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Foreword 

 

We may all be glad that the pandemic seems to be nearing an end, but its impact on 

our lives and work will remain for some time. The closure of our archives, museums 

and libraries has prevented the basic work of delving into the historical record, which 

in turn has held up the dissemination of this research to the public. How easy it was 

to take for granted access to collections and institutions. The crisis should remind us 

that our librarians, archivists and curators are essential to what we do as historians, 

relying on them to provide basic access as well as facilitating the use of collections 

through their careful sorting and cataloguing of materials. Digitisation has helped to 

provide ease of access to some collections. As many of the articles published in this 

volume indicate, it is possible to rely on certain electronic resources to answer 

particular research questions.  

It is always a pleasure to see History Studies produced year-after-year, and to 

observe the seamless transfer of the editorship to a new team. I am delighted to 

welcome and to congratulate Helene Haak and Barbara Watts on the publication of 

this, their first volume, and the twenty-second in the series. Through their careful 

stewardship, they have enticed contributions from a wide range of young scholars, 

eager to see their research published and engaged with. The editorship of the journal 

should not be underestimated, given the time it takes to review submissions, liaise 

with contributors, and the entire editing and printing process, let alone the annual 

obligation to raise money for its publication. In this regard, I join with the editors in 



 iii 

acknowledging and thanking the President of the University, Professor Kerstin Mey, 

Vice-President for Research, Dr Noralee Kennedy, and the Dean of the Faculty of 

Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, Professor Shane Kilcommins, for their 

continued support of History Studies.  

Lastly, I congratulate each of the nine contributors for submitting articles to 

the journal. I have enjoyed reading them, as I think will most readers.  

Dr David Fleming 

Head, Department of History 

University of Limerick  
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Editorial 

 

Change, often the focus of historical research, allows societies to reflect on their 

values, norms, laws, hierarchies and aspirations. Nothing has shown the importance 

of and ability to change more clearly than the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Difficult as it may have been, people all over the world have changed the ways they 

socialise, work, travel and communicate, impacting life both negatively and 

positively. Following last year’s theme of ‘in times of crisis’, volume 22, explores the 

concept of ‘pushing the boundaries’. Submissions were invited to investigate the 

power of change, the difficulties inherent to change and the reactions towards those 

who challenged the status quo. The result is an eclectic collection of nine essays in an 

issue that brings together the writing of current research students and recent graduates, 

representing five universities spread across Canada, Ireland and Wales. Topics are far 

reaching in time and genre. While the concept of ‘pushing the boundaries’ is, for 

some, a positive term, seeing its inclusiveness of community opinions, for others, 

boundaries have been pushed past the limits of understanding. 

The sequence of the articles, moving from individuals to groups, and from the 

local to the international, suggest that pushing the boundaries can be realised in many 

facets of society in a myriad of ways. Beginning with the individual, Huw Thomas 

Davies’ article focuses on mental health. By applying a micro-history approach in 

studying the personal life of a woman convicted of infanticide in nineteenth-century 

Wales, the article demonstrates how pushing the boundaries of societal norms affects 

individuals, families and local communities. Áine Whelan examines the potential of 
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the Viking triangle in Waterford city as a space in which the boundaries of public 

history can and should be pushed to allow for greater inclusion and local ownership 

of cultural heritage. Padraig Hogan reclaims the involvement of women during the 

Irish revolutionary period, investigating how they challenged gender roles with their 

activities and occupied central roles in organising and aiding the insurgent efforts. 

Similarly, Sadie Gilker investigates local communities in Belfast, assessing how 

parading causes violence and unrest in areas where the boundaries of sectarian and 

national identity and remembrance meet. Rural folklore in County Donegal is the 

subject of Megan MacAuley’s article, which explores how individuals and 

communities displayed agency by going beyond the bounds of medical treatment and 

religious practices by employing folklore and superstition. Moving on to County 

Offaly, Tara O’Brien contributes to an understanding of the experiences of youth 

labour in rural Ireland and how young people’s work was appreciated differently, 

depending on their gender. Extending further into the global community, Claire 

McCormick sheds light on the reasons German Palatines decided to emigrate at the 

beginning of the eighteenth century, settling in Ireland, England and America. Fiachra 

Mahony investigates the impact of language in the writings of Irish nationalist John 

Mitchel to inspire change and revolution, while Martine Brennan explains the ways 

in which public history can help democratise history by investigating Irish 

participation in the Trans-Atlantic slave trade.  

Editing a journal takes time, resources and effort. Many people contributed to 

the success of History Studies Volume 22 and deserve thanks and acknowledgement. 

Dr David Fleming, Head of the History Department, University of Limerick, provided 

support, advice and feedback during the production of this issue. As a founding editor 

of the journal, Dr Fleming has continuously supported its editors and we gratefully 
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acknowledge the financial contribution he granted on behalf of the History 

Department. We are also grateful to Prof. Norelee Kennedy, Vice President for 

Research, and Dr Niamh NicGhabhann, Assistant Dean of Research in the Faculty of 

Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, for their generous financial contributions. The 

editors appreciated the friendly assistance offered by Anne Marie O’Donnell and 

former editors, Maelle LeRoux, Tracy McCarthy and Milena Cosentino. We extend 

our gratitude to the President of the University of Limerick, Professor Kerstin Mey, 

and to the Executive Dean of the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 

Professor Shane Kilcommins. This volume would not exist without the hard work of 

our authors, whose prompt responses, ability to meet deadlines and collaboration we 

appreciate.   

Helene Haak  

Barbara Ann Watts  
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‘Horrible infanticides’, Mary Hughes, 1819-73: a microhistorical and 

prosopographic re-evaluation of a medical, social and legal case 

 

Huw Thomas Davies 

 

 

Mary Hughes crossed several physical, ethical, social and behavioural boundaries 

with an act of infanticide. Her case was lost in the crime statistics of the period and 

this microhistorical study illuminates the treatment patients endured. The evidence 

gathered was presented for evaluation and reassessment by a current practising 

psychiatrist, Doctor Ceri Evans to ascertain whether a different view of Mary Hughes 

could be established. A very basic entry in the 1841 England and Wales Census 

revealed two unremarkable individuals, with a ten-year-old female servant, living in 

a property in Llanybydder, Carmarthenshire.1 Age, gender, occupation and the fact 

that they were born outside of Carmarthenshire were the only details that could be 

gathered. Newspaper reports linked the family to an event using expressions such as 

‘Llanybydder Murders’, ‘Horrible Infanticides by a Mother’, ‘unfortunate victims’, 

‘atrocity of the act’, ‘Murder of Three Children’, ‘cold blooded’, ‘appallingly 

dreadful’ and ‘villainous’.2 The Welshman, in its their Friday edition, stated that they 

had ‘just learned the particulars of a horrible tragedy which occurred on Wednesday, 

at Llanybydder in this county, involving no less than three murders’.3 

 
1 David Hughes household, Census of England and Wales 1841, Llanybydder, Carmarthenshire (The 

National Archives, TNAHO107/1380/22/9/10). 
2 The Welshman, 30 Apr., 7 May 1847; Pembrokeshire Herald and General Advertiser, 7 May 1847; 

North Wales Chronicle and Advertiser for the Principality, 11 May 1847. 
3 The Welshman, 30 Apr. 1847. 
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István M. Szijártó’s work outlined the benefits of studying an event, place or 

person in microscopic detail and noted the well-known work by Carlo Ginzberg that 

used microhistory to study an Italian miller from the sixteenth century.4 The approach 

in this study was a thorough investigation of individuals, providing a contrasting 

perspective as compared with methodologies which study social groups, leading 

characters, states and nations. A microhistorical study could provide answers to the 

larger historical questions. William Blake is often quoted in relation to the concept 

that an individual can ‘see a world in a grain of sand’.5 Szijártó stated that, ‘[f]or 

microhistorians, people who lived in the past are not merely puppets on the hands of 

great underlying forces of history, but they are regarded as active individuals, 

conscious actors’.6 Richard D. Brown suggested that ‘The glory of microhistory lies 

in its power to recover and reconstruct past events by exploring and connecting a wide 

range of data sources so as to produce a contextual, three-dimensional, analytic 

narrative in which actual people as well as abstract forces shape events’.7  

Child murder was not uncommon in the Victorian age. Ann R. Higginbotham 

has written that the subject of infanticide has been discussed by numerous historians 

and the Victorians, in particular, viewed it with alarm and horror. The statement of a 

surgeon, Thomas Wakley, is quoted in 1844 as saying ‘child murder was going on to 

a frightful, to an enormous, a perfectly incredible extent’.8 Emma Butcher recorded 

the ‘scene of great excitement aroused by the murder of a child by its drunken mother’ 

 
4 István M. Szijártó and Sigurður Gylfi Magnússon, What is microhistory? Theory and practice 

(Oxford, 2013), p. 5; Carlo Ginzburg, The cheese and the worms: the cosmos of a sixteenth-century 

miller (Baltimore, 2013). 
5 William Blake, ‘Auguries of innocence’ (www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43650/auguries-of-

innocence) (13 July 2021). 
6 Szijártó & Magnússon, What is microhistory?, p. 5. 
7 Richard D. Brown, ‘Microhistory and the post-modern challenge’ in Peter Burke (ed.), New 

perspectives on historical writing (Cambridge, 1991), p. 18. 
8 Thomas Wakley cited in A. R. Higginbotham, ‘Sin of the age: infanticide and illegitimacy in 

Victorian London’ in Victorian Studies, xxii, no. 3 (1989), p. 319. 
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in Lammonby, Cumberland in 1845.9 The contributions to Mark Jackson’s edited 

collection of case studies on the subject of infanticide discuss the issue in terms of 

illegitimacy, concealed pregnancies and the lack of family support. Many of the 

examples refer to the crime in terms of single women.10 A thorough examination of a 

case can assist historians to better understand what led to tragic events of this kind, 

criminality and the compassion of society. Modern day judges differentiate between 

a defence based on diminished responsibility, where the accused may have 

experienced a series of events and consequent depression, and infanticide which 

resulted solely as a result of childbirth. By gathering the evidence, it may be possible 

to better understand the medical condition suffered by the subject of this study, Mary 

Hughes in Llanybydder. 

The sad but sensational story of Mary Hughes was recorded by two ballad 

singers, who would have read about the tragedy in the Welsh medium press. Penned 

in 1847 by Ywain Meirion from Bala, Merionethshire, the ballad told the tale of the 

events in Llanybydder. As a ballad composer, publisher and singer, Ywain Meirion 

travelled extensively across the country and the twenty verses of Can Alarus 

(Mournful Song) would have been heard in fairs, markets and concerts. The verses 

provide a great deal of detail, local knowledge and perspective on the tragedy and 

include biblical references from the children’s funeral: ‘A anghofia gwraig ei phlentyn 

sugno, neu fam blentyn ei chroth? Fe allant hwy anghofio, ond nid anghofiaf fi di’ 

(Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she 

 
9 Emma Butcher, ‘A most “barbarous and revolting murder”’, available at History Today (2015) 

(www.historytoday.com/most-barbarous-and-revolting-murder) (29 Jan. 2020). 
10 Mark Jackson (ed.), Infanticide: historical perspectives on child murder and concealment, 1550-

2000 (Ashgate, 2002). 
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has borne?).11 Another ballad by Dafydd Dywyll recounts the story of Mary Hughes: 

‘Cân newydd yn rhoddi hanes y mwrdrad echryslon a gyflawnwyd gan Mary Hughes, 

trwy grogi tri o'i phlant, yn Llanybydder, sir Gaerfyrddin, ar ddydd Mercher, yr 28ain 

o Ebrill 1847’ (‘A new song giving the history of the dreadful murder by Mary Hughes 

achieved by strangling three of her children, in Llanybydder, Carmarthenshire, on 

Wednesday, 28 April 1847’).12 

Farmer’s daughter Mary Hughes and her husband David, son of a ‘victualler’, 

a person licensed to sell alcohol, were recorded at Penpontbren, Llanybydder in the 

1841 census, following their marriage at Saint Peter’s Parish Church, Llanybydder on 

4 September 1840.13 David Hughes’s father, publican John Hughes was the tenant 

proprietor of the Carrier’s Arms, the location of a tragic event in 1847 covered by the 

newspapers in Wales and far afield. John Hughes ran the small public house, on the 

road to Llansawel, with his wife Mary Hughes (1786-1846), daughters Mary Hughes 

(1812-86) and Eleanor Evans, nee Hughes and grandson John Evans as noted in the 

1841 census.14 Mary and David Hughes had three known children, Mary (1841-7), 

Evan (1844-7) and Sarah (1846-7). The last of the children was recorded in a birth 

certificate, born on 28 April 1846, noting her father as David Hughes a ‘farmer’ and 

mother Mary Hughes, living at Cildougain, Llanybydder.15 Mary and Evan were both 

 
11 Ywain Meirion, ‘Can alarus: er cof am lofruddiaeth a gyflawnwyd gan Mary gwraig David 

Hughes, yn y Carrier's Arms, plwyf Llanybydder, swydd Caerfyrddin, Ebrill 28ain 1847, drwy grogi 

ei thri phlentyn, Mary, Evan, a Sarah ...’ (Aberystwyth, 1847) (The Roderic Bowen Library and 

Archives University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Special Collections, 669218977); NIV Isaiah 

49:15. 
12 Dafydd Dywyll ‘Cân newydd yn rhoddi hanes y mwrdrad echryslon a gyflawnwyd gan Mary 

Hughes, trwy grogi tri o'i phlant, yn Llanybydder, sir Gaerfyrddin, ar ddydd Mercher, yr 28ain o 

Ebrill 1847’ (1847) (National Library of Wales, MMS 99190682702419).  
13 David Hughes household, Census of England and Wales 1841, Llanybydder, Carmarthenshire (The 

National Archives, TNAHO107/1380/22/9/10); Marriage of David Hughes and Mary Evans, 4 Sep. 

1840 (General Registration Office, 27/467). 
14 John Hughes household, Census of England and Wales 1841, Llanybydder, Carmarthenshire (The 

National Archives, TNA HO107/1380/22/32/1). 
15 Birth of Sarah Hughes, Apr./May/June 1846 (General Registration Office, 27/54); There is no 

record of this property in any census or tithe return. 
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baptised on 5 January 1845 at the parish church.16 There was no record of a baptism 

for the third child, Sarah. Mary Hughes thought she was pregnant with a fourth child 

during the Summer of 1846 and on meeting her father, Evan Evans, at the Llanybydder 

Fair, explained that she had lost the child and that her circumstances were generally 

reduced.17 Her father had supported her financially but was angry with her and refused 

to do anything else for her. At Allhallows tide, on Saturday 31 October 1846, Mary 

was reported missing for a day and a half. Morgan Davies of Caermalwns, reported 

that he found her naked at Blaenfridernen Pool attempting to drown herself. John 

Evans of Capel Iago Farm found Mary and her three children huddled in a ditch in 

February 1847. Russell Davies noted that, ‘As with madness, suicide reveals the fears 

and phobias, the stresses and anxieties, which traumatized and tortured Welsh 

people’.18 

Following his death on 20 November 1845, John Hughes’s daughter and 

grandson, Mary Hughes and John Evans took over the running of the Carrier’s Arms.19 

It was John Evans who was recorded as informant on the death certificate of his 

grandfather; the cause of death noted as ‘cancer not certified’ by Registrar James 

Evans, Glanduar Mill. Aunt and nephew held the licence for a few years, rather than 

John Hughes’s son, David, who, finding it difficult to earn a wage to provide for his 

wife and three young children, went off to find work in the ironworks of 

Glamorganshire and Monmouthshire on various occasions. This type of migration was 

not uncommon for many of the poorer classes in Llanybydder. His absence led to a 

 
16 Baptism of Mary and Evan Hughes, 5 Jan. 1845 (Carmarthenshire, Wales, Anglican Baptisms, 

Marriage and Burials, 1560-1994, Llanybydder, 238, 239), p. 30. 
17 The Welshman, 14 May 1847. 
18 Russell Davies, Hope and heartbreak: a social history of Wales and the Welsh, 1776-1871 

(Cardiff, 2005), p. 146. 
19 Death of John Hughes, 20 Nov. 1845 (General Registration Office, 27/35). 
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deterioration in the family’s ability to make ends meet. James Evans of Glanduar Mill, 

the District Relieving Officer for the Lampeter Union, was notified of their plight as 

a family.20 Mary Hughes was placed by him in the care of neighbour Mary Evans of 

Llwynrheol with 9d. a week allocated for her support from the Lampeter Union Board 

of Guardians. Mary Evans recounted that she locked Mary Hughes in a room when 

absent from her house, for her own safety. Destitute, Mary Hughes and her three 

children later moved to the Carrier’s Arms to live with her sister-in-law and nephew. 

Mary Hughes’s husband returned to the ironworks once more, leaving her in a 

distraught state on 13 April 1847. He had promised to send for her once he found 

suitable accommodation for the family. 

William Bell an itinerant Scottish ‘tea dealer’ had visited the Carrier’s Arms 

mid-morning of 28 April 1847 and found that Mary Hughes was not ‘sound of 

mind’.21 Later on that day Mary Hughes murdered, by hanging, her three children, 

Mary, Evan and Sarah Hughes at the Carrier’s Arms, sometime between midday and 

five o’clock. She had hoisted them up the ladder to the attic space one by one and used 

silk scarves tied together to hang the children from the collar roof beams. Her sister-

in-law, Mary Hughes, had left the Carrier’s Arms with her nephew John Evans at 

midday to visit Highmead Mansion, Llanwenog, the home of their landlord, Herbert 

Evans and his grandson Herbert Davies-Evans. On her return at seven o’clock, she 

found the front door locked and the key left under the door. She reported that she was 

suspicious on entering, called out three times to her sister-in-law and searched the 

house. She then left the house to enquire with a neighbour, Benjamin Jones of Bwlch 

Caermalwns, as to the whereabouts of her sister-in-law and children. Returning to the 

 
20 The Welshman, 30 Apr., 7, 14 May 1847; Illustrated London News, 24 July 1847; Y Diwygiwr, 1 

Aug. 1847; William Cunningham Glen (ed.), Shaw’s union officers’ manual duties (London, 1846). 
21 The Welshman, 7 May 1847. 
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house a second time, she went up the ladder to the attic space and found the three 

children hanging from the beams. She went back to get Benjamin Jones to report what 

she had found and he returned with Morgan Davies, armed with candles and a lantern. 

Taking down the bodies, they found the children to be cold and their faces and tongues 

a dark colour. 

Russell Grigg suggested incorrectly in his study that Mary Hughes had 

‘drowned herself’ following the infanticide.22 Witnesses reported that Mary Hughes 

had travelled nine miles to the north east towards Llanycrwys and stayed at Ty’n y 

Mynydd with William and Mary Davies. She arrived there at approximately five 

o’clock and stayed overnight until the early hours of 29 April 1847. Considering that 

there was no evidence she had travelled other than on foot, the time of the murders 

was narrowed to between midday and two o’clock (allowing three hours to cover the 

nine miles). Mary Hughes was seen next on 3 May 1847 another eight miles away by 

David Owens of Bwlch Pysgottwr and Evan Davies of Bryn Ambor, attempting to 

cross the largely inaccessible gorge Afon Pysgottwr in Llanddewi Brefi. They 

confronted her and handed her over to the custody of the Constable David Ajax of 

Esgair Main, Llanddewi Brefi.23 

While Mary Hughes roamed the countryside, an inquest was opened and 

adjourned at the Carrier’s Arms on 30 April 1847 by Talley Coroner Daniel Price. All 

three children were buried by the Unitarian Reverend Thomas Griffiths at Alltyblacca 

Chapel, Llanwenog on 3 May 1847, The Welshman reported: ‘Never was there such 

a solemn, heart-rending funeral witnessed in that part of the country’.24 Despite the 

 
22 Russell Grigg, ‘Infanticide in Wales, 1730 -1908’ in The Local Historian, xliv, no. 2 (2014), p. 

122. 
23 The Welshman, 7 May 1847. 
24 Ibid. 
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fact that the parents had been married and the children baptised in the established 

church, the burial some distance to the West of Llanybydder may have been an attempt 

to move the focus of attention on the family away from the immediate area or that a 

church burial was not possible. The death certificates issued four days after the burials 

by registrar James Evans and recording the informant as Daniel Price, the coroner, 

listed the cause of death as ‘Hanged by his/her mother in a fit of insanity’.25 

The inquest was reopened on Thursday, 6 May 1847 and Mary Hughes was 

kept in custody at Carmarthen County Goal by Chief Constable of the Rural Police of 

the County of Carmarthen, Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Andrew Scott and under the 

medical supervision of Doctor Henry Hamilton Bedwell.  In reviewing the evidence 

Coroner Daniel Price recorded his concern that, ‘Mary Hughes, the aunt, was 

contradicted by other witnesses as to the state of mind of Mary Hughes, the mother.’ 

The aunt’s picture of a contented family was in sharp contrast to the weight of 

evidence. If her evidence had been accepted the charge may well have been of 

deliberate and premeditated murder and the consequence for Mary Hughes could have 

been the death penalty. Most of her abnormal behaviour presented by other witnesses 

pointed to lunacy as a contributory factor to the infanticide.26 

Mary appeared on Wednesday, 12 May 1847 in front of the magistrates and 

justices of peace Daniel Prytherch, John Lloyd Price, Doctor Henry Lawrence and 

Grismond Phillips. The witnesses were the same individuals who gave testimony in 

the inquests and, after four hours’ deliberation, the accused was committed for trial to 

the assizes. The attendants watching over Mary Hughes were ordered to put her under 

close supervision, ‘in order to prevent the possibility of her inflicting any fatal injury 

 
25 Death of Mary, Evan and Sarah Hughes, Apr. 1847 (General Registration Office, 27/45). 
26 Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian Glamorgan Monmouth and Brecon Gazette, 8 May 1847. 
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on herself’.27 Her trial was recorded in detail and evidence was presented on her 

mental state when committing the crimes. To avoid the crowds that had gathered for 

her trial between 13 and 16 July 1847, she was smuggled into the packed courtroom 

by the governor of the Carmarthenshire County Gaol, George Stephens.28 Mary 

Hughes was described as ‘a pleasing looking middle-aged woman, although from her 

manner it was evident her mind was deranged’.29 She did not reply when she was 

called upon to plead to the indictment, even when requested to do so in Welsh. The 

trial centred only on the murder of the middle child, Evan Hughes, as a sample case. 

Doctor Henry Hamilton, Carmarthen County Gaol’s medical officer, pronounced her 

to be insane. It was reported, ‘The unfortunate creature still preserves the same quiet 

demeanour’. Consequently, the trial judge Sir Easterby Cresswell directed the jury to 

find her not guilty on grounds of lunacy and ordered her ‘to be detained in strict 

custody during Her Majesty’s Pleasure’.30 Mary Hughes was referred to as ‘Mary H.’ 

in the Commissioners’ Report for Prisons as the only insane woman in the gaol.31  

A modern-day consultant psychologist Doctor Ceri Evans, in considering 

Mary Hughes’s case, provided an insight into her ‘lunacy’. Evans suggests that at 

twenty-eight years old and following the birth of three surviving children, a depressive 

episode would not have been uncommon in a woman of her age and situation. This 

would not have been a moment of catastrophic crisis, rather the culmination of a series 

 
27 The Welshman, 14 May 1847. 
28 George Stephens, Governor 1824-7, meteorologist and photographer. Originally from Devizes, 

Wiltshire, came to Carmarthen in connection with the subduing of the Rebecca Rioters. Both his 

wives, Mary Franklin Stephens (1818-1855) and Sarah Ridgway Stephens, nee Arnold (1821-1898), 

undertook the duties of a ‘matron’ in the gaol and worshipped at Zion Calvinistic Methodist Chapel, 

Carmarthen. George Stephens was followed by Owen Thomas (1834-1888) when management was 

transferred to Government. 
29 Monmouthshire Merlin, 24 July 1847. 
30 Felon record for Mary Hughes, 10 May 1847 (Welsh Legal History Society, 157). 
31 D. O’Brien, Report from Commissioners: Prisons, Session 18 November-5 September (14 vols., 

London, 1848), xii, p. 21. 
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of events that would have put a strain on any individual. The evidence suggests that 

she was not suffering from postpartum psychosis, schizophrenia or posttraumatic 

stress disorder. Losing a child, continued war, poverty, hunger, destitution, 

abandonment, an abusive partner and rejection by family may well have led to the 

symptoms reported in the inquest and subsequent trial. Her feelings of hopelessness, 

worthlessness, social isolation, sleeping too little and threats of suicide were all 

symptoms of major depression. Her behaviour in court in terms of staring into space 

(stupor) and her failure to respond are consistent with her being in a state of catatonic 

excitation and/or psychomotor retardation. Her rapid eye movement may have been a 

symptom of psychomotor agitation. She may also have been suffering from mood-

congruent delusion (a person in a manic state who believed, as Mary did for example, 

that her deeds were guided by planetary influences). Evans also offered neurosyphilis 

as one other possible diagnosis, which could present itself with a variety of psychiatric 

symptoms, including mania, depression, psychosis and dementia. Mary’s husband, 

David Hughes, was a bachelor and twelve years her senior when they married in 1840. 

His absence from the community and home to work in the ironworks of industrial 

south-east Wales for extended periods, may have led to alternative relationships and 

the contraction of syphilis, a common communicable disease of the period. It is 

unlikely that her detention in gaol or in the asylums which followed did anything in 

terms of treatment, rather it was a case of simply keeping her incarcerated away from 

her family and community.32 

 
32 Interview with Doctor Ceri Evans, consultant psychiatrist at Cardiff and Vale University Health 

Board and Honorary Clinical Lecturer at Cardiff School of Medicine (23 Jan. 2020). 
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Mary Hughes was recorded at two private lunatic asylums, in the census 

returns for 1851, 1861 and 1871.33 On 27 May 1848 after twelve months in 

Carmarthen County Gaol she was transferred to Devizes, Wiltshire and a record 

showed an ‘MH’ at the privately run Belle Vue Lunatic Asylum, Devizes in 1851 (a 

court report also mentioned Salisbury Lunatic Asylum but this may be due to 

confusion over where she was destined to be incarcerated). Belle Vue Lunatic Asylum 

was run by ‘Surgeon/Asylum Keeper/Proprietor’ Thomas Phillips and his family. He 

took over the business from his father-in-law, Richard Trueman, who ran a small scale 

asylum at Knoll, Dunkirk Hill, Devizes, before moving to Old Crown, New Park, 

Devizes in 1839 and Belle Vue in 1841.34 His second wife Elizabeth Witchell was 

recorded as the ‘Matron’ of Belle Vue.35 In 1843 the fees for the accommodation paid 

by the Lampeter Board of Guardians were 8s. a week (including clothing).36 

Unfortunately for Mary Hughes, Belle Vue was one of three licensed provincial 

establishments, in England, which were considered ‘defective’ in a report by the 

Commissioners in 1850.37 

The secretary of state, Henry John Temple issued the warrant for Mary Hughes 

to be transferred from Belle Vue and records showed her as ‘MH’ at Amroth Castle 

Lunatic Asylum, Pembrokeshire under the care of Doctor John Howard Norton until 

1856. Previously an apprentice to an apothecary, Doctor Norton had studied medicine 

 
33 Inmate M. H., Census of England and Wales, 1851 (The National Archives, TNA 

HO107/1839/627/29), 1861 (The National Archives, TNA RG9/4084/11/3) and 1871 (The National 

Archives, TNA RG10/1839/5427/58/31). 
34 A. P. Baggs, D. A. Crowley, R. B. Pugh, J. H. Stevenson and Margaret Tomlinson, ‘The borough 

of Devizes: trade, agriculture and local government’ in Elizabeth Crittall (ed.), A history of Wiltshire, 

volume 1: The histories of the counties of England (18 vols., London, 1975), x, pp 252-85. 
35 Thomas Phillips, Census of England & Wales, 1861 (The National Archives, TNA 

RG9/1293/161/17). 
36 Thomas Phillips to the Board of Guardians (Shropshire Archives, PL5/92/50). 
37 A report in 1853 by the commissioners in lunacy suggested closure, but the license was re-issued 

by the magistrates; Special report on Belle Vu House, Devizes, no. 80, 29 Mar. 1853 (The National 

Archives, TNA MH 51/46). 
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in Paris and Edinburgh but the medical standards of the time were not the highest in 

terms of the care of individuals suffering from a range of mental illnesses compared 

with later in the nineteenth century. The Amroth Castle Lunatic Asylum, the third and 

last asylum to be opened in Wales, had been licensed in 1851 for fifty-six patients 

with equal numbers of males and females. The accommodation was based in 

converted stables, the walls whitewashed and boarded to create wards. The male 

patients were kept in the loft space above the stables and single rooms were created 

in the horse-stalls below. The Commissioners in Lunacy considered the facility to be 

completely unsuitable but visiting magistrates thought otherwise, considering it to be 

a place ‘in every respect suitable as regards to situation, accommodation and 

treatment’. Doctor Norton, in response to the Commissioners’ concerns, said, ‘[i]n 

this house, both restraint and seclusion are the sure exception, and … patients are 

treated … [i]n the same manner as those with whom they are associated in the 

performance of the duties of the farm, garden and household’.38 The actual conditions 

and treatment of patients was quite different, with inspectors finding a female patient 

strapped to a chair and on other occasions in a strait jacket. 

