the 

purposes o f  the act and a separate office would be provided for the collection o f  such rates. 

Three commissioners, at a salary o f £600 a year each, would be named for the 

“superintendence and general management o f all works necessary to  be done under the 

act,” and no public works in the city could be performed unless under the direction o f  these 

men. '̂*'  ̂ In order to ensure corporate participation, once a year the com missioners would 

transmit to the town clerk an estimate o f  projects and costs to be done in the ensuing year; 

the corporation could then go over the estimates and make w hatever am endm ents it chose.

Report of the Town Clerk, 1 July 1848, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 7 August 1848.
Freeman's Journal, 27 May 1848.
Ibid.



If  the corporation rejected the same work two years in a row, the commissioners could 

apply to the Court of Queen’s Bench for a new decision.

When the compromise was offered, Ford immediately attempted to unite all vying 

parties under these terms,

knowing the great, the immense saving that must necessarily occur from the 
alterations contemplated by the Bill [and] anxious to secure if possible its 
passing into a Law, and for that purpose finding all parties admitted the 
absolute necessity of an alteration, placed himself in communication with 
Mr. Grogan M .P. who was identified with the opposition o f the Bill -  and in 
favour of Mr. Jackson’

Ford, Grogan and “those who acted with him” approved o f the details o f the compromise 

and fixrther agreed to recast Dublin’s wards so “that the rated property of each should not 

be less than £40,000 or more than £ 5 0 , 0 0 0 . The details were then forwarded to the 

corporation and received “the approval of the members who attended that meeting with 

only two dissentients.” '̂*’ The Paving Board, for its part, although not present for the 

committee proceedings, was given a copy of the compromise, and its secretary John Reilly 

stated: “I have read the bill as amended [. . .]. I consider it would meet the views o f the 

citizens better than the corporation bill.” '̂**

However, despite this accord, the bill was lost. When the compromise came back 

to the parliamentary committee for discussion, many parties still had not withdrawn their 

objections. While the corporation and Grogan were in favour, the Chamber o f Commerce 

and the Wide Street Commissioners still opposed the measure.^"*^ What was more 

surprising, Norton, who had introduced the compromise to begin with and who represented 

the “Jacksonites,” still opposed the bill and “felt it his duty, on the part o f his client, to give

Report of the Town Clerk, 1 July 1848, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 7 August 1848.245
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every opposition in his power to the Dublin improvement bill which the committee was

then examining. This withdrawal of support clearly upset the future o f the bill:

The declaration of continued hostility from the Jacksonite’s [5/c] caused 
evident surprise for it was generally believed that the coalition had been 
concluded, and that hostilities so far as the parties respectively represented 
by Mr. Ford and Mr. Jackson had closed.^^^

The committee adjourned until mid-June in hopes of producing a settlement, but Saunder's

News-Letter pessimistically predicted, “that there is not the slightest probability of any

arrangement being come to.”^̂  ̂And, indeed their instincts proved accurate, because on 20

June the parliamentary committee “came to the conclusion that the preamble of the bill

HAS NOT BEEN PROVED TO THEIR SATISFACTION.””  ̂ For the second time, the

corporation’s improvement bill was lost.

The Dublin Improvement Act. 1849

Consequently, Dublin Corporation found itself once more in the familiar position 

of having to make the decision whether or not to proceed with yet another improvement 

bill. On the one hand, all of Dublin and certainly most of parliament were almost certainly 

“heartily sick of this s u b j e c t , a n d  it was becoming expensive for the parties involved to 

continuously promote or oppose the various bills. Yet, on the other hand, while the 1847 

bill had been a bit of a disappointment, the 1848 bill had been reasonably successfiil, 

enough so to keep the corporation hopeful. They had come this far and spent too much 

money to give up now. Moreover, the principles of the compromise had come closer than 

any other bill to uniting contending parties, so the corporation had a potentially sound 

model on which to base its next bill. Indeed, Ford had been promised by several 

parliamentary committee members that a similar bill, “if brought in next year would be

250 Ibid.
251 T u - jIbid.
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sure to become Law. Hence, Dublin Corporation proceeded with another improvement 

bill.

Obviously, the new bill would be based on the compromise, and on 1 November

1848, the council voted to renew its application to parliament for a Dublin Improvement

Bill approximating to the one ‘proposed to be amended in Committee last s e s s i o n . B u t ,

unlike previous years, the corporation also decided to promote a water works bill,

presumably due to Colles and Byrne’s admiration o f Mallet’s waterworks plan and the

approval o f Mulvany s Grand Canal scheme. The new water scheme was designed by

Mulvany and relied on many of the valuable suggestions put forth in the last session.

Additionally, it was resolved to consult with the Irish government in order to determine

what sort of aid it was willing to offer:

That inasmuch as the council have reason to believe their amended Bill o f 
last session met with the approbation of Her Majestys [57c] Government a 
deputation be appointed to wait upon his Excellency the Lord Lieutenant and 
Sir Wm. M. Somerville for the purpose of testifying their anxious desire to 
do everything in their power to rescue the local affairs of the City o f Dublin 
from the reproaches which every Parliamentary Committee that makes 
enquiry respecting these facts comment upon.^^*

In order to further prepare itself, it was considered prudent to consult with the Chamber o f

Commerce, since it had been the corporation’s most relentless opponent. A committee o f

eleven council members was appointed to go over the drafts o f the two bills, consult with

the Chamber o f Commerce, and report back to the council.^^^ And, while the council

conservatives were opposed to lodging another improvement bill altogether,^^^ they were

given a reasonable say on the subject and represented four out o f the eleven committee

members.
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With years o f experience and the compromise as a model, the final draft of the 

corporation s improvement bill should have been easy to resolve. Reynolds had hoped that 

one could finally be passed that did “not mix orange or green politics with the mud of the 

city, but the possibility proved elusive. A tentative draft was completed at the end of 

November, but by mid-December it was still not ready to be lodged, and only ten days 

remained. The final draft was debated 19-21 December, and the topic that caused such a 

delay was four contentious clauses relating to the re-division of Dublin into new wards: 

clause 1 provided for the abolition of the current wards, clause 2 ordered commissioners to 

remodel the wards, clause 3 called for a dissolution of the present corporation and new city 

elections to take place 25 November 1849, and finally, clause 4 proposed that the 

qualifications o f burgesses be repealed and altered and instead new qualifications issued, 

“to be the usual one of occupancy and payment of rates, for three years’ occupancy within 

17 statute miles of the borough.”^̂ ^

The terrible debate that ensued was not surprising. For one, the council 

conservatives had been arguing for years that Dublin had been improperly divided and that 

the corporation did not represent the weahh and intelligence of Dublin. In truth, the ward 

divisions had been performed without rhyme or reason and were quite unequal. For 

example, Stephen’s Ward was valued at £60,000 while James’s Ward was only valued at 

£16,000, yet both returned the same number of representatives.^^'* Moreover, the 

compromise of 1848 had included the re-division of wards, and the liberal city councillors 

had all agreed to this concession in order to get the previous improvement bill accepted. 

Hence, the council conservatives were well aware that re-division was a reasonable and 

viable option, and “the concession of these clauses [was made] a sine qua non by the 

minority sitting on the conservative side on the council.

^^^^Freeman's Journal, 15 December 1848.
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Naturally, throughout the three-day debate, all the conservatives stood firm on this 

issue, but they had the occasional liberal ally as well. Several liberal councillors supported 

re-division for various reasons. For his part, Gavin, a repealer and corn factor, defended 

re-division because he did not believe it would change the composition o f the corporation 

and instead would solidify the liberals’ position: “[re-division] would go far to establish 

the fact that the Liberal members represented the wealth and respectability o f  the city.” 

However, if  re-division gave the conservatives more representatives “he would not reject it 

[. . .] [f]or if they were entitled to an increase in their number they should have it, but if  

they were not entitled they should not.”^̂  ̂Liberal councillor John Martin, a coal merchant, 

also agreed to re-division because he believed that it might raise local politics above party 

politics by “procuring unanimity, [. . .] altogether independent of Whig or Tory 

prejudices.”^̂ ^

The more fervent repealers were less calm about the prospect of re-division, and 

their arguments were based on the belief that the corporation already represented Dubliners 

of all shades. Repeal councillor Philip Tagart, a wine merchant, felt that enough money 

had been spent on dividing the wards back in the 1830s, hence it was “injudicious” to the 

citizens to force them to pay for it a g a i n . F o r  his part, councillor James Delaney, a 

tailor, maintained that the corporation “did represent the citizens, and had represented them

• 269to the fullest extent since the formation of the corporation,” therefore re-division was 

unnecessary. Alderman Timothy O’Brien, wine merchant and liberal MP for Cashel, was 

in agreement with Delaney and opposed re-division because “the liberal party represented 

the greater part o f the property of Dublin. Whereas, Reynolds feared that re-division

Freeman's Journal, 21 December 1848. 

Freeman’s Journal, 22 December 1848. 

Freeman's Journal, 20 December 1848. 

Freeman's Journal, 22 December 1848.
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would favour the conservatives and create “another ascendancy, very little better than that 

which they had got rid of.”^̂ '

While the first two days of the debate, though heated, were conducted fairly and 

civilly, by the third day, chaos ensued. Disorder began when Reynolds attempted to move 

an amendment that the four clauses be removed from the bill, but since he had already 

spoken for two hours the previous day, many councillors cried that he was out o f  order. 

Hudson, for one, was determined that Reynolds would not speak, and took this opportunity 

to express his dislike for the man:

The manner in which Mr. Reynolds put forward his objections showed that 
he had bad case. He had attacked with gross personality every one who 
differed with him. He appeared to rise and say, “I am the great Mr.
Reynolds, who can talk for three or four hours -  can any o f you do the like of 
that (laughter)? You can not: and therefore, if you differ with me I will 
crush you.” ’̂^

Despite these protests, Reynolds, who did not like to be told what to do, continued to try to

pass his amendment, when

[a] scene of considerable confusion here ensued, several gentlemen 
endeavouring to address the chair at the same time and cries o f order, order, 
spoke, spoke, adjourn, adjourn, [were] proceeding from different quarters of 
the house. The Lord Mayor made several ineffectual attempts to procure 
order.̂ ’^

When the Lord Mayor was finally able to resume control, he ruled that because Reynolds

had already spoken, he could not proceed with his amendment. Reynolds, however, was

not pleased with the honourable gentleman’s decision and refused to comply:

He said - 1 beg to tell the gentlemen who are standing up in a menacing 
manner with their hats on, that I will not be put down under any 
circumstances (repeated cries o f order, followed by uproar and clamour 
which lasted for some moments). I tell them I will not be put down by this 
exhibition of violence and brute force (renewed uproar). I will do as I 
please.

Freeman’s Journal, 21 December 1848. 
Freeman’s Journal, 22 December 1848. 
Freeman’s Journal, 22 December 1848.

173



Though the chamber was incensed by Reynolds’ self-important attitude, order was

eventually restored, and another repealer, taking his cue from Reynolds, moved that the

clauses be omitted. With a new amendment on the table, Reynolds again took the

opportunity to speak. However, in order to stop him, Hudson endeavoured to have the

meeting adjourned, but nevertheless, as Hudson spoke, Reynolds simultaneously

persevered with his attempt to address the room. The prominent position o f  both men —

Hudson, popular among the conservatives and well respected by most other council

members, and Reynolds, loved and despised with almost equal intensity -  and their

endeavours to speak simultaneously, created utter pandemonium:

The scene of clamorous disorder which here took place, is beyond all power 
of description. The Lord Mayor endeavoured to restore order, but no 
attention was paid to him. Mr. Reynolds essayed to speak once or twice, but 
the increasing din and con&sed murmur of voices -  from the subdued tones 
of conversation to those of loud and indignant remonstrance -  rendered him 
perfectly inaudible. Several of the members were seated at the fire-place, 
and placidly looked on at the scene of contention, whilst others who were for 
and against the adjournment, endeavoured by loud cries and vehement 
gesticulation to carry their point.

When the room eventually calmed down, many other council members spoke for and

against the four clauses, while many others, feeling that that nothing useful could be gained

in this overcharged atmosphere, were determined that the meeting should be adjourned.

Reynolds, however, wanted the matter concluded that day, hence he insisted that “the

members o f the council could not lose their time by coming there another day. He would

276stay there till midnight in order to finish the discussion.” By this time, the mere sound of

Reynolds’ voice seemed to set the room off, and when he uttered his last phrase,

all semblance o f order, and the usual decorous observances o f  society 
completely vanished. As usual on such occasions, several members were on 
their legs together, each endeavouring without effect to make himself heard; 
cries o f “adjourn” from one party, were met by shouts of “divide” from the 
other, and the result was the suspension of all business for a considerable 
time.̂ '̂ ’
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Correctly assessing that the debate was getting out o f  control, the conservatives

attempted three times to  have the meeting adjourned, and each time the resolution was lost

20-11. Interestingly enough, the conservatives’ motion was supported by the several

liberal members such as Gavin, Martin, Arthur Barlow, a merchant, and Henry G. Carolan,

an apothecary. Once the adjournment amendment had been defeated for the third time,

councillor James Moran managed to move another amendment that the four contentious

clauses be dropped. When the vote took place,

an intense rivalry was exhibited between the two parties as to  which o f  them 
possessed the greatest strength of lungs. The “noes” [5/c] amply atoned for 
paucity o f  numbers by their stentonic [5/c] shouts, which were prolonged to 
such an extent that for some moments nothing could be heard save a loud and

1 279reiterated roar.

The Lord M ayor then ruled that the “ayes” had it, and in protest, the eleven members who 

had voted against the amendment left the meeting, reportedly shouting “three groans for 

the Lord M a y o r , t h o u g h  this was later denied. Once the opponents had left, it was 

finally resolved that “the four clauses which refer to the alteration o f  the franchise be 

expunged and that the remaining portion of the Bill be adopted by this Council, and that 

the Bill be forwarded to the Parliamentary agent to have printed and proceeded with.”^*' 

While the bill may have finally received council approbation, it was under the direst 

circumstances; hence it would be facing parliament with less support than usual.

To further undermine the corporation’s chances o f  success, Jackson once again 

submitted his Dublin Consolidation Improvement W aterworks and Sewers Bill, although 

slightly amended. Because M allet’s estimates for his waterworks scheme had not been 

well received and equally due to Colles and Byrne s penchant for a w ater plan involving 

the Grand Canal, this time Jackson dropped Mallet altogether and had Samuel McClean

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 21 December 1848. Only 39 out 60 corporation members were 
present on 21 December 1848, of which only 31 voted. The final 11 who voted for adjourning the meeting 
were George White, Richard A. Walker, Francis E. Thomas, Lynn Carew, James Lambert, and Samuel 
Wauchob (all conservatives), Arthur Barlow, John Martin, Henry G. Carolan, John. A. Curran, (all liberals), 
^ d  Alderman C.P. Gavin (repealer).

Freeman's Journal, 22 December 1848.
280 ’Ibid.
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design a water system using the Grand Canal in conjunction with the River Liffey. In a 

new strategy to gamer support, Jackson opted against the former three commissioners and 

chose instead an entire board of commissioners. Whether it was demonstrating 

intelligence, resourcefulness, or blatant obsequious grovelling, Jackson’s bill again 

specifically addressed those who had so unequivocally opposed him last session; the board 

was to consist o f the Lord Mayor, the High Sheriff, the two chairmen o f the Poor Law 

Unions, president of the Chamber of Commerce, two MPs, and two other commissioners to 

be named at the discretion of the Lord Lieutenant.

Remarkably, Dublin Corporation and Frederick Jackson were not the only parties 

drafting improvement bills. In the autumn of 1848, the Paving Commissioners also 

decided to promote their own bill. The commissioners were disgusted that England had 

just got a Public Health Act,^*  ̂ yet Dublin had been for two years trying to pass an 

improvement bill. Because Jackson and the corporation seemed incapable o f doing it right, 

the Paving Commissioners decided to frame their own bill: “this Board deem it incumbent 

upon them to prepare and bring before the Government a measure that would embody and 

comprehend the various suggestions advanced from time to time in the Annual Reports 

addressed to the Lord Lieutenant.” They agreed that most civic boards should be 

consolidated to increase efficiency and reduce taxes, but due to the adversarial relationship 

with the corporation, they did not think that the corporation should be made responsible. 

Nor did they “aggrandize any of the Bodies or Institutions” o f the city. Instead, the Paving

Commissioners’ bill

[p]rovide[d] for the abolition o f all [boards], and the consolidation o f the 
functions of each into one comprehensive establishment with adequate power to 
accomplish the all-important end in view. Although we entertain the opinion that 
the direction and duties of such an institution would be more adequately provided 
for if placed in the charge of paid commissioners judiciously selected by the 
Crown we have nevertheless deemed it expedient to defer to the opinion o f others.

Sounder's News-Letter,29^&cs,TctoQTi, 1^48. CSO-OP 1849/185.
Scotland did not get a Public Health Act until 1867 and Ireland not until 1874 and 1878. Please see 

Chapter IV for more details.
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They agreed that it should be the Lord Lieutenant who chose the commissioners, but there 

is no doubt that the Paving Commissioners figured that they would be first in line. They 

tendered their bill to the Lord Lieutenant in November 1848, who then laid it before the 

Solicitor General for his opinion.^*'' Even though it received his a p p r o v a l , t h e  bill never 

saw the light o f day, presumably because two improvement bills were already enough to 

contend with.

As expected, opposition to both bills was strong, and but rather than the formal

individual resistance that had previously taken place, this year the various administrative

bodies banded together. On 14 December 1848, at the request o f the city grand jury, a

special meeting o f the several public bodies of the city was held “to consider what Bills o f

a Local Character it would be most advisable and useful to promote in Parliament.

Present at the meeting were representatives from parliament, the city grand jury, Chamber

of Commerce, Wide Street Commissioners, Dublin Sanitary Association, and the Paving

Commissioners. Although the city council had been contacted to send a deputation, the

corporation had previously decided not to send any councillor until the matter o f its own

improvement bill had been finalised.^*’ However, as a Dublin City MP, Reynolds attended

the meeting, so the corporation did have a voice present (however incendiary).

The meeting was opened by Robert W. Law, foreman o f the late grand jury and

chair o f the assembly, and he began with a statement that reflected justified concerns;

The efforts that have been made, and are still being made, to force through 
parliament bills affecting the fiscal affairs of this city -  the alarm excited in 
the minds of a large portion of the public by those efforts -  the vast sums of 
money raised year by year by subscription to defeat those enormous efforts -  
the enormous expenditure made by public boards o f public monies for the 
same purposes — these are all matters of public notoriety.

CSO-RP, 1849, O 566.
J  CSO-RP, 1850, O 407.
 ̂  ̂Freeman’s Journal, 15 December 1848.
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The previous two years o f parliamentary proceedings had cost Dublin a fair amount, and 

with three more bills posed this session and no great concessions between the vying 

parties, another expensive term appeared likely. Law determined that the best means for 

finding a solution to this impasse was to gather all of the most important boards together to 

discuss the wants to be provided for,” the “evils to be remedied,” and the “body or bodies 

by whom the new powers to be created under a new bill ought to be exercised.” *̂̂

The meeting proceeded smoothly, but due to the various contending bodies, no 

agreement was reached. In Law’s view, the major requirement for Dublin was “improved 

sanatory [5/c] arrangements” especially “a good system o f sewerage;” and among Dublin’s 

worst evils were “the present mode of levying the various taxes raised upon the city” and 

the “deficiency in the supply of water.”^̂ ° Nobody challenged that Dublin was in a bad 

state, and even the secretary of the Chamber of Commerce, Charles Halliday, “thought that 

there could be no doubt whatever but that some bill was r e q u i r e d . T h e  consideration 

then was the return to the fundamental question who would exercise any new powers? The 

corporation was immediately and readily eliminated for “not adequately represent[ing] the 

intelligence, the respectability, and the wealth of the city,” but also in the belief “that the 

corporation is too numerous -  the responsibility is too minutely divided amongst such 

numbers, for them ever, under any circumstances, to act efficiently and economically as an 

executive body.”^̂  ̂Paid commissioners were also considered circumspect and while it was 

suggested that a board of control could watch over them, Halliday was against 

commissioners altogether because it went against “the great constitutional principle that 

taxation should be based on representation.”^̂  ̂ Hence, with no consensus reached, it was 

decided that the secretary of the grand jury would write to all the public bodies involved 

requesting them to appoint a member of each body, who shall jointly form a



sub-committee to consider and report at an adjourned meeting o f this body 
on the best means of remedying the evils admitted on all points at present to 
exist in the city of Dublin; and that they be instructed to take into their 
consideration the bills put forward respectively by the corporation and by 
Mr. Jackson.

The delegates of each body, with the notable exception o f  the Paving 

Commissioners who were still awaiting the fate of their own bill, united on 21 December 

to discuss their assignment, but the final report was not presented until February 1849. 

The sub-committee consisted of Robert W. Law for the grand jury, Francis Codd for the 

Chamber of Commerce, Dr. Aldridge for the Sanitary Association, and Leland 

Croisthwaite for the Wide Street Commissioners. Several other concerned citizens were 

also present, although not representative o f any particular body.^^^ Once again, the 

corporation was invited to attend, and while Alderman John Keshan was a p p o i n t e d , h e  

failed to attend because he was at that time involved in the final debate o f the corporation’s 

bill. Nevertheless, the other delegates, determined to be representative o f all civic bodies, 

were keen to have Dublin Corporation involved, so they resolved that at any point the 

corporation would be entitled to send someone to participate in future sub-committee

797
meetmgs.

While the attempt to unite the various civic bodies was remarkable, the ultimate 

fiuits o f their labour proved less so. The nine-page report was released at the beginning of 

February, and although its intentions were good, it fell quite far from its initial objective. 

First and foremost the actual composition of the sub-committee was inconsistent; even 

though all the civic boards appointed representatives to be on the sub-committee, the entire 

report in the end was written by only three gentlemen; Croisthwaite, Aldridge, and 

Codd.^^* Furthermore, the report’s title still boldly and deceptively contained the “Grand

294 T V .  ,Ibid
Freeman's Journal, 22 December 1848. Why the Paving Board did not participate remains a mystery; 

there was no mention of it in any newspapers or throughout the proceedings.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 21 December 1848.
Freeman's Journal, 22 December 1848.
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Jury” and the ‘Corporation,” yet neither one had a representative present when the report 

was drafted. Secondly, the whole point of the sub-committee was to bring the various 

bodies together and come to a type o f consensus o f opinion, but even three men were 

unable to reach a conclusion and instead merely rehashed oft repeated ideas. They 

denounced Jackson s idea of paid commissioners in the belief “that taxation should be 

regulated by representation.” The corporation, as usual, did not fair much better and was 

dismissed because it did “not adequately represent the property o f the ratepayers o f the 

city.”^̂^

While the sub-committee concluded “that it would be highly inexpedient, and 

injurious to the interests of the city of Dublin, that any o f the proposed bills should pass 

into a law,” °̂'̂  it did offer several useful supplementary suggestions. Firstly, it presented 

the idea o f establishing a government appointed and controlled central rates collection 

office, “independent of, and unconnected with, any o f those boards now in existence or 

hereafter be created,” to prevent constant visits from various tax collectors and to ensure 

that party politics were not interfering with the rates’ collection.^®* Recognising the 

formidable task it was to find a bill to please all Dubliners, the sub-committee also 

proposed that the government should “take into their consideration the subject o f the 

municipal corporations of Ireland, with a view to the introduction, as far as practicable, o f 

the provisions o f the English Municipal Corporation Act.” °̂̂  However, despite the report’s 

shortcoming, it was nevertheless adopted by the main committee and a copy forwarded to 

the Lord Lieutenant.

Dublin Corporation and Jackson’s respective bills initially were not faring well. 

Despite the fact that Jackson’s bill received its first reading without difficulty, its future did

Report o f  the Sub-Committee appointed on the 2 f ‘ December, 1848, by the “Grand Jury o f  the City o f  
Dublin, ” the “Wide Street Commissioners, ” the Sanatory [sic] Board, ” the “Chamber o f  Commerce, ” and 
the Municipal Corporation, ’’ to consider the best means o f  remedying admitted evils in the city, [February, 
1849], 4 
'“ ibid, 5-6.
;> id . ,7 - 8 .

