
2846 to December, 1847 

he introduction in 1838 of Poor Law legislation marks 
a watershed in attitudes to the plight of the poor and 
destitute in Ireland. Relief for the poor was to be 
within the confines of workhouses, which operated 
s t r i c t  r e g i m e s ,  wi th  c o m p u l s o r y  l a b o u r ,  a 

monotonous diet and separation of families; all of which ensured 
that only the most destitute applied for relief. The Irish Poor Law 
was a copy of earlier English legislation, and by 1842 a total of 130 
administrative unions had been established throughout the country. 
Each union built i ts  own centrally located workhouse to 
accommodate paupers from the area. Workhouses were located in 
the main market towns of each area, outside a ten mile radius. 

The Limerick Workhouse was constructed at a cost of £10,000 
and was operational by May, 1841. It catered for a population of 
132,067 and an area of 197 square miles. The union was divided into 
17 electoral divisions, five of which were in County Clare, and the 
workhouse had a capacity of 1,600 inmates, making it one of the 
biggest in the country. The Board of Guardians, who operated the 

union, were either elected by the qualifying ratepayers or were ex- 
officio members. Limerick Union had a total of 53 members, 40 of 
whom were elected. 

The Poor Law Commissioners oversaw the running of the Poor 
Law system in the country. At first the commissioners were an 
extension of the English and Welsh commissioners. The  four 
assistant-commissioners appointed in September, 1838, had "no 
experience of Irelandm,(l) but subsequent to the amending legis- 
lation in July, 1847, a separate Irish commission was established. 
They communicated directly with the Poor Law guardians in all the 
unions. The communication were regularly read into the minutes of 
meetings of the Limerick Board of Guardians. As early as 1844 the 
commissioners were in dispute with the  Limerick Poor Law 
Guardians over the attempt by the guardians to remove the clerk of 
the union. The  board went on strike and the matter was only 
resolved when the commissioners forced a return to work by 
commencing legal proceedings.(z) This episode indicates how little 
control the local guardians had in the running of their own affairs. 

@Inion Before @e @reat Tamine 

The Devon Commission provides valuable 
information on the state of agriculture in 
Limerick and the condition of the various 
strata of society immediately prior to the 
famine. Witnesses from Limerick Union 
included magistrates, Catholic clergy, 
farmers, small businessmen and landed 
proprietors, including William Monsell, 
landed proprietor at Tervoe and chairman 
of the Board of Guardians of Limerick 
Union. 

There was a general consensus among 
witnesses that  tillage was the  normal 
agricultural mode for the union, and that 
the state of agriculture was improving for 
the farmer. In contrast, the state of the 
tenantry was "very wretched indeed".(3) 
Not surprisingly the landless labourers 
fared worst. "In many instances they are 
grievously hardshipped for want of 
food.(4) Another witness drew attention to 
the great influx of labourers to Limerick 
City in the  previous th ree  years. T h e  
labourers "generally come in suffering 
great poverty ... (and) ... occupy the most 
wretched hovels in the cityfl.(5) Monsell, 
in  h i s  ev idence  to  t h e  Commission,  
described the condition of the people in 
the  city as, "miserable beyond descrip- 
tion".(@ A physician, called as  a witness, 
referred to the high mortality in the city, 
particularly at earlier ages and cited fever, 
scarlatina, measles and dysentery as  the 

The potato plant. 

cause of death.(n A labourer commended: 
"People are so poor they are ready to eat 
one another".(*) 

Considering the prevailing destitution, 
it appears surprising that the countryside 
was so peaceful at this time. Witnesses to 
the  Devon Commission confirmed the  
absence of agrarian disturbance in this 
period. "The country (was) never so quiet 

Diseased stem. 

as it is now".@) The evidence of the Poor 
Law guardians to the Devon Commission 
illustrated how aware the guardians were 
of conditions of the labourersjn the union. 
William Monsell called for the setting up 
of public works to give employment(lO) and 
relieve the high levels of distress. 

Another witness expressed surprise 
that given the level of "destitution in this 



city ... one third of the  workhouse is  
unoccupied".(ll) Rev Maurice Fitzgibbon 
illustrated the objection of people to the 
workhouse: "They will not go at all (to the 
workhouse) ... the re  is  t h e  g rea tes t  
objection ... they will not go  inW.(l2) The  
French traveller de Beaumont captured 
the attitude of the poor to the workhouse: 
'With one hand they offered the Poor an 
alms, with t h e  o ther  they opened a 
prisonn.('" 

Despite the objections of the destitute 
to the Poor Law regime, the workhouse 
numbers were high in the three months to 
September, 1845. The numbers of destitute 
people maintained in the workhouse in 
any one month in this period varies from 
73  t o  76 p e r c e n t  of t h e  w o r k h o u s e  
capacity. These  f igures  contrast with 
perception of workhouses being under- 
utilised in the pre-famine period. Christine 
Kineally points out that Lowtherstown 
Workhouse had only four paupers by the 
end of 1845. The Guardians of Lowthers- 
town Workhouse attributed t h e  low 
numbers to the harshness of workhouse 
regulations and, in particular, the pro- 
hibition of tobacco.(l4) 

Dea ths  in the  workhouse rarely 
exceeded seven per week between June 
and August, 1846, while the percentage of 
paupers  in t h e  workhouse hospital 
remained marginally above 30 percent. On 
a closer examination of the sparse hospital 
statistics it is evident that infirm patients 
are by far the largest single category of 
those hospitalised, consisting of 58 to 59 
percent of hospitalised persons for each of 
the months in question. The records do 
not provide any definition of the word 
"infirm". In the absence of information I 
am accepting the dictionary definition of 
"weak in health or body, especially from 
old ageH.(15) 

For the same period in 1846, deaths 
are still remarkably low. On no occasion in 
this period do the weekly death rates 
exceed those for the corresponding period 
in the previous year. In fact, the average 
weekly death rate for June to August, 1846 
was four inmates, which contrasts with 
five in 1845. 