Secretary of State, Sir George Grey ordered that thirty-eight pauper lunatics, 

including Mary Hughes be transferred in 1856 following the closure of the Amroth 

Castle Lunatic Asylum (when the licence was revoked) to Vernon House Lunatic 

Asylum, Briton Ferry, Glamorganshire, under the care of the Devizes, Wiltshire ‘corn 

merchant’ Robert Valentine Leach and from 1857 under his son-in-law, Doctor 

Charles Pegge until 1872.39 The conditions at Vernon House were no better than 

 
38 T. G. Davies, ‘“Of all maladies”: episodes in the history of psychiatry in nineteenth-century 

Pembrokeshire’ in Journal of the Pembrokeshire Historical Society, v (1992-3), pp 75-90. 
39 Pegge household, Census of England and Wales 1871, Briton Ferry, Glamorganshire (The National 

Archives, TNA RG10/1839/5427/56/28). 
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Amroth Castle with wards and individual rooms created in the stables and offices of 

the mansion. Despite this an advertisement in the newspaper described it as ‘THIS 

Retreat for MENTAL INVALIDS is beautifully situated near the Bay of Swansea’ 

and further notes that ‘The mild system of treatment adopted has proved eminently 

successful in restoring those cases admitting of a cure, and in ameliorating the 

conditions of others’.40 The Commissioners in Lunacy commented that despite the 

poor conditions, ‘the remedy would involve an amount of alteration and an outlay of 

capital, for which, as the law now stands, the proprietors could not reasonably expect 

to receive adequate compensation’.41 Despite the reservations of the Commissioners, 

Vernon House accommodated 230 lunatic residents in 1857.42 

The record book for Vernon House noted that Mary Hughes’s bodily condition 

was ‘good and clean’ and her form of mental disorder as ‘ordinary mania’.43 It was 

quite common for lunatic asylums to be established in country houses such as Vernon 

House, which had been the seat of the Mansel, Villiers and Vernon families. The 

mansion no longer exists, having closed as an asylum in 1905 and demolished by 

1974.44 A report in 1863 to the Carmarthen Board of Guardians noted that Vernon 

House, ‘was in a very clean and orderly condition, and every means seemed to be had 

 
40 Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian Glamorgan Monmouth and Brecon Gazette, 29 July 1848. 
41 W. L. Parry-Jones, The trade in lunacy: a study of private madhouses in England in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries (London, 2006); Seventh annual report of the commissioners in lunacy to 

the Lord Chancellor 1852, H.C. 1853 (285), xlix, pp 26-7; Eighth annual report of the commissioners 

in lunacy to the Lord Chancellor 1854, H.C. 1854 (389), xxix, p. 15; Ninth annual report of the 

commissioners in lunacy to the Lord Chancellor 1854, H.C. 1855 (240), xvii, p.19. 
42 Kathryn Burtinshaw and J. R. F. Burt, Lunatics, imbeciles and idiots: a history of insanity in 

nineteenth-century Britain and Ireland (Barnsley, 2017). 
43 Vernon House was owned and run by R. V. Leach, ‘Merchant’ of Leach, Flower and Company 

(Tin and turned plate makers, Melyn Tinplate Works) with Philip William Flower (1839-1892), Dr. 

Charles Pegge, Director Briton Ferry Works, Vernon Tin Plate Works, Copper Miners Tinplate 

Works, Briton Ferry Parish doctor and medical doctor to the local Board of Guardians; Record book 

for Vernon House, Vernon House Administration 1849-64 (Glamorgan Archives, Q/L/V/N/2). 
44 Mark Baker, ‘Lost houses’, available at The Story of the Welsh Country House: discovering 

historic houses in Wales (www.welshcountryhomes.co.uk/lost) (30 Jan. 2020). 
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recourse to the restoration of the patients entrusted to the medical superintendent’s 

care.’45 

A dispute arose between Doctor Pegge and the Guardians of the Lampeter 

Union over the fees paid for Mary Hughes’s care. The case ended up in a Bristol court 

before Judge George William Wilshere Bramwell. Doctor Pegge represented by 

‘solicitor’ Alfred Curtis, claimed that the Guardians, represented by David Lloyd, 

owed him £41 14s. 4d..The case centred around the higher rates paid to private 

asylums compared to the public asylums (16s. as opposed to 11s. 1d.). The Secretary 

of State, Henry Austin Bruce had ordered Mary Hughes to be transferred to 

Carmarthen in 1869 but Pegge explained through his solicitor that when the option 

was presented to her, the patient became very agitated and he had not complied: ‘it 

would have been a most inhuman act, and besides, it might lead to the withdrawal of 

the licence from the plaintiff’s asylum’.46 The significance of this legal dispute 

underlines the fact that Mary Hughes only became a person of note when, despite 

being powerless herself, the financial costs of her incarceration became relevant as an 

issue. 

Mary Hughes was eventually transferred from Vernon House to Carmarthen 

Joint Counties Lunatic Asylum in 1872 under the care of Medical Superintendent, 

Doctor George Jonathan Reader, where she died.47 Her death certificate recorded 

‘Acute tuberculosis and congestion of the lungs’.48 In 1873 Mary Hughes was buried 

 
45 The Welshman, 27 Mar. 1863. 
46 Lunacy Patients Admissions Registers, 1846-1912 (The National Archives, MH 94); Denzil Jones, 

‘The development of the Glamorgan County Lunatic Asylum and Mental Hospital, 1830-1930’ (M.A. 

thesis, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2017); Aberystwyth Observer, 6, 27 Apr. 1872; 

Cambrian News and Merionethshire Standard, 29 May 1874. 
47 Death of Mary Hughes, Oct./Nov./Dec. 1873 (General Registration Office, 11a/417). 
48 Burial of Mary Hughes, 7 Aug. 1873 (Carmarthenshire, Wales, Anglican Baptisms, Marriage and 

Burials, 1560-1994, Llanllwch, 216), p. 27. 
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in Llanllwch Parish Church, Carmarthen, twenty miles away from Llanybydder and 

the community in which she once lived.  There was no evidence that her passing was 

relayed to any surviving members of her family in Llanybydder or to her husband in 

the Monmouthshire ironworks, nor any mention in the newspapers or ballads to alert 

the community of her demise.  Mary Hughes died a forgotten and neglected 

individual. 

This microhistorial re-examination of Mary Hughes, her background, possible 

motivation, medical profile and treatment illuminates the society she came from and 

the actors associated with the tragedy. By gathering the fragmented evidence, a better 

understanding and empathy for her case has been established through a modern-day 

psychiatric perspective. The fact that she was forgotten throughout her time in prison 

and in the lunatic asylums, suggests these child murders were beyond the 

comprehension of the community that she was part of. The difficulty in piecing 

together her timeline and ultimate fate suggests a belief that it was best that her actions 

be forgotten, despite Ywain Meirion and Dafydd Dywyll’s ballads. The contradiction 

between the community’s horror and the promulgation of the details by the ballad 

singer, also suggests a morbid fascination with tragedies of this kind. Perhaps, in a 

later era, modern medicine and treatments would have intervened to stop the tragedy 

occurring. Questions still stand as to the contributory factors to this tragedy, and the 

level to which her family were implicit in failing to support a troubled individual. 
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Pushing the boundaries of public history in Ireland’s oldest city: 

heritage, tourism and the future of Waterford’s Viking Triangle as a 

shared cultural resource 

 

Áine Whelan 

 

 

Wiendu Nuryanti has written that the relationship between heritage and tourism 

parallels the debate which exists in society between tradition and modernity.1 This 

dynamic is evident in Waterford. The city is the oldest major urban settlement as well 

as the regional capital of the southeast of the country. The heritage tourism quarter of 

the city is the Viking Triangle, which contains ten historic buildings and museums in 

close proximity (Figure 1). The site was developed by Waterford City and County 

Council, alongside Ireland’s national tourism development authority, Fáilte Ireland, 

as a heritage destination of national importance. Waterford has played an integral role 

in Irish history, therefore, it seems quite natural that the Viking Triangle, so often the 

epicentre of that history, would figure in the modern debate surrounding the 

interpretation, engagement, and dissemination of public history. The strong tradition 

of history in the city has acted as a catalyst for the modern tourism heritage industry. 

Waterford’s Viking Triangle can be thought of as the hub from which Waterford’s 

heritage industry grew. Waterford’s Viking Triangle is a multi-layered, multi-

disciplinary project where tourism, history and heritage meet. The priority, as outlined 

in the 2007 Waterford City Council Waterford gateway innovation fund bid, was to 

 
1 Wiendu Nuryanti, ‘Heritage and postmodern tourism’ in Annals of Tourism Research, xxiii, no. 2 

(1996), pp 249-60. 
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ensure that the cultural potential of the city was fully exploited.2 This exploitation did 

not necessarily denote negative or inappropriate capitalisation of cultural heritage 

resources, but a transformation of how the heritage and history of the city was 

disseminated and consumed. Although the creation of a sustainable public-friendly 

historic core was a priority, a major force in the development of the site was the 

provision of historical attractions of international standing which would encourage 

tourism in the southeast, thereby increasing economic potential.   

Figure 1. Information panel of Waterford’s Viking  

Triangle and Museum Quarter, 2021 

 

Source: Map and information panel. Waterford Treasures- Five Museums in the Viking 

Triangle. 1.Christchurch Cathedral 1773 2. Bishop’s Palace 1743 3. Medieval Museum 4. 

City Hall & Theatre Royal 1783 5. House of Waterford Crystal Est. 1783 6. Reginald’s 

Tower 1190 7. King of the Vikings virtual reality experience 8. Franciscan Friary 1240 9. 

Irish Silver Museum 10. Irish Museum of Time. 

G. J. Ashworth and J. E. Tunbridge have claimed that the tourist-historic 

city can play a leading role in ‘securing a viable future for urban civilisation’.3 In a 

similar sentiment, Patricia Mooney-Melvin has written that we must look to our 

 
2 Waterford City Council, The Waterford gateway innovation fund bid (Waterford, 2007), p. 11. 
3 G. J. Ashworth and J. E. Tunbridge, The tourist-historic city: retrospect and prospect of managing 

the heritage city (Oxford, 1990), p. 304.  
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heritage for a vision of the future.4 This article will look to the future of Waterford’s 

Viking Triangle, and will explore how, through collaboration and pushing traditional 

boundaries, the site can work for both heritage and tourism, and for local people and 

visitors, facilitating a more ‘direct’ and shared cultural resource. The argument will 

be made that for the heritage that is presented in the Viking Triangle to be relevant 

and shared, it must represent more than the facilitation of tourism revenue. The future 

of the Viking Triangle will be interrogated, by examining the roles that education, 

social inclusion and technology could further play at the site. Questions will be asked 

about how the Viking Triangle can push the boundaries of public history by making 

tourism work for heritage, and vice versa. In addition, this article will acknowledge 

the current Covid-19 pandemic and the impact and influence this has had and will 

continue to have on heritage sites such as the Viking Triangle, in particular with a 

‘return to the local’. 

Carol Southall and Peter Robinson asked the question: ‘why save heritage if not 

to share it with a wide audience and use it as a tool for education?’.5 To understand 

heritage, one must acknowledge diversity. The community voice in Waterford was 

heard through an online survey carried out for this research. Analysis of the comments 

proved that many considered education and social inclusion to be important aspects 

of heritage and a major consideration when looking to the future of the Viking 

Triangle. One of the more emotive survey responses regarding inclusion claimed: 

… a lot of people in the local community would believe museums and 

culture are only for the ‘posh’ people … and feel they cannot access the 

 
4 Patricia Mooney-Melvin, ‘Harnessing the romance of the past: preservation, tourism and history’ in 

The Public Historian, xiii, no. 2 (1991), p. 41. 
5 Carol Southall and Peter Robinson, ‘Heritage tourism’ in P. Robinson, S. Heitmann and P. U. C. 

Dieke (eds), Research themes for tourism (Wallingford, 2011), pp 176-87. 
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museums because it is not for the likes of them, despite them having an 

interest and probably a lot to contribute in terms of local knowledge. 6  

Brian Garrod and Alan Fyall, in their discussion of heritage as exclusionary, have 

claimed that there is a risk of heritage only being accessible to ‘middle class heritage 

enthusiasts’. Garrod and Fyall point out that if people are denied access to heritage, it 

is no longer relevant to or part of their culture.7 This is of particular importance when 

looking to the future of the Viking Triangle. Museums and heritage sites cease to be 

shared when they are not representative or inclusive.  

Survey responses referencing education indicated that the public would like to 

see more interaction and engagement with primary and post-primary students. For 

example, one response called for ‘enhanced school partnerships’ stating that ‘this 

sense of ownership and pride must grow with a generation’.8 Multiple respondents 

went beyond mainstream education in their discussion of inclusive engagement with 

the Viking Triangle. Feedback included a call for increased educational programs for 

DEIS schools (Delivering Equality of opportunity In Schools), a national programme 

which aims to address the educational needs of children and young people from 

disadvantaged areas.9 When asked what suggestions survey participants would put 

forward to make the Viking Triangle a more shared cultural resource, responses called 

for greater interaction with communities who may not otherwise interact with cultural 

institutions, with one comment stating: 

 
6 ‘Community engagement with Waterford’s Viking Triangle’, online survey conducted with 315 

respondents via Office 365 Forms, 15-21 Apr. 2020 (hereafter ‘Community engagement with 

Waterford’s Viking Triangle’). 
7 Brian Garrod and Alan Fyall, ‘Managing heritage tourism’ in Annals of Tourism Research, xxvii, 

no. 3 (2000), p. 701. 
8 ‘Community engagement with Waterford’s Viking Triangle’. 
9 Department of Education and Skills, ‘The impact of DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in 

Schools)’, available at Government of Ireland (www.education.ie/en/Schools-

Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/Lessons-from-Research-on-

the-Impact-of-DEIS.pdf) (13 June 2019). 
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Engage directly with community groups who are not mainly involved in 

culture related activities. Reach out to marginalised groups such as the 

travelling community, migrants, homeless and ethnic groups.10   

What can be deduced from such comments is that some community members, want 

the space to be shared in social and selfless ways, although others recognise and 

appreciate the economic benefit of tourism. Thomas Cauvin has argued that certain 

groups of people, such as those listed in the survey responses, have barely had their 

voices heard in public history discourse, and that museums and heritage sites have the 

potential to become spaces of public debate for more inclusive topics.11 When 

considering the benefit of a plethora of audiences engaging with the Viking Triangle, 

it is worth considering Elizabeth Crooke’s contention that inclusive community 

participation can bring in a range of ‘new voices, new histories, and new people’, 

which can often challenge the established management or authority of a heritage site.12 

One could argue that the vision and feedback for the site offered by community voices 

fits in more with principles of public history than do professional or academic views 

and development planning documents analysed for this research.   

If a community feels isolated from, or not represented within the heritage 

tourism space, it ceases to be a shared cultural resource. However, when striving for 

heritage sites such as the Viking Triangle to be shared, it is also important that the 

desires and expectations of tourists are met. Silvia Angeloni wrote in 2013 that tourists 

are showing a growing desire to ‘connect with local people and feel more in touch 

with local communities’.13 Tourists now look for deeper participatory experiences. By 

 
10 ‘Community engagement with Waterford’s Viking Triangle’, top of the document. 
11 Thomas Cauvin, Public history: a textbook of practice (New York, 2016), p. 234. 
12 Elizabeth Crooke, ‘Museums and community’ in Sharon MacDonald (ed.), A companion to 

museum studies (New Jersey, 2006), p. 183. 
13 Silvia Angeloni, ‘Cultural tourism and well-being of the local population in Italy’ in Theoretical 

and Empirical Researches in Urban Management, viii, no. 3 (2013), p. 24. 
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excluding the community from the dialogue surrounding tourism in their city, the 

desires tourists have to feel part of the community are not being fulfilled, nor is the 

space being shared positively or productively. The heritage industry can be viewed as 

feeding the hunger to consume history in an accessible and ‘fun’ way. This is 

paramount for the Viking Triangle, where over one thousand years of history is 

presented. Permanent exhibitions such as Other voices: ordinary people, 

extraordinary lives chronicles the social and political developments in Waterford 

from 1890 to 1970. Such exhibitions could be viewed as offering a more relatable 

historical experience, but there is still a desire by both locals and tourists for an even 

stronger presentation of heritage which represents and provokes them. 

The Viking Triangle, makes positive use of technology in the museum space 

with the ‘King of the Vikings’ virtual reality experience, and ‘Masterpieces in Glass’ 

at the Bishop’s Palace, a 4D journey through the history of glassmaking in Waterford. 

Future development plans for the site will continue the use of technology as a method 

for presenting history. Donald H. Sanders has written that past lives and events ‘did 

not happen in 2D … and they were not static, segmented slices of time’, and that 3D 

and virtual reality experiences ‘open the door to new interpretations’.14 When 

planning for the future of the Viking Triangle it is important that technology plays a 

part in the development of the museum and heritage space, however, it is also vital 

that it extends further than just a physical visit. A crucial category which cannot be 

neglected is the virtual tourist. Anne Lindsay has defined the virtual tourist as a person 

who desires to experience history through non-conventional means i.e., not just 

physical visits. Lindsay has written that a heritage destination with an effective online 

 
14 D. H. Sanders, ‘Virtual heritage: researching and visualising the past in 3D’ in Journal of Eastern 

Mediterranean Archaeology & Heritage Studies, ii, no. 1 (2014), p. 30, 38.  
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presence is a gateway for a new generation of public history consumers. She identified 

a positive online experience as the first step towards improved engagement, which in 

turn could influence an audience to make a physical visitation.15 Similarly, Nadezhda 

Povroznik, in her discussion on virtual museums and cultural heritage, has viewed 

these alternative methods as important means of preservation, documentation, and 

representation of history. Povroznik has claimed that virtual museums enable research 

and educational processes to be more central to heritage and public history.16   

Although there is not an immediate tourism revenue benefit with the virtual 

tourist, in the case of the Viking Triangle, it would ensure more inclusive engagement, 

especially as a response to certain restrictions put in place due to the Covid-19 

pandemic. In April 2020, the Heritage Council of Ireland launched a survey on the 

impact of the pandemic on the heritage sector in the Republic of Ireland. Results from 

the survey showed that sixty-six percent of heritage workers agreed that there will be 

better use of digital technology in the sector as restrictions are lifted.17 Facilitating the 

virtual visitor would also aid in offering engagement with those who may have 

economic or physical restrictions with visiting the site. Implementing virtual tourism 

in future development plans for the Viking Triangle would enable an online platform 

for the site to become a shared cultural resource which recognises the changing face 

of public history. Incorporating the virtual visitor in a more encompassing way, would 

not only act as a beneficial education outreach tool, but would also be a positive 

 
15 Anne Lindsay, ‘#VirtualTourist: embracing our audience through public history web experience’ in 

The Public Historian, xxxv, no. 1 (2013), pp 67-86. 
16 Nadezhda Povroznik, ‘Virtual museums and cultural heritage: challenges and solutions’, Digital 

Humanities in the Nordic Countries 3rd Conference Helsinki, Mar. 2018, available at Research Gate 

(www.researchgate.net/publication/329308409_Virtual_Museums_and_Cultural_Heritage_Challenge

s_and_Solutions) (26 July 2020). 
17 The Heritage Council, ‘Covid-19 heritage sector survey’, available at The Heritage Council, Our 

projects and programmes (www.heritagecouncil.ie/projects/covid-19-heritage-sector-survey) (28 July 

2020) (hereafter The Heritage Council, ‘Covid-19 heritage sector survey’).  
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impact for the business and marketing of the site. Utilising virtual platforms to a 

greater extent in the future, could offer an inexpensive way of distributing 

information, while educating and engaging diverse audiences on the history and 

heritage of the site. 

When looking to the future of the Viking Triangle, viewing and welcoming 

heritage tourism as something which can be a shared experience would result in the 

site becoming a more inclusive amenity and resource. According to Ruth McManus 

the success of heritage cannot be measured in purely financial terms. In her study of 

heritage and tourism in Ireland, McManus made the key point that heritage is more 

than making money, it is something precious and irreplaceable.18  In many ways, 

tourism can be viewed as a way of ‘energising’ heritage, but this rejuvenation should 

come with limitations. However, G.J. Ashworth and J.E. Tunbridge have identified 

that there is often the view that tourism is a problem which requires containment, and 

not a welcome opportunity.19 With regard to the preservation of heritage in 

Waterford’s Viking Triangle, tourism should not be viewed as a threatening force. 

Observing the space through the arguments of more conservative historians such as 

Dan L. Morrill, who campaigned for historic preservation not to be used in the 

promotion of tourism, limits the potential of the Viking Triangle.20 The Waterford 

City and County Council’s Tourism statement of strategy and work plan 2017-2022 

claimed that by 2022, ‘Waterford will be a destination where the needs of the visitor, 

the tourism industry, the community and the environment are well balanced and 

consequently make a significant contribution to improving the quality of life for local 

 
18 Ruth McManus, ‘Heritage and tourism in Ireland - an unholy alliance?’ in Irish Geography, xxx, 

no. 2 (1997), p. 98.  
19 Ashworth & Tunbridge, The tourist-historic city, p. 66.  
20 Mooney-Melvin, ‘Harnessing the romance of the past’, pp 35-48. 
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people’.21 As observed from interpretation of early development documents, a major 

motivation for the growth of heritage tourism in Waterford was the economic benefit 

it would bring to the city. We see in the 2017 statement of strategy for Waterford, that 

the incentive for a tourism industry is the lasting economic benefits it would create, 

which would enhance and support local communities. However, Waterford’s Viking 

Triangle has an important role to play in ensuring that residents achieve social, 

educational and cultural benefits from heritage, as well as benefitting financially from 

tourism.  

When questioning how tourism can work alongside heritage, and how tourist 

can function alongside resident, the complexities of the rich urban heritage of 

Waterford cannot be, as argued by Ashworth and Tunbridge, reduced ‘to a few simple 

recognisable and marketable characterises’.22 Those who manage and develop the 

Viking Triangle must recognise the multifunctionality of the space. The Viking 

Triangle must symbolise more than a tourism revenue opportunity. For the Viking 

Triangle to work and push the boundaries of public history, the site must not be 

reduced to simplistic, or exclusionary purposes and uses. The history disseminated at 

the site must be relevant, therefore generating positive ownership and a willingness to 

share the heritage of the city. The development of the Viking Triangle must be 

sustainable and relevant to the local community. A possible concern regarding the 

future development of the Viking Triangle is that of oversaturation. The Viking 

Triangle is home to several heritage attractions including museums, built heritage sites 

and interactive historical experiences, with plans for the development of future 

 
21 Waterford City and County Council, ‘Tourism statement of strategy and work plan 2017-2022’ 

(2017), available at Waterford City and County Council, Documents and forms 

(www.waterfordcouncil.ie/media/plans_strategies/tourism/WATERFORD%20Tourism%20Statemen

t%20of%20Strategy.pdf) (18 June 2020). 
22 Ashworth & Tunbridge, The tourist-historic city, p. 67.  
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exhibitions and museums. In his writings on heritage in Ireland, Pat Cooke quoted the 

1996 Strategic review of fee-charging visitor attractions in Ireland, which stated that 

oversupply of heritage attractions is a contributing factor to the under-performance of 

existing sites. As identified by Cooke, ‘slow’ and more authentic or holistic 

development of heritage sites can often run counter to the ‘capital investment logic’ 

of certain stakeholders. Cooke concludes that ‘unspoilt’ can often denote ‘unspent’.23 

For tourism and heritage to work together in a mutually beneficial manner, the priority 

should be focused on improving and upgrading existing attractions. Development 

which does take place at sites such as the Viking Triangle, should not be to the 

detriment or neglect of original heritage sites. 

When exploring how heritage can commingle with tourism in the Viking 

Triangle to create a shared cultural resource, it would be simplistic to expect 

perfection. Mooney-Melvin has warned that if all the focus is aimed towards worrying 

about perfection at historical sites, an opportunity to use them as catalysts for 

reflection is lost.24 The Viking Triangle is a lived in and living space, therefore it is 

an evolving space, and the growth of tourism in the south-east of Ireland will be part 

of that change. Facca and Winthrop Aldrich have argued that when developing 

heritage, we cannot prevent change, but we can manage it. But with this change comes 

the opportunity to make tourism and heritage work for the future to create a shared 

cultural resource. Facca and Winthrop Aldrich have identified the benefit of 

community stewards in their participation of local historical preservation and 

development plans, and how historical and cultural resources, not just tourism 

 
23 Pat Cooke, The containment of heritage: setting limits to the growth of heritage in Ireland (Dublin, 

2003), p. 27.  
24 Mooney-Melvin, ‘Harnessing the romance of the past’, pp 35-48. 
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resources, can develop community consensus surrounding the protection and use of 

sites such as the Viking Triangle. 25  

Figure 2. Local community and the presentation of heritage: reactions of 315 

online survey respondents  

 

Source: Community engagement with Waterford’s Viking Triangle, online survey conducted 

with 315 respondents via Microsoft Office 365 Forms, 15 – 21 Apr. 2020. 

Survey data collected for this research presented a strong sense of pride 

amongst the community towards Waterford’s heritage. For example, seventy-five 

percent of participants agreed that the local community should have a say in how the 

city’s heritage is presented (Figure 2).26 This positive sentiment can be used to benefit 

the Viking Triangle of the future. Citizens must be empowered to influence tourism 

development through active and aware involvement. Irene Furlong has written that the 

increased accessibility of Ireland’s heritage and history through attractions, has 

resulted in a ‘side effect’ of a native pride in localities. According to Furlong, this has 

had a two-way benefit whereby Irish people have become more engaged with their 

 
25 A. E. Facca and J. Winthrop Aldrich, ‘Putting the past to work for the future’ in The Public 

Historian, xxxiii, no. 3 (2011), pp 38-57. 
26 ‘Community engagement with Waterford’s Viking Triangle’. 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

Strongly agree (65) Agree (170) Neutral (64) Disagree (15) Strongly disagree
(1)



History Studies, Vol. 22 

  27 

past, and tourists have benefited from the increase in attractions and information.27 

When looking to the future, the Viking Triangle must recognise and facilitate the 

benefits of local engagement with the site. To ensure that tension between heritage 

and tourism does not manifest, there must be a recognition of the mutually beneficial 

features they offer each other. 

A community involvement initiative previously used in the Viking Triangle, 

which is planned to be utilised to a greater extent for the future, is that of volunteer 

and docent programmes. Southall and Robinson have identified the financial 

advantages of such programmes to heritage sites, claiming that the heritage and 

tourism sector rely heavily on volunteers and docents for financial sustainability. 

However, they do not view the only benefit of such programmes to be cost efficiency. 

They have recognised that heritage is intrinsically linked to enthusiasm in the 

community, and this manifests in residents wishing to share their knowledge with 

visitors.28 When looking to the future of the Viking Triangle, and exploring the how 

heritage and tourism meet to create a shared cultural resource, initiatives put in place 

which facilitate the community becoming active stakeholders in their heritage, such 

as volunteer and docent programmes will be of relevance. The Viking Triangle of the 

future should continue to develop a solid volunteer and docent programme which 

would appeal to a broad spectrum of the community, thereby enabling the site to 

become a positive example of ownership and custodianship for the community. 

Tourists seek authentic experiences, and such programmes in the Viking Triangle 

would create this desired outcome. A programme which allows members to be active 

participants in their community and engage positively with the heritage of their city 

 
27 Irene Furlong, ‘Excavating the emerald isle’ in Terence Dooley (ed.), Ireland’s polemical past 

(Dublin, 2010), p. 174. 
28 Ibid. 
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would be an example of heritage and tourism intersecting in a positive process at the 

Viking Triangle.  

Sean Browne and Terry Stevens wrote as early as 1996 that tourists are visiting 

Ireland to discover something distinctive about the history and the people, and that 

there is no future for heritage sites which do not have an authentic base in the area.29 

What one could deduce from the sentiments of Browne and Stevens, is that for 

tourists, the prime motivation for visiting such sites is not necessarily high-tech visitor 

centres or tourist-marketed experiences, but to encounter something historical, 

cultural and authentic to the locality which includes and represents local people. When 

looking to the future of the Viking Triangle, and contemplating how heritage can 

positively meet tourism, the aim for the site should not be to pit tourism and heritage 

against each other, but instead create a mutually functioning and beneficial system. 

Walter Jamieson has argued that heritage should be involved in understanding the 

impact of tourism on communities, as well as the management and protection of 

heritage.  For positive community involvement at sites such as the Viking Triangle, 

the correct tools and resources must be in place. Jamieson has stated that if a 

community is to be in a position whereby, they can define their culture and articulate 

the story of their heritage to residents as well as visitors, there must be a creative use 

of interpretive and presentation techniques.30 The Viking Triangle already applies a 

number of these techniques in the form of exhibitions, re-enactments, interactive 

guiding apps, virtual reality and 4D experiences to name but a few. However, when 

 
29 Sean Browne and Terry Stevens, ‘The role of heritage attractions in sustainable tourism strategies: 

the experience in Ireland’ in Visions in Leisure and Business, xv, no. 1 (1996), pp 43-64. 
30 Walter Jamieson, ‘The challenges of sustainable community cultural heritage tourism’, UNESCO 

Workshop on Culture, Heritage Management and Tourism in Bhaktapur, Nepal, 9 Apr. 2000, 

available at University of Calgary, EVDS Design/research projects 

(www.ucalgary.ca/ev/designresearch/projects/2000/cuc/tp/outreach/Walter%20Nepal.pdf) (16 Apr. 

2020), p. 2. 
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looking to the future of the site as a shared cultural resource, the challenge will be for 

those in positions of management who hold more tourism-centric priorities, to 

understand the needs of host communities as well as the principles for preserving 

heritage.  

Thomas Cauvin considered the long-term impacts of Covid-19 on public 

history and contended that we could see the ‘return to the local’, whereby a lack of 

international tourism, could result in an influx of interest and engagement in local 

history.31 A 2020 Irish Times article by Gemma Tipton on reopening Ireland’s 

museums post Covid-19 proffered similar predictions to Cauvin. Simon O’Connor, 

the director of the Museum of Literature Ireland (MOLI), is cited as stating that at the 

‘worst’, potentially there will be essentially no international visitors to Ireland until 

late 2021. The article suggested that museums could act as alternative social spaces to 

bars and restaurants that face challenges in reopening their premises.32 Yet one could 

argue that it should not have to take a global pandemic for heritage sites and museums 

to recognise the importance of engaging domestic audiences and the community. 