Ibid., 9.
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not look promising. Not only did the Wide Street Commissioners and the Chamber o f 

Commerce inevitability object to it, but new opponents emerged as well: “The Grrand Jury 

was agamst the Bill, and all those whom it was proposed to name as commissioners were 

against it. Reynolds condemned Jackson’s bill as “fiction” because it included his name 

“and that o f the Lord Mayor, and of Alderman Guinness, all o f whom had repudiated the 

scheme altogether, and he [Reynolds] disclaimed all connexion with it.” °̂̂  Moreover, the 

Chief Secretary, Somerville, was not happy with the bill and confirmed that “the 

Government had never given any sanction to it, so that he did not think it was too much to 

say that the Bill had been presented to the House under most disadvantageous 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s . B y  the end of February, the House of Commons had received many 

petitions against Jackson’s bill, including several from “the Lord Mayor, aldermen, and 

burgesses o f Dublin; from the Grand Canal Company, under their seal; from the burgesses 

and ratepayers o f the city, 4,000 in number; from the High Sheriff o f the city, and from the 

president and vice-president and members of the Chamber o f Commerce, against it.” °̂*

The corporation’s bill was not faring much better, especially since it had only 

been ratified due to absenteeism rather than through overwhelming support. While the 

bills had been lodged by 30 December 1848, the displays o f temper and final boycott of the 

meeting indicated that discontented council members were going to continue to oppose the 

bills. Not unexpectedly, when the city council resumed its sitting after Christmas, Hudson 

announced that

it was evident that the gentlemen on the other side o f the house would not 
concede anything to the conservative members as regarded the redivision of 
the wards. They should candidly declare that they would not concede 
anything, and then the men of Dublin would have an opportunity of buckling 
on their armour, and preventing the corporation from obtaining any increase

Jackson’s Bill received its first reading 6 February 1849, and the corporation’s improvement and water 
works bills received their readings on 20 February.

Hansard (Commons), 3"̂  series, CII, 644, 13 February 1849.
Hansard (Commons), 3*̂  series, CII, 1316-1317, 27 February 1849.
Ibid., 644.
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of their power.^°^

In order to placate the situation, a committee of fifteen was appointed to find a solution to 

the standoff. Rather than agreeing to a re-division o f the wards, the committee instead 

redistributed the number of representatives in the wards to give such higher rated wards as 

Merrion, Stephen s, and Andrew’s five or six representatives each, whereas the lower rated 

wards such as Paul s, Four Courts’, and Patrick’s were allotted three each.^'^ However, the 

conservatives seemed insufficiently impressed with this concession, and Hudson argued 

that this proposition would not meet with the sanction o f the citizens o f Dublin.”^̂  ̂

Instead, the council conservatives presented their own “Bill for the reconstruction o f the 

council of the Borough o f Dublin” that resembled the “four clauses,” but this too was voted 

down 21-7.^*^

Besides council discord, financial troubles, never completely out o f the picture, 

were once again emerging. At the end of December, the city council received a letter from 

Dublin solicitor Robert Hamilton on behalf of the Commissioners o f  Woods and Forests 

seeking £749 for the expenses incurred in the 1847 preliminary inquiry and a further £379 

in relation to the 1848 inquiry. '̂"^ Fortunately, an 1849 inquiry was waved, but to make 

matters worse for the corporation, at the end o f January, Jackson and his associate Francis 

Armstrong filed a pipe water lawsuit against the corporation for misappropriation o f fiands 

to the extent o f £187,260.^'^ The lawsuit was hugely important and the corporation’s very 

existence depended on a successful outcome. However, Dublin Corporation’s law agent 

wrote to the city council soon after the lawsuit was filed, claiming that his annual fee o f 

£300 would not cover his expenses: “I need not tell you that sum would go a short way 

indeed to compensate me for my loss of time and labor [5/c] in the pending information

Freeman’s Journal, 2 January 1849.
Freeman’s Journal, 9 January 1849. Though no reason was stated, Walker, Wauchob, and Hudson 

(conservatives) were asked, but refused to take part on the committee.
* Freeman's Journal, 16 January 1849.
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suit alone if it be prosecuted with the same vigour as it has been c o m m e n c e d . S m y t h  

also insisted that there were “large sums” due to him from past years, but that the treasurer 

had “expressed a strong doubt caused by his thorough knowledge o f your resources” that 

he would ever receive these payments.^*^ As a result, Smyth informed them that unless he 

received ‘ full and adequate remuneration” for his services he would not proceed with the 

corporation s defence. Having not yet received its first reading, the fate o f Dublin 

Corporation’s improvement bill was very uncertain, and circumstances appeared to be only 

further endangering its passage.

In order to bring some form of stability to the council and its proceedings, at the 

end of January, Reynolds made the suggestion to his fellow council members that they ask 

the Irish government to help them;

That the corporation in seeking the restoration of its just rights and 
privileges, finding it impossible to come to an unanimous decision on the 
subject of a bill for the improvement of Dublin, and recollecting the 
declaration of the Right Hon. Sir Robert Peel, and of the noble lord now at 
the head of her Majesty’s government, and many of his colleagues, that the 
people of Ireland were entitled to all the municipal rights and privileges 
enjoyed by the most favoured cities in England, we deem it indispensable to 
prepare an address, embodying our case, to be submitted to his Excellency 
the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, respectfully soliciting his Excellency’s kind

319support and co-operation.

Though councillor Martin thought it was “truly pitiable that 60 men could not frame a bill

320without asking the Lord Lieutenant to do it for them,” after two consecutive years of 

trying, there did not seem to be much choice in the matter. Accordingly, a committee of 

the whole house was formed to draft a petition to Clarendon, which stated that the 

corporation would like 3&4 Viet., cap. 108-9 amended to conform to the British municipal 

act so that “the corporation of Dublin may discharge their duties more effectively and be 

enabled to reduce the local taxation that presses so heavily on themselves and their fellow

Letter from Mr. John Smyth Law Agent, 30 January 1849, Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 February 
1849.
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99321 •citizens.” Asking for the same terms as the British municipal act demonstrated that the

liberal members o f council had finally admitted defeat; they knew they would get no bill

unless the wards of Dublin were re-divided, hence the petition also conceded that since

English wards were evenly divided, so should Dublin’s:

That an influential portion of our fellow citizens complain that owing to the 
present divisions o f the Wards, they have been deprived o f their fair share o f 
representation in the corporate council and we -  convinced that a body which 
seeks to have a right and control over the local taxation should in reality 
represent the Ratepayers -  and truly anxious that everything should be done 
to create union, among our fellow citizens and establish the confidence o f the 
Ratepayers in the Municipal Council have agreed to the proposition that the 
Irish Municipal Act be amended and made as far as possible conformable to 
the English Act.^^^

The petition further requested that once Dublin was re-divided, the corporation would be 

entitled to appoint its own sheriffs, acquire the paving, sewering, and lighting powers, wide

• 323street duties, and the responsibiUties of the city term grand juries.

The final draft o f the petition was adopted unanimously by the city council, and 

a deputation was then sent to bring the petition to Clarendon, who apparently “received the 

deputation most g ra c io u s ly .H o w e v e r , he refused to tender his full support, stating that 

“it was rather the duty o f the citizens to consult together and decide on a suitable bill.” But, 

he did intimate that if the citizens themselves agreed on a specific measure, that measure

should have the support of the government.”

The corporation to their credit, did make a sustained effort to further entertain the 

wishes o f their various opponents. Not only was re-division o f Dublin s wards agreed to, 

but by March it was also resolved, “that all provisions as to the appointment of 

commissioners be struck out of the bill. This motion to abandon paid commissioners 

met with the unanimous approval o f the city council, and though Hudson doubted whether

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 February 1849.321
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they would be allowed to alter their present bill, the adjustment was adopted.^^* Many 

Dubliners of various politics and religions, especially the powerful Chamber of Commerce, 

were opposed to taxation without representation, so dropping the idea of commissioners 

and agreeing to re-division were intelligent moves towards garnering more support for the 

corporation’s bill.

For the first time since the Dublin improvement question arose, a type of harmony

had been achieved within the council chambers. However, despite more acceptable

adjustments to the corporate bill, Jackson appeared unlikely to withdraw his own bill, so

another battle seemed imminent. The possibility of the government’s intervention, though

always desirable, was by then becoming almost necessary. By mid-February, Ford was

convinced that “the Dublin improvement bill will never go further than the floor of the

house -  if it ever gets there -  unless the government take[s] it up.”^̂  ̂ Many MPs as well

believed that government intervention was the only way in which Dublin could obtain an

improvement bill. Before the corporation’s bill had even received a first reading, the Earl

of Lincoln stated to the House of Commons that

[h]e was strongly of opinion that it ought not to be considered as a mere 
private Bill, but as a question of national importance, and one to be taken up 
by Her Majesty’s Government. Surely the Government, if they could not 
bring the parties to an understanding, could enforce a measure that would 
secure the general interest upon them.

Somerville, for his part, was unwilling to commit his government to any actions, but did 

concede that

it was most desirable to put an end to those annual applications to Parliament 
fi-om the corporation and citizens of Dublin with respect to the Bills before 
the House which were attended with very great expense both to the parties

’ . • 331
applying and to the parties opposing.

In the Chamber of Commerce’s annual report, government intervention was deemed most 

desirable: “with reference to the three bills now proposed, the report suggested that

Freeman’s Journal, 1 March 1849.
Freeman’s Journal, 15 February 1849.
Hansard (Commons), 3"̂  series, CII, 645, 13 February 1849.
Hansard (Commons), 3”* series, CIII, 89-90, 2 March 1849.
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government should interfere and bring in a proper and well-considered bill o f  its own 

instead of those measures, which, in the opinion of the council, could never be 

satisfactory.”^̂ ^

Evidently, the many requests for the government to take over the bill were 

effectively wearing the Lord Lieutenant down, for less than a month after the deputation 

had met with Clarendon, Somerville forwarded a statement to the corporation affirming,

that the government were [5/c] anxious to legislate on the subject o f Irish municipalities 

generally, and particularly with reference to the Dublin Corporation. Soon afterwards, 

an influential meeting o f Dubliners took place “from which it appeared that the Irish 

Government, the Lord Mayor, &c., and the Chamber o f Commerce, were in favour o f the 

withdrawal o f the Bills, in order that the subject might be undertaken by the 

Government.”^̂ '*

In truth, the Irish government had been flirting with the idea o f promoting an 

improvement bill, but it too ran into difficulties of finding a proposition to please everyone. 

Paid commissioners were easily eliminated due to the controversy they aroused; backing 

the corporation was then the most logical choice, but if the government was going to 

endorse the corporation, ward re-division was going to be necessary. In all probability, 

these proposals would meet with the approval of most concerned Dubliners. However, the 

government had one more condition before it would take up the bill: it wanted to create a 

collector general o f rates for Dublin. Back in December 1848, Grogan had suggested “a 

central office for the collection of all taxes,”^̂  ̂ and the sub-committee o f the civic boards 

had also endorsed a central tax office unrelated to the corporation or other administrative 

b o d i e s . T h i s  idea presumably arose due to the possibility o f  abuse that existed in a

Freeman's Journal, 7 March 1849.
Ibid.

Hansard (Commons), 3'̂ '* series, CIII, 632, 13 March 1849.
Freeman's Journal, 15 December 1848.
Report o f  the Sub-Committee appointed on the 2 f  December, 1848, by the "Grand Jury o f the City of 
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situation where eligibility to vote depended on the payment of rates. As we have seen, in 

Belfast only conservative rate collectors were employed, and they often provided receipts 

for conservative ratepayers who had not paid while purposefully neglecting liberal ones.^^^ 

Though this was a regular occurrence in Belfast, it was not unknown in Dublin, and in 

1847 Joseph Long, Dublin Corporation’s Protestant auditor, accused Catholic pipe water 

rate collector Anthony Parsley of “postdating a receipt to allow a Dubliner to register to 

vote,” but this was never proven.^^* In a city like Dublin, where there existed such 

animosity and jealousy between religions and political parties, a collector general of rates 

would help ensure that the integrity of enfranchisement remained unsoiled by party rivalry.

Even before the government had laid out its terms, Dublin Corporation opposed 

the idea, stating that “to consolidate the Tax Department in a new Board of Commissioners 

[. . .] meets with the unanimous disapproval of this body”^̂  ̂ Despite this marked 

disapproval, the government was determined, and when Thomas Redington, the Under 

Secretary for Ireland, met with a deputation of the corporation in mid-March, he informed 

them that the government intended to promote three bills; one to amend the current 

corporation and recast the wards, a second to devolve onto the new corporation the powers 

of all existing boards for paving, cleansing, lighting, and sewering, and the fiscal powers of 

the city term grand jury, and a third bill to consolidate the collection of taxes under the 

control of a government appointed controller. From this meeting, the government 

evidently felt that it was acceptable to proceed with their bills, for a circular was soon after 

distributed to various MPs stating that an improvement bill “unanimously arranged by the 

representatives o f the public boards of the city,” “sanctioned by the Lord Lieutenant and 

the Irish government,” and “having the council’s entire approval” was being lodged.^'"

Maguire, op. c it ,  46.
M inutes o f  Dublin Improvement Bill, 56-58.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, I February 1849. 
Freem an's Journal, 13 March 1849.
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Several representatives of the corporation were in London in March presiding

over the corporation’s existing bill, and when it was revealed that a Dublin deputation had

agreed to the collector general of rates, the London deputation immediately set up an

interview with Somerville. The deputation, consisting of Reynolds, Ford, and Walker,

“loudly protested against this plan, especially the portion of it which contemplated the

estabHshment of a government board for the collection of the Municipal taxes.” '̂'̂  Back in

Dublin, around the same time as the London deputation was meeting with Somerville, a

city council meeting was also taking place, where the Dublin deputation, consisting of

aldermen O’Brien, Keshan, Butler, and McKenna, was being berated for accepting a

central tax collection office. In their defence, Keshan insisted that Redington had never

mentioned a central tax office during their discussion. '̂^^

In order to clarify the corporation’s seemingly dual stance, the London deputation

again met with Somerville, this time with the full approbation of the entire council, asking

that the government promote a bill that embodied the spirit of the English corporations’ bill

that did not include paid commissioners and that covered the expenses o f the corporation’s

past b i l l s .M oreover ,  the deputation stressed that “[t]he newly suggested Central Board

for Taxes, to be officered by government, cannot be agreed to.” "̂*̂ Though the corporation

had made its official stance quite clear, Somerville was immovable, and on 27 March he

announced to the House of Commons that

the Bills had been a long time before the House, and had led to great 
difference of opinion. The Lord Lieutenant had sought to bring the 
contending parties in Dublin to an agreement, and it was hoped this task 
would have been accomplished. The Chamber of Commerce, and a large 
portion of the inhabitants, were of opinion that the present corporation did 
not fairly represent them; a part of the proposed arrangement was, that the 
corporation should be dissolved, the wards remodelled, and the body formed 
in the same way as the municipal corporations of this country. The Lord 
Mayor and two other influential members of the corporation had agreed to 
this arrangement; and he [Somerville] had hoped, ere this, to be able to state

Ibid
Ibid
Freeman’s Journal, 21 March 1849. 
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that the matter had been satisfactorily arranged. A deputation from Dublin 
had, however, since waited on him, announcing that part of the arrangements 
could not be accepted; and he had now to announce that no agreement had 
yet been come to.̂ "*̂

Yet, despite this lack of consent from the corporation, Somerville confirmed that the 

government was now prepared to introduce a measure, for the purpose he had alluded

347
to.” Grogan sustained Somerville’s decision and “rejoiced to hear the determination

come to by the Government,” and he believed that it was of no concern that the corporation

did not approve: “Owing to strong party spirit prevailing in Dublin, it was almost

impossible to introduce any measure which should give general satisfaction.” '̂**

Accordingly, Jackson’s and the corporation’s bills were “ordered to be read that day six

months -  the parliamentary mode of putting an obnoxious measure out of the way.” ”̂*̂

The government’s three bills were introduced at the very beginning of June, and

although largely supported by Dubliners, most especially the Chamber o f Commerce, they

were by no means guaranteed. Firstly, the corporation continued to oppose the collector

general of rates bill throughout the proceedings. On 20 April, the corporation drafted its

official protest to the measure that was unanimously passed:

That considering the projected consolidation of Taxes under a Central Board, 
and the appointment by Government of the Offices thereof is contrary in 
spirit and fact to the English Municipal Act and to the constitutional principle 
of having taxation based upon representation, and as no such Board exists in 
any other city or town in the Empire we hereby respectfrilly protest against 
the appointment of the Board here and cannot under any circumstances be 
consenting parties to such an arrangement or to any arrangement or bill 
which draws such a distinction between the city of Dublin and all other cities 
or corporate towns in the Empire.

Next, the corporation attempted to have the bill thrown out in violation of standing

orders,^^^ but when that proved unsuccessful, it fiirther petitioned the House of Commons

against it. Evidently, the Irish government had underestimated the extent of the

^^^Hansard (Commons), 3̂ “* series, CIII, 1367-68, 27 March 1849. 
Ibid., 1368.
Ibid.
Freeman's Journal, 29 March 1849.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 20 April 1849.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 5 June 1849.
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corporation s opposition for this bill, because when the petition was placed before the 

House on 13 June,

the allegations of the petitioners [were] of so startling a character, and so 
completely expos[ing] the gist of the government job, that Sir William 
Somerville fearing their discussion in the house, intends moving a reference 
of the bill to a select committee, where all the objections o f the petitioners 
can be privately discussed.^^^

In case their point was still not made, on 15 June, the corporation moved for the adoption

of “another petition against the collection of rates’ bill, on the grounds that it was

unconstitutional.”^̂  ̂Even the council conservatives were against this bill; in fact, the only

councillor who voraciously defended the bill was Michael Staunton. However, he was

later named the collector general of rates, so vested interest may have encouraged his

fondness for the measure.

Other than the objectionable rates bill, the other issue that was jeopardising the

passage of the government’s three bills was the expense clause. On 8 May, the city council

decided to ask the government to cover its past expenses:

That the principles for which this council has always contended having at last 
been recognized and adopted by the House of Commons and the Government 
due provision should be made in the forthcoming Government Bill for the 
costs of the corporation and local inquiries recently promoted by them for the 
public benefit.^

However, the expense clause did not make the first draft of the government’s Dublin 

improvement bill, so in June the corporation petitioned parliament to include one; “[We] 

Humbly Pray that the said Bill may not pass into a Law without due provision being made 

therein to authorize Your Petitioners to pay the costs, charges and expenses incurred by 

them for and on account of and preliminary to the several B i l l s . J a c k s o n  too was 

anxious to receive compensation, and when the Dublin improvement bill went before 

committee, he and Ford petitioned for a general expense clause. However, by 5 July, “[n]o

Freeman’s Journal, 14 June 1849.
Freeman's Journal, 16 June 1849.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 8 May 1849. 
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 15 June 1849.
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arrangements [had] been come to for settling the claims which Mr. Ford and Mr. Jackson

make as remuneration for the costs incurred in former attempts to secure improvement

bills. By this point, the Freeman’s Journal’s London correspondent believed that “it is

not altogether beyond the bounds of the probability that you will have no Dublin

improvement bill, and perhaps, no collection of rates’ bill this session.”^̂ ^

Fortunately, despite the aversion to a collector general of rates bill and its need for

an expense clause, the government’s bills passed through parliament with more ease than

the past improvement bills. Evidently, with the government itself promoting the bill, many

of the past opponents, such as the Wide Street Commissioners, knew that it was futile to

fight the government. All three bills were introduced in the first two weeks of June and

managed to receive second readings without a debate. However, it was in the committee

stage where setbacks occurred, and the Dublin improvement bill spent over two weeks in

committee before it was passed. Ultimately, the committee sat continuously from 11 am on

July 13 until 2am on 14 July in order to pass the bill. The London Times deemed this

“unparalleled legislation” and proclaimed: “Let it not be said hereafter that the Legislature

pass lightly over measures for the benefit of the sister country.”^̂ * Apparently, the

marathon sitting was due to the problematic expense clause, and

[a]t one period of the night, when the cost clauses formed the battle-ground 
for squabbling, the bill was within the eightieth part of an inch of being lost; 
but the government yielded, and a clause was introduced entitling Mr. Ford 
and Mr. Jackson, [ . . . ]  to claim costs to the extent of SIX THOUSAND 
POUNDS for promoting former improvement bills.

Once it passed the committee stage, its fate was sealed, and on 23 July it “was then read a

third time and passed.” “̂  All three bills faced the House of Lords on 26 July, where they

were accepted: “On the motion of the Marquis of Clanricarde, the Municipal Corporations

Freeman’s  Journal, 1 July 1849.
Ibid
Times, 14 July 1849.
Freeman’s Journal, 16 July 1849. [emphasis theirs] 
Times, 24 July 1849.
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(Ireland) Bill, the Collection of Rates (Dublin) Bill, and the Dublin Improvement Bill, 

were read a third time and passed.

Postscript

One of the most interesting outcomes of the new acts was the re-division of wards

and the subsequent election. Soon after the various acts received royal assent, two

commissioners. Colonel Thomas A. Larcom and David Lynch, were appointed to re-divide

Dublin’s wards and in the autumn of 1849, they initiated a new epoch in the history of

Dublin’s local government. Their duties were to make fifteen wards as equal as possible

both in terms of numbers of people and value of property, but

[i]n proceeding, however, to apply these principles, we soon perceived the 
extreme difficulty of being compelled to regard the number of persons rated, 
and also the aggregate amount of the sums at which they were rated in 
respect to each ward, having also regard to territorial distribution of the 
wards.

It was decided to maintain the Liffey as a dividing point, and due to the higher population 

on the south side of the city, it maintained nine wards and the north six. The previous 

wards had greatly varied in valuation: some wards had been valued at as little as £16,000- 

£17,000 while others were as high as £60,000-£70,000. The commissioners attempted to 

equalise this as much as possible, and their final wards ranged between £30,000 and 

£49,000.̂ '̂*

In making inquiries about division, Larcom and Lynch “received valuable 

information from the Town Clerk, and from the Clerks of the respective Poor Law Unions, 

and generally, in all parties to whom [they] applied, [they] found the greatest readiness to

Times, 27 July 1849. The bills are otficially all 12&13 Viet: cap. 85, An Act to amend an Act for the 
Regulation of Municipal Corporations in Ireland, so far as relates to the Borough of Dublin -, cap. 97, An Act 
for the Improvement of the City of Dublin -,

For information on pre-1849 ward division, please see pp. 135-136.
City o f  Dublin. Abstract o f Report made by the Commissioners appointed by the Lord Lieutenant, under 

the Act 12&13 Viet., c. 85, s.9,for dividing the City of Dublin into new wards, 1850, XXV, 1.
For a fill] list of wards and their rated valuations, please see tables 1-2: Ibid., 7.
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afford every information in their power. More importantly, when they were drafting 

their plans, they exhibited provisional maps for public inspection to give opportunity “to 

all persons interested in the matter to make suggestions for improvements, or to point out 

such defects as their practical knowledge might enable them to discover. As a result, 

they received input from “a great number of influential persons in the city, [including] 

nearly all the Aldermen and Councillors of the corporation, and a deputation from the 

Chamber of Commerce.”^̂ ’ Larcom and Lynch confirmed that they “gave every 

consideration to the suggestions which were made” and believed that “in general, the 

arrangements pointed out to them were considered satisfactory.”^̂  ̂Hence, their final plans 

pleased most of Dublin and left little opportunity for future accusations that the city was 

poorly divided.

Naturally, with all the apprehension about the results o f re-division, the November 

1850 election was as significant as Dublin’s first civic elections in October 1841. 

Although the liberals had carried twelve of the fifteen wards for the last eight years, once 

Dublin Corporation was formerly dissolved and a new election took place, they once again 

found themselves in a precarious position; without O’Connell or any other leader to run a 

highly organised campaign, their success seemed decidedly less. Pamphlets and 

newspapers, aware of the importance of the election, boldly instructed Dubliners how to 

vote. In a pamphlet written by an enemy of the reformed corporation, the anonymous 

author claimed that the city council of the 1840s had caused every Irishman “to tingle with 

shame” and was “a byword of reproach and contumely every where. According to the

author, this inadequate corporation was due to the fact that in the civic elections, Dubliners 

had voted impractically and foolishly:

Ibid., 4.