On a breakdown of the number who 
died from June to August, 1845 and 1846, 
the death rates per week are too small and 
the information too sparse to make firm 
statements. Nevertheless, one may offer 
some analysis. T h e  highest number of 
deaths in the period May to August, 1845, 
were among infants, with 23 out of a total 
of 60 deaths. This figure was increased by 
nine deaths among infants in the week 
ended 9 August, 1845. The minute books 
for the Board of Guardians are quiescent 
on this high mortality rate among children 
during this  period. T h e  next  h ighes t  
category, females aged 15 years  and 
upwards, provided 17 of the total number 
of deaths. The death rate here is far more 
evenly spread over the three months, with 
deaths almost every week. It is tempting 
to suggest that the female deaths may 
have been  in the  elderly o r  infirm 
categories but this analysis is based on 
intuition and a knowledge of the high 
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numbers of infirm in the hospital wards. 
Males over 15 years accounted for fewer 
deaths, but this may be as a result of the 
imbalance in male and female admissions 
to the workhouse. 

For the corresponding period in 1846 
the total number of deaths was 54. The 
difference in the totals can be traced to the 
abnormally high death rate among infants 
in August,  1845. T h e  t h r e e  h ighes t  
categories  of death were males and 
females greater than 15, and infants less 
than two years. As in 1845, deaths among 
inmates over 15 are spread out over the 
three month period. 

In the  three month period June to 
August,  1846, t h e  average monthly 
workhouse numbers  varied from 80 
percent  to 88  percent  of capacity. 
Surprisingly the lower percentage figure 
was recorded in August on the eve of a 
successive and more complete failure of 
the potato crop. It is of note that in the 
months prior to t h e  1846 harvest,  
expectations of a good harvest  were 
reported in the local press. " ... Crops of 
every description are much improved by 
the late rains and an early and abundant 
harvest is promisedn.(1Q This contrasts 
starkly with the dismal analysis earlier in 
the year of the poor in Pallaskenry. " ... 
suffering from scanty meals  and bad 
potatoes".(17) Perhaps the peasantry may 
have left the workhouse with expectations 
of work and food. 

Paupers were discharged from the  
workhouse by reporting to the master. 

' 

The only condition of discharge was that 
the whole family leave the workhouse. On 
a number  of occasions t h e  master  
reported to the board on the high level of 
admissions and subsequent discharges 
from the workhouse. Over the eighteen 
month period June, 1846, to December, 
1847, it is  clear that weekly discharge 
figures were high. With rising death levels 
in early 1847, discharge figures were 
invariably approaching or  above 200 
people per week. The time period selected 
as  illustrative of discharges corresponded 
with the rising death levels which peaked 
in April, 1847. I have suggested elsewhere 
but for these high discharge rates, the 
workhouse capacity would possibly have 
been reached in late 1846. 

T h e  admissions to Limerick Work- 
house reflect the imbalance between male 
and female pauper figures characteristic of 
workhouse general statistics during the 
famine. The dichotomy is most evident in 
the 1846 figures for the period June to 
August. Females over 15 years of age 
contribute 43 percent of admissions, while 
males over 15 years of age make up 17 
percent. For the corresponding period in 
1845 males  make up 26 percent  and 
females 36 percent of the total admissions. 
The breakdown of admissions for boys 
and girls under 15 years of age is far more 
evenly balanced, with boys making up 



16 percent  for both years ,  and  gir ls  
contributing a similar percentage. 

In summary then,  dea ths  in t h e  
Limerick Union Workhouse in the months 
prior to the reappearance of the blight in 
1846 remained low. T h e  numbers  of 
workhouse inmates  remained below 
capacity up to the end of August, 1846, and 
in fact were declining for the month of 
August. It would appear, then, in line with 
our expectations of low excess mortality 
up to late 1846, that while conditions were 
harsh for those at subsistence level, there 
were no reports of death by starvation in 
Limerick Union. 

Mary E. Daly has attempted to bring 
home this point by describing this period 
in 1845 as a "phoney famine".('" However, 
by late 1846 distress was very evident. The 
Limerick City Relief Committee appealed 
for  funds  and s tated " ... the re  a r e  
hundreds of our fellow creatures who can 
scarcely command one meal in t h e  
day".(19) 

Life in the Limerick Workhouse fitted the 
stereotype of a harsh regime, enforced 
labour and segregation by sex and age. On 
admission to the workhouse, families were 
split apart with boys and girls being sent 
to separate dormitories, and adult males 
and  females  w e r e  a l so  s e g r e g a t e d .  
However, the  rules of the  workhouse 
allowed limited contact between parents 
and children. Parents were allowed to see 
their children "at 1 o'clock each day for a 
quarter of an hourn.@l) 

The guardians were concerned about 
the influence of "prostitutes and single 
mothers with infant bastard childrenn(22) 
on other females within the workhouse. 
Proposals were submitted to the Poor Law 
Commissioners with a request for plans to 
build a separate building to house single 
mothers and their children. Notice of a 
motion was served to "build a house for 
women of bad character and a boundary 
wall to keep these persons separate from 
other inmates of the workhouse".(23) The 
lowest tender received for the "building 
for prostitutes" was accepted in August, 
with a further resolution adopted " ... that 
on no account should any extras above 
E410 be allowed". This apparent parsimony 
of the guardians was to recur at all board 
meetings and reflected their financial 
fortunes, and the need to win approval of 
the  Poor Law Commissioners for any 
developments of a financial nature. 

T h e  reluctance of the  guardians to 
admit women of "doubtful character" was 
illustrated by an acrimonious board 
meeting in early June, 1846. A discussion 
took place on the merits of the admission 
of a single mother and her child. It was 
only resolved and the woman admitted 
with her child, when the chairman pointed 
out that those who opposed the women's 
admission, "ought to propose to turn all 
the rest who were of her character out of 
the 

This episode illustrated the uncertainty 
which surrounded the guardians oblig- 
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ations and responsibilities. The chairman 
of t h e  union argued for t h e  woman's 
admission on the grounds that if she died 
" ... the Guardians might be prosecuted for 
murder". Mr Walnutt, who moved that the 
woman be rejected, responded "I would 
like to know what section of the act that is 
to be found inn.(25) One may add, that the 
case is  also illustrative of t h e  moral 
standards of the Victorian period. 