However, if the predictions of professionals such as O’Connor are correct, such sites 

may have no other options.  Feedback from the Heritage Council’s survey on the 

impact of Covid-19 on the heritage sector in Ireland showed that although two thirds 

of heritage workers suffered loss or postponement of work due to the pandemic some 

positive aspects have emerged. Almost three quarters of heritage workers believe 

there will be a renewed appreciation for heritage as Covid-19 restrictions are lifted.33 

Although there are operational and financial challenges regarding reopening in a post-

 
31 Thomas Cauvin, ‘Semana 9: “Rethinking public history: the long-term impacts of quarantine”, 

Thomas Cauvin’, 19 May 2020, available at You Tube 

(www.youtube.com/watch?v=sRGe3TOLQoo&t=1s) (13 June 2020). 
32 Irish Times, 21 May 2020.  
33 The Heritage Council, ‘Covid-19 heritage sector survey’. 
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pandemic world, there are also opportunities to allow for a more authentic and holistic 

public history experience. The landscape of museums and heritage sites such as the 

Viking Triangle will be very different in the foreseeable future. The chance to make 

positive changes could create a more shared resource for historical engagement with 

the community and domestic visitors, and in appropriate time, international visitors.   

In conclusion, and to quote Walter Jamieson, ‘tourism will not go away’. The 

challenge which Jamieson has identified, and that could be applied for the future 

development of Waterford’s Viking Triangle, is not to stop tourism, but through 

collaborative practice with all stakeholders, whether they be professional or not, 

achieve ‘sustainable planning and management’.34 It does appear from the evidence 

presented in this article, and from community feedback in particular, that there is still 

room for more direct and beneficial historical engagement with diverse groups at the 

Viking Triangle, not only international and domestic tourists. When exploring how 

tourism and heritage can mutually function in the Viking Triangle, this article has 

highlighted the importance of local authorities recognising that although heritage is 

supported by tourism, tourism is also facilitated by heritage.  Heritage tourism ceases 

to be relevant if it is devoid of authenticity in the form of representation of its 

community; it cannot be solely a ‘product’ created by a local authority for financial 

return. When considering heritage, tourism and the future of the Viking Triangle, it is 

paramount that those in positions of management understand and empathise with the 

complexities of such sites with regards to their nature, scope and context. As 

contended by Southall and Robinson, it is essential that sites such as the Viking 

Triangle understand their role in the historic development of the place where they are 

located, and within the tourism industry which has grown around them. For heritage 

 
34 The Heritage Council, ‘Covid-19 heritage sector survey’, p. 10.  
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and tourism to work for the future of the Viking Triangle in a sustainable manner, 

cooperation will be required.  All interests within the tourism planning process, 

especially those at the community level, must work in a cooperative fashion. If 

authorities wish to put forward plans and policies which respect the heritage being 

disseminated, they must measure the impacts of those new tourism developments.35 

The Viking Triangle of the future requires continued investment in the human element 

of heritage and tourism. With future development plans underway for the Viking 

Triangle, the challenge for the site will be to not allow historical fidelity and 

community affinity for the space to be compromised in pursuit of economic tourism 

prosperity. The Viking Triangle must put forward a holistic and collaborative plan of 

action when it comes to the heritage it utilises for tourism purposes which facilitates 

the continuation and diversification of a shared cultural resource and space.  

In a period where museums, galleries and heritage sites have been closed, we 

are reminded of the importance of the stories such places tell, stories that connect 

people across time, space and nations. Through collaboration and engagement, 

heritage tourism has the potential to reinforce links between past, present and future, 

and although the potential for job creation and economic prosperity which comes with 

heritage tourism is attractive, this must not be the only benefit. A key finding of this 

research is that the quality of life and the development of the community, as well as 

the enhancement and preservation of the cultural heritage of the city, must be a priority 

in the advancement of the Viking Triangle. It is in the interest of the Viking Triangle, 

that the local community are active participants in the future of the site, as alienating 

them from their own heritage will likely cause resentment and an uncomfortable and 

inauthentic experience for visitors. At heritage sites such as the Viking Triangle, it is 

 
35 Jamieson, ‘The challenges of sustainable community cultural heritage tourism’, p. 6. 
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essential to understand the links, and not the differences, between tourism and 

heritage, and the valuable role both can play in creating a shared cultural resource.  

Therefore, heritage needs the community, as much as the community needs heritage. 

If the present and future generation are denied access to heritage, it will cease to be a 

relevant part of their culture, or an authentic experience for tourists. Heritage tourism, 

just like public history, must demonstrate an ability to push boundaries and adapt to 

society in order to be shared and inclusive, and Waterford’s Viking Triangle must be 

part of that change.  
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Rediscovering the Bruree Cumann Na mBan, 1919-23 

 

Padraig Hogan 

 

 

I may add that a mild sensation has been caused locally by the treatment 

meted out to me with regard to this matter.1 

This was how Lizzie Coll ended her letter of appeal against the decision by the 

Military Service Pension Board to decline her application for a military pension in 

1942. Lizzie had been secretary, and subsequently president, of the Bruree Cumann 

na mBan (C.n.B.) in County Limerick, throughout both the War of Independence and 

the Civil War. Despite numerous endorsements from senior Irish Republican Army 

(I.R.A.) officers, her initial application for a pension had been declined. Cumann na 

mBan nationally had been established in 1914 as a ‘ladies auxiliary committee for the 

Irish Volunteers’, and a branch had been established in Bruree during the War of 

Independence to support the activities of the local I.R.A.2 Despite being cited as one 

of the most active units in the entire country, knowledge of the contribution of Lizzie 

Coll and her fellow Bruree C.n.B. members throughout the revolutionary period has 

been lost over time. The existing historiography dealing with the War of Independence 

in County Limerick, is ‘top-down’ in nature and focuses to a large extent either on the 

significant events that occurred during the war, or the individual narratives of some 

of the more well-known, and overwhelmingly male, figures associated with them. 

This paper will seek to give a voice to the lesser known female volunteers in one 

 
1 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
2 Ibid. 
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specific locality, who, despite not featuring to any extent in the published narratives, 

were willing to put themselves in grave personal danger by enlisting in C.n.B., and 

furthermore faced the significant boundary of ‘obvious societal prejudices … based 

on the perceived inappropriateness of the marrying of women and militarism’, which 

existed at the time.3 Various sources provide a unique window into the activities of 

such ‘ordinary’ women during the years immediately preceding the War of 

Independence, during the war itself and finally in the years after the events, when 

considerations such as recognition for service and personal economic factors became 

important considerations for many former participants.4 

As many of the pension and medal records have only recently been made 

available for public consultation, this paper aims to provide some new insight into the 

lives of those women from the Bruree locality who played their part in the War of 

Independence and other revolutionary activity of the time. Bruree is a small village in 

the south of County Limerick, and the birthplace of Eamonn De Valera, a significant 

figure in the Irish Revolution and a future president of the country. DeValera made 

several visits to his birthplace during the revolutionary period, which almost certainly 

encouraged the republican activity in the locality. Bruree is also associated with Father 

Eugene Sheehy, who was known nationally as ‘the Land League priest’. The Land 

League was an Irish political organisation of the late nineteenth century, whose 

primary aim was to abolish landlordism and enable tenants to own their own land. The 

association of these high-profile individuals with the Bruree area resulted in politically 

 
3 Diarmaid Ferriter, A nation and not a rabble: the Irish Revolution 1913-1923 (London, 2015), p. 

212. 
4 Ibid., pp 319-47. 
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active women, such as Countess Markievicz and Hannah Sheehy-Skeffington, also 

spending some time in the locality.  

A significant factor assisting those involved in research of the revolutionary 

period was the phased release of significant new primary source material, such as the 

Bureau of Military History (B.M.H.) Witness Statements (1913-21) in 2003, the 

Military Service Pensions Collection (M.S.P.C.), which began to be released in 2014, 

and the I.R.A. Brigade Activity Series in 2018. Also made available were the nominal 

rolls for 1921 and 1922 for both the I.R.A. and C.n.B. The M.S.P.C. is particularly 

informative with respect to C.n.B. members. The stringent requirements for proof of 

service were such that a significant number of supporting documents were both 

required and retained for many individuals. While the documents often shed 

additional light on the revolutionary activities themselves, there is also an amount of 

information relating to an applicant’s later life, which, as Diarmaid Ferriter suggests, 

‘does much to illuminate aspects of the afterlife of the revolution’.5 In terms of female 

involvement in the revolutionary period, this newly available primary source material 

allowed, ‘the creation of a growing body of biographies and studies of dedicated 

women’s organisations and networks’.6 The B.M.H. statements and C.n.B. nominal 

rolls, shed further light on the part played by women from all classes and allows for 

investigation of their motives and objectives.  

Despite the wealth of information to be obtained from these records, some 

historians have sounded a warning regarding the accuracy of many of the various 

testimonies, which were gathered in the main between fifteen and forty years after the 

 
5 Ferriter, A nation and not a rabble, p. 22. 
6 Gearóid Ó’Tuathaigh, ‘The Irish revolutionary decade, 1913-23: voices, narratives and contexts’ in 

Ciara Boylan, Sarah-Anne Buckley and Pat Dolan (eds), Family histories of the Irish Revolution 

(Dublin, 2018), p. 29. 
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events described. While it is reasonable to expect some inaccuracy or omission in 

accounts given after such a significant interval, there are also other factors to be 

considered. As O’Tuathaigh observes, ‘the witness statements for the B.M.H. were 

taken during a period of exceptional political volatility in Ireland’, which is likely to 

have coloured testimony in many cases. He also highlights a further issue, namely, 

‘the relationship between “history” and “memory”, where accounts given some time 

after the actual events are almost certainly clouded by hindsight, and a knowledge of 

how things “turned out”’.7 There were also internal disputes relating to either 

individual disagreements or residual resentments from the Civil War, which impacted 

on the collection of data for the M.S.P.C. files.8  

The importance of land ownership and farming in Bruree and neighbouring 

parishes had been a significant factor in the widespread agrarian unrest in the county 

during the late nineteenth century, with Father Eugene Sheehy, ‘the Land League 

priest’, playing a prominent role, both locally and on the national stage. Sheehy was 

curate in nearby Kilmallock from 1878 to 1884, and parish priest of Bruree from 1887 

to 1908.9 He was present at the inaugural meeting of the Irish National Land League, 

where he seconded a motion proposed by Parnell.10 He became President of the Land 

League in Kilmallock, where the ‘embers were still smouldering’ from the 1867 

rebellion, and was also a member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood.11 In 1881  his 

arrest caused outrage across the country, with The Freeman’s Journal reporting 

protest meetings and demonstrations from ten nationwide regions.12 After almost four 

 
7 Ó’Tuathaigh, ‘The Irish revolutionary decade’, pp 30-5. 
8 Diarmaid Ferriter, ‘The honour of proud distinction’ in Department of Defence (Ireland), The 

Military Service (1916-1923) Pensions Collection: the Brigade Activity Reports (Dublin, 2018), pp 

47-51. 
9 Mainchín Seoige, From Bruree to Corcomohide (Bruree, 2000), p. 230. 
10 Freeman’s Journal, 22 Oct. 1879. 
11 Irish Press, 18 July 1938; Margaret Ward, Hannah Sheehy Skeffington: a life (Cork, 1997), p. 4. 
12 Freeman’s Journal, 23 May 1881. 
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months in jail, Fr Sheehy was released and returned to Kilmallock in triumph with the 

local band leading a large procession from the station to the town, where Fr Sheehy 

addressed the crowd.13  

Having such a famous clergyman at the heart of their community for over 

twenty years would almost certainly have significantly influenced the nationalist 

views of the people of Bruree and the surrounding area. Sheehy was also a fervent 

supporter of The Ladies Land League, and in defiance of the church hierarchy, he 

shared a platform with the leader Anna Parnell at a mass meeting in Kilmallock in 

1881, at which the attendance of members of the Bruree Ladies Land League was also 

reported.14 The Ladies Land League seems to have had a significant presence in 

Bruree at the time, with a sum of £5 having been collected at the church gate and 

submitted to the national organisation in 1881.15 The national organisation was short-

lived being dissolved in 1882. There are no further newspaper reports of  female 

political involvement in Bruree for the following three decades, but Sheehy continued 

to encourage of his niece, Hannah Sheehy Skeffington, in her efforts to research the 

involvement of women in Irish politics in 1904.16 When he fell ill in 1907, Hannah 

came to Bruree and stayed with him for some time, so it is quite possible that she had 

some influence on the political views of women in the area during this period.17  

Another organisation that probably influenced nationalist views in the region 

was the Gaelic League. In 1907, a meeting of delegates from Bruree and neighbouring 

parishes was held to investigate the possibility of establishing branches in the area and 

of hiring a District Irish Teacher to facilitate this. It was agreed to establish branches 

 
13 Irish Examiner, 30 Sept. 1881. 
14 Ward, Hannah Sheehy Skeffington, pp 3-4; The Nation, 2 Apr. 1881. 
15 The Nation, 25 Feb. 1882. 
16 Ward, Hannah Sheehy Skeffington, p. 4. 
17 Ibid., p. 40. 
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in Bruree and many of the surrounding parishes.18 Less than a month later, it was 

reported that ‘one of the most successful and interesting aeridheacht [an outdoor 

festival of music, dance and literature], ever witnessed in East Limerick was held in 

Bruree’. Successive aeraíochtaí were held until 1911, when the District Irish Teacher 

went to the U.S.A. to collect funds for the Gaelic League.19 The next aeraíochtaí to 

be held in Bruree in 1916 and 1917 were to be quite different in nature, given the 

changed political environment, with both Countess Markievicz and DeValera 

attending. The strength of the Gaelic League in Bruree and the surrounding parishes 

was likely a significant factor in fostering revolutionary zeal in the area, given the 

League’s significant role both before and during the revolution. Eoin MacNeil used 

an article in An Claidheamh Soluis, the newspaper of the Gaelic League, to call for 

the formation of the Irish Volunteers in 1913, while Pádraig Pearse’s opinion was that 

without the Gaelic League, ‘there would not have been a Rising’.20  

Elizabeth (Lizzie) Coll, was born in Knockmore, Bruree, in February 1897. 

She was the eldest of three children, having one younger brother and sister. The family 

lived in a small house with only two rooms in 1901 and were found in the same 

townland in 1911, although by then they occupied three rooms.21 Lizzie’s father 

Patrick Coll, a labourer, was the uncle of Eamonn DeValera and he grew up in this 

house, having been sent there from America by his mother, Patrick’s sister Kate. 

DeValera had left Bruree less than a year after Lizzie’s birth to take up a scholarship 

at Blackrock College in Dublin, but he would frequently visit Bruree during the 

 
18 Cork Examiner, 7 Sept. 1907. 
19 Seoige, From Bruree to Corcomohide, p. 285. 
20 Ferriter, A nation and not a rabble, p. 143, 404. 
21 Elizabeth Coll, household no. 4, Bruree, Knockmore, Limerick County, 1901 census of Ireland 

(National Archives Ireland); Lizzie Coll, household no. 5, Bruree, Knockmore, Limerick County, 

1911 census of Ireland (National Archives Ireland). 
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holidays.22 Pat Coll was a prominent member of the local Land and Labour 

Association, and this gave DeValera a view of ‘the lot of the labourer and small 

farmer’.23 Her increasingly famous cousin and politically active father probably 

influenced Lizzie, by now a national school teacher, to become involved in the local 

C.n.B., whose formation was described by Donnacha Horgan, Adjutant of the Bruree 

I.R.A.:  

On a cold night in the early spring of 1919 a Branch of Cumann na mBan 

was formed in a room in my father’s house at Ballynaught, Bruree, 

County Limerick and one of the women present on that occasion was 

“Lizzie Coll” (now Mrs Elizabeth Meagher) who was chosen as 

Secretary of the Branch.24  

Horgan’s farm was a central location for the Bruree I.R.A. and C.n.B., with no less 

than nine family members (seven brothers and two sisters) being involved in the two 

organisations. The C.n.B was founded to support the large I.R.A. Company that 

already existed in Bruree. There had been a meeting of a volunteer Company in Bruree 

reported as early July 1914, but little is known of further activity until it was reformed 

in 1917.25 This coincided with DeValera’s rise to national fame, who immediately, on 

his release from prison in 1917, returned to his childhood village to scenes of great 

jubilation. The Cork Examiner reported that: 

All the windows in the village were beautifully illuminated with coloured 

candles, tar barrels blazed on the turret of the castle …  a crowd 

composed of young men and young ladies, displaying Republican 

colours, formed up at the square, and headed by torch bearers and several 

instrumentalists, marched in processional order through the streets until 

a late hour, singing ...26 

 
22 Seoige, Bruree to Corcomohide, pp 253-5. 
23 Ibid., p. 249. 
24 Donnacha Horgan, Sean T. Riordan, supporting letters to military pension application of Elizabeth 

Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
25 Cork Examiner, 31 July 1914; Seoige, Bruree to Corcomohide, p. 177. 
26 Cork Examiner, 21 June 1917. 
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De Valera was on his way to Clare to campaign in the General Election, where he was 

duly elected as an M.P. He was back in Bruree in September for the conclusion of the 

previously mentioned aeridheacht, which was attended by over three thousand 

people. Countess Markievicz also spoke at the event and it is not difficult to imagine 

the impact she may have had on potential local C.n.B volunteers. 

The unoccupied Bruree Barracks was burned on 13 May 1920, and a few 

weeks later, on 27 May, one of the most successful I.R.A. attacks of the entire war 

took place, when the heavily defended Kilmallock Barracks was captured and burned. 

Volunteers from Bruree took an active role in the attack, which resulted in the building 

being reduced to a ruin and the death of three Royal Irish Constabulary (R.I.C.) men 

and one volunteer.27 Josephine Finn, a member of Bruree C.n.B., describes how she 

‘catered for men before and after the Kilmallock Barracks attack’.28 The most 

significant event of the War of Independence in the Bruree area was the ambush of a 

British patrol about a mile outside the village, close to where the volunteers were 

‘lying up’ near Tankardstown. Eleven volunteers from the Bruree Company took part 

in the action in which one soldier was killed.29 Shortly after the fighting commenced, 

the patrol, consisting of ten soldiers and two policemen, retreated to a labourer’s 

cottage, when the I.R.A. was forced to withdraw, as they would not fire on the house, 

which was occupied by an elderly couple.30 Following the attack, newspaper reports 

indicate that reprisals were carried out in the village of Bruree during which two 

people, a ten-year-old boy and an invalid in his thirties, were killed when a party of 

police and military fired indiscriminately into the main street and carried out a series 

 
27 East Limerick Brigade activity report (Irish Military Archives, A/11), p. 65. 
28 Military pension application, Josephine Moynihan (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF45620). 
29 East Limerick Brigade activity report (Irish Military Archives, A/11), p. 67. 
30 Witness statement, Donnchadh O’h-Annigan (Bureau of Military History, WS600), pp 11-12. 
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of raids and searches.31 Mary Finn, a member of Bruree C.n.B, ‘took a shotgun and 

ammunition from the scene of the ambush at Bruree and brought it seven miles to 

Ballingarry’.32 Her sister Josephine testified that, ‘for two days before this ambush 

arms were stored in the house’, and that she ‘saw a military lorry coming, removed 

the arms a distance of about 100 yards and reported to the Column’.33 

Table 1. East Limerick Brigade Area: C.n.B. Membership in 1921 and 1922 

1st Battalion 1921 1922 4th Battalion 1921 1922 

Doon 45 24 Kilmallock 52 30 

Oola 13 8 Dromin 7 2 

Cullen 2 1 Ballingaddy 26 8 

Cappawhite 6 3 Elton 5 4 

Templebreadon 9 4 Bruree 26 22 

   Bulgaden 10 8 

2nd Battalion 1921 1922 5th Battalion 1921 1922 

Hospital 14 7 Kilfinane 4 2 

Herbertstown 5 2 Cush 12 12 

Kilteely 6 1 Glenroe 6 5 

Knockaney 4 - Ballyorgan 12 7 

Emly 27 21 Ardpatrick 12 4 

Knocklong 5 5 Kilclooney - - 

Garryspillane 1 -    

3rd Battalion 1921 1922 6th Battalion 1921 1922 

Bruff 11 5 Anglesboro 24 11 

Athlacca 3 3 Ballylanders 45 38 

Grange 8 4 Galbally 10 6 

Manister - - Knockadea 2 2 

Meanus - - Kilbeheny - - 

Banogue - -    

Source: East Limerick Brigade C.n.B. nominal roll (M.S.P.C.\CMB\107). 

Bruree C.n.B. consisted of twenty-six members, making it one of the largest 

in the East Limerick Brigade area, with only Doon, Kilmallock and Ballylanders 

 
31 Kerry Weekly Record, 7 Aug. 1920. 
32 Military pension application, Mary Finn (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF42446). 
33 Military pension application, Josephine Moynihan (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF45620). 
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having appreciably larger companies (Table 1). The latter two locations were District 

Council areas which would explain their larger numbers, and Doon, like Bruree, had 

a correspondingly strong I.R.A. membership. In addition to the significant size of its 

C.n.B. Company, Bruree appears to have been something of a focal point for the 

organisation in the district. It was one of only three locations in the county visited by 

Countess Markievicz during her speaking tour of the country in 1917 and was the site 

of a District Council meeting in 1920, which, as described by Maureen McGavock of 

the National Executive, ‘comprised delegates from all the branches in the area where 

the flying columns were active’.34  

Commandant Sean T. O’Riordan, a senior I.R.A. officer in east Limerick, was 

of the opinion that ‘[t]he Bruree branch of Cumann na mBan was both during the 

Anglo-Irish and Civil Wars probably second to none in all Ireland in its general 

activities’.35 This claim may be somewhat overstated and possibly an example of  

‘exaggeration’ by some verifying officers for pension claim purposes.36 The witness 

statements of a number of Bruree C.n.B. volunteers suggest that many of their 

members were significantly engaged with Republican activity in the area and, as 

suggested by Commandant O’Riordan, it was the only ‘active’ C.n.B. unit in South-

East Limerick.37 

The nature of the activities engaged in by the local C.n.B. were varied, ranging 

from cooking and laundry work for I.R.A. men to the transport and care of arms and 

ammunition. Members were also sometimes in proximity to combat areas in order to 

 
34 Ann Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican women 1900-1922 (Cork, 2010), p. 224; Witness 

statement, Maureen McGavock (B.M.H., WS 385), p. 7. 
35 S. T. Riordan, supporting letter to military pension application of Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military 

Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
36 Cal McCarthy, Cumann Na mBan and the Irish Revolution (Cork, 2014), p. 3. 
37 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
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provide first aid to wounded volunteers when required and were routinely used to 

carry both dispatches and intelligence information. Further activity included the 

collection of money for support of I.R.A. prisoners, as well as the delivery of ‘care 

packages’ to those in prison. The provision or sourcing of accommodation for Column 

members or those ‘on the run’, was also a regular task.38 Overall, the image created 

by reports is that the Bruree C.n.B. members were central to the ongoing I.R.A. 

activity in the area, and were relied on, not just by local volunteers and the East 

Limerick Brigade in general, but by members of other brigades from Limerick, Cork, 

Kerry and Tipperary as they moved through this very active area. The testimonies of 

all Bruree C.n.B. members speak of many duties and high levels of activity, and 

illustrate the significant contribution made by the organisation locally in support of 

the I.R.A.39 

Following the creation of the Bruree C.n.B., Lizzie Coll acted as secretary for 

the duration of the War of Independence. A significant number of high-ranking I.R.A. 

Officers attested to her contribution, and she was variously described as ‘an 

outstanding member … one of the most active in rendering all the assistance possible 

to the Republican cause’, ‘prominent in her attentions to the orders of the I.R.A., and 

the needs and wants of the Flying Column in all their activities’ and ‘the hardest-

working member of Cumann na mBan in the whole County of Limerick’. 40  She 

routinely carried important dispatches and provided safekeeping for weapons and ‘her 

home was always open to members of the Irish Volunteers and was raided on various 

 
38 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408); 

Military pension application, Mary Finn (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF42446). 
39 Ibid.; Military pension application, Josephine Moynihan (Irish Military Archives, 

MSP34REF45620), Military pension application, Alice Lapsing (Irish Military Archives, 

MSP34REF17344), Military pension application, Elizabeth O’Keefe (Irish Military Archives, 

MSP34REF28087). 
40 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
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occasions by the Tans’.41 She remained living at her father’s house throughout the 

period, which, given its connection to DeValera, may have additionally influenced the 

frequency of such raids.  

Table 2. Age profile of Bruree C.n.B. and I.R.A. volunteers 

Age  I.R.A. C.n.B. 

Sample Size 96 20 

Under 20 (%) 25 25 

20-9 (%) 45 45 

30-9 (%) 22 25 

40-9 (%) 8 5 

50-9 (%) - - 

Mean Age 26 22 

Source: Data generated from I.R.A. and C.n.B. Nominal Rolls, East Limerick Brigade, 4th 

Battalion (M.S.P.C.\RO\128); East Limerick Brigade (M.S.P.C.\CMB\107) and from 1901 and 1911 

census.  

As Charles Townshend outlines, personal contacts rather than organisational 

structure formed the primary link between the women’s and men’s forces. His 

assertion that ‘[t]rust was vital, and the women trusted by volunteers were their friends 

and relatives’,42 is reflected in the makeup of the Bruree C.n.B., as is the pattern of 

having siblings in either or both organisations. The use of only a surname for married 

women on the roll makes it difficult to accurately identify some individuals from the 

1911 census, but out of the twenty (of twenty-six) that can be traced with reasonable 

certainty, fifteen members of the Bruree C.n.B. had one or more male siblings who 

also volunteered for the I.R.A.. In terms of the member’s age, the profile for the Bruree 

C.n.B., was almost identical to that of their I.R.A. counterparts (Table 2). The mean 

age shows a significant difference, indicating that women were on average 

significantly younger. This is almost certainly explained by the fact that married 

 
41 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
42 Charles Townshend, The Republic (London, 2014), p. 51. 
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women did not tend to join C.n.B.. Of the twenty C.n.B. members identified all were 

unmarried in 1921.   

The Truce began in July 1921 and brought an end to the conflict. During the 

Truce period, the majority of the Bruree C.n.B. extensively supported the training 

camps that had been established in the Stylepark area of the parish, with Lizzie Coll 

recording that she attended daily, with instruction being provided in first aid and 

signalling.43 Following the outbreak of the Civil War, Lizzie and most of her fellow 

C.n.B members in Bruree continued their service on the Anti-Treaty side. The South 

Limerick area was a particular flashpoint during the Civil War, with significant battles 

taking place at both Bruree and Kilmallock. The aftermath of the conflict had 

significant impact on the locality, with many of those who fought for the Anti-Treaty 

side, also known as ‘irregulars’, being subsequently interned. The Civil War left a 

legacy of bitterness and division for decades, impacting on how individual volunteers 

reflected on their own roles in the revolutionary period and on how the newly formed 

state subsequently recognised and compensated them for their service during this 

time. 

Following the loss of Limerick City by Anti-Treaty forces in July of 1922, the 

‘Bruff-Bruree-Kilmallock Triangle’ assumed significant strategic importance to both 

sides of the conflict.44 The Pro-Treaty, National Army needed to take Kilmallock in 

order to enter County Cork, and the eventual Battle for Kilmallock, which took place 

in early August, was preceded by heavy fighting in the Bruree area. This meant that 

large numbers of combatants from several counties were both passing through and 

based directly in the locality. The overall initiative produced ‘the only line battle or 

 
43 Seoige, Bruree to Corcomohide, p. 183; Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish 

Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
44 John O’Callaghan, The battle for Kilmallock (Cork, 2011), pp 17-19, 55-85. 
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line fighting of the Civil War’, and the military engagements in and around Bruree 

‘encompassed some of the fiercest fighting’, which resulted in a need for significant 

support from the local C.n.B.45 

In contrast to many I.R.A and C.n.B. companies countrywide, membership of 

Bruree retained many of its members into the Civil War period, possibly due to many 

female volunteers having had family links to the more ‘involved’ Anti-Treaty I.R.A.. 

The C.n.B. nationally ‘shed at least thirty-three per cent of its membership after the 

Treaty’, and the 4th Battalion East Limerick, which included Bruree, shed forty-two 

per cent.46 This demonstrates the strength of republican sentiment in the area. Lizzie 

Coll became president of Bruree C.n.B. in July 1922. Her family connection to De 

Valera possibly influenced the high level of retention in membership. The Bruree 

C.n.B. participated significantly in events during the Civil War, with Lizzie claiming 

on her M.S.P.C. application to have been: 

Engaged actively in connection with the fighting in Bruree and 

Kilmallock areas; providing supplies and comforts for prisoners; carrying 

despatches; searching for wounded in connection with the fighting and 

under fire in connection with the fighting mentioned; intelligence work 

in connection with warning of I.R.A. of movements of Frees State forces; 

saved I.R.A. equipment etc. As result of activities was reported by Free 

State authorities to government at the time and salary withheld in 

consequence. Also in connection with activities my home was searched 

and raided often and bicycle taken from me for 6 weeks by Free State 

Forces … supplying comforts etc., to prisoners in prisons and internment 

camps.47 

She further claimed to have ‘got charge of a bag of hand grenades’ at Lyons’ Hotel in 

Kilmallock during the battle there.48 This contrast between the more mundane 

‘prisoner comforts’ work and actual deployment in combat zones clearly outlines the 

 
45 O’Callaghan, The battle for Kilmallock, pp 46-7, 87. 
46 McCarthy, Cumann Na mBan, p. 209, 249. 
47 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
48 Ibid. 
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wide range of contributions made by women of the Bruree C.n.B. at the time. It also 

suggests that Lizzie had continued her role as a national school teacher while 

simultaneously participating in significant republican activity and being identified by 

the government as a ‘prominent irregular’.49 The searches of her home and stopping 

of her pay probably reflect the fact that, at least in the early phase of the Civil War, 

the authorities were ‘fearful of the propaganda implications of the large-scare arrests 

of women’ and thus took other measures to deter activists.50 

Lizzie Coll’s memorable conclusion to her letter to the Pension Board, quoted 

at the beginning, was part of her subsequently successful appeal against the initial 

denial of her pension, but the overall treatment of her request demonstrates clearly 

how difficult it was for many to achieve recognition for their service. Her original 

application for a service certificate and pension was made in 1935, but this does not 

appear to have been processed until 1940, at which point eight different officers of 

both the I.R.A. and C.n.B. submitted letters supporting her claim.51 Despite this 

support, her claim was dismissed in 1942, seven years after her initial application. In 

her appeal, she informed the board that she was contacting both the minister for 

defence and ‘[her] first cousin An Taoiseach’ regarding her situation, and included 

the names of fifteen further individuals who could support her claim. Her appeal in 

March of 1942 generated a significant amount of internal departmental 

communication and a partial pension was awarded in November.52 The fact that a 

close relative of De Valera, with significant service, providing in excess of twenty 

referees, had to wait seven years to receive a modest pension on appeal, clearly 

 
49 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
50 McCarthy, Cumann Na mBan, p. 219. 
51 Military pension application, Elizabeth Meagher (Irish Military Archives, MSP34REF12408). 
52 Ibid. 
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illustrates the difficulties that many volunteers, and in particular women, encountered 

with the service and pension process. 