Ibid
Ibid
An Old Friend, The Nev/ Dublin Corporation. An Address to the Municipal Electors (Dublin: James 

McGlashan, 1850), 4.
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When the present corporation came into existence, the majority of the 
electors were unaccustomed to municipal privileges; emerging from a 
condition of disability and exclusion, the emancipated slaves, as usual, run 
riot. In the eagerness to reward themselves for past privations, they grasped 
too eagerly at present acquisitions.^’*’

Instead of choosing the most qualified representative, too many Dubliners chose men of

their own religion or politic, but the author believed that the “new Corporation Act [. . .]

afford[ed] the desirable means to redeem the past, by improving the fliture.” ’̂  ̂ This time,

the pamphlet warned, “[rjeligious feuds, or party attachments, ought not to be elements in

the choice of men to do the business of a community, which comprises all parties,” and

instead, “the most eligible [representatives] are those who themselves have property and

industry to protect .However ,  while some people were advocating voting with one’s

head rather than his heart, papers such as the Freeman's Journal insisted that every party

will present eligible men so “we would earnestly counsel those burgesses who agree with

373us in political sentiment, to look out for men of their own sentiments.”

In the end, the new division of wards indeed gave conservatives a much higher 

representation in the city council, but this was probably judicious. As previously 

discussed, the former wards had been unevenly divided, and moreover, in creating the new 

wards, Larcom and Lynch had given ample opportunity for Dubliners of all politics to 

contest the new division: if they had been apportioned to over-compensate the 

conservatives, undoubtedly huge protests would have been made. In truth, though 

Protestants -  conservative and liberal -  were a minority in Dublin, they did own more 

property and were on the whole wealthier than most other Dubliners, hence their success 

was not surprising. When the final results were tallied, the Freeman s Journal confirmed 

that 35 liberals, 22 conservatives, and 3 ‘doubtfuls’ had been elected.^’"̂ Only 22 people 

from the former corporation had been re-elected, including most of the conservatives, but

Ibid., 6.
Ibid., 8.
Ibid., 14.
Freeman's Journal, 25 November 1850. 
Freeman's Journal, 26 November 1850.
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only 14 repealers.^^^ The London Times also broke the election results down into sub

political and religious categories, claiming that 32 Protestants and 28 Catholics had been 

returned and that this further divided into 24 conservatives, 22 repealers, and 14 Whigs.^^^ 

Reynolds, Dublin s last Lord Mayor before reform, in a speech to a meeting o f the liberal 

burgesses of Dublin a few days after the election, was less optimistic. He claimed that the 

final result was 33 conservative Protestants, 15 Tory Catholics, and merely 12 liberals.^^^ 

In any case, it was obvious that the conservatives had extensively expanded their 

representation in the city council and at this point, were nowhere close to relinquishing 

their rights to the corporation.

Perhaps councillor Martin had been correct when he complained that it was 

“pitiable” that 60 men could not draft an improvement bill for Dublin, but in the end, 

persuading the government to take over the bill had been the most logical thing to do. It 

proved to be a symbiotic relationship, for the corporation played guinea pig for the first 

few sessions with its various improvement bills, and from these results, the government 

was able to see which terms would be most acceptable or objectionable to Dubliners and to 

parliament. Dublin Corporation and even Frederick Jackson helped build the framework 

that led tortuously to the three 1849 Dublin improvement acts. Dublin Corporation 

certainly benefited from the government’s role in improvement: it was given uhimate 

control in the city that could not be contested and, moreover, it was compensated 

financially for its past bills. The city council would have had an extremely difficult time 

passing a bill that allotted £6,000 in remuneration, but with the government’s sanction, it 

passed. The bills ushered in the next era of Dublin’s local government, and with a new 

onus across the UK on sanitation and public health, Dublin Corporation was obtaining 

more responsibility than it had ever imagined.

Times, 28 November 1850.
Ibid
Freeman’s Journal, 30 November 1850.
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CHAPTER IV: THE PUBLIC HEALTH MOVEMENT IN ENGLAND

AND IRELAND

While the Victorian period is well known as a period o f rapid industrialization, 

urbanization, and a heightened sense o f public morality, it is equally recognized as the era 

in which the “political medicine” or public health movement began. No discussion o f any 

Victorian city is complete without a consideration of the burgeoning discipline o f  public 

health. The reform of Dublin Corporation in 1841 coincided with the acceptance that the 

many health problems inherent in the rapidly growing towns of the United Kingdom and 

Ireland needed to be dealt with at a legislative level, and with the subsequent public health 

movement which was borne from the necessity o f managing the vast amounts o f waste and 

diseases produced by civic life. While living conditions for most people in Europe had not 

been overly salubrious for thousands o f years, it was only the concentration o f the wage- 

earning masses that finally highlighted the threat to health o f crowded, ill-ventilated, 

unsewered, and generally dirty living conditions. The countryside, with its rotting gardens, 

reeking manure piles, and wafts of malodorous sweat, was probably not as sweet smelling 

and as hygienic as was often believed in the nineteenth century;' hence, one positive aspect 

o f the overcrowding, filth, and misery of Victorian cities was that they produced social 

movements aimed at bettering people’s ftjtures, pushed uninformed governments into 

establishing better public services and, more broadly, helped foster greatly improved 

engineering and medical practices.^ However before any improvements became evident 

the British Isles suffered through many years of epidemic disease, misapplied medical 

techniques, and lacklustre approaches to civic hygiene by public agents and governments 

at all levels.

 ̂ A l a i n  C o T b i n ,  T h e  F o u l  and the Fragrant: Odour and the Social Imagination (London: Papermac, 1996), 
155.
 ̂J.A. Banks, “The Contagion of Numbers,” The Victorian City: Images and Realities. Volume I, ed. H.J. 

Dyos and Michael Wolff (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973), 116. Bedarida, F., “Cities, Population 
and the Urban Explosion,” The Nineteenth Century: The Contradictions o f  Progress, ed. Asa Briggs 
(London: T h a m e s  and Hudson, Ltd., 1985), 118.
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This chapter makes no pretence at covering either wholly or even extensively 

many aspects of the British public health movement, but it will attempt to highlight the 

major facets o f the early stages o f the movement, its key figures, and the overriding 

theories behind urban improvements.^ The next chapter concentrates specifically on 

Dublin Corporation and its role in promoting and improving public health, so the purpose 

here is to examine the importance of the wider public health movement in relation to 

events in Ireland, and to see to what extent the debate on people’s health evolved 

independently in Dublin. In order to do so, several areas will be considered. Firstly, this 

chapter will deal with early living conditions in England and Ireland’s towns, the various 

endemic diseases, and the origins of the public heahh movement. Secondly, it will analyse

the first stages o f the public health movement in the 1840s and the influence o f Edwin

Chadwick, the early public health legislation in Britain and the extent to which it applied to 

Ireland. Thirdly, it will examine the second stage of the public health movement in the 

1850s and the consequential legislation. At all points, the relationship between the events 

in England and Ireland will be watched to allow us to see the level o f public heahh 

knowledge and debate in Dublin from 1840 to the 1860s.

Living Conditions in England and Ireland’s Towns

“Political Medicine” or public health, that is the “organized system o f heahh 

protection for the population,” first emerged in the early nineteenth century.'^ M ost towns 

lacked adequate accommodation for the burgeoning numbers, and the majority o f working 

class people were forced to live in cellars, shacks, and subdivided rooms where roofs 

leaked, floors rotted, and walls bulged; the majority o f  streets remained unpaved,

 ̂For excellent overviews of the public health movement, please see; Royston Lambert, Sir John Simon, 
1816-1904, and the English S o c ia l  Administration (London: Macgibbon & Kee, 1963); John Roach, Social 
Reform in England, 1780-1880 (London; B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1978); Anthony Wohl, L/ves.-
Public Health in Victorian Britain (London; J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1983); F.B. Smith, The People’s 
Health, 1830-1910 (Aldershot, Hampshire; Gregg Revivals, 1993).
'' S.P.W. Chave, “The origins of public health,” Oxford Textbook o f Public Health, Vol. I, History, 
Determinants, Scope and Strategies (Oxford. Oxford University Press, 1984), 3.
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undrained, and were liable to overflow with sewage or refuse.^ Extremely poor sanitary 

conditions in homes and workplaces, severe overcrowding, and large transient masses all 

helped to spread viruses and bacteria.^ Large towns and emerging cities with their dense 

populations crowded together in mostly filthy and squalid conditions provided a fertile 

environment for epidemic diseases ’

Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, local and central authorities displayed a 

complete indifference to cleanliness, and there is little evidence that measures to improve 

the sanitation of towns and cities were pursued with any vigour.^ However, even if such an 

approach had been pursued, there would have been few rewards because the actual state of 

knowledge about the origins, prevention, transmission, and treatment of infectious diseases 

in 1800 was little different from what it had been two thousand years before.^ To be fair 

to administrators, conditions in many towns by the nineteenth century were unprecedented 

and quite overwhelming: they had no model or guide to fall back on. The Victorians were 

in effect “pioneers.” '̂* And, with no consensus of medical opinion or scientific guidance 

urban authorities were “at sea” as to how best to deal with a novel situation/*

Severe social stress, particularly in the domestic environment, was the norm in all 

nineteenth-century towns rather than restricted to a critical few. In 1840 a Select 

Committee on the Health of Towns enquired into the conditions of Dublin, Glasgow, 

Liverpool, Manchester, Leeds, and several other large towns, and the members of the

committee reported that,

though there is a great difference in many of the cases examined, they would 
state, as a general result, that evils of a most extensive and afflicting nature are 
found to prevail, affecting the health and comfort of vast bodies of their fellow-

^'EmAGa.\3ldL\&,Cr^‘elHabitations: AHistoryofWorking-ClassHousing. 1780-1918 (London: George 
Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1974), 73.
® Wohl, op. cit., 57.
’ Joseph Robins, The Miasma: Epidemic and Panic in Nineteenth Century Ireland (Dublin: The Institute of 
Public Administration, 1995), 35.
* Ibid., 27.
® Ibid., 30.

Wohl, op. cit, 3.
” Robins, op. cit, 110.
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subjects.

The committee determined that very basic sanitary necessities were absent in all towns:

It will be seen, that the sewerage, draining, and cleansing is (in many places 
inhabited by dense masses of the working classes) greatly neglected; that the 
most necessary precautions to preserve their health in many cases appears to 
have been forgotten; that in consequence fevers and other disorders o f a 
contagious and fatal nature are shown to prevail to a very alarming extent.'^

A Royal Commission on the topic of towns was held a few years later, and it too reported

similar conditions. After carefully examining the sewerage, drainage, water supply, and

general health of the 50 largest towns in Britain, the Royal Commissioners were forced to

concur “that in scarcely one place can the drainage or sewerage be pronounced to be

complete and good, while in seven it is indifferent, and in 42 decidedly bad.” "̂* They

concluded that of the 50 towns, only eight could be given “even a tolerably favourable

report.”*̂

In Great Britain, over-crowded and insanitary living conditions were bought about 

in part by rapid industrialization and urbanization.*^ From 1801 to 1891, England and

17Wales’ urban population increased seven fold, and by 1851 44% of people in these two 

countries lived in settlements of 10,000 people or more.** In contrast, in Ireland there was 

no Industrial Revolution in the British sense, and with regards to urbanization, by 1841 

only 7.8% of Ireland’s population lived in towns larger than 10,000 people.*^ Despite such 

figures, when it came to Ireland’s larger towns and cities, circumstances were not unlike 

those in Britain. In Ireland there was no large manufacturing boom, but it has been rightly

Report from the Select Committee on the Health o f  Towns; Together with the Minutes o f  Evidence Taken 
Before Them: and An Appendix and Index, 1840, XI, v. [Hereafter S  C. on Health ofTowns^
'^ Ib id .v i.
’ “ First Report o f  the Commissioners fo r Inquiring into the State o f  Large Towns and Populous Districts, 
1844, XVII, X. { H e r e a f l e T  First Report ofR.C. on Health o f  Towns] The Select Committee had included 
Dublin in its investigation, however Ireland was not included in the Royal Commission.

Second Report o f  the Commissioners fo r Inquiring into the State o f  the Large Towns and Populous 
Districts, 1845, XVIII, 1. [Heieaflei Second Report ofR.C. on Health o f  Towns]
’®Ibid

K.T. Hoppen, The Mid-Victorian Generation, 1846-1886 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 56.
L i ^  Kennedy and Leslie A. Clarkson, “Birth, Death and Exile: Irish Population History, 1700-1921,” yin

Historical Geography o f  Ireland, eds. B.J. Graham and L.J. Proudfoot (London: Academic Press Limited,
1993), 161.
19 T U  J
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pointed out that industrialization did not necessarily require an explosion of machinery and 

factories, but it did involve many changes to large towns and cities, including increased 

numbers of banks, commercial presses, law offices, a more rapid accumulation and 

circulation of capital, and a growing business c l a s s . F o r  example, Dublin in the 

nineteenth century was a large service centre with the headquarters of most of the 

country s largest banks, many considerable mercantile agents, the Irish centre of their 

financial corporations, and transport companies. From 1800 to 1840, Dublin’s population 

increased from 182,000^' to 232,000,^^ and this rapid growth has been attributed to the 

commercialisation of Dublin rather than to any advances in industry.^^ In England people 

flocked to the cities for jobs in the new industries, whereas Irish people had incentives to 

be drawn to their bigger towns for a different mix of opportunities.^"^ Dublin’s population 

increased during the 1840s,^  ̂but it could not support its growing numbers; it suffered from 

a severe economic crisis in the late 1830s and early ‘forties, it had few new industries, and 

it did not expand to the extent that many other cities did during this period.

Lack of polluting factories may have saved Dublin from certain public health 

disasters, it by no means implied that Dublin was clean. In 1840, a Select Committee on 

the Health of Towns asked Dr. Henry Maunsell if Dublin suffered from any particular 

nuisances injurious to health due to manufactories in the vicinity. He replied honestly, that 

“[ujnfortunately we have scarcely any manufactories there from which nuisance can arise.”

John Roberts, “Politics and Society from 1789 to 1851,” The Nineteenth Century: The Contradictions o f  
Progress, ed. Asa Briggs (London: Thames and Hudson, Ltd., 1985), 70.

Mary E. Daly, Dublin - The D ep o sed  Capital: A Social and Economic History, 1860-1914 (Cork; Cork
University Press, 1985), 2.

Stephen A. Royle, “Industrialization, Urbanization and Urban Society in Post-Famine Ireland, c. 1850- 
1921,” An Historical Geography o f Ireland, eds. B.J. Graham and L. J. Proudfoot (London: Academic Press 
Limited, 1993), 271.

Ibid., 260.
Though unfortunately their motives were often based on lack of any other alternative, especially with the 

effects of the famine on the countryside. While the famine reduced the population of many smaller towns, 
Dublin’s population increased by 11% 1841-51 and the proportion of Dublin residents bom elsewhere 
increased as well. Cormac O’Grada, Black '47 and Beyond: The Great Irish Famine in History, Economy, 
and Memory (]?nxvcQion-. Princeton University Press, 1999), 173.
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But Maunsell was quick to add that Dublin, despite its lack o f industry, had many other 

sanitary problems:

There is a good deal of nuisance arising from accumulations o f dung and 
manure, and also from slaughter-houses. There are 10 markets, or collections of 
shambles, in Dublin, besides separate butchers’ shops, at almost all o f  which 
animals are killed.^®

Dublin in the early 1840s faced sanitary and social problems just as weighty and as acute 

as those found in Liverpool, Glasgow, and Manchester.^^ It was dangerously overcrowded 

and had few amenities for sanitation: it was poorly sewered, lacked a decent water supply, 

and most houses were short of privies and were without back yards. As a result, its public 

health record was appalling, and its death rate was similar to some of England’s worst 

cities.

Dublin by the 1840s still had some admirable areas, especially Stephen’s Green 

and Merrion Square in the south-east quadrant o f the city which a mid-century guide book 

described as the most “fashionable” part of Dublin.^^ These districts tended to appear 

beautiful to the eye, but their water supplies were no cleaner and their sewerage systems no 

more advanced that any other area of the city. Lewis Mumford had argued that in most 

Victorian cities, even though the upper classes could afford better sanitation and amenities, 

they usually lived in squalor comparable with the lower classes.^” An 1849 study o f 

Dublin determined that local sewerage was so bad that even some upper-class areas that

• * 31were provided with sewers were still fever localities. Many streets lacked any type o f 

drainage system, but a Dublin doctor expressed his surprise that even some o f Dublin’s

Evidence of Dr. Henry Maunsell, S.C. on Health of Towns, 198.
Geoffrey Best, Mid-Victorian Britain, 1851-1875 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson), 48.
Dublin’s death rate 1841-1850 was 30.13/1000 (17/1000 was considered a healthy, acceptable death rate). 

Daly, 1985, op. cit, 242. In this same period, Birmingham’s death rate was 25/1000, Leeds 28/1000, 
Liverpool 34/1000, and Manchester 32/1000. Jorg Vogele, Urban Mortality Change in England and 
Germany, 1870-1913 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1998), 37.

James Fraser, Hand Book for Dublin and its Environs, with Map o f the City, and Street-maps on an entirely 
new plan (Dublin: J a m e s  McGlashan, 1853), 21.

Lewis Mumford, The Culture o f Cities (London: Martin Seeker & Warburg Ltd., 1938), 164.
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best streets were without adequate sewerage: “if  such be the condition of some of the best 

streets, what must be the state of the poorer districts.”^̂

The least fashionable districts were indeed grim. Dublin’s misery was particularly 

concentrated in the north-west and south-west quadrants which were the older parts of 

Dublin, and, like nearly all the towns in the empire, were built and huddled together 

without much regard to order, health, convenience or comfort.”^̂  While miserable 

conditions were present throughout Dublin, the principal abodes o f the working classes, 

labourers, and destitute poor were in these south- and north-west districts. The western 

quadrants appalled visitors because these were not only the areas where labourers lived, 

but where they toiled as well, and such areas as the Liberties were sprinkled with small but 

fetid businesses such as tanning, slaughtering, and all their unpleasant side-effects.^'* And 

as bad as the problem of disposing human waste proved to be, just as problematic were 

private dung-yards and “obnoxious” by-products of soap-making and lime-burning, 

activities which were carried out in a completely unregulated fashion only metres from 

where people lived.M oreover, although Dublin was a large city in the Victorian period, 

it was a city in transition: it still contained hundreds of ill-regulated slaughter-houses,

36cowsheds, dairy yards, stables, and pigsties redolent of a country town.

Despite its growth, Dublin was not allowed to develop completely unsupervised. 

But prior to the 1840s any public health measures enacted or executed in Britain and 

Ireland were permissive rather than mandatory, temporary rather than permanent, and they 

relied on the ability and willingness of local authorities. Interestingly enough, the very first 

act for sanitation and public health that was passed in the British Isles was for Ireland in
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for May, 1847 (Dublin: Hodges and Smith, 1847), 9.
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1818 (58 Geo. Ill, cap. 49),^’ but rather than reflecting on any particular enlightenment on 

the part of legislators or any source of pride for the Irish, this fact indicates the particular 

extremity of the post-war crisis in Irish towns. In most instances, disease affected the 

overcrowded domains of the poor, so any legislation enacted or actions taken by the ruling 

classes were motivated out of fear and self-interest rather than actual concern for the plight 

of others. In most UK cities, the local parishes were responsible for sanitary 

administration, and this practice remained common until the 1850s. In greater London, for 

example, some 200 parishes were left individually to decide on the paving, lighting, and 

cleansing of the streets and relief of the poor until the 1855 creation of the Metropolitan 

Board of Works.^*

Georgian and early Victorian Dublin’s sanitary services were managed by various

bodies at several different levels.^^ At the parochial level, Dublin had had parish officers

of health since 1819, when legislation unique to Ireland allowed individual parishes to

appoint unpaid parish officers of health (POHs)."^” The POHs were authorised

to cause all streets and lanes, and all yards and courts adjoining thereto, and all 
houses let in several tenements to room-keepers, and the yards, gardens, or 
places belonging to such houses, to be cleansed and purified, and all nuisances 
prejudicial to health to be removed therefrom [5/c]; and all public sewers to be 
cleansed, and when necessary, to be covered over; and all lodgements of 
standing water to be filled up, or drained off; and also to cause and direct all 
other matters and things to be done for the ventilation, fumigation, and cleansing 
of any house whatever, in which fever or other contagious distempers shall have 
occurred, and for the washing and purifying the persons and the cloths of the 
inhabitants of such houses as shall appear to require it.'*̂

In order to perform such duties, a special parish heahh rate was assessed in some towns.'^^

However it appears that this rate was not universal nor was it easy to assess. In 1846, a

E.D. Mapother, “The differences between the statutes bearing on Pubhc Health for England and Ireland,” 
Journal o f the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society o f Ireland, IV (1865), 203. This act was passed in 1818 
during a particularly severe typhus epidemic in Ireland, and it allowed for the creation of temporary local 
boards of health.

Francis Sheppard, ZW on The Infernal Wren (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1971), 23.
A more thorough investigation of the various local administrative bodies in Dublin is available in Chapter

II.
59 Geo. Ill, cap. 41.
Transactions o f the Dublin Sanitary Association, 14.
Evidence of Dr. Henry Maunsell, SC. on the Health o f  Towns, 196.
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physician from the Roscrea Fever Hospital wrote to the Lord Lieutenant complaining that, 

[oJfFicers o f health are appointed every year at the Easter Vestry o f this town, but [there 

are] no fiinds being placed at their disposal by the 59 George IE, under which they are 

nominated, [so] the act becomes a dead letter, and can never be acted on.” As a result, 

[t]he streets o f this and the adjacent towns will be covered with dung brought from the 

back-yards, &c., for the next two months.”'*̂

By 1840, all city parishes save for two had appointed Parish Officers o f  Heath, but 

they appeared to have had little effect on the city’s sanitary state or health, possibly 

because o f the overwhelming responsibilities and inadequate financing. In that year, 

Maunsell claimed that the POHs were “inoperative,” owing to their lack o f remuneration 

and because it was “a very disgusting duty.” They could be appointed but there was “no 

control as to the amount of service they perform[ed]; so that the provision [was] quite 

inoperative, unless an alarm e x i s t s . T h e  Dublin Sanitary Association explained that the 

act was defective because the expenses fell on the parishes, “whereas the owners, by whose 

neglect those nuisances exist, frequently reside[d] in other p a r i s h e s . Y e t ,  despite what 

has been described by Jacinta Prunty in her study o f Dublin’s slums as the “gross 

inadequacy” o f this system,"*  ̂ it is evident that some POHs were effective.'*^ Dublin’s 

Medical Officer o f Health in the early twentieth century. Dr. Charles Cameron, believed 

that “they did some good work.”'̂ * Unavoidably, certain areas o f Dublin were so awful that 

the POHs’ efforts could not make much difference:

the Officers o f Health of St. Michan’s Parish have tried every means which the 
laws allow to enforce cleanliness in the district, all o f  which have proved 
ineffectual in consequence of the extreme wretchedness o f the occupiers o f the 
several tenements therein, and the utter impossibility o f the reaching the owners

Dublin Medical Press, XV (1846), 255.
Evidence of Dr. Henry Maunsell, S.C. on Health o/Towns, 196.
Transactions o f  the D u b l in  Sanitary Association, 14.
Prunty, op. cit., 112.
Freeman’s Journal, 30 December 1848.
Charles Cameron, Municipal Public Health Administration in Dublin (Dublin: Hodges, Figgis & Co., Ltd, 

1914), 17.
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of these premises by any legal means/*^

Whether or not the act was workable, the most important point is that it set up a usefiil 

network for executing future public health legislation.

The parish officers of health were responsible for their individual localities, but it 

was the city Paving Board which was responsible for the general cleansing of Dublin. 

The Paving Board, under the guidance of the Paving Commissioners, was given charge of 

cleansing, scavenging, watering, and sewering Dublin’s streets until 1851 when their duties 

were transferred to the reformed corporation. Under the terms of 47 Geo. Ill, cap. 109, the 

Paving Commissioners were entitled to appoint inspectors of nuisances who could report 

any nuisances to the police,^* but if the Paving Commissioners ever made use of this aspect 

of their powers, they were very quiet about it. They did perform a limited type of nuisance 

removal, but this was done only at a specific householder’s request. For example, in 

September 1842, after a complaint from Mrs. Murphy about a pool o f stagnant water, the 

sewer in Ranfield Lane was cleansed to ensure proper drainage. The Paving Board and 

the POHs, although they carried out similar tasks, appeared to have communicated only in 

reference to sewers. The POHs could inspect and cleanse sewers, but they could not build 

them, so when they observed an area that they felt could benefit from a new sewer, they

53conveyed this information to the Paving Board.