In an effort to control the high number 
of admissions and discharges in t h e  
workhouse, a resolution was adopted 
prohibiting any pauper  who left t h e  
workhouse without t h e  masters  per- 
mission, from re-admission for another 
two It was not infrequent for 
women and children to be ejected from 
the  workhouse if the  husband did not 
return within the time specified by the 
master .  T h i s  policy was  adopted  to 
discourage abandonment of women and 
children in the workhouse. Orders were 
served for the discharge of the "wife and 
children of William Condon whom the 
master allowed out for two hours and who 
has not since returnedn.(27) Similar orders 
were made to discharge t h e  wife of 
Thomas Moloney and their three children, 
"Moloney not having returned on leave of 
absence given to look for employment".(28) 
Occasionally the guardians inquired into 
the  marital s ta tus  of women inmates. 
Following one such report, 25 women 
inmates and 61 children were discharged. 
A further 18 women were named as having 
been deserted by their husbands.@g) 

Records were also kept of the numbers 
of applications to the workhouse. There 
does not appear to be any uniform pattern 
of "rejections" and, as  was the case for 
workhouse deaths, the guardians do not 
c o m m e n t  o n  t h e  n u m b e r s  r e f u s e d  
admission. It is worth noting here, that it 
is not possible to reconcile the records of 
admissions and rejections of applicants for 

relief with general workhouse weekly 
statistics. Hence the figures should be 
treated with some caution. 

I would suggest that in all likelihood 
people were refused admission on the 
grounds of eligibility rather  than t h e  
workhouse reaching its capacity. Despite 
o v e r c r o w d i n g  a n d  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  
reaching the workhouse capacity, efforts 
w e r e  m a d e  t o  p r o v i d e  a d d i t i o n a l  
accommodation in the workhouse. T.P. 
O'Neill states that the whole family had to 
apply for admission to the workhouse.(30) 
This  suggests that the guardians were 
concerned about the probability of women 
and children being abandoned in the  
workhouse. Applicants were not refused 
admission on t h e  grounds  of over- 
crowding until December, 1847.(31) It is 
likely that Limerick City, an established 
major market town, would have been an 
attraction for the destitute during the 
famine. In theory, at least, people were not 
refused admission on the grounds that 
they resided outside the union bound- 
aries. One of the few distinctions between 
t h e  I r i sh  P o o r  Law and  i t s  Engl i sh  
counterpart was the absence of the law of 
settlement from Irish law. This obliged a 
union to accept an applicant irrespective 
of h i s  residence.(32)  T h e  P o o r  Law 
Commissioner, George Nicholls, argued 
unsuccessfully for the inclusion of the law 
of settlement and commented " ... vagrants 
from other districts may congregate in 
particular unions, and claim relief, or be 
sent to the workhouse".(33) 

Overcrowding had become a serious 
concern for the guardians by late 1846. 
One weekly meeting reported that there 
was "only accommodation for (a further) 
20 males in the institution".(34) In response 
to the accommodation crisis the guardians 
established a committee of five members 
to report to the board on the "best mode of 
carrying out this desirable object"(35) of 



increased accommodation. The committee 
recommended alterations to provide an 
extra 220 places. The shoemaker's shop, 
the infant school and the nursery were 
earmarked to provide extra dormitory 
places. Eighty hammocks were supplied to 
the dormitories as  workhouse numbers 

1,964 in late November. T h e  
minute book recorded that on completion 
of the alterations, total accommodation 
increased to 2,393.(3Q It would appear that 
t h e  high levels of weekly discharges 
played a significant role in keeping the 
workhouse numbers down in 1846. It is 
c l e a r  a l so  t h a t  t h e  capaci ty of t h e  
w o r k h o u s e  was  e x c e e d e d  and  t h a t  
additional paupers were accommodated in 
cramped conditions. T h e  consis tent  
building programme and alterations to the 
workhouse ensured that the capacity of 
the workhouse increased significantly. 
Furthermore, the guardians appeared to 
be somewhat hostile to those who would 
not enter the workhouse, " ... the streets 
swarm with beggars who should not be  
encouraged. (3" 

Details of the "Punishment B o o k  were 
regularly read by the  master  into t h e  
minutes of the board meetings for the 
period June,  1846, to  March,  1847. 
Thereafter occurrences are  infrequent, 
perhaps reflecting the priority given to 
other business by the guardians in the 
face of death and overcrowding. The most 
common offences were "disorderly 
conduct" and "assault". Punishment  
consisted of "confinement in the refractory 
ward for two hours each day for three 
days", or the case being referred to the 
magistrates. T h e  latter action was the  
norm in cases of assault. On one occasion 
t h e  punishment  book noted t h e  con- 
cealment of "seven pairs of stocking, two 
(pairs) the  property of the  union, in a 
child's coffin that  was going ou t  for  
interment".(38) The  punishment was no 
breakfast for a week. On another occasion 
two male inmates were discharged "for 
not accounting for two pairs of shoes  
given them".(3g) The minute recorded in 
April, 1847, that "further whipping was not 
to be  allowed unless sanctioned by the 
board.(40) In June, 1847, the punishment 
book recorded one girl "stealing a platter 
of stirabout" and another girl took milk for 
herself. It was ordered that both were to 
be  discharged if similar offences were 
committed.@l) 

Work was compulsory for the paupers 
in the workhouse. Male duties included 
breaking stones and carrying out building 
alterations to the workhouse. Orders were 
issued in December, 1846, "that during 
inclement weather the master was not to 
comply any old people to perform stone 
breaking or  o ther  outdoor 
Women's duties were less arduous and 
included domestic duties such as  working 
in the kitchens. T h e  Catholic chaplain 
proposed to the board that young women 
in t h e  kitchen b e  changed and more  
elderly women be placed there".@3) The  
guardians adopted the proposal. 

T h e  workhouse was a cen t re  of 
commercial activity during the  famine 

years. Jobs were regularly advertised and 
included posts such as a master, a matron, 
a schoolmaster, a schoolmistress, a tailor, 
a nurse and a myriad of other minor posts, 
some of which were filled by inmates. By 
December,  1846, a s  t h e  workhouse 
approached i ts  capacity, an assis tant  
master and matron were appointed by the 
Board of Guardians. "The duties of the 
matron have become so arduous that her 
daughter Miss Eileen Scott, was appointed 
assistant matron at a salary of £250 per 
annum with rations".(44) A notice of a 
motion for an increase in the  masters 
salary from £601 per annum to £801 per 
annum was served in January, 1847, "due 
to number of inmates  i n ~ r e a s i n g " . ( ~ s )  
Salary reviews were also approved in 
January for other employees, including the 
wardsman, the cook, the lodge-keeper and 
the schoolmaster. 