The ‘ordinary’ people who fought for Irish independence were largely 

forgotten within a few generations. The legacy of the Civil War meant that many were 

reluctant to speak of events from the time. Furthermore, as Ferriter outlines, 

‘remembrance of the revolution from the outset had been influenced by contemporary 

politics and coloured by who was in power and who was seeking power’.53 This 

inevitably led to certain events and people being misremembered or forgotten. 

Ultimately, the ‘big engagements’ of the revolution and those who died were 

remembered, often selectively, through books, monuments and commemorations, but 

aside from some regional histories, there is little to mark the contribution of many 

ordinary individuals who fought for Irish independence. Lizzie Coll is more 

remembered for her subsequent long career as a national schoolteacher in Bruee than 

for her significant wartime exploits. The Bruree C.n.B. which was one of the largest 

and most significant branches in all of County Limerick, is also all but forgotten. The 

recent ‘decade of commemorations’ and the growth of genealogy as ‘a form of cultural 

activity in its own right’ have revived interest in the revolutionary period and allowed 

for the contributions of many of these lesser known individuals to be rediscovered, 

including the women of the Bruree C.n.B. who so successfully pushed against the 

existing military, political and gender boundaries during the fight for Irish freedom. 54 

 

 

 
53 Ferriter, A nation and not a rabble, p. 397. 
54 R. S. Grayson, ‘From genealogy to reconciliation: public engagement with remembrance of the 

First World War in Ireland’ in Nordic Irish Studies xiii, no. 2 (2014), p. 99. 
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Routes of memory: parades, protest and resistance  

in Belfast 
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For centuries, the two communities in Northern Ireland have shared space but have 

not integrated. Divided along ethno-political and religious lines, the two groups 

commonly fall under Catholic/Republican/Nationalist/Irish and Protestant/Loyalist/ 

Unionist/British.1 This essay will explore how public rituals push the boundaries of 

identity expression, exemplified in the old tradition of parading from the Loyalist 

camp and subsequent protests from the Nationalist community. The Nationalist 

protests subvert the Orange Order's display of Loyalist triumph. Rituals enforced 

through social structures, such as education, employment, neighbourhood affiliation 

and religious structures, are seen in the most prominent form of parading in Northern 

Ireland, enacted by the Loyalist Orange Order. The Orange Order is a social group 

whose membership is primarily composed of protestant men and has been active since 

the late 1700s. By parading, the Orange Order showcases one form of Northern Irish, 

protestant, loyalty to England since the defeat of the Catholics at the Battle of the 

Diamond in 1795.2 The intergenerational practice of parading continues to this day. 

The parades last throughout the summer, culminating on the Twelfth of July to 

celebrate the final defeat of the Catholic King James II by Prince William of Orange 

 
1 The author would like to note that there are exceptions to these groups.  
2 Jennifer Edwards and J. D. Knottnerus, ‘The Orange Order: parades, other rituals, and their 

outcomes’ in Sociological Focus, xlii, no. 1 (2010), p. 3. 
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at the Battle of the Boyne in 1795.3 These parades are loud, boisterous and 

triumphalist as they march through their respective cities, often crossing through 

Catholic neighbourhoods or by interface areas in Northern Ireland. By marching 

through geographical space that does not belong to the Orange Order, these parades 

have a history of inciting riots and protests. This paper looks at the cultural tradition 

and memory of the Orange Order parades and why violent reactions occur in response 

to these parades in the post-conflict era. In conjunction with the performance of 

identity through visual displays such as parades, banners, uniforms, and clothing, this 

essay borrows the conception of a 'collective memory' from Maurice Halbwachs. 

Collective Memory is a cohesive narrative found across a group of people. Halbwachs 

also conceptualizes the connection between space and group memory.4 Thus, Memory 

Studies provides insight into how the nationalist and loyalist communities engage with 

one another regarding cultural memory and conflicting narratives of history. This 

paper begins by contextualizing the cultural traditions and memory of the Orange 

Order. Case studies were sourced from the parading seasons of 2012, 2013 and 2014 

for contemporary remembrance. A focus on Ardoyne, a traditionally Catholic enclave 

in North Belfast that resists these parades by using protest, was employed.  

In 1882, Ernest Renan wrote that a nation is bound together by the people 

within it. As historian Ian McBride summarises, ‘the principle of nationality is 

founded upon the desire to live together. [...] More fundamental, [Renan] reasoned, 

was the cult of ancestors, a shared heritage of glorious triumphs and common 

suffering.’5 In Northern Ireland, we are met with two opposing traditions of history, 

 
3 J. W. McAuley and Jonathan Tonge, ‘“Faith, Crown and State”: contemporary discourses within the 

Orange Order in Northern Ireland’ in Peace and Conflict Studies, xv, no. 1 (2008), p. 139.  
4 Maurice Halbwachs, ‘Space and the collective memory’ in idem, The collective memory (New 

York, 1980), pp 128-57.  
5 Ian Mcbride (ed.), History and memory in modern Ireland (Cambridge, 2001), p. 1.  
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which are often at odds with one another. Unfortunately, while these two conflicting 

groups share the same borders, historian A.T.Q. Stewart wrote, ‘[the] two 

communities are not intermingled […] but they are interlocked, and in ways which it 

is probably impossible for anyone except the native of Ulster to understand.’6 The 

lack of integration stems from the long history of contention between the two 

communities, starting in the early 1600s when the British and Scottish Planters began 

to colonize Northern Ireland. Conflict and the resistance of the local population have 

pockmarked history in the North for centuries. Three of the critical moments in the 

Protestant historiography in Ireland are the Siege of Derry (1689), the Battle of the 

Boyne (1690), and the Battle of Aughrim (1691). These three events are highly 

popularised in the Orange tradition, recalling deep cultural memories of triumph over 

the Catholic population of Ireland. The gruesome four-month-long Siege of Derry saw 

the protestant population within the walled city of Derry slowly starve while trying to 

keep the Jacobite forces out. Historian Guy Beiner argues that ‘remembrance of the 

siege became a founding myth for a Protestant “siege mentality” encapsulated in the 

truculent motto “No Surrender.”’7 Again, the Battle of Aughrim and the Battle of the 

Boyne, the decisive battles which defeated King James II, putting Prince William of 

Orange on the throne, encapsulate notions of triumph. These battles brought the 

Protestant minority into a great position of power in Ireland, as the Jacobite forces had 

now lost their hold over the nation. While the defeats lend themselves to the 

triumphalist traditions and memories present in Northern Ireland today, the enactment 

is not arrogantly triumphalist. Under the surface, there remains deep anxiety towards 

the Catholic population. Beiner states that, ‘Triumph, for Anglo-Irish Protestants, was 

 
6 A. T. Q. Stewart, The narrow ground (London, 1977), p. 181.  
7 Guy Beiner, ‘Between trauma and triumphalism: the Easter Rising, the Somme, and the 

crux of deep memory in modern Ireland’ in The Journal of British Studies, xlvi, no. 2 (2007), p. 373. 
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predicated on fear.’8 Routinely evoked and embedded into the collective memory of 

Orangeism was the fear of Catholic rebellion, such as the 1641 uprising. The 1641 

uprising consisted of Irish Catholics rebelling against the plantations. The Battle of 

the Boyne, the Battle of Aughrim and the Siege of Derry collapsed into a single year 

in the protestant memory tradition. Thus, creating ‘a cyclical mechanism of 

commemorative repetition that pivots on a victorious menstruus mirabilis of July,’9 

reinforcing the mythology of violent triumph present in Orangeism.  

The 20th Century renewed violence as a symbol synonymous with loyalty to 

Britain and the Crown. The blood sacrifice of the Battle of the Somme during World 

War I reinforced Unionist narratives and traditions. The Orange Order was able to co-

opt this battle neatly into their narrative due to the contribution of the Thirty-Sixth 

Ulster Division. This division was largely made up of men from the Ulster Volunteer 

Force, ‘a loyalist paramilitary organization founded in 1912–13 to oppose Home Rule 

that drew much of its membership from the Provincial Grand Orange Lodge of 

Ulster.’10 The Battle of the Somme commenced on July 1, a potent continuation of 

Unionist triumph, as it aligned with the Battle of the Boyne in the Gregorian Calendar. 

‘Stories circulated of how troops had gone over the top with cries of “No Surrender” 

and “Remember the Boyne.” Commemorative speeches repeatedly drew analogies 

between the battles of the Somme and the Boyne.’11 The past triumphs of the Boyne 

were placed alongside the more recent bloodshed of the Somme to fit into the narrative 

that the Orange Order espouses: its continued dedication to Great Britain through 

blood sacrifice.  

 
8 Beiner, ‘Between trauma and triumphalism’, p. 371.  
9 Ibid., pp 372-3; menstruus: Latin for month, mirabilis: Latin for wonderful.  
10 Beiner, ‘Between trauma and triumphalism’, p. 380. 
11 Ibid. 
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Blood sacrifice became generational, echoing past narratives of the Ulstermen 

who had ‘moved centre stage in the unfolding of the British nation during the 

Williamite campaign, in the modern world of scientific warfare: “We shall remember 

through the ordeal of fire, gas and poison our men passed like their heroic 

forefathers.”’ was a sentiment quoted in a newsletter of 1916.12 Such narratives are 

reflected and reinforced through the Orange Order’s long tradition of parading. 

Parades have occurred in Northern Ireland since the early 1800s, predating the 

country’s founding in 1921.13 However, the history of reinforcing a particular brand 

of Protestantism led to a specific definition of what these parades invoke and fortifies 

a violent group identity that is re-enacted annually. 

The aesthetics of the Orange Order parades are a potent display of power and 

perpetuate a deep cultural memory surrounding Unionist causes. Material objects such 

as clothing, uniforms, flags, and banners are repeated throughout different lodges. A 

continuity in style and aesthetics creates a recognizable display of power used to exert 

dominance over physical space in the city. ‘Loyalists augment this by emphasis of the 

Links to the State that the remembered loyalists have via familial or individual prior 

membership of the British Army.’14 Some of the symbolic imagery presented in these 

parades include banners depicting William of Orange on a white horse, orange sashes 

with lodge numbers, and giant ‘blood and thunder’ drums. The Union Jack features 

prominently in these parades, serving as a reminder that Northern Ireland is part of 

the United Kingdom, which is a point of contention for the Irish/Nationalist 

 
12 Belfast Newsletter, 8 July 1916, quoted in David Officer and Graham Walker, ‘Protestant Ulster: 

ethno-history, memory and contemporary prospects’ in National Identities, ii, no. 3 (2007), p. 300.  
13 Sara McDowell, Máire Braniff and Joanne Murphy, ‘Spacing commemorative-related violence in 

Northern Ireland: assessing the implications for a society in transition’ in Space and Polity, xix, no. 3 

(2015), p. 235.  
14 Kris Brown and Adrian Grant, ‘A lens over conflicted memory: surveying troubles 

commemoration in Northern Ireland’ in Irish Political Studies, xxxi, no. 1 (2016), p. 155; Italics 

belong to original text. 
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community in Northern Ireland. These symbols strengthen the tradition of Unionist 

memory, as their history appears to support their cause through the ages. The parades’ 

focus on the aforementioned battles lends itself to the memory of triumph. By 

showcasing their blood sacrifice through the generations, they have created a strong 

narrative that can be renewed through a sense of shared victimhood.15  

The parades occupy public space with unwelcoming imagery that excludes 

Nationalist participation while bolstering a perceived Loyalist struggle. 

Anthropologist Neil Jarman notes that parades ‘are regarded as a celebration of 

culture, a demonstration of faith and commemoration of past sacrifices. They are also 

displays of collective strength, communal unity and of political power.’16 This is a 

salient point in Northern Ireland, as the Orange Order parades allow for a public 

display of unity, which can signal to other groups that they still hold power and act as 

an intimidating force over the Catholic community. Jarman continues by stating that 

the parades ‘focus on the divided culture, history and traditions of the two main 

communities and as such they are events that have underpinned, consolidated and 

extended the processes of polarisation, segregation and division.’17  

More recently, Sociologists Jennifer Edwards and J. David Knottnerus 

conducted a series of interviews with members of the Unionist community to 

determine the power that the parades have in their community.18 The data collected 

shows that four significant themes were recurrent in the interviews. They were 

‘dominance, British loyalty, opposition to the Nationalist community, and moral 

 
15 Brown & Grant, ‘A lens over conflicted memory’, p. 155.  
16 Neil Jarman, ‘From outrage to apathy? The disputes over parades, 1995–2003’ in Global Review of 

Ethnopolitics, iii, no. 1 (2007), p. 93. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Edwards & Knottnerus, ‘The Orange Order’, pp 1-23.  
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superiority.’19 Which is particularly problematic due to the intergenerational memory 

attached to the parades. As memory scholar Sara Dybris McQuaid notes, 

Obviously, nobody living today was present at the Battle of the Boyne in 

1690 or the rebellion of the United Irishmen in 1798. Nobody alive (or 

very few) signed the Ulster Covenant in 1912 or took part in the Battle 

of the Somme or the Easter Rising in 1916. But many trace their family 

and community history through these events, and most people can 

remember the parade commemorating these events last year and the year 

before that, and are often parading because their father and grandfathers 

and great grandfathers did so.20 

The fact that these parades are not attached solely to commemorating the fallen 

soldiers at the Battle of the Somme or the Battle of the Boyne has led to the parades 

becoming a symbolic form of violence re-enacted yearly, perpetuating a problematic 

narrative going beyond collective memory. The Orange Order parades are also tied to 

the government. For the majority of Northern Ireland's history, a predominantly 

protestant narrative was the driving force in Stormont. The parades emboldened the 

Unionist majority government, reflected in how the state, since the creation of 

Northern Ireland, promoted Orange parades while silencing Nationalist displays.21 

Therefore, embedding the Unionist memory of triumph over the Nationalist 

community into state power structures. The aesthetics of the parades reinforce a 

violent form of power in the way that state-sponsored events aid in the transformation 

of one specific group memory while silencing the other.   

The memory traditions of the Orange Order are going through a period of 

transition in the post-conflict era of Northern Ireland. The signing of the Good Friday 

Agreement (GFA) in 1998 brought an end to the violent era commonly known as the 

 
19 Edwards & Knottnerus, ‘The Orange Order’, p. 13. 
20 S. D. McQuaid, ‘Parading memory and re-member-ing conflict: collective memory in transition in 

Northern Ireland’ in International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society, xxx, no. 1 (2017), p. 28. 
21 Jarman, ‘From outrage to apathy?’, p. 93.  
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Troubles. The GFA led to the creation of the Parades Commission who work with 

both communities to reduce tensions surrounding the parades. As stated on their 

website, ‘The Commission believes that the key issue for all those wishing to organise 

and participate in parades or related protests is to work together to bring about a 

situation where parading and protesting are normal activities which do not raise or 

exacerbate community tensions.’22 The Commission reviews routes of the parades and 

protests, granting concessions to each, dependent on the demands of the 

neighbourhood. In the case where parade routes have been rerouted away from 

interface areas or subject to curfew has spurred a new conversation among the loyalist 

community. The loyalists view the restrictions as an act of being silenced, while 

disrupting intergenerational parade routes, which are tied to their memory landscape.  

In this section, I will present at three consecutive years, 2012, 2013 and 2014. 

The Parades Commission can be argued as a zero-sum solution to a more profound 

cultural phenomenon regarding collective memory occurring at a grassroots level. 

While the Commission has the power to restrict parade routes and riots, they do not 

appear to be offering any concessions regarding the renegotiating of deep cultural and 

collective memories surrounding the parades and the protests. Tightening restrictions 

on parade routes and protests leads to a reliance on the police to enforce the 

Commission’s decisions. 

One of the more contentious areas surrounding the parades commission to 

reroute parades is at the interface area of Ardoyne. Ardoyne is an economically 

 
22 Parades Commission, Parading in a peaceful Northern Ireland: forward view and review of 

procedures (2006-7), available at Parades Commission, Publications 

(www.paradescommission.org/getmedia/377b73f5-74bc-4e52-beed-

e8a9804ecabe/NorthernIrelandParadesCommission.aspx) (6 Apr. 2019).  
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disadvantaged Catholic neighbourhood23 that has experienced a high amount of 

violence in relation to the parades. Ardoyne is located in North Belfast and is 

surrounded by Loyalist areas. For example, pipe bombs and severe riots have been 

present in the area, with 90 pipe bomb attacks recorded between 1999 and 2003 and 

‘within Ardoyne, there have been over 180 deaths related to the contemporary 

conflict.’24 These statistics are related to cumulative violence occurring during and 

after the parading season, showing that it is a highly contentious area, prone to flashes 

of violence even after signing the GFA. Additionally, Ardoyne is located in one of the 

highest percentiles of multiple deprivation in Northern Ireland, with ‘twice the 

average Belfast rate of unemployment, poverty and economic activity.’25 Access to 

stable employment is scarce in the neighbourhood, leaving the population to rely on 

transitory jobs.26 Academics Sara McDowell, Máire Braniff and Joanne Murphy 

denote that there is a link between deprivation and violence, stating that ‘The direct 

effects of continued commemorative-related violence in these spaces serve only to 

prolong the ill-health and poor well-being as well as the socio-economic deprivation 

of the households.’27 Violence is commonly seen in damage to property and 

explosives. In 2012 ‘the Parades Commission set a 4 pm curfew on the return leg of 

the Parade, which resulted in dissatisfaction from the Orange Order and bands and 

consequently violence ensued with 20 police officers injured.’28 These riots show the 

alternate memory work at play in the North. The alternate narrative to the triumphalist 

memories projected by the Orange Order relies heavily on the Nationalist population 

 
23 McDowell, Braniff & Murphy, ‘Spacing commemorative-related violence in Northern Ireland’, p. 

239.  
24 Peter Shirlow and Brendan Murtagh, ‘Capacity-building, representation and intracommunity 

conflict’ in Urban Studies, xli, no. 1 (2004), p. 61. 
25 Ibid., pp 61-2.  
26 Ibid., p. 62.  
27 McDowell, Braniff & Murphy, ‘Spacing commemorative-related violence in Northern Ireland’, pp 

239-40.  
28 Ibid., p. 239.  
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and how they remember certain events. The commemoration and memory work 

encountered in both communities’ conflict with each other and creates resistance, 

leading us to a crossroads in memory. The Parades are often seen as offensive from 

the Nationalist community, especially in terms of spatial infiltration at interface zones. 

It is perhaps unsurprising that ‘tensions arise when such exclusive narratives are taken 

to the streets and asserted across territories where they do not resonate and are met by 

organised resistance.’29 It appears that the memory of conflict surrounding these 

parades is almost as potent as the parades themselves. The continued riots and tensions 

that arise almost every year in the summer months are just as crucial as the parades. 

Contestation is expected and needed as a combative tool to perpetuate the Unionist 

memory traditions. The parades appear to thrive on the energy that the conflicting 

narratives bring about, especially along interface areas where tensions are higher. 

Collective memory imprints on the individual. Collective memory shapes the response 

to the parades or protests based upon community memory of past events. The two 

strands of intergenerational memory that push and pull between asserting oneself 

through territory and resisting seem to be an entrenched dance in Northern Ireland's 

physical and emotional landscape. Placing Ardoyne, and Belfast as a whole, into this 

narrative of deeply rooted rioting amongst the interlocked areas, shows the persistence 

of the tension between the two communities, often overlooked due to the historical 

collusion between the state and the Orange Order.   

In 2013 there was an outburst of violence lasting for a few days in the Ardoyne 

area ‘after the Northern Ireland Parades Commission rerouted the return leg of the 

annual 12 July (‘The Twelfth’) parade away from the Ardoyne shops, situated near a 

 
29 McQuaid, ‘Parading memory and re-member-ing conflict’, p. 32.  
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sectarian interface.’30 Studying the economic cost of the violent episodes would be 

beneficial to illustrate the extent of violence in Northern Ireland in 2013. In 2012, 

Policing cost £7.4 million, £6.1 million was set aside for ‘commemorative parades 

and subsequent disturbances [...]. In 2013 this figure was even higher at £15 million 

between 1 April and 31 July with the majority being spent on the 21 days around the 

Twelfth (Northern Ireland Policing Board, 2013).’31 In addition to the increased 

spending, ‘70 PSNI officers were injured during four consecutive nights of what was 

characterized as “animalistic” violence, which spread to other areas including East 

Belfast and Portadown.’32 The increased expenditure to manage the violence shows 

that in addition to the social cost of these parades, such as stress, bodily harm, and 

increased division between the two communities, there is a genuine economic cost to 

these parades. This violence is not unique to Ardoyne, as escalated episodes of intense 

action relating to the parading season have erupted in other localities, such as 

Drumcree and the Ormeau Road. These enclaves of Nationalist neighbourhoods have 

made a continued stand to block triumphalist marching and violence from coming into 

their neighbourhoods. An alternate question to be asked is: Why is the Orange Order 

still allowed to parade through these neighbourhoods or nearby interface areas when 

there is massive state spending each year to counter violent reactions and destruction 

of property? In addition, police officers are continuously injured at interface areas 

during the parades, creating yet another layer of tension to the already tenuous 

relationship between the loyalist and nationalist communities. The perpetuation of 

Orange memory through these parades appears to drain resources that could be 

 
30 McQuaid, ‘Parading memory and re-member-ing conflict’, p. 2. 
31 McDowell, Braniff & Murphy, ‘Spacing commemorative-related violence in Northern Ireland’, p. 

234.  
32 Paul Reilly, ‘Tweeting for peace? Twitter and the Ardoyne parade dispute in Belfast, July 2014’ in 

First Monday, xxi, no. 11 (2016), p. 4. 
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reinvested in post-conflict peace measures or economic regeneration schemes that 

could bridge the two communities. Unfortunately, memory traditions are deeply 

rooted, making them resistant to change. The Parades Commission has the tall order 

of helping mediate the parades and riots. The continued spikes in violence around the 

Parading season raises questions about its success due to zero-sum mediation 

techniques.33  

As opposed to 2012, 2014 appears to be a landmark year where Ardoyne 

experienced ‘the quietest Twelfth in recent years’ as noted by Paul Reilly. 34 Reilly’s 

article addressed social media engagement around the Twelfth of July Parades in 

2014, remarking that there was a dissemination of knowledge and debunking of 

doctored images that could reduce tensions. While there was no intense violence in 

2014, there was still sectarian disagreement on the popular social media platform 

Twitter, indicating that historical memory is flourishing in the online sphere. 

Collective memory is interlinked through the views expressed by social media users 

belonging to the two communities, such as:  

Republicans depicted the Orange Order as a ‘sectarian hate mob’ and 

outlined the reasons why the contentious parade was not welcome in 

Ardoyne. Loyalists argued that the rerouting of the return leg of the 

parade was further evidence of Republican bigotry towards their 

culture.35 

While there was a relatively low level of tweets using sectarian language, ‘[those] that 

did use such language often endorsed Loyalist paramilitary groups such as the Ulster 

Defence Association (UDA) and were hashtagged #nosurrender.’36 It can be 

 
33 I acknowledge that the Parades Commission does a lot of good work and is necessary. 

Nevertheless, perhaps a new angle in their approach to managing parades is necessary to reduce 

violence.  
34 Reilly, ‘Tweeting for peace?’, p. 10.  
35 Ibid.  
36 Reilly, ‘Tweeting for peace?’, p. 9. 
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suggested that the use of the #nosurrender hashtag is a new development in keeping 

the memory traditions around the Battle of the Boyne and the Battle of the Somme 

alive. In a globalized sense, the Orange Order has found a new platform to perpetuate 

violent imagery and actions towards the Nationalist/Catholic/Irish population. These 

tweets showcase that some hardline attitudes have not shifted in a post-conflict city 

and that these views can be more readily accessed due to the progression of the 

internet. Additionally, it fell on engaged community members to relay correct 

information between the two sides, dampening the potential for explosive violence 

between the two groups. This form of grassroots engagement with violence within the 

communities lead to one of the most peaceful years in recent memory.  

As stated previously in this paper, the continuity of the Orange Order relies 

heavily on the generational reproduction of memory through mnemonic devices, such 

as parading. These cultural traditions are a reinforcement of power and provide a 

visual symbolism that connects the Protestant communities with their narratives of 

triumphalism in the North, reminding the Nationalist population of their status within 

the power structures of the State. Thus, membership to the Orange Order is dependent 

upon generational, family, and community recruitment.37 Comparatively, Nationalists 

experience a continued sense of tension as their community memory is rooted in the 

continued defiance of the state and formal power structures through protests and riots.  

This paper has argued that it is due to deep collective memory that there is 

continued violence around the parading tradition in the North of Ireland. Reviewing 

key historical moments that perpetuate memory traditions in the Orange Order 

memory scape, such as the Battle of the Boyne, The Battle of Aughrim, the Siege of 

 
37 McAuley & Tonge, ‘Faith, Crown and State’, p. 141.  
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Derry and the Battle of the Somme, shows that violence plays a crucial role in the 

landscape of Northern Ireland. By celebrating violence through these parades, it is 

‘unsurprising that commemorations can engender violence given that it's violence that 

is often being commemorated.’38 This paper set out to analyse memory traditions 

surrounding the Orange Order in the post-conflict era of Northern Ireland. By 

reviewing the long parading tradition in the North, and the push back from the 

Nationalist community, it can be argued that these events are too deeply embedded in 

the urban fabric to change without radical intervention, as opposed to zero-sum 

compromise perpetuated by the Parading Commission.  

This paper analysed the aesthetics of the Orange Order and how their banners, 

sashes and uniforms act as symbolic markers of violence, triumph, and a past political 

strength, providing a visual link with their bloodshed to union with Great Britain. In 

addition, it was argued that the blood sacrifice became the critical identifying trait of 

the Orange Order and a badge of honour passed down from generation to generation. 

The focus on violent narratives in their aesthetics and their parade routes reinforces a 

specific type of identity, which can turn volatile when questioned or disrupted. The 

reinforcement of their victory at the Battle of the Boyne stems from anxiety 

surrounding the 1641 Rebellions, perpetuated in modern narratives to create a shared 

history in the Protestant/Unionist/British narrative of the Orange Order. Finally, this 

paper argued that these parades demonstrate a deterrent against 

Catholic/Nationalist/Irish rebellion. As Máiréad Nic Craith poignantly states: 

It matters little whether the massacres of Protestants in 1641 are factually 

authentic or whether they applied to Presbyterians as well as Anglicans. 

The significance of this 'common history' is to portray a group of people 

as historical victims of Catholic butchery, savagery and intimidation. 

 
38 McDowell, Braniff & Murphy, ‘Spacing commemorative-related violence in Northern Ireland’, p. 

240. 
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This history is used to endorse and legitimize a view that contemporary 

unionists are still under threat. … historical authenticity is hardly queried. 

Instead images of savagery and dispossession have become powerful 

ideological weapons portraying contemporary injustices and 

victimhood.39 

Narratives of victimhood are also espoused in Catholic/Nationalist memory 

traditions, as they were the recipients of decades of repression embedded in state 

structures. This view is readily accessible in Catholic communities through their 

memory traditions and comes alive in interface areas, such as Ardoyne. The 

Nationalist narrative has often been ignored due to a government that openly 

supported Union with Great Britain. The constant oppression of alternate narratives 

leads to conflict, which continues to this day. While there are occasions where the 

parades do not incite violence, that is due to the actions of community members, 

evidenced in the debunking of potentially inflammatory material via social media. 

Finally, the cost of policing the parades is an exorbitant expenditure, which could be 

reinvested in areas of multiple deprivation on both sides of the divide to potentially 

ease tensions. 

Research on the rebranding of the parade season as ‘OrangeFest’ was outside 

the scope of this paper, but further scholarship on the parades post-Brexit has the 

potential to observe how resistance among the Nationalist population has developed. 

Additionally, more research on grassroots community groups has the potential to see 

how local groups are trying to bridge the divide between the two conflicting groups 

around the parading season, as they are often the arbiters of change and resistance. 

Finally, it would be beneficial to explore how the centenary celebrations of the 

Northern Irish state in 2021 will proceed, especially in light of the COVID-19 

 
39 Máiréad Nic Craith, Culture and identity politics in Northern Ireland (New York, 2003), p. 166.  
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pandemic. Violence is endemic in Northern Ireland, but by renegotiating memory and 

finding a way to hold the two communities’ truths side by side, it might be possible 

to integrate and honour both without inciting more violence.  
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‘The country people and the old people are great believers in old cures’1: 

an examination of infancy, illness and interment in the Schools’ 

Folklore Collection, 1937-8 
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Rural communities in nineteenth- and twentieth-century County Donegal showed 

agency through their interactions with the lives and deaths of newborns and infants. 

Such communities pushed boundaries by subverting the norms required of them, both 

socially and religiously, in their understandings of infancy, treating ill children and 

the burial of infants who had died without being baptised into the Catholic Church. 