Foremost amongst the Paving Board’s duties was the superintendence of the 

streets. In 1840, Maunsell testified that with regards to scavenging, the Paving Board 

“perform it very well in the streets occupied by the better classes, but very ill in the streets

John Norwood, A Summary o f Transactions Relative to the Proposed Formation o f a New and Wide Street 
from the Terminus o f  the Midland Great Western Railway and the King's Inns, to Richmond Bridge and the 
Four Courts (Dublin: James Charles, 1853), 5.

For a more thorough discussion of guiding legislation and specific responsibilities of the Paving Board and 
more importantly the effectiveness of that body, please see Chapter II.

Transactions o f  the Dublin Sanitary Association, 13.
Reilly to Mrs. Murphy, 17 September 1842, Paving Board Letter Books, 23 August 1842-5 January 1843.
Please see for example: Reilly to Dublin Castie, 5 August 1843, Paving Board Letter Books, 6 January 

1843-27 September 1843.
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occupied by others.” '̂* This situation was exacerbated by the fact that the working classes

had, for the most part, no place to dispose of their refuse:

A great many houses have no privies at all; a great many o f them have privies 
on the stairs, or in the lobbies, the house being inhabited by a great number of 
persons. There is often, no yard or place for throwing filth o f  any kind, and 
frequently the whole of it is thrown in the streets.^^

What is more, during a later preliminary inquiry into the state and administration o f

Dublin, many citizens testified to the Paving Board’s neglect o f duties. A resident o f

James’s Street and former poor law guardian, complained that

The neighbourhood of James’s-street and Thomas-street has been latterly kept 
in a most filthy and disgraceful state. It is the leading approach to the city from 
13 or 14 counties in Ireland. It has been in this state for the last winter 
particularly. The people of the neighbourhood have complained of it, and wrote 
to the [Paving] Commissioners on the subject. [. . .] The filth is heaped up and 
left there for eight or nine days without being removed. Witness threatened the 
Commissioners that he would not pay the tax, but they gave him no answer to 
his letter. [.. .] The heaps of mud continue for more than a mile and a half 
Complaints respecting the scavenging have been very general in the 
neighbourhood. Witness likewise complained of the want o f scavenging in the 
lanes in his neighbourhood where poor people live[d].^^

He further highlighted the pervasive squalor o f the area by explaining that Bridge Street

was known by the locals as “Dirty-lane” because it “[was] in so disgraceful a state.”^̂  A

Dublin surgeon also suggested that the Paving Board’s scavengers were not diligent

enough; Thomas Antisell spoke of

mounds o f road-scrapings accumulated on each side o f the thoroughfares and 
private streets, blocking the approaches of vehicles to doors, filling up the 
channels, and preventing the already insufficient fall o f  the street water from 
doing its duty, and by this inability the road is prevented from drying readily.
The mounds are allowed to remain for sometimes weeks, until they become 
so baked and impacted, that they are unfit for any use.^*

Evidence of Dr. Henry Maunsell, S.C. on Health o f Towns, 195.
Ibid., 191.
Evidence of Peter Moore, Dublin Improvement Bill Minutes o f  Evidence taken before Abraham Hayward, 

Esq. Q.C., and Charles Peter Brassington, Esq.. Land Surveyor, at the City Assembly House, Dublin, Upon a 
Preliminary Inquiry respecting the Dublin Improvement Bill, 1847, XXVI, 28. [Hereafter Minutes o f  Dublin 
Improvement Bill\

Ibid., 29.
Thomas Antisell, Suggestions Towards the Improvement o f the Sanatory [sic] Condition o f  the Metropolis 

(Dublin. James McGlashan, 1847), 16.
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In order to prevent people from throwing their “ofFal” into the streets, the Paving 

Board made a systematic effort in the autumn of 1848 to circulate carts through the poorer 

areas of Dublin every morning between 7am and 10am. To indicate that they were 

commg, notices were publicly posted announcing their arrival times and the carts were 

equipped with bells. However the Paving Board found that despite their best efforts, the 

carts were not successful and “the arrangement contemplated and adopted by the foregoing 

proceeding did not accomplish the end in view to the extent anticipated.”^̂  In 1849, the 

Dublin Sanitary Association complained that despite the continued circulation o f the carts, 

people continued “throwing into the channel the dust and offal of the houses. This habit is 

at once illegal and uncalled for.” '̂’

Regardless of the rubbish carts and the daily scavenging o f the Paving Board’s 

ninety-one miles of streets, the problem of dirt was overwhelming: the infrastructure was 

just not there to deal with the amount of refuse being produced by the public. Thomas 

Willis, St. Michan’s parish officer of health, reported that scavengers working in his parish 

were “incessantly at work in streets occupied by the poor; indeed I believe that they sweep 

the streets of the entire parish daily, not excepting Sunday;” this type of diligence was 

required because if the scavenging were delayed even for a day, the nuisances became 

“intolerable.”^̂  Moreover Dublin’s particular geography and weather conditions 

exacerbated the already unpleasant street conditions. Antisell remarked in 1847 that the 

impervious clay underlying the city did not drain well. This, along with Dublin’s moist 

climate, meant that the city’s surfaces were almost constantly damp with sullied w a t e r . A  

concerned Dubliner argued in 1848 that, “the increase of fever and epidemics, the result of

CSO-RP, 1849,0  566, Paving Board Annual Report, 1848.
^  Transactions o f  the Dublin Sanitary Association, 1849, op. cit., 10.

Thomas Willis, Facts connected with the Social and Sanitary Condition o f  the Working Classes in the City 
o f  Dublin, with T a b l e s  o f Sickness. Medical Attendance. Deaths, Expectation o f  Life. &c.; Together with 
Some Gleanings from  the Census Returns o f  1841 ( Dublin: T. 0  Gorman, 1845), 43.

Antisell, op. cit., 5-6.
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a damp and otherwise unhealthy atmosphere, has kept pace with the deteriorating state of 

the streets.

Fig. 4.1
Examples of arched top and flag covered sewers

Along with the street maintenance, the Paving Board was also responsible for 

Dublin’s sewers. Sewers had been a feature of towns since antiquity, but they were 

originally intended primarily to drain water from the streets, not to transport the bulk of 

human waste and urban refuse. Prior to the 1850s, they were ditches dug into streets and 

were made of pavement, brick or boulder stones, with perpendicular sidewalls; they 

commonly had flat-bottoms made of gravel or clay. '̂* Sewers were effectively “open” as 

they had minimal coverage: they had either an arched top or were enclosed by flags (fig. 

4.1). Because they clogged so easily and regularly, labourers had to have access to them in 

a hurry. Hence, despite the minimal coverage, sewers were constantly emitting the putrid 

stench of their contents. Thanks to the diffusion of Edwin Chadwick’s ideas, sewers later 

became smaller, egg or u-shaped clay-ware pipes to which refuse could not adhere, and 

they were constantly flushed and easily cleansed by much larger volumes of water.

However, engineering techniques had yet to reach this point, so by the 1840s 

Dublin had only 39 miles of old-style sewers which were constantly dirty and which 

clogged easily, and streets were frequently being dug up to repair them. Dr. John Aldridge

^^\swicYan&\\, Suggestions on the Dublin Improvements (Dublin; James McGlashan, 1848), 19. 
Minutes o f  the Proceedings o f  the Institution o f  Civil Engineers, 87 (1886-1887), 424.
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commented in 1847 that Dublin’s “sewers are certainly built upon the oldest and worst

construction. In that same year. Antisell made the following complaint:

It is a matter of regret, to see new sewers built, at the present day, in defiance of 
the laws of physics. In Middle Abbey street, within the last six months, a new 
sewer has been built, and the inhabitants assessed to the amount of 12s. 6d. per 
foot, and for what? -  for a channel, which with a slight fall (such as it has) will 
not fully deliver itself, will in a short time become choaked [i'/c] up, and will 
require to be cleansed, for which the street must be torn up, the thoroughfare 
impeded, our noses offended by the stench of cartage and removal, and all this 
because the sewer was not originally well constructed.^^

Even the London Medical Times found fault with the quality of Dublin’s sewers and

claimed that they were “built in defiance of all scientific rules” and were “therefore, not

only useless as regards the preservation of health, but are positively injurious to it.” ’̂

The legislation that gave the Paving Board power to construct sewers was

extremely restrictive. A paving tax was levied to pay for street maintenance, but in order

to cleanse or construct sewers, the Paving Commissioners had to be requisitioned by a

majority of householders of a particular street to do so. As well, the owners had to be

willing to pay for construction and maintenance, the result being “that rather than incur the

expense they frequently oppose the commissioners and render them powerless; so that

many important streets are on this account without sewers, or have old and insufficient

ones.”^̂  The Paving Board was thus legally unable to take any initiative with regards to

Dublin’s sewers, and as a result, DubUn by 1850 had 108 miles of roads but only 39 miles

r  69of sewers.

To their credit, the Paving Commissioners did appear to recognise the limitations 

of their powers and made the case for better legislation. In 1846, they reported to the Lord 

Lieutenant that those eligible for the costs of sewers were often induced to offer effectual 

resistance to the prosecution of the works” and, to alleviate this, the Commissioners

Aldridge, op. cit., 8.
^  Antisell, op. cit., 11.

Excerpt from the London Medical Times, quoted in: Sounder’s News-Letter, 11 December 1848. 
Farrell, op. cit., 11-12.
Prunty, op.cit, 114.
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requested the power to levy a sewer rate as was done in London, and also stronger powers

for constructing sewers/'^ In the following year, they reported that

relating to the extension of Main Sewers within the limit of our jurisdiction 
having been so fully and circumstantially discussed in our last annual Report we 
limit our observations upon this occasion to a brief allusion to the suggestions 
therein submitted imparting our view of the means whereby the advantage of 
adequate drainage might be accomplished and all the beneficial results in 
relation to the pubhc health.” '̂

However, by this time, the question of reforming Dublin Corporation and extending to it

additional powers was being seriously considered by Dublin Castle and parliament, so

reforming the Paving Board was put to the side.”̂^

It could perhaps be argued that Dublin’s Paving Board was prudent not to proceed

rapidly with an extensive sewer system, given the state of technology in this area. Anthony

Wohl, in characterising Victorians as “pioneers,” has argued that they had to approach

their work cautiously, observing each other’s experiments and learning by trial and error.

Because the scope for error was considerable, civic authorities were wise to proceed

cautiously in the adoption of sewer s ys t e ms . For  example, in Leeds in 1844 the

corporation considered constructing a new sewerage system, but due to the enormous cost,

the fear of sewage seeping into people’s cellars, the problems of processing the sewage,

and the uncertainty of whether it would work at all, the council voted 32 to 2 in favour of

postponing the plan. '̂* Aldridge, writing in the Dublin Quarterly Journal o f Medical

Science, commended the Paving Board for not building more sewers and for waiting “until

the true principles of sewerage become acknowledged and tested, before they put the

citizens to expense in what might prove fruitless experiments.

Granted that engineering techniques and Dublin’s administrative situation by the

1840s did not lend themselves to transforming Dublin’s sewerage arrangements, the reality

CSO-RP, 1846, O 2564, Paving Board Annual Report, 1845.
” CSO-Rp ! 1847, O 6352, Paving Board Annual Report, 1846.

For more information on the Paving Board and the Dublin Improvement Bills, please see Chapter III.
Wohl, op. cit., 104.
Ibid.
Aldridge, op. cit., 8-9.
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was that desperately poor sewerage was contributing to Dublin’s ill-health. In their 1847 

report on the local governance of Dublin, Abraham Hayward and Peter C. Brassington 

stated that

[t]he state of the city is undeniably very bad as regards many of the more 
immediate objects of the present inquiry, particularly sewerage, perhaps the 
most important of any; for large underground accumulations of fetid matter may 
be the cause of disease and death for a long period before attention is attracted to 
them7^

In areas such as St. Michan’s parish that had practically no sewers at all the fetid water 

discharged from the houses into the streets.^^ In other parishes, back lanes and alleys that 

were unsewered would become flooded, in turn flooding cellar dwellings and creating 

permanent cesspools.^* The sewers that did exist were usually not large enough nor deep 

enough to deal with the amount of sewage and would thus become backed up. In Dublin’s 

slums, houses faced on to these open and congested sewers which were ripe with stagnant 

and decomposing matter.’^

The Paving Board was also responsible for watering the streets and tending to the 

water fountains. Street watering was important because it helped rid the thoroughfares o f 

manure deposits, rotting food, and fetid water, and it also rinsed away mud in the winter 

and kept down the dust in the summer. The legislation for street watering was similar to 

that of sewering: the Paving Commissioners had to be requisitioned by the inhabitants 

before they could proceed. To water the streets, the Paving Board filled its carts from 

specified fountains allocated for the purpose but also used the waters from the Liffey. But 

there was never quite enough water for both domestic and sanitary n e e d s . T h e  Paving 

Board often complained to the Lord Lieutenant that Dublin Corporation was not providing 

it with adequate water for civic needs, but to no avail. In 1846, the Paving Commissioners

Abraham Hayward and C.P. Brassington, Report on the Dublin Improvement Bill (London: Luke James 
Hansard, 1847), 31.

Willis, op. cit., 44.
Farrell, op. cit., 12.
Pnmty, op. cit., 112.
Please see Chapters 11 and VI for foil discussion.
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reported to Lord Heytesbury that supply to their fountains was intermittent and of poor 

quality, which they felt was “a serious impediment to cleanliness and other occasions for 

the use of water is thus interposed whereby the public health is endangered, and materially 

affected”*̂

The water from the Liffey was a poor substitute in street watering. Maintenance

of the river was the Ballast Board’s responsibility,*^ and they did little to prevent the tons

of sewage annually dumped in the Liffey! Joseph O’Brien has claimed that since “time

immemorial,” Dublin’s sewers emptied into the Liffey, transforming it into an open sewer

for its entire length within the city limits.*^ In 1840, Maunsell stated that while

“putrefying” animal and vegetable matter was constantly being deposited into the river,

this was “under the care of the Ballast Board” who could “punish persons for deposing

[nuisances] there.”*"̂ However, numerous complaints as to the stench of the Liffey indicate

that the Ballast Board was not seriously committed to prosecuting people for this offence.

The Liffey was of course known for its putrid aroma; Robins has emphasised that

Dubliners actually “feared” the smell of the river. Antisell stated that the raw sewage in

the Liffey set free “gaseous matters, the resuhs of decomposition, producing these horrible

stenches on our quays so offensive and injurious to health.”*̂  The stench of the river was

certainly a concern for Dubliners: in 1847 The Philanthropist reported that

[t]he intolerable stench that issues fi-om this wholesale cesspool [the Liffey] is 
indeed a grievous evil to the citizens of Dublin, more especially to those residing 
on the quays. Surely the authorities, whoever they are, ought to have the river 
cleansed.*

In fact, efforts to stop the pollution of the Liffey were not effective until the Dublin main 

drainage system was completed in the 1890s.

CSO-RP, 1846, O 2564, Paving Board Annual Report, 1845.
*2 pqj. jjioj-g information on the Ballast Board, please see Chapter II.
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To summarise, Dublin on the eve of the public health revolution was an 

excessively dirty and unhealthy city. The authorities were unsure as to how even to begin 

to deal with what had become a sanitary crisis, and residents had no means or perhaps 

desire to instigate reforms. The poorer areas of Dublin were particularly appalling, but 

countless contemporaries testified as to the unpleasantness o f the whole o f Dublin. The 

accumulations of dirt and filth in all neighbourhoods was “injurious to health,”** and the 

large masses lived in “misery without parallel, and whose tale of woe and suffering 

[was] endless.”*̂  In short, “[t]he neglect of the city improvements, scavenging, sewering, 

ventilating and watering, entail[ed] disease, shorten[ed] life, and brim[med] the cup of 

misery, of which many of our fellow-creatures must drink deep.” °̂

Diseases and Epidemics

Despite the fact that the miserable conditions of city living was obvious to all 

classes, it was not the sight of people suffering in hovels of poverty or the scenes of 

accumulations of manure and other refuse at the corner of every street that helped initiate 

the public health movement. To truly appreciate the horrors of the early Victorian city, 

one has to consider its smells as well its sights. Enid Gauldie has argued in her study of the 

Victorian housing that the smell of cities and towns alone must have been “intolerable,”^̂  

and while middle-class officials were certainly affected by the misery they observed, it was 

the smell that truly shocked them.^^ Anthony Wohl has suggested that the best way to 

recreate the stench of an early Victorian town is to stand close to a defective sewer. For 

the lower classes living in the heart of misery, the constant scent of overflowing cess

pools, poorly-drained cowsheds, abattoirs, pigsties, dung heaps, and decomposing refuse.

Evidence o f Dr. Henry Maunsell, S.C. on Health o f  Towns, 198. 
Willis, op. cit., iii.

90 Antisell, op. cit., 5.
Gauldie, op. cit., 73.
Ibid., 74.
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were all accepted, though disagreeable, features of city life.^^ For those in the privileged 

classes, human suffering could perhaps be ignored, but the stench could not, and it has 

been argued that if human excreta did not “omit offensive odours” perhaps the public 

health movement would not have succeeded as eventually it did.^^

The importance of the smell of Victorian cities was not only because of the 

offensive assault on the city dweller’s nose but the deadly repercussions that were 

conventionally associated with it. For centuries people had believed that the putrid 

emanations from decomposing matter caused disease: while matter was decomposing it 

released infection, which could be absorbed by a passing person and give rise to more 

infection.^^ The “miasma theory” is reducible to the formulation: “all smell is disease.” 

Because of this association, people had a “mystical fear” of the power of bad smells prior 

to the 1880 discovery of bacteria.^^ “Smell” featured in the dominant theories of disease 

from the Enlightenment through the first stages of the public health movement,^^ and 

“scent” was used to define what was healthy and what was not. The cure for injurious 

smells was believed logically to be the introduction of fresh clean air; hence, for centuries, 

the circulation of “fresh air” was the main public health priority.^^ Light was also seen as 

purifying, which reinforced the fear of dark, squalid slums. Early public health endeavours 

involved opening up public spaces to the “purifying” and “antiseptic” qualities of light and 

air.*“

While smell was associated with disease, it was the high incidence of horrific 

epidemics in smelly environments that gave credence to this theory and triggered the

Wohl, op. cit., 81.
Gauldie, op. cit, 73-74.
Christopher Hamlin, “Providence and Putrefaction: Victorian Sanitarians and the Natural Theology of 
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public health movement. While of course, disease and epidemics have always been 

prevalent, they were especially brutal in the early nineteenth century/”  ̂ In Ireland in the 

thirty years preceding the Famine, fever appeared to be almost endemic: apparently not a 

year went by without a fever epidemic occurring somewhere on the island. Typhus, the 

poor man s disease,” struck hardest in times and regions of famine, and M.W. Flinn in his 

introduction to Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 Report on the Sanitary Condition o f the Labouring 

Population o f  Great Britain claims that Ireland suffered more than any other country and 

that Ireland was the “home” of typhus in the nineteenth century.*®  ̂ In England, Typhus 

was sometimes called the “Irish fever.” A particularly brutal typhus epidemic hit Ireland 

in 1817 and lasted until 1819, and despite government provisions for a health board and 

fever hospitals, the country was still ravaged. In Dublin alone, from September 1817 

until September 1819, over 42,000 people were admitted to fever hospitals. Rather than 

being random, typhus was associated with overcrowded and insanitary conditions, and 

incidences o f the disease declined at a slower rate in towns that were slow to make sanitary 

improvements, such as Belfast, Liverpool, and Dublin.

Among the other major diseases to strike Ireland in the nineteenth century were 

typhoid, smallpox, and cholera. Until mid-century typhus and typhoid were usually 

thought to be the same d i s e a s e , a n d  were both given the same title “fever.” Their 

symptoms were similar and included elevated body temperature, loss of appetite, and 

development of a rash, the difference being that typhus was spread by louse while typhoid 

was bacterial. Improved sanitation lessened the typhus epidemics, but typhoid remained

Wohl, op. cit., 118.
Timothy P. O’Neill, “Fever and Public Health in Pre-Famine Ireland,” Journal o f  the Royal Society o f  

Antiquaries o f Ireland, 103 (1973), 1.
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a major disease throughout the nineteenth c e n t u r y . S m a l l p o x  epidemics were less severe 

than fever due it seems to the introduction o f  inoculation in the 1 8 3 0 s . C a m e r o n ,  

reporting on the history o f municipal public health administration, claimed that both typhus 

and smallpox had still been epidemic in 1841, and that “one could hardly w alk through a 

street without encountering a person shewing [5/c] the marks caused by small-pox.” *̂̂

The reluctance o f those in power to spend money on preventative or am eliorative 

measures during the early nineteenth century cycle o f  typhus epidemics was tied to  the 

prevailing acceptance that typhus was a “poor m an’s disease.” '^^ Reaction to  disease 

depended on the social class it affected and whether it was endemic or epidemic; there w as 

a wide range o f  social attitudes and responses to different diseases. W hen the cholera 

epidemic o f  1832-34 hit Great Britain and Ireland, the response was significantly different 

from  that to recent epidemics, because cholera, unlike typhus, knew  no class distinction 

and struck poor and rich alike.

Cholera is a water-borne disease caused by bacteria passed through polluted w ater 

and contaminated food. Unaware o f this, the Victorians emptied their sewers into rivers 

and other drinking supplies, facilitating the spread o f the disease. W hen cholera appeared 

im m inent in Ireland, a local board o f health was set up to ensure that all towns were kept 

clean and salubrious, and a system was set up to isolate cholera victims from  the rest o f  

society to ensure it would not spread.''^ The Irish government was forwarded £148,000 in 

order to deal with the epidemic, of which Dublin received £33,000, and the money w as 

quickly applied to areas most in need o f a sanitary make-over. It has been argued that 

because the upper and middle classes were themselves at risk, the m easures taken during
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the cholera epidemic were more generous than previous government interventions/^^ 

Cholera frightened the upper classes like no other epidemic had before: it was swift, 

dramatic, highly lethal, and extremely contagious. It struck such terror into the minds of 

the middle and upper classes that it led, as no other disease had done in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, to immediate and vigorous administrative action/*^ However despite 

the work of the British and Irish authorities, Ireland was still badly affected by the 

outbreak: over 46,000 people died, as opposed to only 16,000 in England and Wales 

combined. ' It has been estimated that in Dublin alone between 4,500 - 5,600 people died 

of cholera.

Nevertheless, memories of the cholera epidemic were short, and provisions 

provided during the early ‘thirties were soon forgotten. As a result, fever remained 

widespread. Willis has argued that while diseases and epidemics visited most countries, 

they were endemic in Ireland “because no care has ever been continuously extended to the 

comforts of the poor.” Efforts were always temporary: during the 1832-34 cholera 

epidemic there were boards of health, cesspool drainage, and nuisance controls, “but a few 

weeks, and all were again as before the terror had arisen -  the boards were dissolved, and 

the wretched localities of the poor relapsed into their wonted filth.” *̂  ̂ Ireland’s death rate 

in general was high in the first half of the nineteenth century, and in Dublin it never strayed 

far from 30/1000 people. This was perhaps due to the fact that relief measures before the 

late 1840s never dealt properly with the root causes of disease but instead dealt only with 

the symptoms. The reality was that due to piece-meal, intermittent, and half-hearted 

attempts to clean up the filthier areas, it was dirtier and more insanitary by the mid-
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nineteenth century than ever. As Ireland’s population grew, social conditions worsened and 

death rates remained higher than in England.

First Stage of the Public Health Movement

Without a doubt, it was disease, specifically cholera, that was the catalyst behind 

the public health movement. The European epidemics that ravaged eighteenth and 

nineteenth century cities “struck terror” into those who governed and that it was this 

concern for the problems associated with illness that “energised” sanitary policing. 