Diet in the pre-famine period consisted of 
oatmeal, potatoes, and milk. E. Margaret 
Crawford points out that in light of the 
paucity of potatoes a general order was 
i s s u e d  in October ,  1845, "allowing 
guardians to depart from the established 
dietaries"."" By May, 1846, the diet had 
changed in Limerick Workhouse. New 
diets were introduced for the aged and 
infirm wards in that month. An adult male 
now received for breakfast 8 ozs of bread, 
with 314 pint of new milk, and for dinner 12 
ozs of bread and 314 pint of new milk."" A 
letter from a pauper was read at one of the 
board of guardians'  meet ing in July 
complaining of the amount of bread for 
dinner. It was resolved that the ration for 
adult men be increased to 16 ozs "until 
potatoes are more plenty".(49) Soup was 
introduced to the diet in early January, 
1847. T h e  minutes  d o  not  record t h e  
ingredients but stated that it was to be  
given to the inmates "each day exc(ept) 
Fridays and on that day either milk or 
coffee (was) to be given".(50) 

In December, 1846, a committee was 
established to advise on the diet of the 
workhouse. It reported one week later, 
issuing new rations for all categories of 
inmates. Infants under  2 years  were 
served in the dining hall "with bread and 
milk boiledn.(51) The ':aged and infirm" diet 
was based on new milk and bread, served 
twice a day. 

New scales for making soup and coffee 
were introduced in early January, 1847. 
Each 100 pints of soup was henceforth 
made of 5 lbs of beef, 5 lbs of rice, 11s of a 
lb of pepper and an unspecified quantity of 
salt. The scale of coffee was 4 lbs of sugar, 
l lb  of coffee, and 7 pints of new milk to 
every 100 pints of coffee.@Z) By the middle 
of February, 1847, the scale for coffee was 
again changed by adding llb of coffee.(ss) 

Shortly after the  revised diets were 
established, the medical officer reported 
that the quantity of bread for dinner was 

The Board of Guardians 
approved the increase of rations from 8 to 
12 ozs daily for men, from 6 ozs to 8 ozs 
for women, and for proportionate increases 

for younger age classes. On the recom- 
mendation of the medical officer, the soup 
scale was also revised, with 10 lbs of meat 
added for each 100 pints. 

New milk was provided on Fridays in 
lieu of soup. The quantity varied from 314 
pint for  males over 15 to 112 pint for  
children aged 2 to 5.(55) Milk supplies to 
the workhouse were unreliable and, in the 
absence of delivery, one pint of coffee waql 
supplied to  the  paupers. T h e  medical ,, 

officer was ordered  to report  on the'? 
"substitution of coffee for milk as regards 
the health of the inmates".(5@ The officer 
was of the opinion that the practice was 
"prejudicial to health"c5" and recommend- 
ed that the sub-committee reconsider the 
diet. I t  is  notable that  potatoes were 
available at the market in December, 1847, 
albeit at exorbitant prices.(sa 

In t h e  famine years  t h e  workhouse 
became a centre for much commercial 
activity. Tenders were regularly advertised 
in the local press and invariably the lowest 
price tender was accepted. The quality of 
supplies of bread to the workhouse were 
repeatedly brought to the attention of the 
board of guardians by the master. In July, 
1846, t h e  master  complained of " the 
badness  of bread"(s9) supplied to  t h e  
workhouse. By August the  increasing 
exasperation of t h e  guardians a t  t h e  
quality of bread was evident. The master 
was found "negligent in accepting such 
b r e a d  and 10 shillings was deducted from 
h is  salary and five shillings from t h e  
account of the contractor.@)) By the end of 
August the master had advised the board 
to establish a bakery in the workhouse 
and a committee was set up to report on 
its viability.@l) The  master continued to 
report the inferior quality of bread and 
delay in its delivery, which in turn delayed 
b r e a k f a s t  i n  t h e  w o r k h o u s e .  T h e  
contractor for bread notified the board of 
his intention to raise the price in January, 
1847. The  board responded by ordering 
the  purchase of two mills for grinding 
corn.@2) The rice contractor informed the 
board that he could not supply the board 
unless paid in cash.(63) During February, 
1847, the contractor failed to supply Indian 
meal to the workho~se.(6~)  The  minutes 
recorded in February that "no molasses 
(was) to be had in Limerick and the "paup 
ers (were) obliged to eat stiraboutn.@5) 

T h e  milk supply was also raised a t  
board meetings. The board resolved that 
in the event of its non-supply, the cost of 
the coffee provided to the paupers should 
be charged to the contractor.(%) However, 
the Poor Law Commissioners over-ruled 
the guardians and the master was ordered 
to provide milk in place of ~0f fee .c~~)  The 
confusion surrounding milk supplies 
continued into November and the board 
made further orders  for the  supply of 
coffee to inmates where the milk supply 
was not available.(m) 

The guardians were aware of market 
pr ices  for  commodities and were not 
prepared to d o  anything to upset  t h e  
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equilibrium. Two tenders for straw were 
rejected when one guardian noted that the 
quoted prices were above the price that he 
had paid earlier the  same day.(69) T h e  
contract for coal was postponed, it was 
noted that prices would be cheaper in a 
month.(70) 

T h e  Limerick Reporter commented 
weekly on food prices throughout the  
famine years. A correspondent reported in 
January, 1847, that "the state of the corn 
trade indicates the approach if not the 
arrival of famine prices".(71) 

Board meetings were irregularly attended 
by guardians throughout the crisis of the 
famine years. It is clear from minute book 
observations and press reports that prior 
t o  t h e  h a r v e s t  fa i lu re  i n  1846,  t h e  
guardians were mainly concerned with 
admissions to t h e  workhouse. At t h e  
weekly meeting on 20 June, 1846 "there 
were only 8 Guardians present and there 
w a s  n o  b u s i n e s s  of t h e  s l i g h t e s t  
interest".(7z) T h e  following week "the 
attendance was much thinner than we 
expected".(73) By January,  1847, t h e  

scenario had dramatically altered. Due to 
t h e  "increased business", t h e  board 
dec ided  to m e e t  twice weekly. T h e  
Saturday meetings were for the admission 
of paupers and Wednesday continued to 
be the appointed day for "transaction of 
business". (74) 