Agency in the rural community is most evident in folktales in the Schools’ Folklore 

Collection 1937-38, where one can learn of community acts of defiance from the 

source directly, even if individuals did not perceive their actions as being defiant. 

While some communities conformed to the norms of their class and religion, others 

did not. This is most visible where rural communities preferred to engage with folk 

medicine over professional healthcare and had a deep distrust of state welfare 

institutions. It is also evident in the way that some local communities conformed to 

the belief that unbaptised infants should not be buried in consecrated ground, while 

others chose to disregard this staunch Catholic belief in purgatory. 

The Irish Folklore Commission (Coimisiún Béaloideasa Éireann), now known 

as the National Folklore Collection, first met in April 1935 at University College 

 
1 Untitled (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1027), p. 79 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428251/4388504/4466222) (31 May 2021). 
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Dublin. It was the first ‘state-funded body to employ full-time collectors of folklore 

in the field’ and boasts ‘one of the world’s best and largest folklore collections’.2 The 

Commission was dedicated to the preservation of the oral tradition through the 

collection of local, regional and national Irish folklore. A number of full-time 

collectors devoted themselves to the task, and some well-known collectors in the 

north-west included Seán Ó hEochaidh in Donegal and Michael J. Murphy for 

counties Tyrone and Derry. Collectors were expected to transcribe folklore into their 

journals, which would then be forwarded to the Dublin office of the Commission. The 

Irish Folklore Commission developed a number of part-time collecting schemes. One 

project, the Schools’ Folklore Collection (Bailiúchán na Scol) housed at the Newman 

Building, University College Dublin, Belfield, is now one of the most popular and 

frequently consulted sections of the National Folklore Collection.3 

The Schools’ Scheme was a systematic national survey of folklore conducted 

predominantly from 1937 to 1938, with some cases extending into 1939. In the newly 

independent Ireland, folklore collecting was an important way to promote cultural 

identity and played a significant role in nation-building.4 Over fifty thousand 

schoolchildren in their final year of primary school, from five thousand schools in the 

twenty-six counties of Ireland (Northern Ireland was excluded), were invited to collect 

local folklore. The pupils, aged from ten to fourteen years, collected folklore from 

parents, grandparents, other family members and neighbours. The Department of 

Education and the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation were also involved in the 

scheme. Seán Ó Súilleabháin, archivist for the Commission, developed a booklet 

 
2 Ríonach Uí Ógáin, ‘National folklore collection celebrates its 75th birthday’ in History Ireland, 

xviii, no. 3 (2010), p. 8. 
3 Ibid., pp 8-9.  
4 Deirdre Nuttall and Críostóir MacCarthaigh, ‘A “Protestant folk”?’ in History Ireland, xxv, no. 5 

(2017), p. 48. 
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containing guidelines, entitled ‘Irish Folklore and Tradition’, which was distributed 

to all schools. Among the fifty-five topics identified in the booklet were ‘Local Cures’ 

and ‘Holy Wells’.5 The folk tales were recorded first in the children’s homework 

copybooks, then corrected by teachers and re-written into official notebooks which, 

when combined, became the manuscript collection. 

The Schools’ Collection is unique in giving a voice to the younger members 

of society, although the pupils mostly collected folktales from older informants. 

Furthermore, the Schools’ Collection covered parts of the Republic not previously 

covered by collectors (where their focus had centred on Gaeltacht areas and Irish 

language folklore, or béaloideas) and this was the first major folklore collection 

conducted predominantly in English. While the archive of the National Folklore 

Collection mostly features folklore from the rural Catholic population, the Schools’ 

Collection also showcases ‘Protestant folk’, as Protestant national schools also 

participated in the collecting.6 The Schools’ Collection is no exception to the rule that 

no archive is neutral or completely unbiased. Specific guidance was given in Ó 

Súilleabháin’s ‘Irish Folklore and Tradition’ booklet, which may be considered biased 

as it suggested themes and topics that would have influenced the content of the 

collection. While acknowledging that no archive is neutral, the collection provides a 

highly useful insight into the folk beliefs of Irish people.7 There is a strong rural bias 

within the Schools’ Collection, reflecting the contemporary belief that urban areas no 

longer possessed folklore worth collecting. Thus, many urban areas were allowed to 

opt out of the survey, leading to an under-representation of urban folk belief. Despite 

 
5 Carol Barron and Tiziana Soverino, ‘Snails, water in a stone, and holy wells: an examination of wart 

cures from the Irish Schools’ Folklore Collection, 1937–38’ in Folklore, cxxxi (2020), pp 386-7. 
6 Nuttall & MacCarthaigh, ‘A “Protestant folk”?’, p. 48. 
7 Barron & Soverino, ‘Snails, water in a stone, and holy wells’, p. 387. 
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the limitations created by this archival bias, the collection is a credible source of folk 

medicine, beliefs, behaviours and practices in rural 1930s Ireland, and in the case of 

this discussion, County Donegal.8  

By utilising the digitised Schools’ Folklore Collection (available online at 

dúchas.ie), it is possible to better understand how rural communities in modern 

Donegal viewed infants and newborn babies. Keyword searches were carried out 

which had a range of results. When ‘baby’ was searched in the collection, County 

Donegal had the second highest number of entries at 140. Of these, 59 of them were 

stories describing infants being stolen by fairies, or the way to avoid this happening. 

Thus, 42 per cent of the folktales that appear in this key-word search reference babies 

being taken by fairy folk, which would suggest that this belief was still relatively 

widespread in rural 1930s Donegal. One example from Moville (Figure 1) describes 

an infant being stolen by fairy folk and replaced with a fairy child on Halloween night. 

Sometime later, the mother apparently strikes a blow to the fairy and her own baby is 

returned.9 Another folktale from Moville indicates that ‘when a woman was going out 

and leaving her baby in its cradle, she would, before going out, place the tongs across 

the bottom of the cradle. She would do this to prevent the fairies interfering with her 

baby in her absence’.10 16 of the 140 tales describe cures that can be prescribed to sick 

newborns suffering from various illnesses (this will be discussed further below), and 

20 of the folktales refer to superstitions, or piseoga, for infants. One example from 

Faugher cites bad luck for any baby born on Whit Sunday (Pentecost): ‘there is an old 

 
8 Barron & Soverino, ‘Snails, water in a stone, and holy wells’, p. 388. 
9 ‘The stolen baby’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1119), p. 179 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493789/4420584/4536949) (17 May 2021). 
10 ‘An old custom’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1119), p. 185 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493789/4420591/4536962) (17 May 2021). 
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saying that if a child is born on Whit Sunday he will kill himself or some other 

person’.11  

Figure 2. Image of a notebook belonging to the Schools’ Folklore Collection, 1937. 

This extract is entitled ‘The Stolen Baby’ and relates to the area of Moville, County 

Donegal 
 

 
 

Source: ‘The Stolen Baby’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1119), p. 179 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493789/4420584/4536949) (17 May 2021). 

 
Infants in rural communities were seemingly viewed as vulnerable and in need 

of protection from illness, the fairy folk and local superstitions related to, for instance, 

being born on certain days of the year or their mothers’ behaviour during pregnancy. 

Some Donegal families, either out of necessity or due to cultural preference, engaged 

with folk medicine in an attempt to save their children from potentially life-

threatening illnesses, such as tuberculosis or whooping cough. Certain regions of 

Donegal, particularly poorer, more rural districts, encountered some difficulties in 

accessing medical and welfare institutions and personnel. Access varied depending 

upon the geographical proximity of patients to dispensary depots. Although transport 

infrastructure improved vastly during the nineteenth century and into the twentieth 

 
11 ‘Laethanta Áirithe’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1076), p. 407 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493636/4406285/4525725) (17 May 2021). 
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century, the size of each medical dispensary district presented challenges.12 This was 

significant as people were only entitled to relief from the dispensary district in which 

they resided, rather than the dispensary depot geographically closest to their location. 

The size of the dispensary districts varied across the country, with striking variations 

in the north-west. In Donegal, Dungloe dispensary district comprised 72,220 statute 

acres (approximately 112.8 square miles), while Killybegs district was only 12,625 

statute acres (approximately 19.7 square miles).13 

As a result, some historians have assumed that continued use of heterodox 

medical practitioners and folk medicine stayed popular due to the lack of regular 

medical services in certain more rural regions, rather than by choice. Undoubtedly, 

the problems associated with rural access, in part, did ensure that folk medicine 

remained the treatment of choice for some, or that they were consulted alongside the 

use of the dispensary system. Some families chose to engage with folk medicine as a 

result of cultural and religious preference.14 Some nurses found the use of heterodox 

medicine quite frustrating. One nurse was enraged to discover that her treatment for 

an ulcerated leg was ignored in favour of a moss cure prescribed by a handywoman.15 

Patients may have either rejected the free services of the nurse or they were willing to 

use several treatments simultaneously. At times, medical officers enlisted local priests 

to persuade individuals to attend hospital, or to adhere to the doctor’s 

recommendation. The distrust of medical officers may have stemmed from religious 

differences, hence the need for a Catholic priest to mediate. In 1871, over three-

 
12 Catherine Cox, ‘Access and engagement: the medical dispensary service in post-Famine Ireland’ in 

Catherine Cox and Maria Luddy (eds), Cultures of care in Irish medical history, 1750–1970 (London, 

2010), p. 66. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., p. 58. 
15 Ibid.  
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quarters of the Irish population were Catholics, while in 1870 it was estimated that 

only 34 per cent of doctors were Catholic.16 

There was a reliance, either by necessity or by choice, on folk medicine in 

local communities in modern County Donegal. The School’s Folklore Collection has 

approximately 1153 entries for county Donegal which pertain to local cures (after 

searching the word ‘cure’ in the online collection). The reluctance to pay heed to the 

advice of medical officials is evident in one folktale collected in Quigley’s Point: 

‘[p]eople do not believe in doctor's cures for every disease they have. They get most 

of the cures from the herbs that are found in the fields and in the ditches’.17 Another 

tale, from Ballyshannon, says the following: ‘[t]he country people and the old people 

are great believers in old cures’.18 Given that the folktales of the Schools’ Folklore 

Collection were gathered in 1937 and 1938, this entry might suggest that the use of 

cures were becoming largely outdated by the mid-twentieth century, but were still 

favoured by rural communities and older generations. Longstanding belief in folk 

medicine is evident in County Donegal in the twenty-first century where cures are still 

sought by people of all generations.19 

A wide range of potential cures are evident for various infant and childhood 

illnesses in County Donegal (Figure 2) a neatly handwritten example from the 

School’s Collection that discusses blood poisoning, boils, burns, whooping cough and 

sprains. More commonly referred to in folktales as ‘consumption’, a number of cures 

for tuberculosis are cited in the collection. In Donegal town ‘a herb called wall-cress 

 
16 Cox, ‘Access and engagement’, pp 70-2. 
17 ‘Some local cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1117), p. 234 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493781/4419805/4538297) (31 May 2021). 
18 Untitled (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1027), p. 79 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428251/4388504/4466222) (31 May 2021). 
19 Irish Times, 10 Dec. 2003. 
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is used as a cure for Tubercolosis, Bacillí’.20 In a tale collected at Ballinakillew the 

‘cure for consumption is to [go] out in the early morning and gather snails roast them 

and eat them’.21 Yet another supposed cure for tuberculosis was to drink the blood of 

a pig, according to a folktale from Tawny: ‘cure for Concumption drink as much pigs 

blood as you can it is an old cure for it’.22 It was believed that, for varying reasons, 

certain people had the cure for specific illnesses ‘by nature’: ‘these people have been 

known to cure certain diseases’.23 In Quigley’s Point, for example, ‘Mrs Margaret 

Duffy has a cure for the “momps” because her father and mother were the one name, 

Duffy’.24 Those who had the cure sometimes had to make a particular medicine, or 

poultice, or carry out a particular act in order for the cure to have effect. In 

Rossnowlagh, to cure the mumps the ‘person who has the cure puts a horse’s bridle 

on the sick person’s head and drives them to a pool of water and makes them drink 

three times in the name of the father, son, and Holy Ghost, it is said to cure it’.25 This 

folktale highlights a blatant religious connotation with certain cures, and that religious 

belief was sometimes necessary for a cure to take effect. At Carricknahorna, ‘another 

cure for the mumps is roast the hind quarter of a mouse then grind it into powder and 

eat it’.26 

 

 

 

 

 
20 ‘Old cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1034), p. 245 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428278/4391125/4463682) (31 May 2021). 
21 ‘Cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1031), p. 421 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428269/4390226/4479093) (31 May 2021). 
22 ‘Old cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1090), p. 439 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493685/4410550/4524638) (31 May 2021). 
23 ‘Some local cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1117), p. 234 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493781/4419805/4538297) (31 May 2021). 
24 Ibid. 
25 ‘Local cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1033), p. 243 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428276/4390935/4459245) (31 May 2021). 
26 ‘Cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1028), p. 487 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428256/4389007/4478104) (31 May 2021). 
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Figure 3. Image of notebooks belonging to the Schools’ Folklore Collection 

1937. This extract is entitled ‘Some Local Cures’ and relates to the area of St 

Johnson, Carrigans, County Donegal. 
 

 

Source: ‘Some local cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The 

Schools’ Collection, vol. 1106), p. 149 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493740/4415436/4529234) 

(31 May 2021). 

A significant number of entries in the Donegal collection that pertain to cures 

offer advice on how to get rid of whooping cough. Again, a wide range of cure types 

are evident, but there are a number which involve the assistance of a donkey. ‘You 

can cure a child who having the whooping cough by leaving a donkey eating oatmeal 

then by putting the child out and in under him three times’.27 A folktale collected at 

Tullynaha, similarly stated that ‘[t]he cure for the whooping cough is to put the child 

 
27 ‘Cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1121), p. 17 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493795/4421447/4538346) (31 May 2021). 
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in under a donkey and take him out on the other side’.28 In Cashel, a more simple 

remedy was the following: ‘[t]he milk of a thistle and the juice of a lemon is a cure 

for whooping cough’.29 In Kildrum, we see another example of where an individual 

actually holds the cure for a particular illness, this time a woman married to a man 

with the same surname. ‘Another cure for whooping cough is - the person affected 

should eat a ceapaire (a piece of bread with butter spread on it) from the hand of a 

woman married to a man having the same name as her own maiden name’.30 Similarly, 

in Glencar a folktale stated that ‘another cure for the whooping cough was to get the 

hair out of the head of a person who had never seen his father. The hair was cut up 

finely and mixed with food, which was given to the person suffering from the 

whooping cough’.31 

A folktale from Tullynagreana cites a number of cures for illnesses which 

commonly affected infants, including whooping cough, diphtheria, ringworm and 

measles. 

The cure for the Ringworm is to boil a mouse's flesh and rub it on the 

spot. There is a cure in briars to keep away the whooping cough. It is to 

cut them and boil them and put them on ones throat. The cure for the 

measles is to wind the thread off a spool and put it round the spot. The 

cure of the Diphtheria is to take a drink of water that would be under a 

rock.32  

 
Another folktale from Ballintra stated that ‘[t]he milk that a ferret has left behind is 

the cure for the whooping cough. To crawl under a donkey’s legs is the cure of the 

 
28 Untitled (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1031) p. 108 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428266/4389910/4478374) (31 May 2021). 
29 ‘Cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1078), p. 23 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493640/4406808/4515891) (31 May 2021). 
30 ‘Local cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1107), p. 40 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493743/4415860/4529661) (31 May 2021). 
31 ‘Cures of long ago’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1083), p. 293 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4481725/4408553/4481775) (31 May 2021). 
32 Untitled (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1031), p. 122 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428266/4389924/4478403) (31 May 2021). 
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measles’.33 This entry highlights the involvement of animals, both wild and domestic, 

in folk medicine in County Donegal. A wide range of cures are also suggested for 

measles. At Lettertreane, it was said that ‘[b]oiled nettles is a cure for the measles’.34 

A seemingly simpler suggestion from Carrowen was ‘… to keep warm and drink 

liquor’.35 Also at Ballinakillew, one folktale noted that ‘[g]arlic will cure the 

measles’.36 This entry discusses the medicinal use of herbs and plants which grow 

wildly in Ireland. Finally, at Laghy, it was suggested that the ‘[c]ure for measles is to 

get a big red worm and rub it up and down three times a day until the worm withers. 

When the worm begins to wither the measles begin to wither also’.37 

While a number of folktales provide information on the myriad of cures for 

various illnesses which affected infants, there are also a number of references to 

infants or children attaining certain cures in infancy and administering them during 

their lifetime. Another folktale from Laghy claimed that ‘[a]nother cure of any kind 

of sore is to get newly born child hand to touch it before it’s sex is discovered, what 

ever kind of sore it may be that the infant touches first, it holds that cure during its 

life’.38 The same folktale indicated that ‘[a] child whose parents have the same 

surname can cure mumps’.39 A number of folktales mentioned that children who never 

met their father held various cures, with one from Creeslough suggesting that they 

 
33 ‘Local cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1031), p. 242 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428267/4390045/4478818) (31 May 2021). 
34 ‘Cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1037), p. 32 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428292/4392440/4479482) (31 May 2021).  
35 ‘Cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1037), p. 30 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428292/4392418/4479476) (31 May 2021). 
36 ‘Herbs’(University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1110), p. 52 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493752/4416956/4530558) (31 May 2021).  
37 ‘Cures’(University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1031), p. 421 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428269/4390226/4479093) (31 May 2021). 
38 ‘Old cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1032), p. 357 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428273/4390648/4458854) (31 May 2021). 
39 Ibid. 
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could cure a sore mouth: ‘[a] child or grown-up who never saw their father cures a 

sore mouth by blowing into it’.40 

The Schools’ Folklore Collection can also illuminate the cult of belief around 

unbaptised infants in County Donegal and how such children should be buried. These 

infants died young before baptism into the Catholic Church could occur. Many infants 

died naturally, due to a high infant mortality rate and susceptibility to many of the 

illnesses discussed in relation to folk medicine. Some infants died as a result of 

infanticide, or infant murder, at the hands of mothers and, less often, fathers and other 

family members. Some Irish folktales focus on the souls of unbaptised children, leanaí 

gan baisteadh, who return from the dead to accompany their mother’s soul to heaven 

(‘legends of the blessed’), while other legends include the spirits of women who werd 

believed to have murdered children returning from the dead (‘legends of the 

damned’).41 The infant murderess depicted in Irish folklore is akin to a Satanic witch-

midwife character who is eternally damned.42 Anne O’Connor suggests that Irish folk 

belief regarding the blessed and damned souls of sinful women and unbaptised 

children contributed to, and simultaneously were shaped by, specific historical, 

religious and social circumstances.43 

Burial rites for unbaptised children are cited within many folktales. Baptism 

was considered essential to cleanse the soul of original sin, a prevailing Catholic 

concept.44 In Ireland, the orthodox Catholic belief that the souls of unbaptised children 

 
40 ‘Seanléigheasanna’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1075), p. 112 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493632/4405646/4515776) (31 May 2021). 
41 Anne O’Connor, ‘Beyond cradle and grave: Irish folklore about the spirits of unbaptized infants 

and the spirits of women who murdered babies’ in Elaine Farrell (ed.) ‘She said she was in the family 

way': pregnancy and infancy in modern Ireland (London, 2012), p. 224. 
42 Anne O’Connor, Child murderess and dead child traditions (Helsinki, 1991), p. 104. 
43 O’Connor, ‘Beyond cradle and grave’, p. 233. 
44 E. M. Murphy, ‘Children's burial grounds in Ireland (Cilliní) and parental emotions toward infant 

death’ in International Journal of Historical Archaeology, xv, no. 3 (2011), p. 410. 
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would be condemned to ‘limbo’ or ‘purgatory’, a liminal realm between this world 

and the otherworld, was widespread. Writing in the fourth century, St Augustine of 

Hippo stated that the souls of unbaptised children were condemned to hell because of 

the original sin committed by Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden and inherited by 

all future humankind. This was modified in the medieval period by the introduction 

of the concept of limbo, a place where the souls of these infants would go after death, 

between heaven and hell. This theological position was ‘supported by canon law, and 

it is within the laws associated with burial that we discover who could not be interred 

in consecrated ground, including the unbaptised, suicide victims, excommunicates, 

and individuals killed in duels’.45 Historical references show that the Church in 

England had forbidden the burial of stillborn and unbaptised infants within 

consecrated ground by the beginning of the fifteenth century.  

O’Connor describes unbaptised infants in Irish folk tradition as being excluded 

from this world and existing in a different location such as ‘the otherworld’, and that 

they may sometimes return to this world as ‘ghosts’.46 Narratives, folkloric or 

otherwise, that feature the motif of unbaptised infant spirits existing in the form of a 

flickering light or other natural phenomenon are relatively scarce. O’Connor cites one 

type of folktale which employs this motif, dubbed the ‘Mary Magdalene Sinner-Saint 

type legend’.47 The story centres on a mother of eleven murdered children who is 

dying while giving birth to her twelfth. She calls on a priest for her last rites. She dies 

and twelve souls in the form of spheres of lights appear to accompany her soul to 

heaven. One of the lights is flickering, and, when questioned as to why, informs the 

 
45 C. J. Donnelly and E. M. Murphy, ‘The origins of Cilliní’ in Archaeology Ireland, xxii, no. 3 

(2008), p. 28. 
46 O’Connor, Child murderess, p. 66. 
47 Anne O’Connor, The blessed and the damned: sinful women and unbaptised children in Irish 

folklore (Oxford, 2005), p. 126. 
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priest that it had died unbaptised. The priest then baptises this child and the light stops 

flickering.48  

If a child were to die before baptism, be it a victim of infanticide, or for some 

other reason, it could not be buried within consecrated ground and another location 

was chosen for interment. This could take the form of formalised burial within a cillín 

or the deceased infant could be disposed of in privies, dunghills and various other 

public places.49 Cillíní were the designated resting places for unbaptised infants and 

others who were considered unsuitable by the Roman Catholic Church for burial in 

consecrated ground and represented both their marginalisation from society and their 

liminal status in the otherworld.50 Around 1,394 cillíní have been recorded in the 

database compiled by the Archaeological Survey of Ireland.51 It was traditional for 

people in the Rosses area of County Donegal to bury unbaptised infants and people 

who died by suicide on an offshore island, Oilean na Marbh, ‘The Island of the Dead’, 

because local priests were not happy to bury them alongside the consecrated 

graveyard.52  

Many burial customs are cited in folktales for unbaptised infants, such that 

they should only be interred between sunset and sunrise, or at the boundary between 

two townlands, or the practice of ‘prone’ burial, where infants were interred face 

down, which was said to prevent the father of an illegitimate child having more 

children.53 Just one of the Donegal tales mentions the burial of an unbaptised infant at 

 
48 O’Connor, The blessed and the damned, p. 127. 
49 Emer Dennehy, ‘“What damned you?” Changelings, “Mylingar” and other dead child traditions’ in 

Archaeology Ireland, xxx, no. 3 (2016), p. 24. 
50 Murphy, ‘Children's burial grounds’, p. 409. 
51 Muiris O’Sullivan and Liam Downey, ‘Children’s burial grounds’ in Archaeology Ireland, xxvii, 

no. 3 (2013), p. 22. 
52 Murphy, ‘Children’s burial grounds’, p. 416. 
53 Dennehy, ‘“What damned you?”’, p. 24. 
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the foot of the road, which is akin to the aforementioned behaviour of burial at a 

boundary or crossroads: ‘there are four roads that lead into Clonmany town from 

Coolcross. There is an old path, and it is called the new line, but it is not used very 

often. There was a baby who was not baptised, and he was buried at the foot of this 

road’.54 Walking over the burial spot of an unbaptised baby was said to inflict bad 

luck or illness on the perpetrator: ‘[t]he spots were supposed to be due to my having 

tramped on an unbaptised child's grave’.55 

After examining folklore from the Schools’ Folklore Collection regarding the 

burial of unbaptised infants in Donegal, it is evident that some rural communities 

conformed to the Catholic belief that unbaptised souls could not and should not be 

buried in consecrated ground. Some of the folktales referenced particular graveyards 

or liminal spaces which were unconsecrated and thus reserved for the unbaptised. A 

tale from Letterkenny described how ‘unbaptised children [were] buried outside the 

walls of the cemetery’, while another folktale told of ‘unbaptised children being 

buried in the churchyard’ in Faugher, and another where they were interred ‘very close 

to the chapel wall’ at Carne Graveyard near Lough Derg.56 At Greenhill in 

Desertegney, ‘unbaptised people had a plot of their own beside the Protestants at the 

head of the graveyard’.57 In Buncrana, unbaptised infants were buried at a ringfort 

which was known in local lore. ‘The Danes were supposed to have lived in this fort 

 
54 ‘Local roads’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1122), p. 217 

(www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4540646/4421960/4540750) (16 May 2021). 
55 ‘Old cures’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1114), p. 86 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493771/4418812/4533774) (16 May 2021). 
56 ‘Old graveyards’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1082), p. 90 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493657/4408256/4518639) (16 May 2021); 

‘The old graveyards’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1030), p. 365 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4428265/4389731/4477979) (16 May 2021); 

‘An Reilig’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1077), p. 110 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493637/4406338/4515567) (16 May 2021). 
57 ‘Greenhill’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1112), p. 336 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493761/4417707/4531266) (16 May 2021). 
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during the time of the fighting in Ireland. It was said that a few years after the Danes 

had left this fort that any unbaptised children of the District were buried inside this 

fort’.58 One folktale cited unbaptised children being buried at a ‘mound’, while 

another mentioned the burial of infants at a mass rock.59 This indicates that some 

communities believed that while unbaptised individuals should not be buried in 

consecrated graveyards, they should be buried in another site of religious or Irish 

cultural significance.  

On the other hand, there is also evidence in the Schools’ Folklore Collection 

for some rural Donegal communities subverting the Catholic norm and burying 

unbaptised infants within consecrated ground. Some Donegal folktales indicated that 

unbaptised infants were simply buried with everyone else: ‘both Catholics and 

Protestants bury together […] In this district all unbaptised babies are buried in the 

graveyard among the people’.60 Another entry says the following: ‘[u]nbaptised 

children were buried before sunrise or after sunset. Around here there is no special 

graveyard for the burial of unbaptised children they are just buried in the graveyards 

where baptised people are buried’.61 A folktale describing Ramelton and Killydonnell 

graveyards indicates that ‘there is no special place for unbaptised children’.62 At 

Cluain graveyard, ‘unbaptised babies are buried in the plots that their parents own’.63 

 
58 ‘Local ruins’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1111), p. 504 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493759/4417517/4535820) (16 May 2021). 
59 ‘The forth’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 

1089), p. 216 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493680/4410049/4522011) (16 May 2021); ‘Holy places’ 

(University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, vol. 1119), p. 107 

(www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493788/4420504/4536769) (16 May 2021). 
60 ‘An Reilig’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1077), p. 106 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493637/4406333/4515563) (16 May 2021). 
61 ‘Old graveyards’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1084), p. 309 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493661/4408946/4520538) (16 May 2021). 
62 ‘Local graveyards’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ 

Collection, vol. 1085), p. 188 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493663/4409058/4521913) (16 May 2021). 
63 ‘An Reilig’ (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, The Schools’ Collection, 

vol. 1077), p. 103 (www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4493637/4406330/4515561) (16 May 2021). 
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There seems to be no geographical connection between the folktales, all coming from 

distinct areas of County Donegal. Thus, it seems that it was up to the local community 

to make decisions about the burial sites of unbaptised infants which therefore 

depended on local beliefs about baptism, liminality and limbo. By the late twentieth 

century, and with the coming of changes to the Code of Canon Law after the Second 

Vatican Council, the burial of unbaptised individuals on unconsecrated ground largely 

fell into disuse throughout Ireland.64 

In conclusion, the ways in which rural communities in modern County 

Donegal pushed the boundaries of life and death regarding practices and beliefs are 

evident in the Schools’ Folklore Collection, 1937-38. Infancy was viewed as 

inherently dangerous, with newborns exposed to certain risks from superstitions, the 

fairy folk and ill-health. Thus, it was necessary to protect infant life, and Donegal 

communities took matters into their own hands by engaging with positive piseoga and 

folk cures for infant illnesses. This highlights their agency, as some rural families 

refused to rely on state welfare institutions and medical officers due to a religious, 

geographic and demographic predispositions, as argued by Lindsey Earner-Byrne in 

her discussion of maternity services in modern Ireland.65 The Schools’ Collection also 

highlights how various Donegal communities both conformed to and subverted 

Catholic norms when deciding how to inter unbaptised infants. Some clearly believed 

in the idea of limbo or purgatory. They buried infants who died without having been 

baptised and other individuals, as discussed above, in liminal, unconsecrated spaces 

such as designed cilliní, ringforts, mounds and outside chapel spaces. Other 

 
64 Donnelly & Murphy, ‘The origins of Cilliní’, p. 26. 
65 Lindsey Earner-Byrne, ‘“Twixt God and geography”: the development of maternity services in 

20th century Ireland’ in Janet Greenlees and Linda Bryder (eds), Western maternity and medicine, 

1880–1990 (London, 2013), p. 99. 
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communities actively chose to disengage with this belief, and preferred to include the 

unbaptised in graveyards, family plots and within churchyards. The Schools’ Folklore 

Collection 1937-38 is thus fundamental in understanding how rural communities 

pushed boundaries, used agency and subverted norms in their own particular ways. 
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Irish rural youth and the ‘economy of regard’ in the household economy 

1950-70 

 

Tara O’Brien 

 

 

This article explores the role of child and youth labour within the Irish rural household 

economy, 1950-1970. The discussion is based on the analysis of nine oral histories, 

or ego-documents, created in 2020.1 Often, transitions through the boundaries of 

childhood, youth and adulthood are only recognised in retrospect. As one participant 

noted in relation to youth and adulthood, ‘we didn’t have initiation rites’.2 The 

difficulty in distinguishing between childhood and youth, as distinct life-stages, is 

epitomised by the existing historiography. Holohan, for example, notes that ‘there are 

fewer historical studies of youth’ as a specific category in Ireland, in comparison with 

the bourgeoning history of ‘childhood’.3 In addition, Hatfield et al. suggest that the 

history of childhood in Ireland has not yet moved ‘towards a more multifaceted, local 

and specific view of children as actors within their social contexts’.4 With its focus on 

the period 1950-1970, this article is a response to perceived lacunae in the existing 

contemporary historical literature on Irish childhoods, youth and families. The 

 
1 Interviews were conducted with the approval of the University of Limerick’s Ethics Committee. 

Under its requirements, participants were offered anonymity. Each participant is initially identified 

by their chosen first name and the date of the interview. With the exception of Francis’ two-part 

interview, subsequent references to named individuals are only footnoted where they are unnamed in 

the text. Participants’ contact details are with the author. 
2 Interview with Benedict (8 June 2020). 
3 Carole Holohan, Reframing Irish youth in the sixties (Liverpool, 2018), p. 15; For example Maria 

Luddy and James Smith (eds), Children, childhood and Irish society, 1500 to the present (Dublin, 

2014); Mary Hatfield, Jutta Kruse and Ríona Nic Congáil (eds), Historical perspectives on 

parenthood and childhood in Ireland (Dublin, 2018); Ciara Boylan and Ciara Gallagher (eds), 

Constructions of the Irish child in the independence period, 1910-1940 (New York, 2018). 
4 Hatfield et al., Historical perspectives, p. 12. 
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discussion here, which draws on Avner Offer’s concept of ‘the economy of regard’, 

aims to contribute to that space.5 This study is a micro-history, exploring the 

experiences of children and youth within rural families in County Offaly, Ireland.  