Cholera was a “shock disease,” '^  ̂ but the Victorians needed the “shock” o f the 1832 

visitation to overcome their “passive inertia.” *̂  ̂ It has been argued that the Victorian 

public health movement derived much of its impetus from the 1832 and 1848 cholera 

epidemics. Cholera terrified even the most “moribund” people into action and truly 

fi-ightened the middle classes into taking steps to rectify the appalling living conditions o f 

their fellow citizens.'^* Interestingly enough, although disease provided the main 

motivation behind the public health movement, it was arguably not inspired by 

humanitarian considerations. The importance o f such diseases as cholera was not that they 

wiped out a large percentage of the population, but that they could strike down the middle 

and upper classes; anybody could die, “Prince Consorts and all.” *̂  ̂ Hence when tactics 

were employed by the ruling classes to fight the spread o f disease, it was out of self- 

preservation rather than a commitment to ease the humbler classes’ sufferings. Early public 

health reformers did not include any of the philanthropists or humanitarians who had 

contributed virtuously to the abolition of slavery in the British Empire or to the reform o f 

the factory system; such figures showed surprisingly little interest in the difficulties o f the
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destitute at home.^^° Disease was equated with disorder and danger, so a pubhc response 

was needed to restore control.*^* The economic costs o f disease also contributed to this 

drive to control it: it was very expensive for the state and for ratepayers to look after 

individuals and their families who suffered from various diseases and it put severe 

financial strain on hospitals and on the poor law unions. Asa Briggs has contended that the 

most effective argument for sanitary reform was economic: spending money on sanitary

measures saved more money in the long run.

The public health movement emerged during what has been labelled as the “Age 

o f Improvement.” The 1830s were seen as a particularly reforming era when such 

legislation as the Great Reform Act, the Municipal Corporations Act, and the Poor Law 

Act were passed. One of the most powerful influences on nineteenth century thought 

emerged during this reform period: Jeremy Bentham.*^^ His philosophy o f utilitarianism, 

that is, to seek out means to achieve the greatest happiness for the greatest number, 

inspired some reformers to seek just that.^ '̂* The utilitarians believed that increased 

government intervention was needed to resolve and regulate various interests. Bentham 

had many outspoken and influential disciples but perhaps the most prominent was Edwin 

Chadwick. If cholera was the event, then Chadwick was certainly the man behind the 

launch public health movement. Secretary to the revamped Poor Law Commission, 

Chadwick became very well briefed as to the diseases and living conditions o f the English 

poor. As a disciple o f Bentham, Chadwick considered legislation and strong central 

administration as keys to improving living conditions. If  the 1830s were the “Age o f 

Reform,” the 1840s were the “Age of Sanitation” or perhaps the “Age o f Chadwick.
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His most important contribution to the public health debate was his Report on the 

Sanitary Condition o f the Labouring Population o f Great Britain, which was presented to 

the House of Lords in 1842 and simultaneously circulated to almost every person who was 

interested in furthering the cause of public health in Great Britain and Ireland, including 

engineers, poor law guardians, journalists, and religious f ig u re s .C h a d w ic k ’s report was 

a best seller, and over 100,000 copies were sold/^* In order to prepare his report, 

Chadwick had spent three years visiting many English and Scottish towns, assessing their 

amenities and living conditions. Like the visitation of cholera, Chadwick’s report was a 

shock to early Victorian society. In order to convey the devastation and misery of British 

towns, Chadwick’s report was “forcibly” w r i t t e n , a n d  was designed to sway and 

influence public opinion. It “shocked” Victorians out of their apathy''*' and made a 

“deep impression” on public opinion. It was an important report because it demonstrated 

for the first time the connection between dirt and disease, and offered concrete evidence of 

the miseries which had formerly been ignored or written off as exaggeration.

Chadwick has been deemed a pioneer not because he was the first person to make 

such claims but because he managed to drive the point home more forcefiilly and 

convincingly than anyone before. However, it is important to note that a loose type of 

public health movement had existed in the UK prior to Chadwick’s report, but it was 

unorganised, leaderless, and had no legislative aim.'"*̂  Throughout the 1830s, English poor 

law union doctors were constantly observing at first hand the perils of urban living and 

were privy to the notion that better sewerage and clean water were needed to improve the 

lives of the poor.*'*'* They had been making the same points as Chadwick and were 

publishing the results of their investigations into the conditions of the poor and the
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connection between dirt and disease, but tlieir reports aroused little public support. In 

May 1838, the fourth report of the Poor Law Commissioners was published, which 

requested that the commissioners be given power to control nuisances, but no official 

response was ever given. The following year, several London doctors made inquiries 

into the living conditions of East London, and their final report revealed the appalling 

misery of the poorer districts of the metropolis,*'*^ This last report, although not as 

influential as Chadwick’s, did result in the appointment o f a Select Committee on the 

Health o f Towns.*'**

COI*VRIOh T,

Fig. 4.2
Dr. Henry Maunseli (1806-1879)

Dublin’s first Professor of Hygiene

Prior to 1842, Dublin had also demonstrated signs o f a proto-public health

movement, and the main proponent of Irish political medicine was Henry Maunseli (fig.

4.2) who gave evidence on the state of Dublin to the 1840 Select Committee on the Health

o f Towns. Born in Dublin, he received his medical degree from the University o f  Glasgow
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in 1831 but subsequently returned to Dublin where he became a member of the Royal 

College of Surgeons. Maunsell also maintained separate careers in politics and 

journalism. A well-known Irish Tory and described as “an able writer and eloquent 

debater, he was one of the few conservatives on the city council in 1843 and 1844. In 

1839, with fellow-doctor Arthur Jacob, he founded the Dublin Medical Press, and in 

1860, he purchased the Dublin Evening Mail, one of the city’s leading conservative 

newspapers, after which time he devoted himself solely to journalism until his death in

1879 152

From the late 1830s, Maunsell took a keen interest in Dublin’s health. His Dublin 

Medical Press was modelled on Britain’s Lancet and concerned itself with both personal 

and public health. Later that year, Maunsell made a groundbreaking speech to the Royal 

College of Surgeons on political medicine. Traditionally, the medical profession had been 

more concerned with the person than with public heahh or government policy; Maunsell 

criticised this focus on the individual and insisted that doctors should aim for the “higher 

object of protecting the public health, and providing for the physical well being of the 

human race.” ^̂  ̂ He felt that doctors were more concerned with the financial gain from 

individual patients than with using their vast knowledge to help with public health 

questions. He was equally disturbed by “the disgraceful condition in which many parts of 

Dublin are permitted to remain,” and put the blame squarely on the fact that the medical
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profession had failed to perform its public d u tie s .M au n se ll’s speech further addressed 

the importance of government and medical community combining their efforts to regulate 

offensive trades, see to the proper treatment of lunatics, and provide better medical care for 

the sick. His historic speech influenced the Royal College of Surgeons’ decision to 

create a chair of hygiene or political medicine. This chair was the first of its kind in all 

o f the British Isles, and Maunsell was asked to occupy it.*̂  ̂ He maintained this post until 

1846 when he stepped down,’̂ *’ perhaps due to his commitments as secretary to the council 

of the RCS and editor of the BMP.

Despite the historic creation of the new chair and Maunsell’s public speech and 

his testimony to the Select Committee on the Health of Towns, Dublin’s interest in public 

health was not aroused. Part of the problem was that many authors cited improvements in 

cleansing, waterworks, and sewerage as parts of an ongoing progression; they never 

decreed that cities had reached a “sanitary crisis.”*̂ ' It was Chadwick’s “unequivocal 

statement” of the interaction of inadequate housing with intemperance, insanitary living 

conditions, poor administration, as well as disease that represented a major breakthrough in 

social thinking.

Chadwick’s lengthy 372 page report (plus 85 pages o f appendices) was written to 

underscore four main points. Firstly, he wanted to demonstrate the correlation between 

poor sanitary conditions, inadequate drainage, insufficient water supply, and overcrowding 

on the one hand and disease and high mortality rates on the other, and half of his report 

was used to establish this. Secondly, Chadwick made evident the high cost of ill health in 

the form of increased taxes and rates to nurse the sick or care for victims’ families. The 

third and equally important point that he emphasised was the social cost of misery, and the
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idea that poor living conditions were contributing to poor morals and anti-social behaviour. 

Fourthly, Chadwick indicated that there were inherent problems with the current 

administrative machinery in dealing with the problems o f growing cities, and he suggested 

that a completely new departure from traditional governance would be needed to address 

these deficiencies/^^

Chadwick’s report, rather than merely listing the defects in the structure o f UK

cities, was also written to persuade people to start thinking legislatively; hence, he offered

concrete solutions to his list of problems. The basis o f Chadwick’s suggestions was three

interdependent elements: water, tubular sewers, and the agricultural use o f sewage. As a

miasmist, Chadwick was particularly concerned with removing the source of smells from

the cities. Since sewage and overflowing cesspools, common in most urban areas, were

the worst offenders, Chadwick proposed that proper removal o f solid refiise and sewage

from the city was the answer to better public health. To do so, he suggested the new idea

of its removal by suspension in water, flushed through the sewers to a location well outside

o f the city limits and sold off as fertiliser to local farmers. In his conclusion, he stated

[t]hat the various forms of epidemic, endemic, and other disease caused, or 
aggravated, or propagated chiefly amongst the labouring classes by atmospheric 
impurities produced by decomposing animal and vegetable substances, by damp 
and filth, and close and overcrowded dwellings prevail amongst the population in 
every part of the kingdom, whether dwelling in separate houses, in rural villages, 
in small towns, in the larger towns -  as they have been found to prevail in the 
lowest districts of the metropolis.

Chadwick’s plans depended heavily on the presence of an adequate water supply. 

His argument that sewage could be easily removed if suspended in water was partly based 

on hygiene but also on economics: he maintained that the cost of removal by water would
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be one-twentieth or less the cost o f removal by manual labour. However, apart from

economics, he believed that “the formation of all habits o f cleanliness [was] obstructed by

defective supplies of water.”'^* He concluded that

[t]he primary and most important measures, and at the same time the most 
practicable, and within the recognized province o f public administration, are 
drainage, the removal of all refuse o f  habitations, streets, and roads, and the 
improvement of the supplies o f water. [ ... ]
That refuse when thus held in suspension in water may be most cheaply and 
innoxiously conveyed to any distance out of towns, and also in the best form for 
productive use, and that the loss and injury by the pollution o f natural streams 
may be avoided.
That for all these purposes, as well as for domestic uses, better supplies o f  water 
are absolutely necessary.

Flinn has argued that the sensibility and subsequent almost universal adoption o f 

Chadwick’s suggestions has obscured their radical n a t u r e . O t h e r  than flushing and self- 

cleansing sewers, Chadwick also advocated several other innovative ideas for the period. 

Firstly, he was a major proponent of administrative centralisation, and his belief that 

legislation could be centrally controlled, enforced, and uniformly applied was not well 

received. Chadwick attempted too much too soon; people were still afraid o f the 

implications o f centralisation, so these ideas were dismissed. However, many o f his 

centralising ideas were eventually applied, demonstrating that he was perhaps ahead o f his 

time.^^^ Slightly better received, but no less radical, was Chadwick’s suggestion that new 

sanitary staff and management should be classified as skilled workers. This idea o f the 

“professionalization” o f workers was one that emerged strongly as the century

Ibid. Considering the high costs of city scavenging, as will be shown in particular in the next chapter, 
Chadwick was probably right.
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progressed. Finally, Chadwick was the first person to recommend a Medical Officer of 

Health be appointed in all towns, an idea that caught on quickly.

A few last words on Chadwick before moving on. Not only did he inaugurate the 

first stage of the public health movement, he also defined it, and his rigid definition of 

public health was strictly adhered to for years; thus his influence carried on into the next 

decade and beyond. For Chadwick, sanitary reform was an engineering problem that 

needed to be resolved with engineering solutions such as water works, sewage pipes, street 

sweeping, and refuse collection.*’  ̂ Rather than merely emphasising engineering 

techniques, he lauded them as the only answer and demonstrated an aversion for medical 

and sanitary science;*’’ they played only a minor part in his sanitary idea. He was firmly 

against preventative medicine and was more concerned with the physical environment than 

with personal health.*’^

Above all, Chadwick’s report was a political and not a social or scientific 

document.*’  ̂ Recently it has been suggested that he purposely set out to dehumanise the 

poor and to reinforce the image of them as “alien” and “to be f e a r e d , R a t h e r  than 

addressing the underlying socio-economic problems of poverty and poor housing and the 

correlation between destitution and disease, his response to dirt was to cart it away; he did 

not consider the idea of preventing its accumulation to begin with.*** It has been argued 

that Chadwick was actually “fighting” the view that poverty caused disease.**^ However, 

criticisms aside, he is still a hugely important figure in public health history, and the 

Victorians owe a great debt to him for providing the tangible evidence responsible for 

bring public health to the forefront of government policy.

The idea of a professional staff and professional workers was adopted by Dublin Corporation and will be 
discussed in the next chapter.
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While Chadwick’s report did not specifically encompass Ireland, his

recommendations and influence were felt there n o n e t h e l e s s . O n e  o f Chadwick’s main

goals was to sway public opinion and to encourage legislation, so he circulated his report

to many influential people in Great Britain and Ireland, including the Archbishop of

Dublin, Joseph Peacock. In a letter to the Archbishop, Chadwick explained.

my main reason for sending you the Report was that I believe that the physical evils 
therein described as existing in the English towns and depressing the moral 
condition of the inhabitants, exist to a greater extent and as I conceive are likely to 
have a still more depressing effect on the condition of the town population o f 
Ireland.

Chadwick’s ideas were subsequently circulated in Ireland, and it has been argued that the 

impetus for the development of Irish public health measures came from Chadwick’s work 

in Britain.

In Dublin, while Chadwick’s name was not often mentioned directly, the

influence o f his ideas was certainly felt and many people advocated concepts that echoed

his 1842 report. For example, in a discussion o f the state o f Dublin, Aldridge commented

that “fever, consumption, and other diseases, which indicate a low amount o f vitality, are

prevalent in certain districts, in a direct relation with the over-crowding, deficient

ventilation, and filth which pervades them.”**̂  He referred to Chadwick’s report and

expressed initial surprise at its findings:

We were aware o f the value of manure for agricultural purposes; we prized the 
comforts of cleanliness; and we abhorred muddy streets, odoriferous sewers, and 
the hundred other nuisances that, in our ignorance, we imagined to be evils 
inseparable from a town life: but, familiar as we were with the wonders o f 
steam and gas, we were not prepared to expect the proposal from grave and 
practical men to supply the habitations o f each family, - o f even the poorest, - 
with a water-cock and self-acting water-closet, a trapped drain, furnished with a 
self-acting flushing apparatus, and an involuntary system o f warm ventilation; to 
cause these drains and water-closets to communicate with sewers built upon

Queen Victoria specifically instructed Chadwick to limit his investigation to England and Wales, but 
several key Scottish doctors and politicians convinced him of the need to expand into Scotland; the idea of 
including Ireland appeared to never have been proposed, however simple geography may have ruled it out. 
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hydraulic principles, mathematically exact; to keep the water in the magazine 
and service-pipes constantly on, and at high pressure, so that, by the use o f a 
simple plug and hose, fires might almost instantaneously be extinguished, the 
streets washed clean every morning, and the fronts o f houses purified fi"om soot 
and dust/*’̂

He appeared won over by certain aspects of Chadwick’s report and claimed that prior to it, 

[w]e could scarcely have deemed schemes o f such magnitude practicable.” '** Aldridge 

was particularly intrigued by Chadwick’s plan of selling city sewage for profit and, 

agreeing with it, he argued that the cost of implementing Chadwick’s suggestions was 

“found to be actually less than that of our present defective arrangements.” '*^

Dublin Corporation also spoke Chadwick’s language, and in 1848 the Pipe Water 

Committee reported to the town council that “the public mind both in England and Ireland 

has been much called o f late” to the subject o f flushing sewers, “the latter a subject [that] 

until o f late [was] not much considered but now regarded o f such paramount importance to 

health o f towns that all other precautionary measures in comparison seem to be but little 

thought o f ” '^° In that same year, the Lord Mayor, repealer Jeremiah D u n n e , p e n n e d  a 

report to the town council in which he highlighted the benefits o f flushing sewers, 

commenting that by extending the city’s water supply, Dublin’s sewerage system could be 

improved and “ample means can be afforded for cleansing at all necessary times the sewers 

by repeated flushings, and thus protecting the inhabitants from contagious diseases excited 

by filth, and the impurities of the air consequent thereon.”'^^

Other than Chadwick’s work, the two most important efforts in early public health 

history were the Select Committee and the Royal Commission on the Health o f Towns. As 

a result o f the work done by poor law doctors, a Select Committee on the Health o f Towns
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was appointed in June 1840, and the committee members specifically acknowledged the 

legacy o f these doctors. In referring to the 1839 report, the Select Committee report 

stated:

Evidence of undoubted credit, and of the most melancholy description, has been 
laid before Your Committee, showing the neglect and imperfect state o f the 
sewerage, paving, and cleansing in many parts of London inhabited chiefly by 
the working classes; and similar evidence applies with more or less force to 
many other great towns, the state of which has been investigated, as Dublin, 
Glasgow, Liverpool, Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, &c.*^‘*

The members o f the Select Committee, under the chairmanship of R.A. Slaney, visited the

various British and Irish towns from March until June 1840 and they presented their final

report to the House of Commons that summer. The Committee had little good to say about

the state o f any Victorian city. What struck the members the most was that in the midst o f

opulence, “a vast multitude of our poorer fellow subjects, the instruments by whose hands

these riches were created” were

condemned, for no fault of their own, to the evils so justly complained of, and 
placed in situations where it is almost impracticable for them to preserve health 
or decency o f deportment, or to keep themselves and their children from moral 
and physical contamination.

The committee was confident that sanitary laws could remedy the dreadful state o f

the poor, and it made several suggestions. To improve the condition o f towns the

committee recommended a building regulation act, a sewerage system act, the creation o f a

permanent Board of Health, better water supplies, the regulation o f lodging-houses, and the

erection o f public b a t h s . I n  order to facilitate their enforcement, it stated;

Viewing, therefore, the necessity and advantage o f such local improvements, 
and the difficulties which now prevent them. Your Committee beg to 
recommend the introduction of a general Act extending to all towns above a 
certain population to facilitate such improvements.
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S.C. on Health o f Towns, vi. 
Ibid, ix.
Ibid, xv-xxi.
Ibid, xxi-xxii.
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Though Chadwick dismissed this report as containing “ofF-hand and easy generalities,” ^̂ *

its conclusions nonetheless were enough to convince Lord Normandy, the Home Secretary,

to bring in three new bills for the improvement of certain burghs, the better drainage o f

large towns, and for building regulation. However, the bills did not survive the 1841

changeover from Whig to Conservative government/^®

The Select Committee on the Health of Towns was particularly important for

Dublin, because while Chadwick and the upcoming Royal Commission on the Health o f

Towns did not include it, the Select Committee did. The committee members spent several

days in Dublin in May 1840 interviewing Maunsell, and when his testimony was complete,

the committee was able to conclude that

although many improvements may be made, and additional sanatory [5/c] 
regulations are absolutely necessary, they do not think it necessary to do more 
than direct attention to the able evidence of Dr. Maunsell respecting it, 
containing, many valuable suggestions.

Among Maunsell’s suggestions was the need for an Irish Building Act to regulate cellar

and back-to-back dwellings, health inspectors, better street cleansing and sewer systems,

201and the regulation of lodging houses.

Ultimately, the Select Committee had little effect on government policy, and this 

has been attributed in part to Slaney’s lack of talent and his indifference to influencing 

public administration.^®^ A public health act was not forthcoming because by 1830, the 

British government had begun to rely more heavily on investigations and recommendations 

before legislating; from 1832 until 1867 no major social legislation was passed without

203 •

first being preceded by a Royal Commission. By the time Chadwick’s report was 

published his powerful words combined with the results o f the Select Committee were too 

powerfijl to ignore, and Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel and the Home Secretary Sir James

Quoted in: Gauldie, op. cit., 104.
Ibid
S.C. on Health o f Towns, xii.
Evidence of Dr. H en ry  Maunsell, S.C. on Health o f Towns, 189-201.
Hamlin, 1998, op. cit, 147.
Briggs, 1959, op. cit, 275.
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Graham, while both possessing an aversion to change, had little choice but to appoint a 

Royal Commission,^®'*

The Royal Commission on the State o f Large Towns and Populous Districts was 

established in 1843 to examine the fifty towns in Grreat Britain with the highest death rates. 

While Chadwick had no official link with the commission, he was actively involved in 

every aspect o f its proceedings: he submitted a list of potential commissioners, drafted a 

questionnaire to be completed by the participating towns, suggested several witnesses, 

chaired the subcommittee responsible for summarising the local evidence, participated in 

several field investigations, wrote a “substantial” portion o f the first report, and prepared 

the list of recommendations for the second.^*’̂  The commission also selectively interviewed 

witnesses and introduced experts that specifically supported his 1842 report.^®^

Arguably, two of the most important witnesses were Dr. Southwood Smith and 

engineer Thomas Hawksley. Southwood Smith was one o f the most prominent medical 

propagandists in England and an acquaintance of Chadwick’s; he had been on several 

commissions, had worked for Jeremy Bentham, and was well acquainted with the plight o f 

the poor.^°’ While providing an authoritative voice from the medical community, his 

testimony was also crucial to Chadwick’s vision, for Smith specified with meticulous 

clarity the benefits of having one controlling body to manage the country’s public health. 

For his part, Hawksley was a pioneer in civic water works and had successfully designed 

and constructed the Trent Water Works in Nottingham in 1830-31.^°* Like Chadwick, 

Hawksley argued that clean water at high pressure introduced into every citizen’s home 

was key to removing domestic nuisances and reducing the incidences o f d i s e a s e . H e

Gauldie, op. cit., 105.
Hamlin, 1998, op. cit, 218.
Lambert, op. cit., 62.
Roach, op. cit, 146.
Evidence of Thomas Hawksley, First Report ofR.C. on Health o f Towns, 298. 
Roach, op. c it , 147.
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testified that with the completion o f the Trent Water Works, “[t]he medical men reported 

that the increase of cleanliness was very great in the houses, and there was less disease.”^̂ ^

After gathering their considerable evidence, the commissioners presented two 

separate reports, one in 1844 and the second in 1845. The first report was brief and simply 

outlined the goals of the Royal Commission and highlighted the general unsatisfactory 

conditions encountered in all towns. As evidence, it also included the transcripts o f all the 

interviews undertaken by the commissioners, which confirmed all o f  Chadwick’s 

findings.^*^ However, it was the second report published in 1845 that contained the Royal 

Commissioners’ recommendations. They established that the overall sanitary conditions o f  

the towns observed were dismal, but they equally believed that “extensive injury to the 

public health, [was] now proved to arise from causes capable of removal,” and that these 

evils only needed “fiirther legislative provisions for their p r e v e n t i o n . T h e y  

recommended central supervision and control of new legislation, the need for skilled 

sanitary staff, new sewerage, water, and cleansing legislation, extended local powers to 

enforce cleanliness, the application of a rate to finance new sanitary schemes, and the

213appointment o f Medical Officers of Health.

The Royal Commissioners’ findings confirmed Chadwick’s 1842 report, and their 

recommendations were in line. They supported Chadwick’s grand arterial scheme and his 

vision o f a strong central authority, and their recommendation that the drainage, paving, 

cleansing o f the streets, and the provision of an ample water supply all controlled by one 

body was pure Chadwick. Moreover, their emphasis on engineering solutions also 

indicated his influence. In addition to confirming their commitment to Chadwick’s vision, 

Enid Gauldie has argued that their report also demonstrated their “ignorance” o f the true

Evidence of Thomas Hawksley, First Report ofR.C. on Health o f Towns, 302. 
Chave, op. cit, 6.
Second Report ofR.C. on Health o f Towns, 1.
Ibid., 7-67.
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plight o f  the poor and the means by which o f changing it.^*'  ̂ In tm th, like Chadwick, they

did oversimplify the problem as well as the solution by believing that carting away refuse

was the answer to better public health:

The inquiries into the state o f the districts before and after improvement have 
distinctly shown, that increased facilities for the removal o f  refuse in and about 
the habitations of the poor have been rapidly followed by a marked improvement 
in the heaUh, and by a reduction in the rate o f mortality o f  the district.

Like the Select Committee and Chadwick’s reports before it, the Royal Comm ission was a

huge step forward in raising awareness o f the need for better means o f  promoting good

public health.