T h e  minute book recorded little 
dissent among board members. Divisions 
among members .were more evident in 
newspaper reports. Given the numbers of 
guardians on the board, it would appear 
t h a t  b u s i n e s s  w a s  c o n d u c t e d  in a 
remarkably amicable way. Occasionally 
t h e  guardians express  overt political 
opinions. In August, 1846, the guardians 
adopted a resolution proposed by Mayor 
Ryan and seconded by James Kelly M.P. 
for repeal of the Union. In adopting the 
resolution unanimously, the  board "... 
deplore(d) any dissension tha t  have 
occurred in the meetings of the repeal 
association".(75) The board also recorded 
their approval of Daniel O'Connell by 
expressing their  confidence in t h e  
"wisdom, ability, and integrity of our  
veteran leader and liberator".(76) 

A resolution was adopted and for- 
w a r d e d  t o  t h e  L o r d  L i e u t e n a n t  i n  

September, 1846, calling on him to open 
the food depots for sale of Indian meal as 
the "price of food (had) advanced too high 
for  t h e  purchase of t h e  poor  in con- 
sequence of private enterprise".(77) This 
contrasted with a resolution of June, 1846, 
when Robert Peel was still Prime Minister. 
The guardians expressed "their gratitude 
to  t h e  government  for  their  timely, 
benevolent,  and wise i n t e r f e r e n c e h  
procuring for her majesty's Irish subjects 
a large and cheap supply of healthy fob8 
for the poorn.(78) During June and July, 
1846, Limerick depot sold 500 tons of 
Indian meal per  week.(79) Another  
resolution was adopted in March, 1847, 
"praying for government aid by way of 
loans to railway companies".(8@ In July, 
1847, a petition was sent to parliament "for 
the loan of £500,000 to carry on the Great 
Southern and Western Railway".@l) Notice 
of a motion from Mr Hannan "to have a 
petition (sent) to the House of Commons 
from this board in favour of tenant right" 
was rejected by the chair on the grounds 
that it had nothing to do with the business 
of the union.(a2) 

Occasionally the minutes record that 
the guardians were aware of happenings 
and precedents  in o ther  unions. A 
resolution was adopted without a division 
in October, 1846, that "if the workhouse is 
full, then the Guardians (are) to provide 
one meal a day for paupers who provide 
le t t e r s  of recommendation from t h e  
clergy".(83) It was noted in the minutes that 
this practice was already carried out in 
Cork Union. 

Attendance by guardians a t  board 
meetings was discussed in March, 1847, 
against t h e  backdrop of t h e  proposed 
changes in the ex-officio membership of 
the board by the new relief act. Captain 
Kane moved a motion tha t  t h e  board 
should "express their disapprobation"(s4) of 
the proposed changes. A list of attendance 
was read which emphasised that ex-officio 
members  were poor at tendees.  T h e  
resolution was carried by a majority of 10 
votes. Ironically Kane was an ex-officio 
member of the board. Magistrates were 
eligible for nomination as ex-officio board 
members, but could also be elected to the 
board. O'Brien points out that in 1843, 
only 41 of the 130 boards did not have an 
elected magistrate.@5) It would appear that 
the concerns of Captain Kane lay in the 
potential for domination of boards by ex- 
officios rather  than t h e  actual effect. 
Elections to the Board of Guardians were 
generally uncontested. T h e  urban  
electoral districts were divided into wards 
with normally two guardians elected for 
each ward. Only Patrickswell electoral 
district was contested in March, 1847. 
Only on one occasion were all guardians 
present at a board meeting. The occasion 
w a s  t h e  a p p o i n t m e n t  of r e l i e v i n g  
officers.(86) This would seem to suggest 
that the guardians were anxious to have 
the i r  own favourites confirmed a s  
relieving officers. 

Despite the poor attendance records of 
many guardians, others were quite vigilant 
in their attendance and vocal in their  



participation. William Monsell (Tervoe) 
and Thomas Devitt (Cappamore) were 
among the  most regular guardians a t  
board meetings over the period 1846 to 
1848. More expressive of the guardians 
compassion was the decision of William 
Monsell to purchase meal for the work- 
house when the union had insufficient 
funds in February, 1847.@7) The following 
month Monsell brought before the board 
"samples of stocking made by the poor in 
Tervoe". The board subsequently made an 
order for the purchase of the stockings. 

Despite their apparent benevolence the 
guardians actions for the most part did not 
conflict with the ideology of the day. In 
May, 1847, only six weeks after deaths in 
the workhouse had peaked at 108, "ten 
boys whose paren ts  were  out  of t h e  
workhouse were discharged". In April 
1847 the guardians sought information of 
the  whereabouts of a 12 year old boy, 
Patrick Creighton "for absconding with 
workhouse clothing". 

The workhouse capacity was extended 
to nearly 2,500 by early 1847. Without 
doubt ,  t h e  admissions of nearly 300 
paupers per week at the peak of the crisis, 
the acceleration of the fever crisis, and the 
financial problems of collecting the rates, 
must have contributed to chaotic scenes in 
the workhouse. In these circumstances 
one may argue that the  guardians had 
little time to record their dismay in the 
minute book. 

Nor were  t h e  guard ians  t h e  only 
parties to remain silent on the mounting 
dea ths  in 1847. Nei ther  Catholic o r  
Protestant chaplaincy copcerns seem to 
have been l-aik& PerH@s this reflected 
their helplessness and fatalism at  the  
mounting crisis. The assistant Catholic 
chaplain attended the board in July, 1847, 
"to complain of indecent language to 
females by the laundry workman" and that 
t h e  l aundry  workman "put  in  ( the)  
inmates hands books which he  as  Roman 
Catholic chaplain would not place in the 
hands of any of the people of his religious 
profession". This apparent pedantic action 
in the surroundings of death and hardship 
may be illustrative of how little the clergy 
could do in the circumstances. It may also 
be an illustration of the petty mind of a 
local priest. 