The original research adopted a semi-structured interview format to explore 

youth agency and identity in mid-twentieth-century Ireland, with questions prompting 

accounts of education, labour and social life, in an exploration of youth agency and 

identity in mid-twentieth-century Ireland.6 The oral histories included accounts of 

earlier childhood, but the emphasis was on youth, defined here as aged fourteen to 

twenty-one. These parameters derive from legislation ending mandatory schooling, 

on the one hand, and permitting marriage without parental consent, on the other. 

Participant narratives highlight how they were valued differently as a result of their 

labour, and how this affected perceptions of individual status and usefulness. This 

paper examines some of those dissimilarities and explores youth agency through the 

strategies participants adopted within the household. The analysis draws on Offer’s 

ideas of reciprocal exchange and finds support for Welton’s argument that ‘children 

and youth actively plot their social, economic, and cultural strategies in the context of 

parental expectations, existing economic possibilities, and conditions of leisure and 

education’.7 This article concludes that there is evidence for a hierarchy of regard 

within the farm-based household economy and that the strategy of gift-giving, in this 

context, was unique to girls.  

 
5 Avner Offer, ‘Between the gift and the market: the economy of regard’ in The Economic History 

Review, i, no. 3 (1997), pp 450–76. 
6 Tara O’Brien, ‘Youth agency and identity in rural Ireland 1950-1970’ (M.A. thesis, University of 

Limerick, 2020).  
7 Offer, ‘Between the gift’; Michael Welton, ‘Themes and issues in the history of childhood’ in 

McGill Journal of Education, xxi, no. 3 (1986), p. 240. 
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Some of the terms used in this article require explanation. Although aged 

seventy to eighty at the time of the interviews, participants are referred to here as boys 

and girls, common descriptions for this demographic in newspapers of the time.8 

‘Labour’ is used to encompass both unpaid work within and on behalf of the family, 

and a job or paid employment. Work is ‘the contribution of “family members in bread-

winning activities that are the official responsibility of only one person in the 

household”’.9 Work also comprises what Fahey describes as, ‘household 

provisioning’ and ‘simple commodity production’: the former generally understood 

as ‘housework’, the latter includes butter-making for sale.10 Finally, participants’ 

economic contributions to the household budget are classified in two ways. 

‘Augment’ is used where their labour, directly or indirectly, increases the family’s 

core budget or reduces/eliminates anticipated expenditure. ‘Supplement’ applies 

where participants’ wages are used by them for discretionary spending, which may 

have direct (gifts) or indirect (emotional) benefits to the household. This distinction 

is necessary; the former had a higher value in the economy of regard, with 

implications for participants’ agency and identity in the household economy.  

According to Anderson, the household economy approach was intended to understand 

families through interpreting the economic behaviour of its members.11 Histories of 

the family in Ireland, particularly those based on this approach, have generally ignored 

 
8 Sample of situations vacant/wanted advertisements 1940-1970 in The Anglo-Celt; Donegal 

Democrat; The Irish Press; The Irish Times; Meath Chronicle; Offaly Independent; Westmeath 

Independent. 
9 Lisa Philipps, ‘Silent partners: the role of unpaid market labor in families’ in Feminist Economics 

xiv, no. 2 (2008), p. 37, quoted in Manuela Martini and Anna Bellavitis, ‘Household economies, 

social norms and practices of unpaid market work in Europe from the sixteenth century to the 

present’ in The History of the Family, xix, no. 3 (2014), p. 274. 
10 Tony Fahey, ‘Housework, the household economy and economic development in Ireland since the 

1920s’ in Irish Journal of Sociology, ii, no. 1 (1992), pp 47-8. 
11 Michael Anderson, Approaches to the history of the western family 1500-1914 (Cambridge, 2001), 

p. 49. 
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children’s activity and focused on adult interactions.12 Breathnach and Buckley’s 

recent work, one of the few exceptions, centres the experiences of Achill Island 

migrant youth and examines their contribution to the household economy.13 In doing 

so, they address Welton’s and Hatfield et al.’s invitation to recognise children’s and 

youth agency.14 Children’s omission from such studies is explained by Heywood. He 

notes: ‘Historians tended to assume that child work gradually withered away in the 

developed economies of the world during the twentieth-century’.15 Instead, histories 

of childhood of this era turned to education, consumption, leisure and ‘the useless 

child’.16 Ireland, in contrast, was not a developed economy and still had a significant 

rural population during the 1950s and 1960s. In 1951, for example, almost 50 per cent 

of the “gainfully occupied” male population worked in agriculture.17 Humphries and 

others suggest that legislation was only one of the factors that reduced, but never 

eliminated, child labour; it just became less common that children engaged in full-

time employment.18  

Children’s work on family farms was exempt from regulation and Humphries 

argues that ‘where the family farm predominated’, as in the case of participants here, 

 
12 Katie Barclay, ‘Farm wives, domesticity and work in late nineteenth-century Ireland’ in Rural 

History (2013), xxiv, no. 2, pp 143-60; Joanna Bourke, ‘Women and poultry in Ireland, 1891-1914’ 

in Irish Historical Studies, xxv, no. 99 (1987), pp 293-310. 
13 Ciara Breathnach and Sarah-Anne Buckley, ‘Rural youth, seasonal labor, and family income: 

Ireland 1890-1935’ in The Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth, xiii, no. 1 (2020), pp 103-

21. 
14 Hatfield et al., Historical perspectives, p. 12; Welton, ‘Themes & issues’. 
15 Colin Heywood, ‘Children’s work in countryside and city’ in Paula Fass (ed.), The Routledge 

history of childhood in the western world (Abingdon, 2013), p. 133. 
16 Henry Jenkins, ‘Introduction: childhood innocence and other modern myths’ in Henry Jenkins 

(ed.), The children’s culture reader (New York, 1998), pp 19-20; Viviana Zelizer, ‘From useful to 

useless: moral conflict over child labour’ in Henry Jenkins (ed.), The children’s culture reader (New 

York, 1998), pp 81-94. 
17 Richard Breen, Damian Hannan, David Rottman and Christopher Whelan, Understanding 

contemporary Ireland: state, class, and development in the Republic of Ireland (New York, 1990), p. 

55. 
18 Jane Humphries, ‘Child labor: lessons from the historical experience of today's industrial 

economies’ in The World Bank Economic Review, xvii, no. 2 (2003), pp 175-96; Niamh Stack and 

Jim McKechnie, ‘Working children’ in Barry Goldson, Michael Lavalette and Jim McKechnie (eds), 

Children, welfare and the state (New York, 2003), pp 84-5; Michael Lavalatte (ed.), A thing of the 

past? Child labour in Britain in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (New York, 1999). 
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‘children's work was ubiquitous, though often hidden from census enumerators … and 

a blind eye was often turned in its direction’.19 Echoing Barclay’s and Bourke’s 

findings in relation to women’s work on family farms, Humphries argues that 

‘children’s work was under-recorded, inconsistently measured, and buried in the 

family economy’.20 Undoubtedly, policy approaches treating the household as an 

homogenous unit have contributed to children’s and youth’s ‘invisibility in the 

statistical sources’.21 Ego-documents, such as these oral histories, create opportunities 

for new avenues of research. Associated with the sentiments approach, which 

Anderson connects to ideas, feelings, attachment and rejection, they insert 

children/youth in the discourse, adding an emotional dimension to our understanding 

of the household economy.22 

Exchange theory complements the household economy approach, offering a 

means to interpret the economic behaviour of household/family members. It proposes 

that people act rationally, weighing the emotional and financial costs and benefits of 

their actions within a system, such as the family.23 Nye describes this theory as ‘choice 

and exchange’’, and Edwards argues that individuals try to adapt and fulfil ‘role 

expectations’ in such interactions.24 Offer’s ‘economy of regard’ dovetails with 

exchange theory. He proposes that personal relations are ‘driven by the grant and 

 
19 Humphries, ‘Child labor’, p. 178. 
20 Barclay, ‘Farm wives’; Bourke, ‘Women & poultry’; Jane Humphries, review of Hugh 

Cunningham and P. P. Viazzo (eds), Child labour in historical perspective 1800–1985: case studies 

from Europe, Japan and Colombia in International Review of Social History, xlii, no. 3 (1997), p. 

463. 
21 Martini & Bellavitis, ‘Household economies’, p. 274. 
22 Anderson, Approaches, p. 25.  
23 Michele Dillon, Introduction to sociological theory (2nd ed., Chichester, 2014), pp 245-71. 
24 F. I. Nye, ‘Family mini theories as special instances of choice and exchange theory’ in Journal of 

Marriage and Family, xlii, no. 3 (1980), p. 479-80; John Edwards, ‘Familial behavior as social 

exchange’ in Journal of Marriage and Family, xxxi, no. 3 (1969), p. 518. 
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pursuit of regard’ but notes that exchange or ‘[t]rade in regard is vital: self-regard is 

difficult to sustain without external confirmation’.25  

Boys and girls worked on the home and farm during their youth, but their accounts of 

their labour are quite different. Boys’ detailed and vivid descriptions echo Verdon’s 

accounts of early nineteenth-century agricultural children, and they clearly labelled 

themselves as ‘working’.26 In contrast, girls disparaged their farm and household 

work, typically using the lower-status term ‘helping’.27 Bridget, for example, said ‘I 

don’t remember thinking that I was making a contribution’. Even Ellen, who took on 

most of her mother’s household responsibilities described herself as ‘helping’. 

Analysis of the ego-documents reveals why boys’ and girls’ attitudes to their 

work were so dissimilar, and why their status within their families varied. From a 

family’s perspective, boys were economically advantageous to the household 

economy for several reasons and, therefore, valued. As they grew older, boys replaced 

hired help on the family farm. When Jimmy and his brothers grew strong enough to 

take on heavier work, such as ploughing, the farm’s agricultural labourer was let go, 

thus augmenting the household budget.28 Other boys also recall that farm labourers 

were discharged when they got older, with similar benefits to the household 

economy.29  

While most families were clearly willing to hire agricultural labourers until 

their sons grew old enough, domestic servants did not feature in any account. 

 
25 Offer, ‘Between the gift’, p. 451, 452. 
26 Nicola Verdon, ‘The employment of women and children in agriculture: a reassessment of 

agricultural gangs in nineteenth-century Norfolk’ in The Agricultural History Review, xlix, no. 1 

(2001), p. 44. 
27 Interview with Margaret (21 June 2020); Interview with Bridget (16 June 2020); Interview with 

Ellen (9 June 2020). 
28 Interview with Jimmy (10 June 2020). 
29 Interview with Francis (18 June 2020); Interview with Dermot (12 June 2020). 
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Consequently, there was no hired help for girls to displace as they got older, and no 

demonstrable gain for the family’s budget from their work. In Ellen’s family, there 

were neither older sons nor money to employ a labourer. Her mother farmed alongside 

her husband, reflecting the strategies of modern ‘farm wives’, driven by necessity to 

take on non-traditional farm roles.30 Ellen, who had no desire to be a ‘farmer’s 

daughter’, took on her mother’s household work instead: ‘With me as the eldest there 

was always something to be done. Someone to be minded. Something to be cleaned, 

someone to be taken somewhere, someone screaming or crying or needing something. 

Or needing to be fed or changed or whatever it was’. Ellen’s assumption of domestic 

and caregiving responsibilities meant that her mother was able to take a more active 

role in the breadwinning tasks on the family farm, leading to a greater income than 

might otherwise have been possible. Nevertheless, Ellen’s indirect augmentation of 

the household economy did not yield the same acknowledgement within the economy 

of regard as, for example, a boy who replaced an agricultural labourer.31  

The meitheal featured in boys’ and girls’ accounts and was an important aspect 

of Irish rural life in the 1950s and 1960s. This custom, described by Gray and Hannan 

as a ‘kinship or community based cooperative workteam’, or network of ‘mutual aid’, 

gives further insights into disparities between girls’ and boys’ accounts.32 What 

emerges from participant narratives is that family and community reinforced boys’ 

and girls’ attitudes through a reciprocal exchange. Their behaviours demonstrated that 

boys’ labour had a higher economic value than that of girls. Although boys and girls 

 
30 Deirdre Heenan and Derek Birrell, ‘Farm wives in Northern Ireland: the undervalued workforce’ in 

The Canadian Journal of Irish Studies, xxiii, no. 1 (1997), p. 5. 
31 Interview with Frank (13 June 2020). 
32 Jane Gray, ‘Gender composition and household labour strategies in pre-Famine Ireland’ in The 

History of the Family, xi, no. 1, p. 11; Damian Hannan, Displacement and development: class, 

kinship and social change in Irish rural communities (Dublin, 1979). 
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took part in the meitheal, boys observed a direct correlation between their own loaned 

labour and the benefit-in-kind their families gained. Neighbouring men ‘would give 

you a hand back’, particularly with skilled work that boys and girls could not do, such 

as harvesting and threshing wheat, thereby contributing to the farm’s profits.33 Girls’ 

oral histories lacked examples of such reciprocity, or appreciation that their work had 

worth in the community. 

The meitheal also provided another opportunity for boys to recognise their 

value: they sometimes received a payment from their neighbours, each boy reporting 

a sum of 10s. per day. While girls’ accounts, like boys’, included reports of thinning 

beet, picking potatoes, etc., there was no payment. Without exception, the boys 

claimed their earnings for their own use and, although parents were aware of the 

payments, there were no reports of requests or demands to surrender the money 

towards their keep. Benedict said that there was no pocket money and he kept his 

earnings as they were ‘the only money I would have access to’. Dermot claimed that 

his parents were ‘just glad that you weren’t asking them for it’. Boys’ earnings bought 

sweets, comics and, as they got older, cinema and dancehall tickets. Others were 

occasionally more enterprising. Francis and his brothers, for example, invested 10s. 

in a ferret to catch rabbits and were paid ‘half-a-crown or five shillings’ per rabbit: 

‘we had the price of the ferret before we got home’, and they retained the profit.34 

Dermot’s observation clearly identifies this money as a supplement to the household 

economy, relieving pressure on parents who might otherwise be subject to demands 

to fund their sons’ leisure activities. Payment by neighbours, albeit erratically, and 

 
33 Interview with Francis (7 June 2020). 
34 Ibid. 
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tolerance of its retention by parents situates this exchange within the economy of 

regard.  

Girls, unpaid during the meitheal, had very different experiences when they 

earned money. Boys had the freedom to retain their earnings and spend as they chose, 

but girls did not have the same financial autonomy. Ellen obtained employment as a 

live-in mother’s help in County Armagh, and later as an earn-as-you-learn student 

nurse in England. Her mother demanded that she make a direct financial contribution 

to the household economy by surrendering most of her wages. Bridget, still living at 

home, was subject to similar edicts from her father. He demanded her full wage packet 

when she secured temporary employment as an untrained substitute teacher. Bridget’s 

comments on the situation reveal how little girls’ work in the home and on the farm 

was valued, both by girls and their families: ‘He was probably dead right. Time I 

contributed something’. Margaret secured a Saturday job when she was in secondary 

school. Although no-one demanded her wages, her spending was still controlled. She 

wanted to buy a ticket to see The Beatles, but her father ‘wouldn’t allow it … their 

music was no good and wouldn’t last’. She spent most of her Saturday wages 

travelling to work and she always bought a cake as a gift for her family. In the context 

of Welton’s claim about youth agency, it can be argued that these girls’ agency, like 

Breathnach and Buckley’s Achill Island youth, was constrained by parental 

expectations.35 While Achill Islanders’ strategy may have been intended to keep the 

family together, Ellen’s, Margaret’s, and Bridget’s compliance with parental demands 

appears to have been more strongly connected with securing respect and recognition 

for themselves.36  

 
35 Welton, ‘Themes & issues’, p. 240; Breathnach & Buckley, ‘Rural youth’. 
36 Breathnach & Buckley, ‘Rural youth’. 
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The exchange for boys’ labour included minimal family or community 

intervention, which they interpreted as reflecting respect, confidence and trust.37 Girls, 

on the other hand, were continually monitored, even when they made direct financial 

contributions to the household economy. Ellen observed that anything she did ‘was 

back at the table the next day’ by lunchtime, while Margaret, who had no male cousins 

or older siblings, reported being chaperoned by an unmarried aunt at the local 

dancehall. This type of surveillance and the appropriation of girls’ labour is, Walby 

suggests, consistent with their counterparts’ experience in the premodern era and 

characteristic of what she calls ‘private patriarchy’.38  

It is clear that gender, as a category of analysis, adds considerably to our 

interpretation of disparities in boys’ and girls’ experiences within the household 

economy; but it does not entirely explain Jimmy’s account. His narrative indicates 

that the economy of regard within rural families was more complex and cannot be 

fully understood using gender alone. Jimmy was the only participant who obtained 

full-time employment after leaving primary school, eventually earning £8 per week. 

He regularly gave money to his mother whenever she asked and believed that his 

wages were supporting the family. Whereas the girls’ parents demanded, Jimmy’s 

mother requested. In Moehling’s study of teenage employment and urban family 

dynamics, youth authority within the family increased due to youth’s financial 

contributions.39 While his mother’s behaviour reflects Moehling’s findings, that is, he 

had increased power, her attitude did not make Jimmy feel more valued or powerful 

 
37 Interview with Joseph (22 June 2020); Interview with Dermot (12 June 2020); Interview with 

Francis (18 June 2020); Interview with Jimmy (10 June 2020); Interview with Frank (13 June 2020). 
38 O’Brien, ‘Youth’; Sylvia Walby, ‘Theorising patriarchy’ in Sociology, xxiii, no. 2 (1989), p. 228. 
39 Carolyn Moehling, ‘“She has suddenly become powerful”: youth employment and household 

decision making in the early twentieth-century’ in The Journal of Economic History, lxv, no. 2 

(2005), pp 414-38. 
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because his father no longer considered him useful. His father regularly asked for, and 

routinely ignored, Jimmy’s opinion on farming matters. Where once he had his 

father’s respect and ‘power’ through his farm labour, money from off-farm 

employment did not garner the same response. With no ‘external confirmation’ of his 

worth from his father, Jimmy decided ‘there were enough helping out’ and he 

withdrew his wage and his work, migrating to London.40 He did not send remittances, 

nor did other boys who left home. Jimmy’s account implies that, in Edwards’ terms, 

he struggled to adapt and fulfil role expectations and that, in the context of parental 

expectations and economic possibilities, he opted out of the domestic economy of 

regard.41 Jimmy’s experiences indicate that there was some interplay between age and 

gender in rural household power relations. His gender and his economic contributions 

earned increasing deference from his mother as he grew older, yet this did not 

compensate for losing his father’s regard. Even though his financial contribution 

directly augmented the family budget, Jimmy believed that his father viewed off-farm 

employment as having lower status than farm work. This elevation of farm work 

above other income-generating strategies may also underpin attitudes to girls’ work 

and employment.  

Neither girls’ domestic and farm work nor their direct financial contributions 

elicited external confirmation of their value. However, in Welton’s words, other 

‘economic possibilities, and conditions of … education’, were available.42 Arguably, 

girls’ strategy in response to unsatisfactory conditions in the household economy of 

regard was also, like Jimmy, to withdraw. Margaret, for example, who had the 

opportunity to remain living at home and attend a local teacher-training college, chose 

 
40 Offer, ‘Between the gift’, p. 451, 452. 
41 Edwards, ‘Family behavior’, p. 518; Welton, ‘Themes & issues’, p. 237. 
42 Welton, ‘Themes & issues’, p. 240. 
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instead to go to a college in London with the aid of a grant and her wages from 

seasonal work. Ellen, eager to escape family control and unwilling to incur financial 

obligations to her family, opted to go to Stoke-on-Trent to undertake nurse-training, 

rather than train in Ireland. Bridget moved to Birr when she got an office-job, earning 

£3 10s. per week, before eventually moving to Spain and then to Dublin. Like Jimmy, 

she also sent no remittances home. Nevertheless, despite removing themselves from 

the family home, emotional connections remained, and these three girls sought new 

ways of engaging with the household. 

Gift-giving is one feature of Offer’s economy of regard. He argues that gift-

giving is an expression of the giver’s regard but is founded on an expectation of 

reciprocity. The exchange for the gift might be status, respect or acknowledgement, 

which seems particularly relevant for the girls in this study.43 Within this collection 

of ego-documents, gift-giving is unique to girls’ accounts. When she moved to Birr, 

Bridget bought as many groceries each weekend as she could carry by bicycle and 

gave them to her mother. This continued until she left Offaly. Ellen and Margaret both 

bought gifts for parents and siblings when they returned home on holidays. Their gifts 

were supplemental to the household economy; Bridget’s groceries clearly augmented 

it. Despite their gift-giving, there is no sense in their accounts that there was any 

significant emotional return in the exchange and there was no obvious change in their 

status. That point came for Ellen and Margaret when they returned home on holidays 

after leaving home. Both recall family presenting them to members of the community 

and announcing what they were studying. At that point, their status in the world 

beyond the community had value, reflecting positively on their parents and wider 

family. Significantly, these girls chose professions especially valued by their 

 
43 Offer, ‘Between the gift’, p. 451, 452. 
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respective mothers - nursing in Ellen’s case, and teaching in Margaret’s. Bridget, an 

office worker, had no accounts of such recognition during her youth. 

The oral history accounts confirm what some historians of youth/childhood, 

and of the family have already found; provide alternative perspectives to others; and 

demonstrate the persistence of certain attitudes across time, even into the present day. 

They permit the historian to explore participants’ lives, individually and collectively, 

revealing the constraints to, and opportunities for, their agency in specific local, social 

and historical contexts.44 Child and youth labour remained prevalent in rural families 

1950-1970. Holohan notes that wages rarely featured, even when youth worked full-

time in their homes and on their family farms, adding that that young people involved 

in agriculture ‘received relatively little in return for their labour’.45 Oral histories 

confirm this, but the economy of regard illustrates that boys received a significant 

emotional return on their labour. The narratives in this collection give insights into 

rural girlhood and boyhood in contemporary Irish history, through their interactions 

with adult members of their households and their community, as they transitioned to 

adulthood. The relative freedom and financial autonomy that boys experienced, 

reflected and magnified through the economy of regard, inculcated a belief that they 

were valued and valuable, and that their work mattered. They required no additional 

strategies to earn recognition. Girls, who were only ‘helping’, used a range of 

strategies, including gift-giving, to engage in that same economy and improve their 

status, albeit with limited success. The association of ‘working’ with boys, and of 

 
44 Welton, ‘Themes & issues’, p. 240; Hatfield et al., Historical perspectives, p. 12. 
45 Holohan, Reframing Irish youth, p. 60, 74; Interview with Francis (18 June 2020); Interview with 

Dermot (12 June 2020). 
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‘helping’ with girls, to represent the high and low value status of youth in farm 

families has, more than half a century later, persisted.46  

Participant accounts also reveal constructions of childhood and youth in 

transnational context. Unlike their urban youth counterparts in developed economies, 

participants like Jimmy, Ellen and Bridget, who augmented their household 

economies through direct financial contributions, did not ‘suddenly become 

powerful’.47 Zelizer, writing of child labour reformers in a North American context, 

claims they believed that ‘true parental love could only exist if the child was defined 

exclusively as an object of sentiment and not as an agent of production’.48 In contrast, 

boys were objects of sentiment, benefitting from the approbation of parents and the 

wider community, because they were agents of production. From girls’ accounts, they 

were clearly not producing ‘in the right way’ and did not warrant the same regard. 

Only when they achieved status in the public sphere, through their professional 

occupations, did they become private objects of sentiment.  

Despite the conditions in which they existed and the constraints they 

experienced, boys’ and girls’ agency pushed the boundaries of parent-child relations 

as they approached adulthood. Historians have described emigration during the 1950s 

and 1960s as a national ‘safety valve’, given Ireland’s economic circumstances, and 

remittances regularly feature in discussions.49 Emigration may well have had this 

effect at national level, but participant accounts indicate that personal rather than 

economic need spurred their departure from home. Migration provided the required 

 
46 Anne Cassidy and Brian McGrath, ‘Farm, place and identity construction among Irish farm youth 

who migrate’ in Journal of Rural Studies, xxvii (2015), pp 20-8. 
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safety valve for these boys, girls and, perhaps, their parents. Offer argues that 

‘[w]ithholding regard signifies indifference and rejection’, and some participants 

evidently interpreted their parents’ behaviour that way.50 Like other Irish emigrants, 

Ellen sent remittances home; Bridget and Jimmy chose not to, and boys, ‘were very 

much left to do whatever with [their] own earnings’.51 Youth commitment to the 

family appeared to wane as the boundary with adulthood approached. Withholding 

financial support may have been participants’ way of signifying their indifference and 

rejection.  

Leaving home may have been motivated by personal needs, but the dearth of 

demands for remittances should be examined against the national context. In 1958, 

when Margaret and Joseph were still children and Ellen and Frank were on the 

threshold of adulthood, Minister for Industry and Commerce, Seán Lemass, published 

the First Programme for Economic Expansion, setting Ireland’s socio-economic 

transformation in train. Participants’ parents, all small farmers whom they described 

as “poor” or “very poor”, chose to forego remittances; yet, many parents built new 

family homes in the early 1960s. Further investigation is required to establish whether 

these families were already feeling the benefits of economic growth, well before 

Lemass’ ambitions could flourish, or whether domestic harmony was worth more than 

unwilling remittances.  

Finally, there are, as has been pointed out, particular challenges in exploring 

the role of children and youth in the household economy in any era.52 Their 

 
50 Offer, ‘Between the gift’, p. 452; Interview with Francis (7 June 2020); Interview with Benedict (8 

June 2020); Interview with Jimmy (10 June 2020); Interview with Bridget (16 June 2020); Interview 

with Ellen (9 June 2020); Interview with Margaret (21 June 2020); Interview with Dermot (12 June 

2020). 
51 Interview with Dermot (12 June 2020). 
52 Humphries, ‘Child labor’, p. 178; Martini & Bellavitis, ‘Household economies’. 
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contributions are obscured in documentary records and official reports, sometimes 

wilfully and on other occasions, as McCarthy acknowledged in 1961, because the 

question was not asked.53 Oral histories offer a potentially rich trove of material to 

understand the economic behaviour of members of a household economy – not just 

what and how they contributed, but why, and how that evolved over time. Exchange 

theory and Offer’s economy of regard provide a framework through which those 

behaviours can be analysed. Without such investigation, the variations in esteem 

afforded to boys and girls doing the same work; the elevated status of farm work 

compared with domestic work or employment; and alternative strategies, such as gift 

giving, to secure regard, would remain obscured. The narratives depict rural 

households at a time when they were still influenced by a culture which bestowed pre-

eminence on economic value generated by agricultural labour, and fathers had 

absolute authority. Welton, writing in 1986, did not include race, class, or gender as 

constraints or conditions to youth agency, although gender may be implicit in 

‘parental expectations’.54 Nevertheless, girls’ experiences illustrate that gender and 

patriarchal structures were some of the main constraints when plotting their social, 

economic and cultural strategies. Their services were used but not valued, instead 

being appropriated ‘individually and directly’ in the private sphere of the family.55 

Only when they moved into the public sphere did girls gain status.56  
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Whispers on a landscape: Irish Palatine immigration 1709 
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Conversations on Irish migration tend to focus on outward flows from Ireland. This 

was particularly true in the aftermath of famines, as people sought to improve their 

lives for the better. It is easy to forget this desire for a better life was also responsible 

for the inward flow of thousands of migrants to Ireland in the early eighteenth century. 

In 1709 more than 13,500 people arrived into London, via Rotterdam, from homelands 

in the southwest of Germany and Switzerland. They travelled by boat down the River 

Rhine and its tributaries the Main and the Neckar. From London just over 3,000 

migrants were sent to New York for the manufacture of naval stores, becoming one 

of the earliest groups of German settlers in the New World. At least another 3,000 

were sent to Ireland on foot of requests by the Lord Lieutenant, Thomas Wharton, and 

the Irish Lords to Queen Anne. They suggested 

it would greatly conduce to the strengthening and encouraging the 

Protestant interest in this Kingdom if your Majesty would be graciously 

pleased to order so many of the poor German Protestants lately arrived in 

Great Britain as your Majesty shall think fit to be sent into this Kingdom 

of whose sincerity and steadiness in professing the Protestant religion 

there can be no doubt by reason of the suffering they have undergone for 

the same.1 

Although it was as ‘poor German Protestants’ that the Irish Lords chose to identify 

migrants, most people, unsure what to term people who hailed from disparate regions, 

including Hesse, Nassau, Württemberg, Alsace, Basle and the Rhineland Palatinate, 

 
1 The Humble representation and address of the Lords and others of the Council of Your Majesty’s 

Kingdom of Ireland (British Library, Blenheim Papers, vol. DXXXIII, Add.MS61633), p. 127. 