In Dublin, the Paving Board was particularly struck by the Royal Comm issioners’

report. While the Paving Commissioners had been making complaints to the Lord

Lieutenant for some years about their lack o f power to install sewers and their adversarial

relationship w ith Dublin Corporation, the commissioners’ report offered a neutral opinion

on these issues. In 1847, they underscored the importance o f adequate drainage and

sewerage “in relation to the public health, domestic comfort, the abatement o f  nuisances

and the more effectual cleansing o f the public ways,” and that “ [t]he paramount importance

o f  these objects and the means o f their attainment are specially exemplified in the Reports

upon the sanatory [5/c] condition o f large towns and populous districts in England.” *̂® The

Paving Commissioners brought the Lord Lieutenant’s attention specifically to  the results o f

the Royal Commission:

we venture to refer Your Excellency to the publication as affording 
incontestable evidence o f the prevailing impediments to the maintenance o f  the 
public health in great towns in England and suggesting means whereby they may 
be overcome, comprehending amongst other expedients the combined agency o f  
an extensive and improved system o f sewerage, and an abundant supply o f  pure 
and wholesome water.

Gauldie, op. cit., 105.
Second Report ofR-C. on Health o f  Towns, 3.
CSO-RP, 1847, O 6352, Paving Board Annual Report, 1846. 

■ CSO-Rp' 1847  ̂O 6352, Paving Board Annual Report, 1846.
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But most important to the Paving Board was the Royal Commissioners’ recommendation 

that in all cases the local administrative body appointed for the purpose [of public health] 

have the special charge and direction of all the works required for sanatory [sic]

9) 2 1 8
purposes. The Paving Commissioners were particularly delighted with this proposal

because for years they had been asking the Lord Lieutenant to transfer Dublin

Corporation’s water rights to them and, drawing the Lord Lieutenant’s attention to this

aspect of the report, the Paving Commissioners reminded him that “[t]he combination of

these two [sewerage and water] with the paving and cleansing of towns, including their

suburbs placed under the same authority is strongly urged by the committee.

Needless to say, not all Dubliners were thrilled with the Royal Commission’s

recommendations. Aldridge, while pleased with Chadwick’s ideas of selling sewage

(particularly the “profit” aspect of the plan) was less than impressed with the

Commission’s extensive list of suggestions. He believed that the application of most of

them would be a waste of money in Dublin:

the conclusions arrived at by the Commissioners for inquiring into the Health 
of English Towns, do not necessarily apply to the towns or cities of this island, 
and that legislation founded on presumption of the general applicability o f those 
conclusions may lead, in this country, to a waste of money, and thus impede real 
improvements.

However it is safe to conclude that the combined efforts of Chadwick, the Select 

Committee, and the Royal Commission were enough to demonstrate the clear link between 

dirt and disease and the need for public health legislation. Isaac Farrell, perhaps indirectly 

referring to this triumvirate, argued that [i]t is now an established fact that perfect

ventilation, good sewerage, and an abundant supply of pure water are the best securities

221against disease.”

Second Report ofR-C. on Health o f  Towns, 13.
^^®CSO-RP 1847 O 6 3 5 2 , Paving Board Annual Report, 1846. [emphasis mine]

Aldridge, op. c it, 17.
Farrell, op. cit., 5. [emphasis mine]

234



These initial government-backed inquiries, while not directly resulting in 

legislation, certainly broadened public interest in health and sanitary matters. Royston 

Lambert, in his biography o f Sir John Simon, has argued that due to the influence o f these 

various reports, a range of pressure groups subsequently emerged to propagate sanitary 

knowledge and to agitate for l e g i s l a t i o n . W h i l e  Chadwick’s report, the Select 

Committee, and the Royal Commission were informative, they were slightly restrictive in 

their conclusions because they had to keep in mind what governments would respond to. 

New public interest groups and statistical societies, however, felt no such restrictions, and 

became useful bodies in gathering further evidence to support governmental inquiries and 

encouraging people to take an interest in public health.

To do so the nascent public health movement relied heavily on the new-found 

study o f statistics. During the 1830s, the study o f statistics rose to national prominence and 

became one o f the key intellectual movements of the early Victorian period. The 

importance o f statistics manifested itself in 1837 in the establishment o f the Office o f the 

Registrar-General under the direction of William Farr. From 1837 onwards the registration 

o f births, deaths, and marriages of all people in England, Scotland, and Wales became 

mandatory, and Farr published an annual report analysing the assembled statistics. Farr 

and Chadwick held similar concerns for the state of British towns, and while perhaps Farr 

had a better understanding of the role poverty played in the spread o f disease, both men 

espoused engineering as a means of reducing death rates.^ "̂* Moreover Chadwick’s cause 

was greatly aided by Farr’s reports because they demonstrated the various country death 

rates, and Farr always concluded with strong moral messages on the importance o f 

sewerage, water supplies, and the removal of public nuisances.

Lambert, op. cit., 63. 
Gauldie, op. cit., 105. 
Wohl, op. cit, 143. 
Ibid, 144.
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H.J. Dyos has argued that the Victorians had an “obsession” with n u m b e r s , b u t  

the use o f statistics, even with their negligible accuracy, was quite important to the public 

health movement, rather than merely o f  totemic interest: in the nineteenth century, good 

statistics provided an essential foundation for medical i n v e s t i g a t i o n . T h e y  were 

particularly important to the public health movement because they were seen as a means o f 

providing scientific answers to difficuh and sometimes emotionally laden problems. 

Prior to the 1830s and the statistical revolution, the various reports, surveys, and studies on 

the condition o f the poor were emotional rather than intellectual, and their claims o f  misery 

and degradation were often dismissed as exaggerated or untyp ica l .S t a t i s t i c s ,  however, 

added an intellectual and neutral element to an argument that were considered immutable 

and not easily dismissed. Because o f their credibility, statistics helped increase public 

awareness o f the need for better public heahh legislation.^^®

The increasing respect granted to statistical evidence naturally led the creation o f 

various statistical societies to gather and examine these figures. During the 1830s, 

numerous statistical societies were established nationally such as the British Association 

for the Advancement o f Science, and as the century progressed, smaller local ones were 

also instituted in Manchester, Bristol, Leeds, Birmingham, Liverpool, Glasgow, and 

B e l f a s t . W h i l e  perhaps somewhat later than the national average, Dublin too acquired a 

statistical society in the 1840s, which was established partly in response to the turmoil 

created by the Famine. The Dublin Statistical Society was founded in the autumn o f 1847 

by the city’s academic, professional, and administrative elite, and in its early years it was 

particularly interested in reforming land laws and the poor law system, proposing the more

H. J. Dyos, “The Victorian City in Historical Perspective,” Exploring the Urban Past: Essays in Urban 
History by H.J. Dyos, eds. David Cannadine and David Reeder (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), 4.

Roach, op. c it , 197.
Maiy E. Daly, The Spirit o f  Earnest Inquiry: The Statistical and Social Inquiry Society o f  Ireland, 1847- 

1997 (Dublin: Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland, 1997), 1.
Flinn, op. c it, 26.
Brian Barber, “Municipal Government in Leeds, 1835-1914,” Municipal Reform in the Industrial City, ed. 

Derek Fraser (Bath: Leicester University Press, 1982), 66.
Gauldie, op. c it, 105-106.
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ethical treatment of children, and promoting temperance and public health. The 

members of the Dublin Statistical Society used statistics and empirical research as 

mechanisms for investigating social questions and looked to legal and legislative reform to

233
improve society. In the founding edition of the Journal o f the Dublin Statistical Society, 

one of the vice-presidents of the society, Jonathan Pim, argued that when investigating 

social issues, the enquirer

must combine correct observation of statistical facts with sound reasoning and 
an impartial desire to elicit the truth, and he will then probably be enabled to 
throw some light on these important questions, which so closely concern the 
welfare of society.

Mary E. Daly has argued that though the Dublin Statistical Society was in many ways 

similar to other statistical societies in vogue in the United Kingdom at the time, it was 

perhaps a little more discreet. Rather than organising mass petitions or public meetings, its 

membership chose to lobby for change by direct contact with senior politicians and 

administrators.^^^

While statistics were used by many groups across the United Kingdom and were 

very ably employed by William Farr to demonstrate where death and disease dominated, 

Dublin, despite the presence of its own statistical society, did not get a national registration 

of births, deaths, and marriages until 1863. In 1845, Willis claimed that as far back as the 

eighteenth century, people were considering the need for a national registry s y s t e m , a n d  

he argued that

[t]he importance of a well-regulated system for registration of births, baptisms, 
marriages, and deaths, cannot be too highly valued, whether viewed as affecting 
the interests of individuals for legal purposes, or of the community, as affording 
the only true data for determining the laws of mortality, which so materially 
affect, and are the basis on which are founded, all the various systems of life 
insurances and annuities, value of leases, pensions, salaries, &c., &c. It is, 
therefore, much to be regretted that no legislative enactment on this subject 
exists for Ireland. In the absence of such registries no true estimate can be made

Daly, 1997, op. cit, 2, 12, 18.
Ibid., 3-4.

23'̂  Journal o f the Dublin Statistical Society, I (1855), 9-10. 
Daly, 1997, op. cit, 2.
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of the increase or diminution of a population; and we are, therefore, continually 
liable to be misled by vague opinions as to the duration of life.

The Dublin Builder, a decade later, continued to urge for a Registrar-General, arguing that

when one was finally established, “we will also be able to judge, as soon as the registrar-

general has made his returns, the places in this country, where sanitary improvements are

most needed.”^̂ * Finally, after the registration had been established for several years, the

Dublin Builder was able to rejoice that now that comparative death rates were being

published, “a competition arose amongst the municipalities” that resulted in “increased

vigilance in all sanitary matters” and the “diminishing mortality of the great centres of

population.

However, back in the 1840s when no such registration existed, other than the

presence of the Dublin Statistical Society, one of the only other proponents of statistics

was Dr. William W i l d e . D u e  to his strong knowledge of statistics, Wilde was had been

appointed Medical Census Commissioner in 1841 and became responsible for the special

sanitary report on the state of Dublin that appeared in the 1841 and 1851 censuses. The

absence of proper birth and death figures made his job difficult, and he took the

opportunity in 1841 to voice his opinion when he stated in his report that the

defect in the means taken to provide for the public health of the metropolis is the 
more to be regretted, as the expense attending it would be comparatively small, 
and the benefit in a city so often visited by outbreaks of epidemic disease would 
be incalculable. But no general registration even of the hospital diseases and 
casualties, is at present publicly recorded in Dublin.

To write his sanitary and mortality reports Wilde relied on census returns, cemeteries,

hospitals, and sanitary institutions to establish disease and death rates, and while perhaps

not completely accurate, he was still able to firmly establish the main characteristics of

Ibid., 20-21.
“Sanitary Considerations; Sewerage -  No. II,” Dublin Builder, I (1 April 1859), 40.
“Sanitary Improvements,” Dublin Builder, VII (1 October 1865), 229.
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the Census o f  Ireland for the Year 1841 with Appendix and Index, 1843, XXIV, xi.
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Dublin’s mortality that would remain constant for the next few decades; that there was a 

high mortality rate in overcrowded, working class areas; that professionals, such as 

doctors, lawyers, and merchants, were more likely to live longer than less skilled workers, 

such as tailors, druggists, and printers; and the importance of epidemic diseases and

243
consumption. In 1864, in recognition of his contribution to statistical science, especially 

for his work on the census and for his professional services, Wilde was knighted by the 

Earl of Carlisle. '̂*'*

Statistical societies were not the only group to emerge strongly to publicize public 

health in the early 1840s, The influence of Chadwick and the various governmental 

inquiries also led to the creation of public pressure groups. The opening phase of sanitary 

reform was infused with the “enthusiasm” and “moral fervour” of a small group of men 

who approached the work with “optimism” and “proselytising zeal.” '̂*̂  One of the first of 

such groups was London’s Metropolitan Health of Towns Association that was formed in 

December 1844.̂ "*̂  Inspired by Bentham, Chadwick, and Southwood Smith, it brought 

together many important political figures such as the Duke of Norfolk, the Marquis of 

Normandy, the Duke of Cambridge, Earl Grey, Viscount Morpeth, and Benjamin Disraeli 

and several prominent doctors such as Southwood Smith himself and John Simon. '̂*  ̂

Within a few years, the Health of Towns Association had branches in Edinburgh, 

Liverpool, Manchester, York, Halifax, Derby, Bath, Marlborough, and many other large 

British towns.

Though committed to the use of statistics as evidence, the Health o f Towns 

Association differed from regular statistical societies. Rather than merely collecting 

evidence, the Health of Towns Association was more concerned with discovering means of

Ibid., ii. “Special Sanitary Report on the City of Dublin,” ibid., Ixviii-lxxiv. Daly, 1985, op. cit, 240-242.
Wilson, op. cit, 247-248.
Wohl, op. cit, 144,
Roach, op. cit, 145.
Wohl, op. cit, 144-145.
Ibid., 145.
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improvement and with isolating what could be done to effect useful changes; it was both a 

study and a pressure g r o u p . A s  it was working at a national level, it was also an 

effective propaganda tool, and it strove to disseminate the message across the country o f 

how horrendous British and Irish cities’ sewerage, drainage, water, and housing were.^^° It 

conducted a widespread national campaign to publicize their findings and to encourage 

sanitary reform.^^^ While Dublin never established its own branch, the Health o f  Towns 

Association attempted unsuccessfully to rouse Dublin’s interest nonetheless. Just after its 

formation, the Association’s secretary, Henry Austin, wrote a letter to Dublin Corporation, 

which the town council received but ordered it to lie on the table.^^^ In November 1845, 

the corporation was then forwarded a pamphlet from the Health o f Towns which also 

produced little i n t e r e s t , a n d  in December, the council “[r]ead [a] document fi-om [the] 

Health o f Towns Association,” but this too elicited no r e s p o n s e . T h e  town council did 

not debate any of the issues nor respond to any o f the suggestions offered by the Health of 

Towns Association.

A public health interest group was formed in Dublin, entitled the Dublin Sanitary 

Association; it was a product of what Cormac O ’Grada has called “enlightened middle- 

class self-interest.”^̂® It was officially founded in 1848 under the leadership o f Sir Edward 

Borough, a solicitor and well-known Dublin conservative who had served on the reformed 

city council in its first year.^^’ While its first official meeting was 3 June 1848,^^* its roots

Gauldie, op. cit, 131-132.
Wohl, op. cit, 145.
Chave, op. cit., 6.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 12 February 1845.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 November 1845.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 December 1845.
The council minutes demonstrate that no action was ever taken in reference to the Health of Towns 

Association’s communications, and the lack of reference to it in the F r s s tn Q n  s JotirTKxl^ SquikIbk s  M c w s -  

letter, and the Warder transcripts of the council debates shows that the Association’s material was never even 
discussed by Dublin Corporation.
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date back to the previous year. On 24 September 1847, a meeting o f the “Sanatory [5/c] 

Committee o f the South Dublin Union” took place in the Royal Exchange, and it was 

chaired by Borough and in attendance were important Dubliners such as David C. 

LaTouche and the Rev. Abbott.^^^ Less than a year later, the inaugural meeting of the 

Dublin Sanitary Association took place on 3 June 1848, with Borough once again 

appearing in the chair, and its membership o f sixty men included such prominent Dubliners 

as Dr. Robert Collins, Robert R. Guinness, William Hogan, James Haughton, Parke 

Neville, James Vance, William R. Wilde, Edward Grogan MP, and many other leading 

medical, religious, and political f i g u r e s . W h i l e  the Dublin Sanitary Association certainly 

never made any political or partisan statements, it did have an overwhelming conservative 

and Protestant make-up: its patron was the Lord Lieutenant, Borough and Grogan were 

well known and vocal Tories, many o f the other key members such as Guinness, 

Haughton, Neville, and Wilde were protestants, and there was a noted absence o f Catholics 

and Catholic clergy on its membership list. However, having said that, they were never 

accused o f toting any Tory party line and many o f the Protestant members were moderates 

and liberals, and Archbishop Murray was an ex-officio president.

The Dublin Sanitary Association was established during the turmoil o f the Famine 

and as the threat o f cholera approached the British Isles. Initially, its main goals were to 

get a Public Health Act for Ireland, to reduce Dublin’s mortality rate, to teach Dubliners 

the “social and moral advantages of cleanliness,” and to render local taxation “lighter and 

at the same time more eflfectual.” ®̂̂ To do so, it met every Wednesday to discuss new

the first to coinplaiii about sanitary breeches. He inexplicably disappeared from public life in the late 1860s 
even though trade directories indicate that he was alive and well into the early 1870s.
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ideas, the situation in Dublin, and ways of promoting good public health. It proved itself

especially useful during the 1848 cholera epidemic when it urged the erection of special

hospitals for victims and the creation of an inspection system that would seek out those

suspected of having the disease.^^^ Once the visitation had passed, the Association

continued counselling the poor on hygiene and sobriety, and it “entertained” several

projects for the better supply of water, improved sewerage and scavenging, and for

remedying the exhalations from the River Liffey.^ "̂* Perhaps because there were so many

medical doctors involved, the Dublin Sanitary Association was unique in the Age of

Chadwick, for it argued that, “[s]anitary reform seeks to surround the people with facilities

for cleanliness, and to educate them in its habits; it would prefer preventing nuisances to

removing them.”^̂  ̂ The committee continued meeting weekly well into the 1850s, and

even after Dublin Corporation became the sanitary and public health authority for Dublin,

the DSA kept receiving the police inspectors’ sanitary reports, regularly inspected the

streets and slaughterhouses, and drafted sanitary suggestions for the corporation. The DSA

met infrequently after 1856, and by the early 1860s it had all but disappeared.

Initial response to the Dublin Sanitary Association’s formation and actions o f was

mixed. As it has left no records except for a few reports, it is difficult to gauge what its

true goals were. Is it naive to assume that it was a legitimate body that honestly strove for

the sanitary reform of Dublin? The Dublin Medical Press was suspicious of the

circumstances under which the Association was formed, because it established itself

precisely at the same time that Dublin was given its first large-scale sanitary legislation;

While we moan in torture at the miserable state to which this prostrate country 
has been reduced, we cannot help laughing at the Irish way in which all Irish 
affairs are conducted. No sooner is this most important bill passed, than with the

Report o f  the Dublin Sanatory [sic] Association, 10.
O’Grada, op. cit, 186-187. The Dublin Sanitary Association’s role in the cholera epidemic and in 
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the Chapter V.

242



utmost composure a few gentlemen, some of them having nothing else to do, 
and others thinking that they cannot do better, solemnly resolve themselves into 
an executive directory, a kind of provisional government of cess-pools and 
privies, to carry this act into operation. They proclaim themselves “The Sanitary 
Association,” (nothing can be done in Ireland without an “association”), and are 
regularly installed at the Dublin Society’s House.^^^

The DMP further questioned the DSA’s motives:

It never seems to have once occurred to these zealous votaries loacina, that the 
act in question made ample provision for its due execution and fully set forth the 
parties to whom its application was assigned; all they thought of was the 
rapturous acclamations for their grateful fellow-citizens, and the daily honours 
of a report in Saunders

Though the DMP described Borough as “the worthy Baronet,” they warn him that his 

followers, especially the doctors,

seem to gather round him as flies round a honey-pot. These “doctors,” we can 
assure him, are not such disinterested philanthropists as he thinks; and although, 
in the present case, we see one or two others who are turning the thing to 
account in the advertising line, with long sighted views as to the great object of 
every Irishman’s ambition, a “post

However, other papers, such as the London Medical Times, were impressed with the

initiative that the Dublin Sanitary Association showed and commented that “through its

instrumentality, some very important facts have been brought to light

What potentially alienated the largely conservative and Protestant Dublin Sanitary

Association from many Dubliners was the fact that it made no effort to cooperate with the

principally liberal and Catholic corporation, and instead set out to compete with it, creating

disharmony. When the Nuisance Removal Act was passed in 1848, it provided that the

town council, the parish officers of health, the police, the Paving Commissioners and the

poor law guardians were responsible for implementing the act. Naturally, as a self-

appointed body, the Dublin Sanitary Association was not included in the terms of this act,

but in order to have some sort of role in the city’s public health, it was the Association that

Dublin Medical Press, XX (1848), 395.
Ibid
Ibid
Excerpt from the London Medical Times, quoted in.- Sounder’s News-Letter, 11 December 1848.
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had suggested to parliament that the parish officers o f health be appointed under this act.^^*

As there was no executive body presiding over the POHs, perhaps the DSA saw them as

the only group that it would be able to control. When it appeared that the passage o f the

act was inevitable, the DSA immediately called a conference between itself and the POHs,

for the purpose of considering the best method of carrying the Act into e f f e c t . A t  the

conference, the DSA proclaimed that the POHs were “manifestly the authority to whom

the extensive domiciliary powers, given by the Nuisances Removal Act, can, most in

accordance with the spirit of the British constitution, be entrusted,” ’̂  ̂and

that, to enable the machinery o f this act to operate most effectually, it would be 
desirable that the officers of health o f each parish should by every means 
endeavour to acquaint themselves with and procure formal complaints of all 
existing nuisances within their precincts; and that they should likewise be 
prepared with means of putting the provisions o f the act into operation.^^"*

It created a arrangement in which it worked against the corporation as opposed to with it or

even subordinate to it, and the DSA would continue to antagonise the corporation well into

the next decade.

Throughout its history, the DSA attempted many times to undermine Dublin 

Corporation. Just after its establishment, the Association began inquiring into the state o f 

Dublin’s water supply, and specifically asked the Paving Commissioners to list the 

problems of the city’s water, while never approaching the corporation who was actually 

responsible for the s u p p l y . T h e  city councillors and aldermen sensed that Borough was 

trying to undermine them, and one councillor complained that it appeared that Borough 

“wish[ed] to take to himself the entire credit of the sanatory [5/c] arrangements at present 

in progress in the city,” which he felt was unfair because “[t]he committee o f the 

corporation had a great many meetings, and had taken a great deal o f  trouble on the

271 qJ'f]>ie D ublin Sanitary Association, 15.
Ibid
Ibid.
freeman's Journal, 27 September 1848.
Please see Chapter V for more details on the Dubhn Sanitaiy Association and Dublin Corporation.
Please see Chapter III for details.
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subject.” The Dublin Sanitary Association, for its part, appeared to have little respect for

Dublin Corporation, and in 1850, Borough stated that

from the experience which was afforded of the proceedings of the town council, 
he (the chairman) was of opinion that much activity or energy could not be 
expected in that quarter in carrying out arrangements calculated to benefit the 
poorer classes.^’®

And, in 1854, Jasper Wheeler Rogers, the Dublin Sanitary Association’s honorary 

engineer, reported to the Association that, “[t]hanks to the labours and leading o f the 

Sanitary Association, subsequently aided by the Town Council and its officers,” 2,000 

cellars had been closed and most of the lodging houses had been regulated.^^^ Curious that 

a body that had absolutely no power to effect any of these changes was crediting itself with 

the central role in their implementation! As it will be further discussed in the next chapter, 

the Dublin Sanitary Association, dissatisfied with the fact that it had no real sanitary duties 

or powers, often made peculiar recommendations to the corporation, such as a water works 

scheme without engineering plans and a sewerage system based on unproven and faulty 

techniques.

Agitation and Legislation

The series of government inquiries, statistical societies, and various pressure 

groups made it quite clear to parliament and to the middle-class electorate the conditions 

that the urban poor of the UK were living in.̂ *® However, there was a delay in legislation 

due to administrative difficulties, the strengths o f “sinister interests,” and the underlying 

inertia of large sections of the public. Smaller acts were passed such as England s 

Nuisance Removal Act in 1846 that allowed for the appointment of a Medical Officer of 

Health (MOH), empowered local boards of guardians to enforce sanitary improvements.

Sounder's News-Letter, 11 October 1848.
Freeman's Journal, 15 May 1850.
Jasper W. Rogers, Two Lectures on the Sanitary Improvement o f  Dublin, Delivered in the Board Room o f  

the Royal Dublin Society (Belfast. John C. Anderson, 1854), 4.
Gauldie, op. c it, 131.
Briggs, 1959, op. cit, 334-335.
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and gave justices in petty sessions the power to prosecute people responsible for 

282
nuisances, and the Bath and Wash Houses Act, which was applicable to all of Great 

Britain and Ireland.^*  ̂ But these were minor statutes in the face of a grave problem.