The  financial situation of the union was 
precarious throughout the famine years. 
The  union was financed by a local rate 
w h i c h  w a s  s t r u c k  i n  M a r c h  a n d  
September of each year. T h e  rate was 
struck on the basis of the value of property 
and t h e  number  of paupers  in t h e  
workhouse from each electoral district. 
The net annual value of the property rated 
in the union for 1847 was £206,861. 

The 1851 census provides a backup to 
the suggestion that Limerick City acted as 
a magnet in the famine years for those 
seeking work, food, or simply admission 
to the workhouse. The union geographical 
structure was revised in 1850 and two 

electoral districts, Crecora and Fedamore, 
were ceded to the new Croom Union. As 
part of the restructuring, the number of 
electoral districts was doubled to 34. 
Hence a direct comparison of population 
change within the union between 1841 and 
1851 is not possible. 

However, Limerick City, alone of the 
electoral districts within the  Limerick 
Union, in 1851 recorded a population 
increase between 1841 and 1851. The city 
population increased by 16.3 percent over 
the decade. Overall the union population 
declined from 129,527 to 110,628, or by 
14.6 percent which puts into context the 
rise in Limerick City population. T h e  
population decline was even more 
dramatic in the Clare electoral districts 
within the Limerick Union. Population fell 
from 28,262 in 1841 to 16,483 in 1851, or 
by 41.7 percent. The dramatic decline in 
population in t h e  Clare dis t r ic ts  was 
comparative with the Scarriff Union and 
illustrates how different regions within the 
same union fared during the famine years. 

The  financial state of the union was 
repeatedly brought to the attention of the 
guardians throughout the famine years. In 
November, 1846, Councillor Devitt stated 
that "if the entire amount of the present 
rate was paid up that only £1,500 would 
remain to provide for the paupers, the  
expenses now exceeding £500 a week".@@ 
A loan was secured by the board from the 
National Bank for £2,089 at 5 percent "to 
meet the claims of contractors and weekly 
disbursements".@9) An Extraordinary 
G e n e r a l  M e e t i n g  w a s  h e l d  on  2 1  
November, 1846, in order to strike a new 
rate, to consider the financial state of the 
union, and to discuss overcrowding in the 
 workhouse.@^ 

T h e  guardians meeting in the  first 
week of March, 1847, was met  by a 
delegation of rate payers of Richmond 
ward led by merchant William Roche, who 
urged t h e  guardians to postpone t h e  
striking of a rate for the arrears of 1846 
and 1847. The timing of the meeting was 
significant since an Amendment Bill to the 
Poor Law was about to be introduced to 
the House of Parliament. It was drawn to 
the guardians attention that there were 
two loans outstanding, one to the Loan 
Commissioners for £3,746 and the other to 
t h e  National B a n k  of £2,089. T h e  
delegation urged the guardians to have 
the outstanding rates collected "by all the 
means at their disposal".@l) Following a 
discussion it was agreed to strike a rate 
the following week. In the meantime Mr 
Monsell and Mr Honan "arranged to keep 
t h e  house  for  t h e  weekH.(92) By June  
contractors' claims for payment could not 
be  met and it was pointed out that the 
rural districts refused to pay the tax. The 
mayor reported in August, 1847, that of 
the £8,783 levied on the Limerick urban 
division £1,600 remained uncollected. 
Matters were more serious for the rural 
districts where of £10,800 levied, £9,800 
remained uncollected.(93) A deputation of 
city ratepayers  met  t h e  board in 
September as it was about to strike a rate 
and again appealed for a deferral.cg4) 

The question of non-payment of rates 
by the rural districts was discussed at the 
board meeting attended by a large number 
of g u a r d i a n s  i n  t h e  l a s t  w e e k  of 
September. It was proposed by Mr Croker 
(Ballinagarde) that a new rate should not 
b e  s t ruck  until all t h e  a r rears  were 
collected in the rural districts. Following a 
detailed discussion of t h e  financial 
fortunes of the union, Mr Croker mod$ied 
his proposal that a new rate should not be 
struck until December. The proposal u[m 
carried by 22 votes to 14.(95) 

Pay for rate collectors was the subject 
of much discussion at  board meetings. 
Commission was periodically reviewed 
and restructured. In March, 1847, the rate 
for the city collector was set at 4d in the £ 
for the first four months, thereafter 2d in 
the E for the next two months. For the 
rural collectors the rate was 8d in the £ for 
the first four months, thereafter 4d in the 
2. (96) Given the state of the union funds it is 
plausible to suggest that the commission 
was structured to encourage collectors to 
bring in the rates as  soon as possible. The 
differential between city and rural rates 
may have been a n  indication of t h e  
problems encountered in collecting the 
rural rates. The guardians appealed to the 
commissioners in April, 1847, that due to 
the large arrears "we find it impossible to 
get proper persons to c~llect"(~n and called 
on the commissioners to take necessary 
steps to ensure collection of the rate. 

Rate collectors were appointed for the 
electoral divisions. Appointment to the 
post was made by the board and secured 
by depositing independent sureties with 
the clerk of the union. The examination of 
t h e  accounts  of t h e  rate  collectors 
dominated many of the weekly meetings. 
The  board resolved to proceed against 
collectors McNamara, Daly, and Frost "for 
monies  due  a s  collectors, and o ther  
collectors b e  warned tha t  payments 
outs tanding should b e  paid within a 
fortnight7'.@8) Periodically motions were 
proposed o r  amendments  accepted 
concerning the salaries of rate collectors. 
A notice of a motion to increase the city 
collector's salary from 7d to 9d in the  
pound was received by t h e  chair  in 
September,  1846.(99) Two weeks la ter  
notice of a motion was received to block 
the proposed increase in poundage.('00) On 
the same day the rural collectors lodged a 
request for an increase in their poundage 
to 1s in the pound.(lo1) Notice of a motion 
from Mr  Frost  was then  received to 
rescind the resolution for an increase in 
t h e  city collectors' remuneration.(lo2) 
Following the pay rise for Mr Hackett (city 
rate collector), there was a notable rise in 
t h e  amount of rates  submitted to  t h e  
union, with £1,178 being paid into the 
union in October  by M r  Hackett.(ln3) 
O'Neill c i tes  t h e  power of t h e  r a t e  
collectors who "seized far in excess of the 
rates due and at Feakle, County Limerick, 
ratepayers whose property was distraned 
actually died of 