History Studies, Vol. 22 

  100 

used the term Palatine. As a consequence of the Reformation, these areas were some 

of the most religiously diverse parts of Western Europe by the opening years of the 

eighteenth century.2  Initially at least, the British public understood the group of 

poorly dressed people, speaking different dialects to be fellow Protestants fleeing the 

wrath of the French. But between 1709 and 1714, at least 5,000 migrants were 

repatriated to the Continent including more than 2,200 sent back in September 1709 

when it was revealed they were Roman Catholics. The word Palatine is derived from 

Palatinate, an area of land ruled over by a Count Palatine. In 1709 the Elector of the 

Palatinate of the Rhineland was John William, Duke of Neuburg. The term Palatine 

was familiar to people in Britain and Ireland from reports of the desolation of the 

Palatinate during the Nine Years War (1688-1697), when major cities were laid waste 

by French atrocities.3  A pamphlet produced on behalf of migrants shortly after they 

arrived into London recounts the ‘throwing the bones of Emperors, Princes and 

Prelates’ out of their tombs and the sacking of cities such as Heidelberg, Worms and 

Spires over the previous fifty years.4 More recently the term Palatine appeared in 

newspapers with reference to 3,000 troops supplied by John William to aid Britain’s 

leading military figure, John Churchill, Lord Marlborough and his allies in the War 

of Spanish Succession (1701-1714). It is against this background that 3,073 people 

comprising 821 families, were sent to Ireland from London.5 For many families this 

was a two-step migration as they or their descendants eventually ended up in the 

 
2 Philip Otterness, Becoming German: the 1709 Palatine migration to New York (Ithaca & London, 

2006), pp 5-11. 
3 For more on the desolation of the Palatinate as a European news event see Emilie Dosquet, ‘“We 

have been informed that the French are carrying desolation everywhere”: the desolation of the 

Palatinate as a European news event’ in Joad Raymond and Noah Moxham (eds.) News networks in 

Early Modern Europe (Leiden, 2016), pp 641-74. 
4 The State of the Palatines for fifty years past to the present time (The National Archives, 

SP9/249/101). 
5 Patrick O’Connor, People make places: the story of the Irish Palatines (Newcastle West, 1989); 

Bernard Brown, The German Palatine settlement in County Wexford and beyond in 1709 (Wexford, 

2017). 
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Americas. Considered an initiative of the Whig party by many historians, it was as 

Dickinson noted the Whigs who pushed through the Naturalisation Act of March 

1708[/9].6 

Figure 1. Kilflynn Church of Ireland, Limerick 

 

Source: Helene Haak (used with permission).  

This paper will look at reasons given in the historiography for the initial 

migration, and using records in the National Archives, London, present snapshots of 

individual migrants. It will examine the welcome received by Palatines in London and 

Ireland, then using a case study from my native Tipperary, consider evidence for the 

presence of Palatine families in areas outside the larger colonies of Limerick, Carlow 

and Wexford. I believe the Palatines left whispers on the landscape of Ireland in the 

surnames and place names they left behind. Consequently, many more Irish surnames 

can be traced back to the 1709 immigrants. For example, tombstones in the graveyard 

adjoining Kilflynn Church (Figure 1) record Palatine families of Alton, Young, Mee, 

 
6 H. T. Dickinson, ‘The poor Palatines and the parties’ in The English Historical Review, lxxxii, no. 

324 (1967), pp 464-85. 
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Bartman, Steepe, Pyper, Reali, Legee, Gleasure and Boveneizer. This study is 

important as a narrative has evolved that Palatines were fleeing war/religious 

persecution and that only 260 families remained in Ireland by 1713.7 Future research 

into this fascinating group of people as part of my ongoing Ph.D thesis ‘The Invisible 

Past; Palatine/Huguenot immigration 1709-1730’ will also be discussed.  

Everett Lee defines migration as a permanent or semi-permanent change of 

residence involving an origin, a destination and in between a set of obstacles.8 What 

possessed multiple groups, primarily families, to make the trip down the Rhine in the 

face of many obstacles in 1709? Those from the Rhineland Palatinate  certainly did 

not enjoy the backing of their Elector, who in May 1709 made efforts to prevent their 

leaving including imprisoning two boatloads of migrants seized on the Rhine.9 The 

Prince of Nassau-Weilberg, alarmed at the departure of so many of his citizens set up 

an enquiry; the over-riding reason given by petitioners was they were poor people 

going to join other poor people.10 War, particularly in areas bordering France, was a 

factor in the decision of some people to leave.  Wars cost money and resulting taxes 

were high. A London newspaper also explained how ‘every class of fifty peasants 

must furnish one man who has to serve for two years after which he is free.’11 

To add to migrants’ woes the winter of 1708/1709 was particularly harsh all 

over Europe.  Remembered as Le Grand Hiver it was a time when birds froze to death 

on branches and many vine plants were destroyed.  In London people ice-skated on 

the Thames, while the high cost of bread in England the following year was directly 

 
7 This figure is quoted in J. L. McCracken, ‘The social structure and social life,1714-60’ in T. W. 

Moody and W. E. Vaughan (eds), A new history of Ireland (9 vols, Oxford, 1986), iv, p. 41. 
8 Everett Lee, ‘A theory of migration’ in Demography, iii, no. 1 (1966), p. 49. 
9 W. A. Knittle, Early eighteenth-century Palatine emigration: a British government redemptioner 

project to manufacture naval stores (Maryland, 2006), p. 53. 
10 Otterness, Becoming German, pp 30-3. 
11 Post Boy, 14-16 Apr. 1709. 
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attributable to a poor wheat crop that autumn. Inheritance patterns may also have had 

a role in the migration as in many areas of southwest Germany a system of partible 

inheritance prevailed. Daughters as well as sons were entitled to a share of property 

resulting in increased populations and smaller landholdings.12 In England this was an 

era of colonial and mercantile expansion and colonists such as William Penn offered 

not only land, but also religious freedom and tolerance. Seeking to encourage white 

settlers to their estates in the New World agents such as Penn’s Frankfort Company 

distributed pamphlets in German. These included works like Daniel Falckner’s 

Curieuse Nachricht von Pennsylvania (Curious news from Pennsylvania) and 

Aussführlich und umständlicher Bericht von der berümten Landschafft Carolina in 

Dem Engelländischen America gelegen (A complete and detailed report of the 

renowned district of Carolina located in English America). The latter written by a 

Lutheran Churchman, Joshua Kocherthal, extolled the virtues of Carolina.  Kocherthal 

visited London in 1704 and despite never having set foot in Carolina, was able to 

describe in detail the flora and fauna of the region to his readers.  Kocherthal’s Bericht 

was reprinted four times between 1706 and 1709 in order to meet demand and in 1708 

Rev. Kocherthal successfully led a party of forty-one migrants from Frankfort to 

London and onwards to New York.  The Queen granted not only their subsistence in 

London but fifty acres per head in Newburgh, the current day Orange County, with 

five hundred acres for a glebe and two hundred and fifty acres of land for Rev. 

Kocherthal’s family. Kocherthal’s Bericht is believed to be the Golden Book 

containing a picture of Queen Anne which, according to a later British parliamentary 

committee report, was instrumental in migrants’ decision to leave their homelands.13 

 
12 Otterness, Becoming German, p. 17. 
13 Knittle, Early eighteenth-century Palatine emigration, p. 14. 
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The final edition contained an addendum describing the kindness the party met with, 

both in Rotterdam and London. 

Among the migrants, as well as husbandmen and vinedressers were a variety 

of tradesmen - cloth and linen weavers, carpenters, masons, joiners, shoemakers, 

tailors, butchers and bakers.14 There were large numbers of widows and unmarried 

people including fourteen-year-old Ludwig Reuter, who gave his occupation as a 

husbandman and vinedresser.15 Ludwig was probably related to twenty-five-year-old 

Nicol Reuter who travelled aboard the same ship to London in early June 1709. While 

both young men gave their religion as Roman Catholic, neither appears on extant lists 

of migrants returned to Holland in 1709 and 1711.16At 90 years of age Johan Hill was 

the oldest migrant, listing his occupation as a husbandman and vinedresser. It is 

probable Johan William Hill aged forty, travelling on the same ship with a wife and 

three children, was related to Johan senior. Both men gave their religion as Reformed 

indicating that they were adherents of the teaching of John Calvin and earlier Swiss 

theologians such as Zwingli and Bullinger.17 It was a faith they shared with Wendel 

Mengel, also a husbandman and vinedresser. Wendel and his wife, already parents to 

a daughter aged five years and a son aged just one year, welcomed a new daughter 

into the world onboard the ship from Rotterdam. The baby, only two days old when 

they docked in London, was the youngest migrant of whom we have record but only 

one of a number of very young children travelling. 

 

 
14 ‘Extract of the several lists of the poor Palatines that are come over from 1st May to 10 June 1709’ 

(The National Archives, SP34/10/129 f236). 
15 Colonial Office Papers (The National Archives, CO388/76,56ii,64), pp 68-70. 
16 Two lists found in The National Archives were transcribed by Knittle who acknowledges 

disappointed migrants returned to the continent may have found their own way to the English 

Colonies; Knittle, Early eighteenth-century Palatine emigration, pp 274-82. 
17 A. E. McGrath, Christian theology an introduction (5th ed., London, 2011), p. 47. 
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Table 1. Order of Palatine arrivals 

Date Number of 

families 

Number of 

persons 

Number over 

14 years old 

Number under 

14 years old 

4-7 Sept. 1709 794 2971 1836 1135 

14 Oct.1709 25 100 62 38 

24 Jan.1710 2 2 - 2 

Total landed 821 3073 1898 1175 

Source: Extracted from Papers relating to Roman Catholics in Ireland 1697-1798 (British Library, 

Hardwick Papers, vol. DLXXXY, Add.Ms35933), p.18. 

Queen Anne was most magnanimous towards migrants who began to arrive 

into London in the Spring of 1709. For many she paid the passage from Rotterdam in 

private vessels or on troop carriers returning from disembarking soldiers engaged in 

the ongoing War of Spanish Succession. A Royal Brief was ordered to be taken up at 

all churches in the Kingdom, and while in Ireland the sum collected amounted to £460 

18s. 6d. elsewhere at least £22 038s. 056 ¼d. was raised.18 In June 1709 Lord 

Sunderland announced the Queen had decided to keep migrants in Britain and shortly 

afterwards the Irish Lords wrote seeking settlers. Officials were advised to have regard 

for ‘the most numerous families and to those whose chief employment has been in 

husbandry and linen manufacturing’ when choosing migrants for Ireland.19 Seventy-

one ‘Protestant’ families at St. Catherine’s declared themselves willing to go to 

Ireland alongside 350 families camped on Blackheath and 200 living in tents at 

Camberwell.20 On 8 August 1709 it was reported several wagons passed through the 

City of London with Palatine families enroute for Chester to embark for Dublin.21 

Delays at Chester saw migrants sheltering in the stables of a Reformed minister, Rev. 

 
18 Vivien Hick, ’The Palatine settlement in Ireland: the early years’ in Eighteenth century Ireland/Idir 

an Dá Chultúr, iv (1989), p. 120; Sums raised in rest of Britain taken from Chamber of London 

records (Metropolitan Archives, COL/CHD/PR/02(2)). 
19 Order from Board of Trade 28 July 1709 in Treasury Papers relating to Ireland (The National 

Archives, T/119). 
20 Report of gentlemen re Palatines at Whitehall, 30 July 1709 (The National Archives, T1/9). 
21 Correspondence of the Board of Trade, 8 Aug. 1709 (The National Archives, SP9/249/101). 
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Matthew Henry.22 In total, as many as 821 families or 3,073 persons arrived in Dublin 

between September and January 1709/10.23 Table 1 sets out the order of their arrival. 

Dublin in 1709 was considered the second city of Empire with a population of 

at least 60,000.24 An influx of 3,073 persons would not have gone unnoticed. Stately 

buildings built along wide thoroughfares masked a poverty which saw the opening of 

the first city workhouse, now St. James’s Hospital, as early as 1704. Although 

Protestant parishes had systems in place to raise taxes to support the poor, the same 

could not be said for Catholic parishes, reeling under recently introduced penal laws. 

A thriving linen industry was controlled from the north of the country, while Dublin 

was still the chief marketplace for whitened linen.25 Within a week of arrival the Lord 

Mayor of Dublin, William Fownes was forced to issue a proclamation requesting 

Dubliners desist from short-changing the Palatines, watering down their milk or 

selling them stale bread.26 Migrants were housed either in private dwellings 

throughout the city or, for the majority, in the recently completed Royal Barracks on 

the banks of the River Liffey. Barrackmaster Thomas Ryly, later reported on the 

terrible conditions that prevailed with 280 families housed in seventy rooms designed 

to sleep eight soldiers each.  As food was kept in rooms, rodent infestation and 

sickness broke out including the dreaded spotted fever.27 It was 15 October 1709 

before the Queen appointed Commissioners in Ireland for the settling of the Palatines. 

The list which read like a who’s who of Dublin society included among others Richard 

 
22 D. L. Savory, ‘The Huguenot-Palatine settlement in the counties of Limerick, Kerry and Tipperary’ 

in Proceedings of the Huguenot Society of London, xviii, no. 2 (London, 1948). 
23 Treasury Papers relating to Ireland, 30 July 1709 (The National Archives, T1/119). 
24 Patrick Fitzgerald and Brian Lambkin, Migration in Irish History 1607-2007 (Hampshire, 2008),  

p. 98. 
25 David Dickson, Dublin: the making of a capital city (Croydon, 2014), p. 119. 
26 This proclamation is extant at Marsh’s Library, Dublin, where it is regularly on view to the public. 
27 Report of Thomas Ryly, Feb. 1710 (National Library of Ireland, Groves transcripts, GOMS540), p. 

41. 
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Ingoldsby, Lieutenant General of the Forces, Narcissus (Marsh) Bishop of Armagh, 

William King Bishop of Dublin, St. George Bishop of Clogher, Edward Smyth Bishop 

of Down and Conor, Sir Patrick Dun, Sir William Fownes - the Lord Mayor of Dublin, 

Alan Broderick and Benjamin Burton.28  In addition, Lord Wharton was free to 

appoint Commissioners as he saw fit with any seven members forming a quorum. 

Queen Anne instructed that Palatines be maintained from the public purse and an 

initial sum of £15,000 was allocated. The newly formed Committee wasted no time 

in seeking an amount of £1500 for the immediate costs of maintaining 800 families, 

explaining 720 were ‘drawn’ for the countryside with 329 families already departed.29 

The remainder had to stay in Dublin until May to allow for the provision of ‘houses 

and other conveniences.’30 They also noted the additional 300 families sent from 

London meant £15,000 allocated by the Exchequer broke down to a mere £10 per 

family for 800 families. Where the remaining £7,000 under this calculation went is 

unclear but writing in November 1710 to Lord Ormond Robert Johnson, Baron of the 

Exchequer observed: 

They say the Palatines are most of them shipping themselves to go for 

their own country.  It seems that their money which was to be paid them 

by the government for their subsistence, was put into such hands as are 

not now to be found so that they have nothing to buy them bread.31 

In November 1709 Queen Anne sanctioned an additional sum of £3000 per 

year for three years, bringing the total allocated for settlement of the Palatines in 

Ireland to £24,000. In July 1710 the Committee requested an allowance of 10s per 

 
28 Queen Anne to Wharton and others, 15 Oct. 1709 (British Library, Blenheim Papers, vol. 

DXXXIV[FF199], Add.MS61634), p. 182. 
29 Letter from Committee for Palatines in Ireland (The National Archives, Treasury Papers Ireland 

T1/119), p. 104.  
30 Ibid.  
31 Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Manuscripts of the Marquess of Ormonde K. 

P., preserved at Kilkenny Castle (London, 1920), p. 322. 
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family to provide cattle, necessary household stuff, tools and subsistence or else 

Palatines ‘will be exposed to extreme misery in a strange and foreign country.’32 By 

the time Ormond replaced Thomas Wharton as Lord Lieutenant in the latter end of 

1710 word reached London that treatment of Palatines in Ireland was suboptimal with 

reports of hard usage by some landlords. In answer to these concerns the 

Commissioners reported in February 1710[/11] that 538 families were ‘drawn’ by 

forty-three ‘charitable’ gentlemen who gave the Palatines land at easy rates, 

reportedly one third than that paid by other tenants.33 This lottery included ten families 

sent to the Limerick estate of Thomas Southwell, twenty to the Carlow estate of 

Benjamin Burton and seven to the Wexford estate of Abel Ram. The Commissioners 

reported some Palatines had stolen away in the night without advising their kindly 

landlords and many attempted to get shipping to England. Palatines who were 

employed in building the arsenal in Dublin (in the Phoenix Park) were now happy to 

live on the Queen’s allowance ‘without troubling themselves with any labour we 

know of.’34 While Thomas Southwell and Abel Ram retained their full quota of 

tenants, it was reported five of Burton’s families also absconded in such a manner. 

Once more the Committee sought answer to their request for an increase in the 

allowance of 10 shillings per family per year recommending this amount be used 

towards the payment of rents with the balance remaining in the coffers, £10 319s. 4 

¼d., used to buy stock. Subsistence of 9d per week would be paid to each person aged 

over fourteen years and 6d per week to those under the age of fourteen.35 It seems 

 
32 Letters to Lord Justices of Ireland from Commissioners for Palatines, 1697-1798 (British Library, 

Hardwick Papers, vol. DLXXXY, Add.Ms35933), pp 11-16. 
33 Ibid., pp 18-19. 
34 Ibid., p. 18. 
35 Ibid., p. 19. 
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within eighteen months of their initial arrival a large portion of the allocation of 

£24,000 for the maintenance of Palatines was spent. 

After 240 Palatines sent a petition to London complaining of ill treatment 

Joshua Dawson, secretary to the Lord Justices of Ireland, was asked for a report. 

Dawson replied that following receipt of a letter from the Queen, dated 28 March 

1712, sanctioning an allowance of 40s per family per year for seven years, all Palatines 

in and around the City were summoned to a meeting at Dublin Castle.36  The letter 

was read to them and those prepared to go to the country were promised an advance 

of their allowance to the following November.  Many declared they were ‘heading for 

their own country’ despite being advised they would be struck off official lists.37 It is 

clear from this point onwards only Palatines prepared to go to the countryside 

remained on official lists in Ireland. In 1716 landlord Thomas Southwell, who took 

an additional 130 families of Palatines to his Limerick estate at Michaelmas 1712, 

claimed he was out of pocket to the tune of £557 16s. 4d. after the Queen’s bounty 

ran out.38 

While Palatines who settled on the Southwell estate comprised the largest and 

most enduring colony of migrants, surviving place names such as Palatine townland 

in Carlow and Palatine Square in Killough, County Down speak to the presence of 

Palatine immigrants in other parts of Ireland. So too did Palatine Square in the Royal 

Barracks (now Collins’s Barracks) until the birth of the Irish Free State, when it was 

renamed Thomas Clarke Square. Palatine Street, Kilcooley in the Slieveardagh hills 

of Tipperary is named for a secondary settlement of Palatines established on the 

 
36 Joshua Dawson to Ed. Southwell, 24 June 1712 (British Library, Hardwick Papers, vol. DLXXXY, 

Add.Ms21132), p. 39. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Thomas Southwell to Henry Earl of Galway, 1 Sept. 1716 (British Library, Hardwick Papers, vol. 

DLXXXY, Add.Ms21132), pp 24-5. 
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Barker estate sometime around 1773.39 The five families of Paul Smeltzer, Adam 

Baker, Daniel Ruckle, Sebastian Lawrence and John Switzer, signed a lease for 168 

acres at Newpark at an annual rent of £29 11s.40 They were soon joined by other 

Palatine families such as the Bible, Cole, Dulmage, Miller, Sparling and Young 

families.  Many of these families are later found among early migrants to America 

and Canada particularly during economically challenging periods after the Napoleonic 

Wars (1803-1815) and before the Great Irish Famine (1845-1849).41 John Switzer’s 

son Martin was charged with treason for supporting William MacKenzie’s Reformers 

in Canada. The Irish blacksmith famously shouldered his way through a group of 

Orangemen trying to prevent MacKenzie filing his polling papers in York.42  It is 

possible this is the same Martin Switzer who held land on favorable terms on the 

Castletown estate of John Parker in North Tipperary from 1785 to 1794.43 On 

expiration of a lease for three lives to Martin Switzer and Jacob Shouldice in 1794, 

rents were increased from 5s an acre to 25s an acre for the incoming tenant, Strongman 

Kent. It seems Switzer and Shouldice were not the only two Palatine families on the 

Parker estate in Castletown as Palatines leased over 40 acres of the 359 acres on the 

estate in 1784.44 Other surnames on the Parker estate of Shierer, Sparling and Young 

must also be considered Palatine in origin. Palatine families are mentioned in the 

parish of Castletownarra as early as 1733 when a note in the vestry book of the parish 

allocated the ground ‘immediately below Coll. Waller’s seat to ye Pallatine family to 

 
39 Carolyn Heald, The Irish Palatines in Ontario: religion ethnicity and rural migration (2nd ed., 

Ontario, 2009), p. 56. 
40 Ibid., pp 56-8. 
41 For more see B. S. Elliott, Irish migrants in the Canadas: a new approach, (2nd ed., London, 

2004); Heald, The Irish Palatines in Ontario.  
42 Bruce Peel, ‘Martin Swittzer’ in Dictionary of Canadian Biography, viii (1985)        

(www.biographi.ca/en/bio/switzer_martin_8E.html) (25 May 2021). 
43 Ledger books for Parker Estate (National Library of Ireland, MS12038), p. 6. 
44 Parker Papers, Nov. 1784 (National Library of Ireland, MS11.416). 



History Studies, Vol. 22 

  111 

build a seat for their use.’45  The Wallers were the dominant landlord family in the 

Newport area, intermarrying with the Guinness family, which later proved fortuitous 

for North Tipperary workers seeking work in the Dublin brewery. In 1835 a census of 

the parish of Newport and neighbouring Birdhill records the presence of Palatine 

surnames of Philips, Crips, Shoemaker, Supple, Young alongside possible surnames 

of Clune (Klùn), Rohan (Rohn), Haman, Hackler and Adams (Adam). While in 1842 

the private baptism of Julia Benn daughter of John Benn and Rebecca Caroline Blanch 

Dolmege was noted in the register of the Church of Ireland Rathkeale, County 

Limerick, the family’s place of residence was given as Newport County Tipperary.46   

Guy Beiner has written of the importance of vernacular historiography in 

recovering fragments of history which help us piece together the past.47  In folklore 

recollections recorded in 1937/8  from Irish schoolchildren, Peggy Ryan of the 

townland of Knockfune in Newport recalled  Protestant families who lived there two 

hundred years previously.48 In nearby Killoscully thirty-two weavers, all Protestant, 

brought in by a landlord Phelps/ Phillips were recalled.49 By the middle of the 

eighteenth century Newport was home to a Linen or Charter School, established to 

educate children of the poor in skills such as spinning and weaving.  One of the earliest 

documents extant concerning Charter Schools in Ireland points out that preference 

was initially given to orphans and children of poor Protestants.50 By the compilation 

of Tithe Applotment Books (1823-1837), setting out tithes payable to the Established 

 
45 Vestry book of Castletownarra 1717-1735 (National Archives of Ireland, M349), p. 18. 
46 Parish Register of Rathkeale 1837-2000 (Representative Church Body Library, P.0764.01). 
47 Guy Beiner, Forgetful remembrance: social forgetting and vernacular historiography of a 

rebellion in Ulster (Oxford, 2018), pp 14-15. 
48 Recollection of Peggy Ryan (University College Dublin, National Folklore Collection, Schools 

Collection, CBES540:166). 
49 Other surnames mentioned Allisons, Maunsells, Hewitts and Waltons are most likely not Palatine; 

Mrs. Julia Bourke recording recollections of Rody Kennedy (University College Dublin, National 

Folklore Collection, Schools Collection, CBES 538:217). 
50 Kenneth Milne, ‘Irish charter schools’ in The Irish Journal of Education, i (1974). 
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Church, the parish of Bourney near Roscrea recorded families with potential Palatine 

surnames of Bergen, Berger, Landy (Land), Gresson (Gress/Gresserin) and Smyth.51 

‘Nicholas Shouldice and partners’ held 68acres 3 roods and 30 perches on the Otway 

estate outside Nenagh by 1794 while families of Dolmage are found on the Carden 

estate in Templemore, albeit in the early nineteenth century.52  

 ‘Surnames are heirlooms not mere words’ wrote the great Irish historian and 

genealogist Edward MacLysaght.53 Unfortunately no known list of Palatines shipped 

from London to Dublin is extant.  The National Archives, Kew retain multiple 

shipping lists recording Palatine passengers from Rotterdam to London.  In addition, 

the Board of Trade requested two Lutheran ministers George Ruperti and John 

Tribbeko go among early groups of migrants to record their names, ages, marital 

status, number of children, occupation and religion.  Rich in metadata, these document 

the arrival into London of 1,862 migrants from 15 May to 11 June 1709. As part of 

the Ph.D journey I have compiled a dataset using both the churchmen’s and shipping 

lists simplifying the discovery of potential Palatine surnames among Irish records.  

The process is not without its challenges and because of dual sources some overlap is 

inevitable. Transcription errors are also inevitable. Many names were recorded 

phonetically over the years by transcribers and multiple variants of names are 

common.  By way of example Dolmetsch appears alternately as Delmege, Delmage, 

Dulmage, Dolmage and Dolmet in records. So, while thirty-year old Johan Dolmetsch 

appears on the Churchmen’s list as the patriarch of the Irish Palatine family, his name 

 
51 See for example tithe for Gresson, Tithe Applotment Books, 1823-1837 (National Archives 

Ireland, 004587408/00166), p. 7. 
52 The Waller and Otway families were intermarried; Map of the estate of Cooke Otway of Castle 

Otway, 1794 (National Library Ireland, Ms.217129[4]); For Carden see B. S. Elliott, Irish Migrants, 

p. 30. 
53 Edward MacLysaght, The surnames of Ireland (Shannon, 1969), p. 221. 
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on the shipping lists is Johan Dolmet.54  By 1715 he appears in Irish records 

transcribed by Tenison Groves as John Dolmetch.55 His descendants William and 

Christopher Delmage were among petitioners to the Governor of Quebec in 1831.56  

Hank Jones, American genealogist correctly notes ‘there was no one way to spell a 

Palatine name in the eighteenth century!’57 Jones notes that variations in spellings 

may also be accounted for by similar sounding consonants – D and T are 

interchangeable, as are C, G and K and also V and F. He gives the example of Ludwig 

Batz who was known as Ludwig Potts. Nevertheless, using the lists in the National 

Archives and creating a database of approximately 4,500 of the estimated 13,500 

migrants, it is hoped many more Irish families will discover the Palatine origins of 

their surnames. 

To date the immigration of Palatines, their legacy to Ireland and her diaspora 

in America, Canada, Australia and elsewhere has been under-researched. In Ireland 

too often religious beliefs aligned Palatine immigrants with the landlord class, but 

their social status initially was closer to that of the majority Catholic peasant class. By 

the middle of the eighteenth century many descendants of Palatines joined their 

neighbours in crossing the Atlantic in search of a better life. Two matching headstones 

in cemeteries thousands of miles apart – Nanintan, County Limerick and Stafford 

township in Ontario –recall the lives of John Young, his wife Mary Crips (Nanintan) 

and their son Andrew (Stafford) who settled in Canada.  As Carolyn Heald notes it 

was very important to the Irish emigrant Andrew Young that future generations be 

 
54 List of the poor Palatines that are arrived in St. Cathrin’s [sic] the 2nd of June 1709 (T.N.A., 

CO388/68-70); For shipping lists see Knittle, Early eighteenth-century Palatine emigration, p. 254. 
55 ‘Transcription by B.W. Switzer of Tenison Groves Papers’ in Heald, The Irish Palatines in 

Ontario, Appendix B.2, p. 185. 
56 Carolyn Heald, ‘The Irish Palatines in Sherrington, Quebec’ in Irish Palatine Association Journal, 

no. 27 (2019), p. 9. 
57 H. Z. Jones, ‘The Palatine families of Ireland: my own personal journey’ in Irish Palatine 

Association Journal, no. 26 (2018), p. 26. 
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directed back to the place of his birth at Ballingrane, County Limerick and perhaps, 

by default, discover his Palatine roots.58 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
58 Heald, The Irish Palatines in Ontario, pp 170-1. 
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‘Give us war in our time, O Lord!’1: the political thought of John 

Mitchel and the development of the Irish nationalist movement 

 

Fiachra Mahony 

 

 

In his 1938 poem The Man and the Echo, W.B. Yeats pondered ‘Did that play of mine 

send out / Certain men the English shot’ in reference to the leaders of the 1916 rising.2 

Yeats need not have worried. He did not inspire the revolutionary fervour and hatred 

of all things English prevalent among Irish nationalists in 1916. Much of their 

nationalist sentiment can be traced to political pedagogy engaged in by a mid-

nineteenth century group of romantic nationalists known as Young Ireland. 