Once again, it was the almighty cholera that snapped the authorities out of their 

reverie and caused a stir of panic which resulted in a wave of legislation and large-scale 

action. While Chadwick and the Health of Towns had been active in raising awareness, 

they had not been successfijl in convincing the public that legislation was the answer. As 

Chadwick noted; “The public are passive and the adverse interests are active.” *̂"̂  

However, it was the renewed threat of cholera that resulted in the passing of Britain’s first 

Public Health Act.^^  ̂ The act was the culmination of the first phase of the public health 

movement, and it encapsulated many of Chadwick’s recommendations, though in a slightly 

watered down form. The Public Health Act of 1848 established a General Board of Health 

and empowered local authorities to set up their own local boards of health to regulate and 

control sewerage, slaughterhouses, water supplies, and refuse systems, and to police 

offensive trades, remove nuisances, and monitor all housing unfit for human habitation. 

As well, the act gave local boards of health the power to provide proper burial grounds, 

parks and recreational areas, and public baths. And, in order to finance this extensive list of 

duties, the act also allowed for the levying of a rate.^*^

The greatest achievement of the Public Heahh Act was perhaps not so much the 

terms of the act itself but that it allowed “public health” as a concept to be recognised on 

the statute book.^̂ "̂  The act was permissive rather than mandatory, and while a General 

Board of Heahh was immediately set up, local boards of health could only be established if 

the local authority or 10 percent of the ratepayers requested it; or, if the average death rate

Wohl, op. cit., 148-149, 180-181, 308.
9&10 Viet., cap. 87. As it was the Dublin’s town eouneil that was responsible for implementing this act, 

it will be discussed at the length in the next chapter on Dublin Corporation and Public Health.
Quoted in: Gauldie, op. cit, 128.
Briggs, 1959, op. cit, 334-335. 11&12 Viet, cap. 63.
Wohl, op. cit., 149.
Gauldie, op. cit., 133.
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exceeded 23/1000, the GBH could enforce the act in that area.^*  ̂While this last term was 

written in as a safeguard for apathetic local administration, it was practically inoperative 

because it left the bad areas of relatively healthy towns untouched.M oreover, the act 

remained largely unused. In 1848, of the 187 incorporated towns in England and Wales, 

only twenty-nine grouped their sewering, watering, and cleansing duties under one 

controlling power; in thirty-two towns the corporation had no public health powers, and in 

sixty-two towns there was no public health authority altogether.^^® Also problematic was 

the fact that the poorer the town, the more likely it was to adopt the act; however, the fact 

that the town was poor made it harder for it to afford to implement the act.^̂  ̂ By 1853, 

only 163 places had been brought under the act; and although Birmingham applied, most 

of Britain’s large towns did not.^^  ̂ In fact, the 1848 Public Health Act was not made 

workable until the inception of the 1866 Sanitary Act.^^^

Though the Health of Towns Association tried to get Ireland and Scotland 

included in the Public Health Act and “strongly urged the propriety of these countries 

being included in any future m e a s u r e , i t  did not occur. However, while Ireland did not 

get anything on the scale of England and Wales’ Public Health Act, it was not left to fend 

for itself completely with the onslaught of cholera. On 4 September 1848, parliament 

enacted the Nuisance Removal and Disease Prevention Act.^^  ̂ Influenced by Chadwick 

and the miasma theory, the act was based on the idea that if dirt, refiise, and rubbish were 

hauled away, cholera could be prevented. It was a promising act that could potentially 

have achieved positive results because, in the face of having no scientific understanding or 

evidence as to what really caused disease, miasmic theory was a good guiding principle.^^^

Ibid Roach, op. cit., 148.
Gauldie, op. cit., 134.
Wohl, op. cit., 150.
Smith, op. cit, 200.
Roach, op. cit., 148.
Smith, op. cit., 200.
The Philanthropist, 1 January 1847.

^®M1&12 Viet, cap. 123.
Cassell, op. cit, 111. Flinn, op. cit, 63.
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However, there was one major defect that could not be avoided: cholera was a water borne

disease and the act was based on the idea o f ridding towns of their miasmic emissions; one

of the proven ways to eradicate smells was to flush the sewers, allowing them to drain into

the rivers and other potable waters, potentially spreading the disease rather than preventing

it. Still, the act was a step forward in Dublin’s public health.

Rather than setting up a separate framework to implement this act, its provisions

were placed in the hands of various bodies. The Irish Poor Law Commissioners became

the central authority for the act, and across Ireland, it was generally the poor law guardians

and dispensary doctors that were responsible for tending cholera victims, providing health

education, and insisting that proprietors remove harmful n u i s a n c e s . I n  the case of

Dublin, the application o f the Nuisance Removal Act was slightly more complicated.

Rather than specifying one controlling body, the act encapsulated practically every

ratepayer-elected and government-appointed body in the city. Its first clause provided that

town councillors, commissioners, police, poor law guardians, or parish officers o f health,

“upon receipt o f notice signed by two householders that any place is in such a filthy or

unwholesome condition as to be a nuisance to health,” could enter the premises and

determine if the complaint was valid. If the authority then decided that indeed the

complaint was valid, the owner was subsequently called before a court and ordered to

remove or cleanse the said nuisance; there was a fine o f IO5 for every day this was not

done. Alternatively, the authorities could remove the nuisance themselves and defray the

costs on the o w n e r s . T h e  act specifically defined a nuisance as such:

dwelling-houses or buildings stated to be in a filthy condition, foul and offensive 
ditches, gutters, drains, privies, cesspools, or ashpits, or the same if constructed 
so as to be a nuisance to, or injurious to the health o f any person, or premises on 
which swine, or any accumulation of dung, manure, offal, filth, refuse or other 
matter or thing is kept so as to be injurious to the health o f any person, or any 
building partly used as a dwelling-house in which cattle or any animal is kept so 
as to be a nuisance.

Burke, op. ciL, 274. Cassell, op. cit., 110.
Dublin Medical Press, XX (1848), 188.
Freeman's Journal, 27 September 1848.
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In 1849, the act was slightly amended by allowing two police officers to report a nuisance

when the householders seemed unwilling to do so.^°°

Up until 1848 Dublin’s main public health authorities had been the parish officers

of health. But, as previously discussed, the enabling act setting up the POHs had been

seriously flawed. The Nuisance Removal Act remedied several of these problems. This

new act relieved the individual parishes of the expense of prosecuting and abating

nuisances, and it obliged owners and occupiers to pay the expenses connected with the

suppression of private nuisances.^®' Despite these improvements, a major defect remained

constant. The main problem with the act, realised almost immediately, was that

nuisances can be abated, but they cannot be prevented. Occupiers are punished 
for permitting the accumulation of offensive matter, in or near their dwellings, 
but if they are not provided with conveniences, it is hard to punish them for what 
it is almost impossible to avoid.

It had been recommended to Lord Morpeth that he introduce a clause in the bill that

provided for “public dust bins and other conveniences for the accommodation o f districts,”

but this was deferred after it was suggested that a general public health bill might be

introduced for Ireland.

The Dublin Sanitary Association and the parish officers of health may have been

the first to convene to discuss the Nuisance Removal Act, but they were certainly not the

only ones. Once the act had received Royal Assent, the Lord Lieutenant wrote to Dublin

Corporation reminding it that the act existed. In reply, the Lord Mayor of Dublin,

Jeremiah D u n n e , i n f o r m e d  the Lord Lieutenant, “that owing to the revision of the

Burgess Roll, as to taxation, which must be completed by the 20 instant, it was

impossible to adopt the necessary measures suggested by the Act o f Parliament as to

12&13 Viet, cap. 111.
Transactions o f the Dublin Sanitary Association, 14.
Freeman’s Journal, 20 September 1848.
Ibid.
Jeremiah Dunne was a Catholic repealer. He was presumably from a wealthy family for the trade 
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contageous [wc] diseases until after that day.” However, Dunne reassured Lord Clarendon 

that he had caused a special meeting of the council of the Borough to be summoned for 

Friday next, when I am certain measures will be adopted that will satisfy His Excellency 

and tend much to the preservation of heaUh within the city.” °̂* At this meeting, Dunne 

made a rousing speech that was later printed and sent to the Lord Lieutenant so he could be 

assured that Dublin Corporation was addressing the issue.^°^ In his speech, Dunne 

proclaimed that

to aid in the preservation of the health of their fellow-citizens and burgesses and 
take for the prevention of contagious and epidemic diseases in the municipality, 
are duties incumbent on corporations, and which every member of the Town 
Council will readily admit and anxiously and zealously perform.

Because the “great scourge of mankind” was approaching, Dunne wanted cholera

mitigated:

This can be done to a great extent by the removal from the City of nuisances and 
filth the accumulation of which, in the dwellings of many, taint the air, make it 
impure, and is a great exciting cause to contagious diseases, and the 
accomplishment of which is the great object of the statute to which the attention 
of the council has been called.

The town councillors made no objections to Dunne’s speech, and even Councillor

Hamilton, a conservative, believed that implementing the act was what “he considered of

the greatest importance at the present moment.” ”̂̂  It was a topic that both parties could

agree on.

It was at this meeting that the corporation’s Health of the City Preservation 

Committee was formed, comprising one member from each ward and several members of

CSO-RP, 1848, H 9028, Letter from Jeremiah Dunne, the Lord Mayor to Thomas Redington, Esq, dated 
18 September 1848.

CSO-RP, 1848, H 9496, Copy Report of the Right Honourable The Lord Mayor on the Act 11* & 12* 
Vic. Chap. 123 Entided the Nuisance Removal and Disease Prevention Act 1848. In his speech, Dunne 
addressed the Lord Lieutenant several times, indicating that perhaps his passionate rhetoric may have in part 
been for the benefit of the Lord Lieutenant.
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the pipe water department, and its main goals were d e f i n e d . I n  order to properly see to

the implementation of the act, the committee determined firstly

to take measures to the fullest extent of the powers of the present water works to 
scour the channels of the several streets, lanes and alleys within the range of the 
works by flushing them at an early hour each day (if consistent with continuing 
an ample supply of water for household purposes) from the several plugs and 
fountains where practicable.^**

Its second goal was to order the Pipe Water Committee to make a list of all streets, lanes,

and alleys that could be cleansed by their water works. Thirdly, it was decided that

the officers of health of each parish [should] be requested to send a requisition to 
the assembly House, stating where the required supply of water to cleanse the 
channels is most wanted, and that immediate steps may be taken to have same 
done; and further, that the officers of health do also report to the committee if 
their orders for cleansing the channels should not be carried out by the officers 
and men of the corporation at the same time it is hoped that if the work be 
efficiently discharged they will report accordingly.^ ^

Fourthly, the committee resolved that it should draw up a report on the powers conferred

by the act and that advertisements should be placed in the daily newspapers informing the

public of the corporation’s new powers. Dubliners were to be instructed to keep the

corporation informed of locations where “nuisances detrimental to health exist” so they

could be removed.^Last ly ,  the committee chose to concentrate on meat markets and

slaughterhouses, ensuring they stayed clean and punishing offenders if they were not.̂ *'*

Dublin Corporation was not the only body empowered by this act. However, it

appears that most of the bodies worked in isolation of each other rather than together. The

town council members promised to “strain every power which they possess[ed] either in

their collective, or individual capacity in harmony with every other body in the city to

preserve the health of their fellow citizens,”  ̂ yet no official meeting ever took place

between the various bodies and no plan of action and cooperation was ever produced. The

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 22 September 1848. 
CSO-RP, 1848, H 9496.
Ibid.
Ibid

’̂"*Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 22 September 1848. 
CSO-RP, 1848, H 9496.

251



Dublin Sanitary Association reported in 1849 that it was in fact the one in charge of 

implementing the act, and that the corporation’s Health o f the City Preservation Committee 

“has, conjointly with the officers o f health, assisted in putting this Act into operation.” *̂̂  

Hence, with no clear plan o f action, in October 1848, the various Dublin administrative 

bodies set about executing the Nuisance Removal Act.

For the corporation’s part, it followed through with its five-point plan by listing 

the details of the Nuisance Removal Act in the local papers, calling on the POHs to notify 

the committee where water was required for street cleansing, and posting notices around 

Dublin,

stating the provisions of the Act, pointing out the proceedings to be taken by the 
citizens for the removal of nuisances and calling on inhabitants to aid this 
committee and other bodies exercising similar powers in preventing nuisances, 
enjoining the necessity of cleanliness in dwellings, yards, and all offices, and 
using every means for the prevention o f the spread o f contagious and epidemic 
diseases and intimating that forms of complaint can be had at the City Assembly 
House.̂ ^̂

The city council further interpreted the act to accommodate its own needs. While the 

Nuisance Removal Act provided for the appointment of a nuisance inspector, the Health o f 

the City Preservation Committee decided that instead the town councillors should take on 

the duty “o f inspecting the nuisances complained of in their respective wards.” The act 

empowered local bodies to enter people’s home to assess the risk factors to public health. 

The corporation, in spite of this, determined that the removal o f indoor nuisances was not 

enough;

it will also be necessary to clear away those equally destructive to health -  
nuisances constantly collecting in the channels of our Lanes and Streets and 
when removed to sweeten the air that has been infected and rendered impure by 
the noxious vapours and stenches exhaled from the filth and nightsoil, o f which 
they are too frequently the depositories.

Consequently, they focussed on street cleansing, which as explained previously, was not in

their rightfiil jurisdiction to do. Street cleansing was the Paving Commissioners’ duty but,

Transactions o f the Dublin Sanitary Association, 16. 
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 10 October 1848. 
CSO-RP, 1848, H 9496.
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rather than contacting the Paving Board in hopes o f cooperation, the members o f the town 

council assumed “they would get very little assistance from the Paving Board. 

Councillor Hamihon had little faith in the Paving Board’s abilities and argued that it would 

be useless to contact them: “The Paving Board had treated the corporation with such 

disrespect and seemingly with such a high hand, that there was no use communicating with 

them.”^̂ °

For the Paving Commissioners’ part, when Nuisance Removal Act was passed, 

they tried unsuccessfully to get access to Dublin Corporation’s fire plugs to cleanse the

321  •streets. The corporation by this point was already coveting the Paving Board’s

responsibilities and refused to help out its rival. Instead, the members o f the town council

restricted the use of the fire plugs to the corporation only and bragged about how useful

they would be in fighting cholera:

This is a great advantage which did not exist at the several times o f the former 
awful visitations, as to those periods there was no provision made in the Dublin 
Water Works, whereby water could be discharged from the Pipes on the surface 
o f the streets, and the present Corporation have to congratulate themselves and 
their fellow citizens, and that in a peculiar manner as by this great improvement 
[fire plugs], intended chiefly for extinguishing fires, an extensive means is 
available for mitigating, if not altogether preventing, the threatened evil.^^^

However, as the Paving Board was still legally responsible for street cleansing, it forged on

in this most ad hoc manner. The Paving Commissioner’s normally levied a tax of £38,000-

£39,000 a year for its various d u t i e s , b u t  in 1849 they estimated that they would need

£53,752:

A special ground for augmented expenditure has arisen from our cooperation 
with the authorities constituted in this City for the preservation o f the public 
health under the arrangement devised and adopted for the removal o f filth from

324
the Habitations of the poor.

Sounder’s News-Letter, 23  September 1848.
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They did not get an increased rate, but they continued to help with nuisance removal by

concentrating on circulating scavenging carts every morning to gather “house filth.”^̂  ̂The

carts, as previously discussed, were not overly successful, so the Paving Commissioners

further contacted the Police Commissioners to help them enforce the use o f the carts and to

notify them of what streets were in need filth pick up.̂ ^®

The Police Commissioners had been granted limited sanitary powers under 1

Viet., cap. 25, such as nuisance inspection and summoning and penalising offenders,^^^ but

until 1848, they did not take an active part in the control of n u i s a n c e s . W i t h  the

enactment o f the Nuisance Removal Act, however, they were approached by both the

Paving Board and Dublin Corporation, and consequently were very useful as inspectors of

nuisances. In October 1848, the Lord Mayor and secretary o f the Health of the City

Preservation Committee met with the Commissioners o f Police to discuss the terms of the

act, and the committee later reported that

the Commissioners of Police at once entered into the views o f your committee, 
and signified their readiness when the committee was in a state to commence 
acting to appoint the necessary numbers of Sergeants and Constables to 
discharge such duties under the Act as this committee would suggest in the 
manner by them directed.

As well as the corporation, the Police Commissioners worked with the Paving Board by

enforcing the use o f carts and keeping the Paving Commissioners abreast as to which

streets needed refiise removal. The Paving Commissioners were delighted with the police

and reported to the Lord Lieutenant that

the arrangement here suggested having been promptly met and made available 
by the Commissioners of the Metropolitan Police with the spirit and intelligence 
that marks the character o f their Department we have been enabled to carry out 
our purpose in this very important branch o f our operations.

Transactions o f  the Dublin Sanitary Association, 13. 
Cameron, 1914, op. cit., 18.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 10 October 1848. 
CSO-RP, 1849, O 566, Paving Board Annual Report, 1848.
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The Dublin Sanitary Association commended the police’s help, claiming that they “have 

acted in a manner that deserves all praise, and has made the citizens of this metropolis their 

debtors.”̂ ^̂

The Dublin Sanitary Association, while useful in directing the parish officers of 

health, was also instrumental in setting up a sanitary court to support the Nuisance 

Removal Act. Concerned that if the Dublin courts were too busy to try nuisance offenders 

the act might “become a failure,” Borough convinced his fellow magistrates to set up a 

sanitary court. The Lord Mayor surprisingly also agreed to this, and the city Assembly 

House was offered as a courthouse.W hile many magistrates presided over the court, it 

was clearly Borough’s sphere because from October 1848 until September 1849, he 

presided 130 times. Several town council members who were also magistrates were active 

as well, with Dunne presiding 53 times, Cornelius MacLoghlin 40 times. Sir Timothy 

O’Brien 32 times, R.H. Kinahan 20 times, and George Roe 10 t i m e s . T h e  tension 

between the corporation and the Dublin Sanitary Association appeared to have been put 

aside for the benefit of the court, and in 1849, the Lord Mayor, Sir Timothy O’Brien, MP 

“feh it to be his duty to bear testimony to the extraordinary exertions that had been made 

by Sir Edward Borough in connexion with the Sanatory {sic\ Court.”^̂ '̂  The court was so 

busy that in 1850, the Health of the City Preservation Committee wrote to the Lord 

Lieutenant asking him to appoint more magistrates for their court “in order to insure the 

effectual administration of the Nuisance Removal and Diseases Prevention Act” and to 

“lighten the onerous duty of constantly presiding in the sanatory [5/c] c o u r t s . H o w e v e r ,

33' Transactions o f the D u b l i n  Sanitary Association, 1849, 13.
Ibid., 16.

333 Dubiiu Municipal Council Minutes, 9 October 1849.
Saunder ’s News-Letter, 10 October 1849.
CSO-RP, 1850, H 975. Similar sanitaiy courts were also established in England around the same time, 

but they were often exercises in fiitility because nuisance piles could fall under the loophole of “private 
property” and conseQuentially could not be touched by the law. Further complications arose when rubbish 
piles and heaps of manure had to be proven to be a nuisance; astute land owners would pay their neighbours 
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the request was not granted and that same year it was instead closed down, “a question of 

its legal status having been raised.”” ®

From October 1848 until April 1849 the sanitary court had dealt with over 4,000 

complaints of insanitary dwellings, and consequently 3,864 nuisances were a b a t e d . F o r  

its part, the corporation issued 322 summonses on complaints of nuisances from September 

until December 1848.^̂  ̂ The poor law guardians were also hard at work dealing with 

reports of nuisances, and from 18 October until 11 December 1848, 458 complaints were 

lodged with the North Dublin Union. Of these, the police lodged about 300 and the parish 

officers of health entered the remaining. During that same period, the South Dublin Union 

received 635 complaints, and “[i]n this union the Officers of Health have outstripped the 

police in zeal, or at least made more numerous returns.” On the north side, the nuisances 

reported were most numerous in St. Michan’s, while the “aristocratic quarters of [St.] 

George’s” provided only eight. On the south side, St. Peter’s parish had the highest 

number of reported nuisances at 222, while St. Anne’s had 80, and St. Catherine’s had 

7 0  339 jjowever, these numbers were only reported nuisances, so low figures may have 

represented unreported nuisances rather than a salubrious parish. Numbers aside, in the 

end, was the Nuisance Removal Act successftil? It was a difficult act to implement, for as 

demonstrated, there was a clear lack of communication and cooperation between the 

contending governing bodies. Moreover, it depended on the willingness of the citizens to 

lodge complaints with the various bodies and for these sanitary bodies in turn to actually 

respond to these complaints. With a highly illiterate population, it was unlikely that many 

people had the means or opportunity to lodge a complaint, and though this was in part 

addressed by the 1849 amendment act, it still came down to initiative; if no complaint was

201-202. With regards to fines, the opposite was the case in Dubhn, where the magistrates were accused by 
the pubhc of “exacting large fines.” Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 9 October 1849.

Cameron, 1914, op. cit., 22.
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ever filed by citizens or the police, nothing got done. The provisions o f  the act were also 

not easy to execute, and the corporation complained that an “apathy [. . .] unaccountable 

exists among the Officers o f Health” in some of the larger parishes,̂ "**̂  and the Dublin 

Sanitary Association protested that “the officers o f health in several parishes, have been 

exceedingly r e m i s s . I n  their defence. Dr. Arthur Gardiner, the POH for St. Peter’s 

Parish, made the following excuses to the Poor Law Commissioners for the POHs’ alleged 

indifference;

I have laboured not a little in endeavouring to carry the Nuisance Removal Act. 
Though I regret to say the Law is almost inoperative from the many impediments 
to its execution[,] partly in the resistance o f the people and partly from the 
unwillingness of the magistrates to inflict penalties so that those officers of Health 
who have been disposed to work out the Law have been in much difficulty and 
some have given up in despair.

As the whole point of the act was to help avert the visitation o f cholera, perhaps a 

brief look at the 1848 epidemic will shed some light on the achievements o f Dublin’s 

governing bodies. When cholera arrived in late 1848, Dublin was suffering from the 

ravages o f the Famine, so the sanitary crew had a difficult task ahead o f them. Ireland’s 

Central Board of Health circulated a memo prior to the outbreak that encouraged daily 

street cleansing, promoted the benefit of clean drains, privies, cesspools, and gutters, and 

warned owners and occupiers to cleanse any insanitary areas. These efforts, along with 

the corporation’s street cleansing, the Paving Board’s scavenging, certain parish officers o f 

health’s nuisance inspecting, and the police constables enforcement of these laws, certainly 

rendered Dublin more salubrious than it had been ten years previously. In the 1840s, 

Dublin was said to have had one of the lowest levels o f epidemic diseases in Ireland, 

“showing [. .] the effects [. . . ] o f comfort, industry, and cleanliness in maintaining a

comparative immunity from diseases o f an epidemic or contagious character.”

Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 1 December 1848.
Transactions o f  the Dublin Sanitary Association, 16.
CSO-RP, 1852, P 2359.
Dublin Medical Press, XX (1848), 396.
The Census o f  Ireland for the Year 1851. Part III. Report on the Status o f  Disease, 1854, LVIII, 116.

257



According to the Irish Census, 41.8% o f Dublin’s cholera victims (or 1,664 people) died

from the disease. Much worse off were the towns o f Waterford with 56% o f cholera

victims dying, Limerick with 49.7%, and Galway with 47.4%. '̂*^ In greater London, over

14,000 people died during the cholera epidemic, while in all o f  England 53,000 people

died, '̂*  ̂ In Ireland, over 30,000 people died of cholera,^'*’ so proportionately, Ireland had

the higher death rate. Hence, while Dublin fared better during the 1848-1849 cholera

epidemic than it did during the 1832-1834 visitation, overall it was still a high death rate.

On the other hand, owing to the fact that the Victorians did not realise that cholera was a

water-borne disease, perhaps in the face o f ignorance they fared rather well.