With t h e  approval of t h e  Relief 
Extension Act which provided for outdoor 
rel ief  in M a r c h ,  1847, much  of t h e  



guardians time was directed towards 
setting up a new administrative system. A 
relieving officer was appointed to each 
electoral district (3 for Limerick City) at a 
salary ranging from £45 to £52 per annum. 
Each officer was expected "to reside in the 
district for which he will have to act, (and) 
to give up his entire time to the duties of 
the office".(l05) 

The  first serious health hazard in 1846 
occurred among female inmates, whom 
the medical officers stated had contacted 
Ophthalmia "of a bad character".(10@ The 
Board of Guardians were informed that 
hospital accommodation was insufficient 
for the inmates and consequently one of 
t h e  gir ls  dormitories was opened to 
accommodate those affected. E. Margaret 
Crawford points out that there was some 
confusion during the famine years over 
the diagnosis, with xerophthalmia being 
mistaken for ~phthalmia.(~On Ophthalmia 
is an infection of the eye, while xeroph- 
thalmia is a condition caused by absence 
of vitamin A in the diet, which if untreated 
can lead to blindness. Since new milk is 
rich in vitamin A which could be found in 
the milk diet of the poor before the failure 
of the  famine, it seems likely that  the  
wrong diagnosis was recorded in t h e  
minute books. It  would appear  likely 
therefore, that the new milk provided to 

the infirm in 1846 was absent from the diet 
of some classes of the workhouse until the 
diet  was revised in December,  1846. 
Surprisingly, the matter is not referred to 
again despite the apparent seriousness of 
the  outbreak. Christine Kineally lists 
Limerick Union a s  one of t h e  unions 
where the disease was more prevalent.(lO@ 
Crawford points to the diseases preval- 
ence in t h e  la ter  famine years  in t h e  
workhouses in the south and west.(log) 
However, August,  1846, was t h e  only 
occasion from June, 1846, to June, 1848, 
when the illness was mentioned in the 
Limerick minutes. 

Fever was a recurrent theme in the 
minute book. Barrington's Hospital was 
opened to fever patients in January,  
1847.(l1°) A medical report recommended 
that "a shed" for 300 fever patients be built 
alongside t h e  north west boundary 
wall.(Il1) T h e  master reported in June, 
1847,  t h a t  t h e  a d m i s s i o n  of f e v e r  
convalescents from St. John's Hospital to 
t h e  workhouse "tends to  keep up  t h e  
d i s e a s e  a m o n g  inrnatesm.("2) T h e  
persistence of fever in February, 1847, 
resulted in the milk supply to the able 
bodied being replaced by "treacle in order 
that the sick and children have (a) supply 
of milk.(lL3) 

The guardians established a number of 
temporary fever hospitals under  t h e  
Temporary Fever Act 1846.(l14) In May, 
1847, the Board of Guardians received a 

A view of Barrington's Hospital from the Irishtown. 

~ a s t l e c o n n e r  "praying that  a fever 
hospital should not b e  establ ished 
there".cn5) Perhaps the opposition was 
based on the grounds of the contagious 
nature of fever which swept the country in 
1847. At t h e  following weekly board 
meeting it was resolved "to establish a 
temporary field hospital at Coolaree, for 
the  district of Castleconnell under the 
superintendence of Dr O'Ri~rdan".("~) 
Other  field hospitals were erected a t  
Cappamore and Kilokennedy. In early 
June there were 112 paupers applying for 
admission to the workhouse, "principally 
persons who were ei ther  in fever o r  
h a d  b e e n  d i s c h a r g e d  f rom t h e  ci ty  
hospital".(fl7) A recommendation was 
adopted in August, 1847, that "from this 
day forward no more people with fever or 
dysentery (were to) be admitted to the 
workhouse hospitals".(ll@ The master was 
then ordered "to remove patients now 
i n  t h e  w o r k h o u s e  t o  B a r r i n g t o n s  
Hospital". (119) 

Workhouse staff occasionally fell sick. 
A letter was read into the minutes from a 
nurse "now ill, (with) no means to support 
herself'.(120) She was allowed to remain in 
t h e  workhouse for two months "after 
which she be allowed £ l  1s. to go home to 
Belfast". In February, 1847, the guardians 
applied to the Christian Brothers for a 
person to act as  a schoolmaster during the 
illness of the incumbent schoolmaster. 
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T h e  f i rs t  reports  of death a t  t h e  
guardians weekly meetings occurred in 
December, 1846. The workhouse statistics 

the rise in deaths. From mid- 
December, 1846, to the mid-May, 1847, 
deaths exceeded 20 each week, almost 
every week, and peaked at 108 in the week 
ended 10 April, 1847. Thereafter  t h e  
deaths declined rapidly and stabilised 
around a dozen deaths per week from late- 
May, 1847, to the end of the year. 

The hospital statistics are rudimentary 
and inconsistent, only breaking patients 
into a few basic groups. From June, 1846, 
until the middle of November, 1846, there 
are only two categories in the hospital, 
those  "sick in hospital" and "fever" 
patients.  In t h e  th ree  month period 
September to  November, 1846, fever 
patients stabilise around the mid-twenties. 
By Autumn t h e  change  in hospital 
numbers is dramatic, best exemplified by 
the fact that a t  the end of October 105 
inmates were hospitalised. Within two 
weeks there were 526 inmates in hospital. 
So explosive was this change, that for two 
ou t  of t h e  four weeks in November/ 
December no hospital records were kept. 
T h i s  would s e e m  t o  i n d i c a t e  h o w  
overwhelmed the authorities were by the 
proceedings. ?'he medical report  in 
January, 1847, s ta ted tha t  "due to 
insufficient hospital accommodation some 
of the infant children died in the nursery 
and dormitories.(l27) 

By mid-November, 1846, those "sick, 
not confined to bed", and those "sick in 
inform wards" had grown enormously. By 
the end of November, 1846, 194 patients 
were not confined to bed. This category 
peaked by early January at 350 and then 
gradually declined to 150 by early April. 
By t h e  end of November, 1846, 221 
patients were sick in the infirm wards. 
This category remained remarkably stable 
over the next six months. It peaked in mid- 
February at 263 and gradually declined to 
216 by early April, 1847. It is tempting to 
suggest that the reason for this stability 
could have been tha t  t h e  old in t h e  
workhouse contributed to  t h e  death 
statistics in large proportions. 