Though an admirable start, the provisions o f  the Nuisances Removal and Disease

Prevention Act were evidently not adequate in addressing the sanitary and public health

needs o f  Ireland, and the government planned to establish an Irish Public Health Act

analogous to Britain’s. From 1846 until 1849, Dublin Corporation had tried numerous

times to consolidate its position and to acquire the duties o f the various government-

appointed civic boards such as the Paving Board and Wide Streets Commissioners.^'** In

1849, the government took over the process, and its version o f the Dublin Improvement

Bill looked likely to pass through both houses. Initially, the bill had several sanitary

clauses that provided for control of offensive trades, erection o f public urinals, and control

o f internments,^"*^ but Dublin MP Edward Grogan

objected to there being any sanatory [5/c] clauses in the bill, and asked the 
Solicitor-General to consult with the government on the propriety of expunging 
them, as he [. ..] was of opinion that the government should introduce a 
separate measure on the subject.

Census o f Ireland for the Year 1851. Part V. Tables of Deaths, Vol. I, 1856, XXIX, 502. Cork city and 
Belfast were better off than Dublin, where the death rates were respectively 41.8% and 35.8% of cholera 
victims

Sheppard, op. cit., 273.
Census o f Ire la n d  for the Year 1851. Part V. Tables of Deaths. Vol. II, 1856, XXX, 660-661.
Please see Chapter III.

Bill fo r  the Improvement o f  the City o f  Dublin, 1849, II, 329-383.
Freeman’s Journal, 14 July 1849.
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Accordingly, the sanitary clauses were removed, and a few days later, Sir William 

Somerville, Ireland’s Chief Secretary, announced his intention of introducing in the next 

session a public health bill for Ireland.^^^

True to his word, Somerville, along with Sir George Grey, lodged the Public 

Health (Ireland) Bill in 1850. Like its British counterpart, it provided for a central board of 

health, made the resident corporation or improvement commissioners the local board of 

health, and enabled the local authorities to perform such sanitary services as supplying 

every house with pure water at high p r e s s u r e . T h e  bill was also discretionary rather than 

mandatory and required the majority of the local governing body to agree to its adoption. 

As always, the timing of a bill was crucial, especially in the case of one as important as 

public health. Part of the British Public Health Act’s success was attributable to the 

cholera epidemic. However, conditions in Dublin by 1850 were such that the prospect of 

the bill did not ignite enthusiasm: cholera had subsided, and one year previously the 

Dublin Improvement Act (which gave Dublin Corporation extended sanitary powers) had

353been passed, effective on 1 January 1851.

A successful bill required evident support from home. As demonstrated in Chapter

III, Dubliners were anxious to rationalise local government, but this was mainly in the

name of efficiency and financial prudence rather than concern for Dublin’s general health;

demands for a better the topic of public health rarely entered discussion of Dublin

improvements. Hence, there was not a strong local demand for a wide-ranging public

health legislation. Among the more influential bodies, response to the announcement of

the bill was varied. The Dublin Sanitary Association was pleased with the idea of a public

health act for Ireland, and for the most part felt

satisfied that its introduction into many districts in Ireland would be highly 
advantageous, and that many of its provisions for sanatory [sic] arrangements

Warder, 21 July 1849.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 9 April 1850. Freeman’s Journal, 15 May 1850.
Please see Chapter III.
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are of general application, and ought to be extended to all parts of the country.^^"^

However, it was with several details of the bill that the DSA found fault. It insisted firstly

that the central board of health should be composed of at least one engineer and one

physician, and secondly, although it agreed with almost all of the general sanitary

arrangements of the bill, it opposed section 98 that allowed local boards of heahh to cut off

the water supply to houses that failed to pay water rates.

Your Committee consider that some other means should be adopted for 
enforcing payment of the rate; and that neither poverty, disregard of propriety, 
nor indifference, afford sufficient grounds for cutting off the supply of water 
from any human habitation.

Most importantly, the DSA opposed the prospect of the corporations and commissioners

becoming the local boards of health because it feared

that in the class which aspires to corporate honours in Ireland is not probable 
that sufficient number of individuals could be found who, from leisure and 
previous study, would be competent to carry out the provisions of a Public 
Health Act into beneficial operations.^^^

Instead, it proposed that the central board of health should

incorporate with each local board such individual rate-payers as from habits and 
pursuits they might think competent to assist in carrying the provisions of the 
Public Health Act into beneficial operation, having first ascertained that they 
are willing to devote their time to such an object.^ ’

William Hogan, one of the more prominent members of the DSA, expressed his particular

concern that unless the corporation specifically petitioned to adopt the act, it could

potentially remain a dead letter.^^* In all likelihood, the DSA’s primary concern with the

terms of the bill was the fact that it “could receive no power under the public health act.”^̂ ^

Despite many misgivings, its members ultimately agreed “that the Dublin Sanatory [sic]

Report o f  Dublin Sanitary Association, 3. 
Ibid., 4-7.
Ibid., 5.
Ibid.
Freeman's Journal, 15 May 1850.
Ibid.
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Association should, to the utmost of their ability, aid the Government in promoting this 

bill, and causing it to become the law of the land

Dublin Corporation was slow to embrace the new public health bill. In March 

1850, the town clerk was ordered to report on the powers granted to the corporation by the 

Nuisances Removal Act, past water acts, and the forthcoming Dublin Improvement Act 

incorporating the Towns Improvement Clauses Act.^^' Because of the extensive sanitary 

powers provided in these acts, William Ford concluded that the corporation had “ample 

sanatory [5/c] powers. In fact, because the public heahh bill provided for a central 

health authority, Ford determined that it would actually “remove from the corporation 

exclusive control over the sanatory [sic] arrangements for their city,” so ultimately Dublin 

should be exempt from it.̂ ^̂  Because the corporation had just fought long and hard and 

spent thousands of pounds in obtaining sole control of the governance of the city, its 

members were not about to relinquish power. A committee of the whole house ratified 

Ford’s report, concurring that the bill should not be extended to Dublin and that 

“intimation [should] be made to Sir Wm. Somerville to this effect and if necessary that the 

council petition against the extension of the intended Act to Dublin.”^̂ ''

In the end, although the bill received two readings, interest in the matter was not 

strong enough to see it through to ratification. Dubliners in general were uninterested in 

the bill, the corporation was opposed to it, and newspapers such as the Freeman's Journal 

were reporting that “the necessity of the measure is not very pressing just now, for taxes 

are already high enough;” and that Dublin was “in a much better condition in a sanatory

Report o f  Dublin Sanitary Association, 3.
Dublin Municipal Coimcil Minutes, 19 March 1850. For more details on the Towns Improvement Clauses 

Act 1847, lO&ll Viet., cap. 34, please see Chapter V.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 9 April 1850. Please see Chapter V for more details on the 

corporation’s public health and sanitary duties.
Ibid.
Dublin Municipal Council Minutes, 8 May 1850.
The Public Health (freland) Bill. First reading: Hansard (Commons), 3" series, CX, 1, 8 April 1850. 

Second reading: Hansard (Commons), 3"* series, CX, 1164,6 May 1850. The was no debate at either 
reading.
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[5/c] point of view than most cities of England and S c o t l a n d . Al t h o u g h  the Dublin 

Sanitary Association was “perplexing the Chief Secretary with inquiries about the 

promised bill of health,” it was not foremost on his agenda. His hands were already full 

“with the mass if Irish bills now strewing the table of the Irish-ofifice,” so the Freeman's 

Journal predicted that he would not promote any public health bills because he had not 

“the slightest prospect of pushing them even through the preliminary s t a g e s . T h i s  

proved accurate, and Ireland would have to wait another twenty-five years for the question 

of an Irish public health bill to once again arise. From the 1850s, sanitary powers were 

gradually entrusted to local governments, and as Britain moved into the expanded second 

phase of public health, Dublin Corporation was finally able to demonstrate how it could 

handle ultimate power in the city.

The Next Phase of Public Health

While the 1840s were certainly the “Age of Chadwick,” the 1850s and decades 

after belonged to Sir John Simon, and he has been characterised as the leader of the second 

generation of sanitary reformers.^®* He was everything that Chadwick was not: while 

Chadwick emphasised engineering techniques and centralised control, Simon promulgated 

preventative medicine and local management. In October 1848, Simon was appointed 

Medical Officer of Health for the City of London, and in the eight months between his 

appointment and the visitation of cholera, he successfially created the structure of a new 

local medico-sanitary administration. He organised weekly returns of all deaths, employed 

the police to inspect and abate all nuisances, convinced the New River Company to supply 

water two times a day as opposed to just once, and rendered his office the central point of

369sanitary information and action.

Freeman's Journal, 9 May 1850. 
Ibid.
Sheppard, op. cit., 269.
Ibid.
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Like Chadwick, he believed in the miasma theory and, as such, promoted flushing 

sewers to rid the City of London of its smells. However, for reasons already discussed, 

this merely helped spread disease, hence Simon was unable to save the City from the 

ravages o f cholera. He did, however, manage to keep the death rate low, and when in 

September 1849, 2,000 people a week were dying from cholera in the Metropolis, the 

City’s total cholera death rate was only 854.^™ In November 1849, he drafted his now- 

famous report to the City Corporation on the main causes o f death, highlighting defective 

water supplies, offensive trades, squalid housing, and lack o f personal cleanliness as 

responsible, and the Times published all seventy-one pages o f it. This newspaper became 

one o f Simon’s key supporters, and due to its diligence, the whole country was made aware 

of the changes he was implementing. In the years between 1851 and 1855, the City of 

London went from being a national sanitary scandal to a model o f enlightened health

371administration, and Simon became famous all over the country.

Conversely, while Simon was succeeding, Chadwick was lapsing. In 1847, 

Chadwick convinced parliament of the necessity to establish a centralised power in 

London, and the Metropolitan Commission o f Sewers was born with Chadwick as one o f 

its commissioners. The next year, he was also made a commissioner o f the new General 

Board o f H e a l t h . B o t h  were unrepresentative, anti-medical, and pro-centralisation; they 

were typical of Chadwick’s creations, beliefs, and adherents.^’  ̂But all did not run quite as 

smoothly as Chadwick had envisaged: there was much rivalry and squabbling amongst the 

new Sewer Commissioners, Chadwick had proposed several new bills which were turned 

down, and during the cholera epidemic it was Chadwick who insisted that the sewers be 

systematically flushed,^’"’ Consequently, London’s cholera deaths rose from 246 in June 

1849 to 6,644 in September, and the Metropolitan Commission of Sewers was totally

Lambert, op. cit., 124.
Ibid., 184-185. Sheppard, op. cit., 270-271.
Roach, op. cit., 150.
Lambert, op. cit., 72.
Roach, op. cit., 150. Sheppard, op. cit., 273.
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discredited.Chadw ick’s popularity slumped. In that same month “the arch-flusher” was 

removed from the Sewer Commission, and in 1854, due to his unpopularity, he ceased to 

be on the His downfall has been attributed to his unwillingness to find a place for

doctors in his sanitary vision, his “sensationalistic” aetiological theories, and the fact that 

he staked his entire reputation on the efficiency of pipe sewers and the profit of manure 

s a l e s . A l t h o u g h  Chadwick lived until 1890, his public career ended in 1854, and a new 

era of public health was ushered in.

While Chadwick helped define the first stage of the public health movement, 

Simon put his own brand on the second. He is accredited with being the person who 

brought science and medicine into public health.^’  ̂ In 1855, he was appointed the Medical 

Officer to the General Board of Health, a post he maintained until he retired in 1876,^^  ̂and 

the induction of his innovative policies changed the face of public health. Chadwick had 

been intimately linked to political groupings and had made many enemies along the way. 

Simon, in contrast, managed to stay outside the political sphere, and as such, was free to 

express himself as he wished.̂ *® He placed a new emphasis on preventative medicine and 

demonstrated the benefit of information, research, and inspection.^*' He also set a good 

example by working closely with the poor law medical officers in the collection of regular 

returns of illnesses and deaths and by initiating weekly inspections of the poorer areas. He 

developed a coordinated system of public health administration and through extensive 

coverage in the Times, his accomplishments were well broadcast and he was able to set an 

example across the nation.̂ ®̂  In 1858, he published the Sanitary Papers which, like 

Chadwick’s pioneering report before, marked a turning point in the development of public

Sheppard, op. cit, 273.
Ibid. Roach, op. cit., 150.
In London at least, Chadwick’s small ceramic pipe sewers kept cloggmg and breaking, and sales from 

manure were marginal at best. Christopher Hamlin, State Nledicine in Oreat Britain, The History o f Public 
Health and the Modem State, ed. Dorothy Porter (Amsterdam; Editions Rodopi B.V., 1994), 147.
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health administration and initiated a new era in sanitary reform. Rather than 

dogmatically adhering to one principle, as the last phase o f public health had clung to 

engineering, this phase was more scientific, more open, and wider in scope. Most 

importantly, while it would be characterised by a preference for central administration, this 

in turn would be run by doctors as opposed to lawyers, engineers, and politicians. It also 

displayed a marked respect for the capabilities of local administration.

Simon’s successes in the 1850s certainly helped to give public health legislation 

greater credibility, and this decade brought with it more statutes for sanitising and 

improving British towns. While it was a slow uphill battle in the 1830s and 1840s to get 

public heahh recognised on the statute books, by the 1850s and ‘sixties, legislation surged 

ahead and it was a matter of deciding upon functional laws rather than arguing about their 

legitimacy. Accordingly, the secondary literature has focussed less on the second phase of 

the public heahh movement; with no protracted campaigns, debates, or movements to 

discuss, most authors are left merely to highlight the achievements o f the decades 

following the pioneering years of the 1840s.

Public Health Legislation, 1850s-1870s

Once again, it was cholera that helped shape several key public heahh acts. One 

o f the first statutes of the 1850s was the 1855 Nuisance Removal Act, necessitated by the 

cholera epidemic o f 1853-54. Benefiting from the experience of the 1840s, this act 

widened the definition of a nuisance and focussed on the dangers o f overcrowding and 

insanitary dwellings. It also allowed poor law guardians to enter people’s homes if  any of 

its officers had “reasonable grounds for believing that a nuisance exists on any private 

premises.” *̂"* The act further defined specific local nuisance authorities throughout 

England, made the appointment o f a Nuisance Inspector mandatory, and significantly

Lambert, op. cit., 261.
Mapother, op. cit., 205. Wohl, op. cit, 310.
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broadened local powers to interfere with nuisances and control offensive trades.^*^

Together with the two later Nuisance Removal Acts o f 1860 and 1863, legislation was

established to manage accumulations o f excrement and street refuse, river pollution,

industrial smoke and waste, slaughter-houses, and unhealthy housing. One o f the most

important contributions of the Nuisance Removal Acts was that they helped limit

overcrowding by providing that local authorities

shall cause proceedings to be taken before the justices to abate such 
overcrowding, and the justices shall thereupon make such order as they may 
think fit, and the person permitting such overcrowding shall forfeit a sum not 
exceeding forty-shillings.^*^

In 1858, public health administration was further transformed by the Public 

Health and Local Government Acts that transferred most o f the General Board of Health’s 

duties to the Home Office and the rest to a temporarily established medical department of 

the Privy Council with Simon as its main medical officer.^** A second act was passed in 

the following year which made the act permanent and required Simon, as Medical Officer 

o f the Privy Council, to compile annual and special reports for p a r l i a m e n t . T h e  

provisions o f these acts helped render “legislation for any town inexpensive” and provided 

the “power of instituting investigations into the health and sanitary investigations into the 

health and sanitary regulations of any town or place upon the petition o f one-tenth o f its 

inhabitants, or when it appears that its death-rate exceed[ed] 23 per 100.”^̂ °

It was not until 1866 that Britain acquired a large-scale public health act along the 

lines o f  1848, again thanks to “that old friend o f sanitary reformers -  cholera.”^̂  ̂ The 

Sanitary Reform Act reflected many o f Simon’s recommendations and marked a 

considerable departure fi’om past public health statutes because several o f its provisions

Lambert, op. cit, 226.
Wohl, op. cit, 153.
Mapother, op. cit., 206.
Briggs, 1959, op. cit, 441.
Wohl., op. cit., 156. Roach, op. cit, 199.
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were compulsory rather than permissive. For example, in instances where local authorities 

proved inactive, the Home Secretary could take actions to have nuisances removed and 

improvements done at the expense of the lethargic local authority. This act provided the 

government with a whip, poised to spur local authorities into action. Despite these 

powers, the benefits of the act were limited, because Simon and the Privy Council seemed 

reluctant to enforce many of its clauses,^^"* and many of its more useful provisions such as 

housing registration and further definitions o f nuisances and overcrowding remained

• 395adoptive. Later legislation in the 1870s began to make most public health and sanitary 

provisions compulsory, but these are far beyond the scope o f this chapter. Suffice to say, 

from its roots in the 1840s, public health began to take centre stage in government policy 

both centrally and locally and could no longer be ignored or relegated as beyond 

governmental concern.

As in most situations, public health legislation in Ireland did not necessarily 

correspond with what was happening in Britain, and it was not until the late 1870s that 

Irish legislation began to approach its British counterpart. Until then, however, Ireland 

was subject to several more modest public health measures, the first being in 1851. In that 

year, the Irish Medical Charities Act received Royal assent,^^® and for Ireland as a whole, 

the act did three important things. Firstly, it turned the grand juries’ struggling dispensary 

system over to the Irish Poor Law Commission. Secondly, it reorganised the whole 

system, divided the country into dispensary units, and appointed one medical doctor per 

district. This guaranteed medical service outside the workhouses, which was remarkable, 

for no comparable service existed in the whole o f the United Kingdom until the 1871 Local 

Government Board Act, and this system remained intact in Ireland until the 1970 Health

155; 312.
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Act.^^  ̂Thirdly, this act made the Poor Law Commission the official authority empowered

to enforce the terms of the 1848 Nuisance Removal Act.^^*

It has argued that this act gave the Irish Poor Law Commission “medical relief

and public heahh powers unprecedented in Ireland and unparalleled in the rest of the

United Kingdom”^̂  ̂ and that it made important changes in the nature of the public health

authority.'*' '̂’ This may be overstating the case somewhat. The Medical Charities Act’s

effect on the availability of medical relief is beyond the scope of this chapter, however,

arguably the fact that it continued until 1970 indicates that it was a flourishing venture.

Yet, in terms of its impact on public health, the results in Dublin at least were negligible.

When the act was first passed, Gardiner, a Parish Officer of Health from St. Peter’s Parish,

was delighted and wrote to the Poor Law Commissioners reminding them that the

nineteenth section of that act explicitly decreed that the Poor Law Commissioners “shall be

the Commissioners for executing in Ireland the powers of the Nuisances Removal and

Diseases Prevention Act of 1848,” which “of course makes null and void all other previous

appointments of officers for superintending the cleansing and healthy state of the city.”'*̂ '

Gardiner pointed out that most POHs were fixistrated with the Nuisances Removal Act and,

owing to the fact that they were not included in the new act, they were ready to retire;

it is now pretty generally understood that the Officers of Health have been 
superseded in their duties by the Medical Charities Act, and also the Police for a 
considerable time ceased to Act -  so that there is now no legally constituted 
body to look after the health of this city save such as the Poor Law 
Commissioners please to appoint.''^

He further mentioned that “those sanatory [sic] duties have not been assigned to the newly

appointed Medical Officers under the Poor Laws” and that he was respectfully enquiring

Cassell, op. cit, 78. Burke, op. cit, 154-155. 
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when this would be done.'**’̂  The secretary of the Poor Law Commission, W. Stanley,

quashed Gardiner’s dreams of retirement. In his response, he informed Gardiner that he

had sought legal counsel and that they had

considered these cases and are of opinion that the power [and] duties of the 
Commissioners of Police and other functionaries mentioned in the first section 
of the 11&12 Viet., 123 have not been at all interfered with by the 14&15 
Viet., c. 68 was to substitute the Commissioners appointed by that act for the 
Commissioners of Health mentioned in the 11&12 Viet., c.

Essentially, public health provisions in Dublin were not as revolutionised by this act as has

been suggested, but significantly, it did give the Poor Law Commission powers to

intervene in public health emergencies.

The only other major public health act passed for Ireland in the 1850s was the

Towns Improvement (Ireland) Act of 1854,'*°  ̂which gave Irish towns permission to adopt

the Towns Improvement Clauses Act of 1847"*°̂  through the medium of the Lord

Lieutenant and the Privy Council without going through the expense of a private act.'̂ '’*

This act was more important for small Irish towns than for the larger urban centres, for it

explicitly stated “nothing herein contained shall extend to or affect the Cities of Dublin,

Cork, Limerick, and Londonderry, and Town of Belfast. D u b l i n  was not included in the

terms o f this act because it had incorporated the provisions of the Towns Improvement

Clauses Act in its Dublin Improvement Act. As proof that legislation is only half the battle

to effect real improvements, by 1865 only ninety-two towns in Ireland had taken advantage

of the act or its earlier version, the Paving and Lighting Act of 1828, and of which, only

Cassell, op. cit, 109.
17&18 Viet., eap. 103. 
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ten had appointed surveyors and inspectors o f nuisances, “officers essentially necessary in 

carrying out any provision for the sanitary condition o f the towns.”"*̂®

The 1860s brought with it several public health acts significant for Ireland. In 

1860 an act was passed that allowed the appointment o f a food analyst. Interestingly 

enough, one of the first cities to avail itself of this provision was Dublin, and in 1862 

Cameron was appointed.'^** Far more significant was the 1866 Sanitary Act that provided 

Ireland with a grand-scale legislation that began to address the sanitary and public health 

needs o f the country. In 1865, E.D. Mapother, Dublin’s first Medical Officer of Health, 

made several sanitary suggestions to the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland, 

one o f which was that Britain’s 1855 Nuisance Removal Act should be applied to 

I r e l a n d . T h e  1866 Sanitary Act repealed the previous Nuisance Removal Acts and 

extended the 1855 version to Ireland, while it also further empowered local authorities to 

force the drainage of houses into public drains'^ '̂  ̂and created a Public Health Committee in 

Dublin."*^  ̂ It stipulated that sanitary authorities were to remove all nuisances, provide 

adequate water supplies, and proper sewerage systems. In cases when local authorities 

failed to meet these public health and sanitary requirements, the act permitted the Irish 

Government to intervene and force improvements to be made.”*̂  ̂ However, this act 

ultimately was more concerned with tidying up and consolidating earlier public health
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measures than with introducing anything new.'^*  ̂ Prunty claims it was too “chaotic” and 

“complicated” to have been effective and basically “proved o f little usefulness.

It has generally been agreed that it was only with the statutes o f the 1870s that 

Irish public health legislation became workable. Prunty claims that this period marked a 

more “professional approach” to managing dirt and disease.'*^^ The 1871 Local 

Government Act and the 1874 and 1878 Irish Public Health Acts mirrored British 

legislation and increased compulsory adoption o f most of their provisions;'*^” dispensary 

doctors became ex-officio medical officers o f health, and borrowing rights were 

dramatically increased.'*^’ The 1878 act was especially important for it consolidated and 

amended most of the previous sanitary laws, and made the corporations sanitary authorities 

with regards to water, sewerage, buildings, nuisance removal, common lodging-houses, 

markets, slaughterhouses, offensive trades, infectious diseases, and burial grounds.**^  ̂ It 

also contained provisions for compulsory purchase, arbitrations, making byelaws, and 

finance and loans.'*^  ̂ Consequently, in 1879 Dublin was finally provided with enough 

money to commence a programme of sanitary reform,'* '̂* but the results o f improved 

legislation and active reforms would not bear fhiit until the turn o f the century.

Dublin emerged in the 1850s slightly behind Britain with regards to public health. 

Dublin’s public health policies retained most of the features o f the early movement, while 

in Britain, with the influence of Simon, the second phase o f the sanitary movement was 

slowly developing, based more on medical knowledge than on engineering. Nevertheless, 

by the early 1850s the public health movement had produced two important outcomes in 

Dublin. Firstly, the concept o f political medicine was no longer restricted to a few
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unsuccessful discussions within poor law circles; the reality o f urban squalor and high 

death rates could no longer dismissed as exaggerated or inconsequential and were openly 

acknowledged. Secondly, with the emphasis on the environmental causes o f  disease, there 

was a general consensus that public health problems were solvable. In 1855, Richard 

Dowden argued before the Dublin Statistical Society that “the mitigation or aggravation o f 

these unfavourable states of health seems to be very much within the influences o f our 

neglect on the one hand, and our own zeal, courage, and industry on the other. Local 

governments were gradually being given the tools to effectively deal with sanitation and 

public health in a more efficient and beneficial manner. The next chapter concentrates on 

how Dublin Corporation faced the challenge of these new responsibilities.
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