Fever in the workhouse was not a new 
experience. Records for 1844 and 1845 
recorded  fever  a s  "prevalent  in t h e  
workhouse". T h e  minute book for the  
famine period did not distinguish between 
the two strains of fever, namely typhus 
fever and relapsing fever. However, one 
may assume that relapsing fever was more 
prevalent in the workhouse since it was 
more common among the  lower social 
classes.(122) 

T h e  number of patients with fever 
gradually increased from t h e  end  of 
November, 1846, to the end of January, 
1847, when those patients with fever was 
95. Thereafter the increase is  far more 
dramatic. By mid-February, 1847, fever 
patients were 150. By mid-March t h e  
figures suggest an epidemic within the 
workhouse and fever numbers peaked in 
April, 1847, with 690 patients in the fever 
wards. Thereafter the figures dropped 
dramatically and by late-October fever had 

been eliminated from the  workhouse. 
However, the figures are misleading since 
no records have survived for  t h e  
temporary fever hospitals established 
throughout the union. 

The highest weekly death figures were 
recorded on 10 April, 1847, a t  108, one 
week after the  numbers  of those with 
fever peaked at 690. This was not unusual 
for workhouses during "Black 1847". The 
number of deaths in the workhouses was 
highest in April, 1847, when one fortieth of 
the inmates in workhouses died in one 
week.(123) The  accompanying tables are  
illustrative of the chaos which must have 
existed in Limerick Workhouse in early- 
1847. On a number  of occasions t h e  
records were incomplete or the authorities 
revised the method of recording hospital 
statistics. Average weekly deaths fell to 
near pre-famine totals in the second half of 
1847, but then rose again towards the end 
of the year. 

Ominously, a contract price was agreed 
with P. Hurley for the supply of coffins in 
January, 1847.(124) By April the guardians 
commented on the "crowded state of (the) 
churchyard where paupers (are) being 
buried"(l25) and a resolution was adopted 
which provided two shillings for  Rev 
Moore for  each corpse buried in S t  
Patrick's churchyard since 25 March. The 
resolution was rescinded within a 
month.(l2Q The master later reported that 
t h e  paupers  could not b e  buried in 
Kilquane churchyard " through t h e  
interference of parishioners".(l2n By May 
the absence of an adequate burial ground 
was a ser ious concern. T h e  master  
reported that any of the dead paupers not 
removed by relatives in the last eight days 
had to remain uninterred "as h e  is not 
allowed to bury t h e m  in any of t h e  
churchyards about".(128) Consequently a 
decision was made to inter the corpses on 
workhouse land and 20 perches of 
w o r k h o u s e  land  w e r e  c o n s e c r a t e d  
a s  a burial ground.(l29) T h e  difficulty 
surrounding burials was settled when the 
guardians purchased an acre of ground 
adjoining Killalee churchyard.(130) T h e  
purchase of t h e  s i te  was made  from 
Alderman Walnutt, Poor Law Guardian 
and presiding chairman of the Poor Law 
Guardians, on the date of purchase. 

It seems extraordinary that reference to 
d e a t h  i n  t h e  w o r k h o u s e  i s  a l m o s t  
negligible in the minute book. Even when 
deaths peaked at 108 per week in April, 
1847, the guardians remained quiescent 
on the matter. However, one should be  
careful of using hindsight or 20th century 
values to judge the guardians. 

The lack of comment on the deaths in 
the workhouse perhaps displays a sense of 
detachment, which may have resulted 
f r o m  a n  i n a b i l i t y  t o  c o n f r o n t  t h e  
magnitude of the disaster. This was not 
unique to Limerick Union guardians. 
Mary E. Daly comments that by 1847 the 
British Government had washed its hands 
of the crisis, by making Irish property 

responsible for Irish poverty. 'The loss of 
interest was not unique to the  govern- 
ment, most charitable agencies suffered a 
similar lack of stamina, but it suggests a 
callous indifference to continuing death 
and suffering once the novelty of the Irish 
Famine had worn off'.(131) By June, 1847, 
local press reportage of the board meeting 
was similar to reports of a year previously, 
indicating a loss of interest among the 
literate classes  despi te  t h e  levels of 
hardship in the country. 'There were only 
eight guardians present, and there was no 
business of the slightest interest".(13" On a 
national level t h e  infamous Gregory 
clause, which prohibited relief to those 
holding more than 114 acre was hardly 
commented on by Irish M.P.s. 

T h e  Board of Guardians were pre- 
occupied in the latter half of 1846 with an 
accommodation crisis which threatened to 
engulf the workhouse administration. I 
would suggest that it was to their credit 
that the workhouse remained open until 
the  end of 1847 despite the  accommo- 
dation crisis.  By January, 1847, t h e  
numbers of paupers in the workhouse was 
almost 2,800. One can only imagine what 
the conditions were like for the paupers in 
the workhouse, which was originally built 
to accommodate 1,600. 

In t h e  absence of contemporary 
accounts of life and indeed death in the 
workhouse in 1847, the statistics appear a 
harsh commentary on the  lives of the  
hundreds who died in the first months of 
1847. James Donnelly has commented that 
Limerick County experienced low excess 
mortality ra tes  in t h e  period 1846-51 
despite its proximity to the worst affected 
a reas  of t h e  sou th  and west  of t h e  
country.(133) Indeed this may be so, union 
workhouses in close proximity to Limerick 
city, such a s  Rathkeale, Kilrush, and 
Scariff, appeared from contemporary 
accounts  to  have suffered appalling 
vicissitudes. Fortunately however we are 
not in t h e  business of comparing and 
quantifying levels of suffering and death. I 
hope my work will in some small way 
commemorate the unfortunate lives and 
deaths of Limerick Workhouse paupers 
during the Great Famine. 
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