Subsequent nationalists have tended to see Young Ireland as noble patriots. Shane 

Leslie has contended that the ‘history of their failure is brighter in literature than the 

tale of O’Connell’s triumphs’.3 Young Ireland framed a discrete Irish national identity 

within what T. W. Moody has called the ‘predestine nation myth’ which exalted ‘an 

ancient Irish nation struggling for seven centuries to recover its independence from 

the domination of England’.4 John Mitchel was a most forceful proponent, and his 

Anglophobia and uncompromising separatism have since been looked upon by the 

nationalist community as something to emulate. His charge of British complicity in 

the Great Famine etched itself into the mind of Irish nationalists. W. E. H. Lecky has 
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remarked that Mitchel’s account of the human calamity ‘has had more effect on the 

popular mind than any other work. … It is of course written in the most bitter anti-

English spirit.’5 Mitchel’s rhetoric ultimately manifested, after his death in 1857, in 

the form of the 1916 Rising, whose Commander-in-chief, Patrick Pearse, regarded 

him as a prophet who delivered ‘God’s word to man, delivered it fiery tongued’.6 

Through a close reading of their journal, The Nation, as well as Mitchel’s key texts, 

this article demonstrates that Young Ireland’s writings did much to shape the Irish 

communal memory, convincing generations of nationalists that they formed a distinct 

and historic community destined to shape its own future. It will be shown that in the 

decades preceding independence, their rhetoric provided much of the ideological 

sustenance for Irish nationalism, which appears to vindicate Anthony D. Smith’s 

theory that popular nationalist movements ‘derive as much from pre-existing symbols, 

memories, myths, values and traditions … as from the needs of the modern moment’.7 

In keeping with the slogan of the Nation, ‘Educate that you may be free’8, 

Young Ireland maintained a special place for political pedagogy in their programme, 

being a vehicle to mould public opinion in their own idealistic image. As romantics, 

Young Ireland believed the cultivation of a collective memory was essential in order 

to invest the nation with a sense of shared purpose and reinforce allegiance to the 

community. Proving to a largely oblivious Irish nation that it had inherited ‘an ancient 

land ... traceable into antiquity by its piety, its valour and its suffering’ was no small 

task, and in 1843 the Nation bemoaned that ‘all the world could not produce a people 
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so ignorant of their own suffering’.9 Even the Nation’s editor, Charles Gavan Duffy, 

conceded that he had not seen a history book about Ireland during his childhood. This 

was precisely the type of ignorance he felt had consigned Ireland to a state of ‘slavish 

provincialism’.10  

Young Ireland chalked up this ignorance to the National School system’s 

disregard for the teaching of history and contended that English historians had 

conspired to ‘efface the history of the Irish race’.11 Convinced that Irish history had 

been adulterated by her colonizers, Young Ireland issued an unprecedented statement 

of defiance: ‘The history of Ireland has not yet been written’.12 Eager to take up this 

mantle themselves, they envisioned an account of Irish history which starkly 

juxtaposed with the prevailing narrative of demoralising and arbitrary defeat conjured 

up by English writers. Instead, Young Ireland sought to establish a coherent chronicle 

of events which traced the development of a distinct national community and its 

continuous struggle against a goliathan conqueror. Lacking an inclination for 

historical research, Young Ireland took pride in producing simple narrative history 

which served to complement the existing folklore surrounding oppression, resistance 

and dispossession. Assuming a specific social role for the historian, Thomas Davis, 

who furnished the Nation with much of its ideological orientation, contended that 

‘exact dates, subtle plots and minute connexions and motives … are not the highest 

ends of history’.13 While this remark has inevitably drawn the ire of later academics, 

there is no denying the efficacy of their historiography in inducing a sense of national 

distinctiveness. Certainly, the Nation appears to provide a case in point for Benedict 
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Anderson’s thesis that the first European nation-states were formed around their 

‘national-print languages’. This ‘print-capitalism’ allowed the intelligentsia to 

engender a new form of mass solidarity and ‘relate to others in profoundly new ways’, 

while the ‘imagined community’ was bound together by the collective memory of the 

glories and sacrifices of the past.14 

Pioneering a sense of national pride, Young Ireland have since been 

immortalised in the pantheon of nationalist heroes. The inaugural issue of the Nation 

announced that newspapers exert a ‘slow and silent’ influence ‘on the masses’.15 Time 

was to prove them right. Although the ‘Young Irelander Rebellion’ of 1848 was a 

failure, it was also the event which secured their place in history. Defeated in battle, 

they ultimately won the war, for ‘the written word remained. The principles of 

nationality expounded in the Nation … became an integral part of the Irish 

consciousness’.16 For many, these idealists came to embody all that was good about 

Irish nationalism. Their poetry and prose comprised the core of nationalist reading 

rooms for decades, and the importance they placed on the spiritual essence of 

nationality garnered from the study of history greatly influenced later romantics for 

whom the past was glorious and noble compared with a debased present. As reprinted 

editions of their work continued to provide historical inspiration, the political thinkers 

of Young Ireland can be credited with the resurgence and articulation of the 

revolutionary tradition right down to the war of independence. For instance, amidst 

the agitation for Home Rule in 1886, Dr. John Healy observed that ‘their genius stirred 

the entire nation, and moves it still’.17  
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A child reared in a nationalist household from the 1840s onwards could 

scarcely have avoided the influence of Young Ireland’s popular history. Their 

writings, particularly those penned by John Mitchel, had a keen impact on the national 

consciousness for generations. He is widely credited with reviving the separatist 

tradition living on in the consciousness of militant nationalists, having cast aside the 

doctrines of loyalty and legality in favour of liberation by ‘blood and iron’ alone.18 

Mitchel’s talent for cogent and powerful prose saw him succeed Davis as chief 

contributor to the Nation, before going on to establish his own newspaper the United 

Irishman, evoking ‘that holy Hatred of foreign domination which nerved our noble 

predecessors fifty years ago’.19 However, his enduring influence in Irish political life 

can be traced not to the United Irishman, but to two books. Jail journal is an account 

of his time spent in exile, while The last conquest of Ireland (perhaps) provides a 

savagely urbane account of Irish history up to the present, placing the Famine in a 

continuum of betrayal and oppression suffered at the hands of the British Crown. The 

latter amounts to a grand conspiracy theory which demonized the Devon Commission 

for having effectively signed the ‘death warrant of one million and a half human 

beings’. Appointed for the purpose of inquiring into the practice relating to land 

occupation in Ireland, Mitchel construed the Commission’s findings as an elaborate 

ploy intended to provide a pretext for the manipulation of the potato blight for the 

joint purposes of dispensing with Ireland’s ‘surplus’ population and maintaining 

England’s food supply, so that ‘she could live as she had right to expect’.20  

This brutal programme was given a particular ugliness as the seemingly 

deliberate extermination was concealed behind ‘a process of “relieving” and 
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“ameliorating”’.21 Mitchel likened Lord Clarendon to Lord Mountjoy, who crushed 

Hugh O’Neill’s rebellion during the Nine Years’ War by a scorched earth policy. As 

Mountjoy utilized fire and sword, Clarendon preached political economy and 

providentialism. However, the image of herds of livestock and wagons of grain 

moving from the rich farmlands of Tipperary, through a starving land, and shipped 

off to the wealthiest nation on earth struck far closer to home than any indictment of 

laissez-faire economics ever could. Mitchel seized upon this reality in propagating his 

argument. While this analysis of the Famine was popular among contemporaries, 

Mitchel articulated the idea most memorably. His conviction that ‘The Almighty, 

indeed, sent the potato blight, but the English created the famine’ became the 

watchwords of Irish nationalism down to the present era.22  In fact, Mitchel’s diatribe 

has received its most recent regurgitation in the form of Tim Pat Coogan’s 2012 best-

seller, The Famine plot. Coogan emphasises that ‘John Mitchel’s stark analysis that 

God sent the blight but the English created the famine rings true’ and reiterates his 

condemnation of the British administration as ‘complicit in genocide’.23 These 

charges of genocidal intent have effectively been raised to the level of national dogma 

in independent Ireland, although it is unsurprising that such a traumatic event has been 

etched into the national psyche. The Famine was bound to rewrite nationalist senses 

of history to some extent, but the success of The last conquest ensured that Mitchel 

emerged as the chief author. 

Undoubtedly a watershed in the history of this island, the Famine was also the 

defining moment in Mitchel’s own life. While visiting the west of Ireland in 1847, he 
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encountered such hardship that ‘might drive a wise man mad’.24 Although Mitchel 

had long possessed a hatred of England, confronted by the scenes of paupers dying as 

loose bags of bones, he became possessed by hatred of England. The unrelenting 

oppression suffered at English hands convinced Mitchel that ‘if Irishmen are ever to 

enjoy the rights of human beings, the British Empire must first perish’, and in the 

hopes of igniting a ‘passionate aspiration for Irish nationhood’ he set out to ‘educate 

that holy Hatred’ among his countrymen.25 His powerful Jail journal exemplifies its 

author’s profound Anglophobia and has become an enduring source of sustenance for 

militant nationalists. Upheld by John O’Leary, the pre-eminent Fenian, as ‘the best 

Irish book written in my time’, the Jail journal draws on historical antecedents to 

formulate its central thesis: ‘the English government has never yet observed any 

Treaty which it was convenient for them to break’.26 Mitchel’s Anglophobia, not 

merely founded on a resentment of historic grievances, also stemmed from the 

apotheosis of England as the ‘locomotive of progress’ which laid waste to ‘all the 

nations it can fasten its desperate claws upon’ beneath the cloak of benevolence.27 

Convinced that the British Empire and the progressive ideals it claimed to embody 

stood indicted as hypocritical mockery, Mitchel endeavoured to reveal them as such. 

Duffy came to realise that this animating motive was far from identical to his own the 

lofty ideals of Young Ireland, later recalling that while ‘Davis loved Ireland, Mitchel 

hated England’.28 Furthermore, a review of Mitchel’s Jail journal by Emile Montégut 

was translated into English in 1915 and can be seen as a precedent of that 

historiographical tradition which identifies loathing as that which ‘connects all these 
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pages together and makes the unity of these books: this sentiment is hatred of 

England’.29 Ironically, the depth of hostility to the Empire appealed to many 

subsequent nationalists. During the late nineteenth-century a generation of radicals 

came of age who preferred to see themselves as disciples of the quintessential Irish 

rebel than to the respectable statesman. Just like Mitchel, this cohort associated their 

Irish identity with a resolve to overthrow British rule in Ireland, to the point that even 

the political concerns of moderate nationalists became the mere instruments of this 

singular vision.   

During his own lifetime, Mitchel’s anti-modern ideals had limited impact as 

he spelled out little in the form of a coherent political programme for his followers, 

while his obnoxious self-righteousness ensured that devotees would be in short 

supply. His inclination to perceive himself as a lone champion of rectitude, 

courageously unmasking the hypocrisy of the Victorian era, left little room for 

compromise with those who disagreed with him, a fact he recognised himself, joking 

that ‘I have long perceived myself to be a party of one’.30 This reality curbed Mitchel’s 

political effectiveness. The ferocity of his language, the repetition and violently 

provocative rhetoric seemed to stem from a frustration at his own failings. In the years 

following his death, however, Mitchel grew into a hugely influential figure within 

Irish nationalism. During the Long Depression of the 1870s, classical liberalism fell 

out of fashion and Mitchel’s doctrine found more receptive ears. Patrick Maume has 

noted the ‘pervasive influence’ of his Anglophobia on late nineteenth century 

nationalists, while Mitchel’s conflation of the Famine with genocide propagated the 

idea of the hunger as merely the most recent injustice in the canon of English 
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oppression in Ireland requiring remedy.31 Mutual Anglo-Irish contempt was 

compounded by ‘the most shameful episode in Ireland’s long struggle’, as Mitchel’s 

polemic showed the Irish nation how insignificant it was in English eyes.  He lamented 

that the ‘moral force’ of Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for Repeal of the Union with 

Great Britain had emasculated an ‘essentially military people’, anticipating that 

separatist tradition which deemed it degrading to persist with non-violent action 

within the bounds of a constitution which denied equal citizenship.32 The appeal of 

physical force permeated following the 1848 Rebellion, which came to encapsulate 

the militant strand of nationalism in the Irish consciousness. Fittingly, it was Mitchel 

as ‘the open enemy of British tyranny in Ireland’, who became its lasting emblem.33 

Convicted on a purposefully created charge of Treason Felony, Mitchel believed that 

any attempt to remove him from Ireland as a convict would ignite a resistless 

revolution. In the event, Mitchel’s comrades determined that they possessed 

insufficient strength to carry out a rescue, and the rebellion, which took place two 

months later, was a fairly modest effort, stopped in its tracks by a handful of 

policemen barricaded into the house of a widow at Ballingarry County Tipperary.  

Brooding on reports that the insurrection was a rather muted affair, Mitchel 

noted in his Jail journal that he fell into the depths of despair and even considered 

suicide, but found solace in the assertion that ‘we have not been utterly losing our 

labour all these years past … who can tell what a world of noble passion has been set 

aglow, what haughty aspirations for themselves and their native land’ will propagate 

among nationalists of the future.34 Indeed, there are countless examples of post-
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Parnellian separatists portraying themselves as the true heirs of pre-Parnellian 

nationalists, particularly Mitchel. It was to him that W. B. Yeats turned when calling 

for violent insurrection, appealing to those ‘that have heard Mitchel’s prayer “Send 

War in Our Time, O Lord”’.35 Likewise, Roger Casement, taking inspiration from the 

Young Irelander, established the Irish Volunteers with the intention to ‘do some of 

the things Mitchel had left undone’.36 Even the 1916 Proclamation, declaring an Irish 

republic, called upon ‘the dead generation from which Ireland receives her old 

tradition of nationhood’ in justification of their course of action, thereby placing the 

Rising in the continuum of resistance to conquest. Patrick Pearse claimed for the 

signatories of the Proclamation that apostolic succession from the United Irishmen to 

Mitchel and Young Ireland as they pursued ‘the final and inevitable and indefinitely 

desirable goal of Ireland ... Separation’, while Seán MacDiarmada of the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood’s Supreme Council proclaimed that ‘we stand for that 

Ireland which produced … Mitchel and Davis’.37  

Along with a commitment to violent revolution and a creed of hatred, the 

principle that rebellion ‘must fail while England is at peace with the world’ has been 

Mitchel’s chief legacy to Irish republicanism and further guided the 1916 rebellion.38 

His narrative on the history of Ireland provided an account of a historical process, a 

story of cause and effect, in which things could have turned out differently on 

numerous occasions, were it not for English good fortune. In light of this reality, 

Mitchel stressed that Ireland need only await her opportunity. It was in this vein that 
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Pearse maintained regular communication with Republican organisation Clan na 

nGael’s Joseph McGarrity concerning plans for a rising from July 1914 onwards. 

McGarrity sent a letter to all Clan members at this early stage of the Great War, 

informing them that ‘The whole of Ireland are returning rapidly to the old belief of 

physical force ... we have reason to believe that this revival of the old force is not 

prompted by any dangerous miscalculations of the power of Ireland to fight the British 

Empire when it is at peace with the world’.39 Not only does this illustrate McGarrity’s 

reverence for Mitchel’s principles, but also that Pearse had long decided to stage a 

rising at some time during the war, guided by Mitchel’s belief that ‘England’s 

difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’.40 

Patrick Pearse has been widely condemned for having inspired the IRA 

violence of the 1970s. His essay ‘Peace and the Gael’ employed romantic language in 

acclaiming ‘the homage of millions of lives given so gladly for love of country’ as 

‘the old heart of earth needed to be warmed with the red wine of the battlefields’.41 

Nowadays, war is considered the worst of evils, and Pearse’s eroticization of combat 

is often cited by those hoping to call his mental well-being into question. Such 

writings have been routinely ridiculed as ‘the words of a lunatic’ in revisionist circles, 

but they are not the pioneering ramblings of a madman.42 Rather, Pearse’s writings on 

sacrifice evidence Mitchel’s influence on the leaders of the Rising. Pearse regarded 

Mitchel as one of ‘the four great nationalist evangelists’ and likened his prose to the 

gospel of Saint John, as ‘the fiercest and the most sublime. It flames with apocalyptic 
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wrath, such wrath as there is nowhere else in literature’.43 These writings articulate a 

conception of national redemption which heavily influenced subsequent forms of 

radical Irish nationalism. Mitchel burned with anger, as even amidst the devastation 

of the Famine the Irish people had refused to rise, for which ‘a plague of hunger worse 

than many years of bloody fighting’ had been inflicted upon them. He postulated that 

because a spineless Irish people would not assert their right to nationhood ‘they have 

been made to rot off the face of the earth’.44 Here, Mitchel took the principle of United 

Irishman William Steel Dickson, that ‘those who dare to be free, through the act of 

daring deserve freedom’, to its logical conclusion: that Ireland did not deserve 

freedom because she did not dare to be free. However, Mitchel did not lose hope that 

Ireland would be free one day and prayed to heaven ‘I swear to you there are blood 

and brain in Ireland yet, as the world one day shall know. God! Let me live to see it’.45 

As Pearse strove to ‘accomplish some task left undone’ by his nationalist 

predecessors, Mitchel’s appeal to the divine clearly inspired his forceful assertion of 

Ireland’s right to national freedom in 1916, as evidenced by his self-conscious echo 

of Mitchel in ‘The Sovereign People’ just three weeks before the Easter Rising: ‘I set 

that prophecy of Mitchel’s as to the coming of a time when the kindred and tongues 

and nations of the earth should give their banners to the wind; and his prayer that he, 

John Mitchel, might live to see it, and that on that great day of the Lord he might have 

a breath and strength enough to stand under Ireland’s immortal green. John Mitchel 

did not live to see it ... But the day of the Lord is here’.46 
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Mitchel’s plea to heaven was accompanied by a portrayal of the biblical 

apocalypse into which the figure of Ireland is inscribed. Alluding to the battle of 

Armageddon, Mitchel indicated that the ‘battle of that great day of God almighty’ was 

both the means and moment through which Ireland may achieve independence.47 Only 

after the ravages of Revelations are completed will achieving that long sought 

liberation be conceivable. This vision, which draws heavily on Presbyterian traditions, 

led Mitchel to put forward a doctrine of nationalism, venerating unqualified suffering 

on behalf of the nation. Mitchel had hoped that it would be the suffering of the Famine, 

reconstrued as the national apocalypse, through which the millennial promise of 

nationality could be actualised.48 However, the rebellion of 1848 failed to mobilise 

the people and this opportunity for national redemption was lost. Nevertheless, 

Mitchel continued to demand from his prison cell that ‘Ireland’s wrong be righted, 

and the wrong done to me and mine is more than avenged … and for such vengeance 

I do vehemently thirst and burn’.49 As noted, Pearse was deeply concerned with 

fulfilling his duty to the heroes of the past, and in the months before the Rising 

observed that a demand for Irish freedom ‘has been made by Every Generation; that 

we of this generation receive it as a trust from Our Fathers; that we are bound by it’.50 

Thus, in line with Mitchel’s conviction that the ‘blood of men fighting for freedom is 

never shed in vain’, Pearse hoped that the Rising and the will of  ‘a few determined 

men who have made up their minds to die’ would act as the national apocalyptic 

moment from which the Irish nation would ‘spring forth, great, generous and free’.51 

The Pearsean blood sacrifice is widely considered the ‘origin legend’ of independent 
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Ireland, but it can be traced to Mitchel’s apocalyptic prose, which Pearse exalted as 

‘the stuff of which the great prophets and ecstatics have been made. He did really hold 

converse with God’.52 It is easy to see why Yeats lamented that Pearse glorified 

Mitchel's hatred of England, rather than Davis’s love of Ireland. In fact, many of 

Pearse’s contemporaries would have acknowledged this derivation in his writings, but 

the actions of their author ensured that he has eclipsed his predecessor in the national 

consciousness, as Pearse’s Rising blew life into the ‘masses of comatose humanity’ 

in a manner that Mitchel could only dream of.53  

Mitchel’s speech from the dock following his conviction had a defiant tone, 

as he believed that his persecution would give such offence to his compatriots that 

their shame would suddenly transform into anger and revolt in his name: ‘[t]he Roman 

who saw his hand burning to ashes before the tyrant, promised  that three hundred 

should follow out his enterprise. Can I not promise for one, for two, for three?’54 In 

the same tradition, Pearse expected that his martyrdom would provoke a passionate 

response among his countrymen. Indeed, in 1899 Prime Minister Lord Salisbury 

speculated that it would take ‘blood’ and ‘conflict and military force’ to change the 

British position in Ireland, and so it proved. Rather than renew the apathy of 1848, a 

population previously hostile to violent revolution were stirred to action, so that by 

1920 much of southern Ireland lay beyond the rule of English law.55 In interviewing 

IRA veterans from the War of Independence, Peter Hart determined that their sense 

of nationality predominantly derived from a reading of history such as Mitchel’s Jail 
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journal, rather than the contemporary writings of the Gaelic revival.56 For instance, 

the illustrious commander of the West Cork Brigade flying column, Tom Barry, 

insists that he joined the British Army in 1915 ‘because I knew no Irish history and 

had no national consciousness’ but touched by the self-immolation of Easter 1916, he 

read the stories of Irish history, ‘of Eoghan Ruadh, Patrick Sarsfield, John Mitchel … 

I read the history of the corpses of the Famine, of the killings of Irish men without 

mercy, the burnings, lootings, and the repeated attempts at the complete destruction 

of a weak people. In all history there has never been so tragic a fate as that which 

Ireland suffered at the hands of the English’.57 

However, the extremism which this nationalist history bred had rhetorical 

repercussions which manifested in a failure to thoroughly consider the shape of an 

independent Ireland. While specific injustices were invoked by separatists, there was 

a clear inference that an Ireland free would be an Ireland just, as the grounding of 

claims for independence in the trauma of the Famine raised few concerns beyond the 

need to drive out the English. Furthermore, partition allowed for the survival of the 

physical force tradition in Irish nationalism into the twenty-first century, as Mitchel’s 

rhetoric has concurrently been called upon as the origin myth of the two largest 

constitutional parties in the state, while conversely evoked by Sinn Féin and the 

Provisional Irish Republican Army as the pretext for their armed struggle.  

John O’Leary recalled the writings of Young Ireland as the ‘fountain and 

origin’ of his national feeling and emphasised that while ‘Young Ireland had failed 

and failed definitively in her revolutionary policy, she had certainly not failed in her 
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educating and propagandist policy.’58 The pervasiveness of Young Ireland’s popular 

history meant that, for nationalists at least, no major rewriting of history took place 

during the period of nation-building which followed independence, as seen elsewhere 

in the post-colonial world. The notion that Irish history was primarily a courageous 

struggle against an alien culture, the trials and tribulations of which justified its 

existence, persists in popularly held views today, to the point of being evoked by An 

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar amidst the outbreak of COVID-19 in order to instil national 

unity: ‘We are a great people. We have experienced hardship and struggle before. We 

have overcome many trials in the past with our determination and our spirit. We will 

prevail’.59 Young Ireland often proposed drastic measures to throw off the yoke of 

foreign domination, but their words largely fell on deaf ears until picked up and 

reinterpreted by a generation of nationalists who had grown up in an age of Young 

Ireland Societies and nationalist reading rooms. In Mitchel’s case, neither the British 

justice system nor the nineteenth century could absorb his passionate rage. He left as 

a legacy to his countrymen an uncompromising defiance of British authority, a 

willingness to suffer for his beliefs and an integrity which could not be destroyed even 

during his long years in exile. He came to embody insurrectionary nationalism, 

advocating physical force safe in the knowledge that ‘there are far worse things going 

on around us than bloodshed’. His chief successor to this tradition was Patrick Pearse, 

whose 1916 Rising ‘rocked Irish society and permanently transformed the lives of and 

relationships between Unionists, Nationalists, Republicans and Loyalists 

thenceforth’, while his seminal work, The last conquest, has been upheld in its 2019 

reprint by Wentworth press as ‘part of the knowledge base of civilisation as we know 

 
58

 John O’Leary, Recollections of Fenians and Fenianism (London, 1896), p. 50. 
59

 Leo Varadkar, 12 Mar. 2020, available at Twitter 

(twitter.com/LeoVaradkar/status/1238079834494042113) (3 Mar. 2020). 
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it’.60 The influence of Young Ireland extended beyond the generation of 1916, but the 

ubiquity of their historic interpretation has diminished since the passing away of the 

state’s founding fathers, and ‘with them passed away much of the cannon of literary 

and political history that formed them’.61 Once independence was actually achieved, 

Mitchel’s calls for retribution seemed overzealous, even disturbing, and have been 

liberally called upon by those seeking to throw light on the darker side of Irish 

nationalism.62 Certainly, Mitchel’s writings can easily be cherry-picked for rhetoric 

we find repugnant today, but this fact should not blind us to the extent of his influence. 

An easy character to admonish, Mitchel’s vitriol pushed the boundaries of Irish 

nationalism to form one of its most influential and abiding strands.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
60 D. G. Boyce, Nationalism in Ireland (London, 1995), p. 73; Jude Collins, ‘Why 1916 was such a 

significant event?’, available at Jude Collins Blog, 20 Nov. 2015 

(www.judecollins.com/2015/11/why-the-easter-rising-is-such-a-significant-event-by-ciaran-mc/) (10 

Mar. 2020); John Mitchel, The last conquest of Ireland (Sydney, 2019), back cover.  
61 Patrick Maume, The long gestation: Irish Nationalist life, 1891-1918 (Dublin, 1999), p. 220. 
62 Foster comments on Mitchel’s ‘psychotic Anglophobia’ in R. F. Foster, Modern Ireland, 1600-

1972 (London, 1990), p. 316. 
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From Ireland to South Carolina: Irish migrant slaveholders 

 

Martine Brennan 

 

 

Public historian James Horton argued that ‘historians, with their particular knowledge 

and ways of thinking, can provide a critical context for contemporary conversation 

[about race] grounded in a firm understanding of our national past.’1 He advocated for 

historians to push the boundaries of the public understanding of our history, by making 

their work publicly accessible. Although Horton was speaking to American historians 

in 2005, this is no less true in an Irish context today. As migrants from all over the 

world make Ireland their home, our national conversation commonly omits our long, 

and in many cases intimate, history with African people. Irish migration to the United 

States and to the West Indies comprised not only the poor and dispossessed, it also 

included those men and women who participated in, and benefitted from, the 

institution of slavery at every level. In order to illuminate this little-known aspect of 

Irish history, this paper will focus on the lives of African Americans Mandee 

McKenna Jones and Adeline Cabean Brown of South Carolina, and the Irish men who 

enslaved them, William McKenna, County Donegal, Robert Clowney, County Down 

and his Irish overseer, Richard Cabean.  It will also address the life of African 

American Samuel Burke, who was born in Charleston, South Carolina, around 1755, 

but baptised and reared in Ireland. 

 
1 James Horton, ‘Patriotic acts: public history as public service’ in Journal of American History, xcii, 

no. 3 (2005), p. 801. 
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The existing historiography on slavery reveals that enslaved families were 

separated, purchased, sold, hired out, gifted, and inherited. It was rare for a family to 

remain together under slavery. Irish people were involved in this trade in human 

beings at every level. They supplied ships; captained and manned them; were 

slaveholders, overseers, and slave-traders and built wealth for their legal descendants 

through the labour, purchase, and sale of enslaved people. Most of them did not stop 

until slavery was legally abolished in the U.S.A. in the period of 1862 to 1865. Some 

even continued after this through engagement in the sharecropping system, which 

maintained African American farmer families in poverty and deprivation.2 These Irish 

men and women migrants and their descendants are also a part of our Irish diaspora. 

Their actions impacted generations of African Americans. Further, it is estimated that 

as many as 38 per cent of African Americans have Irish genetic ancestry.3  

The discovery of the name of a slaveholder is vital to the recovery of the 

history of an African American family or community. African Americans were not 

recorded by name in the U.S. Federal Census until 1870, unless they had obtained 

their freedom through manumission, the name given to the process by which an 

enslaved person could acquire their freedom prior to 1862. Since enslaved people 

were regarded as property and treated as such, their family members were scattered 

all over the United States of America. However, enslaved people were recorded in the 

property documents of those who enslaved them, such as estate inventories, wills, bills 

of sale and deeds concerning dowry and inheritance. In the absence of a concerted 

effort on the part of commercial genealogy companies to address this issue, the 

 
2 World Food Policy Center, ‘Sharecropping, black land acquisition and white supremacy 1868-

1900’, available at Duke Sanford University (wfpc.sanford.duke.edu/durham-food-

history/sharecropping-black-land-acquisition-and-white-supremacy-1868-1900) (10 June 2021). 
3 Irish Times, 28 Feb. 2020. 
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recovery of the names of enslaved people has led to the establishment of many 

academic and citizen-led digital public history projects.4 Digital public history 

projects are those that apply historical methodologies to present-day concerns and 

involve collaboration with others to allow for public dissemination of historical 

information.5 Enslavement to citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder 

records 1670-1862 is one such project and is the first to focus exclusively on Irish 

slaveholders and the families they enslaved.6 The work of this project is onerous since 

it involves the search for property documents, of sometimes multiple slaveholders, 

which name enslaved people in numerous archives over huge geographical areas.  

One such Irish slaveholder, William McKenna, was born circa 1790 in 

Cockhill, County Donegal. At the time of writing his will in 1851, McKenna believed 

that members of his family were still living County Donegal.7 McKenna settled in 

Lancaster County in the northern part of South Carolina just on the border with North 

Carolina. Lancaster County was founded in 1785 from a portion of what had been 

originally known as Camden District. It was named for Lancaster County, 

Pennsylvania, which had been the home of Lancastrian English supporters and 

included many Scots Irish, as they later came to be known. By 1860, enslaved people 

comprised almost one half of the population of Lancaster County. William McKenna 

 
4 Martine Brennan, ‘Democratising access to the past through digital public history: digital archives, 

digital interpretation and the creation of the enslavement to citizenship project’ (M.A. dissertation, 

University of Limerick, 2020), pp 18-23; Centre for the study of the legacies of British slave-

ownership, University College London (2020) (www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/search/) (10 June 2021); 

Transatlantic slave trade database, University of California at Irvine (2020) (www.slavevoyages.org/) 

(10 June 2021); Peoples of the historical slave trade: enslaved.org, Michigan State University and the 

University of Maryland (2021) (/enslaved.org/) (10 June 2021); Lowcountry Africana: African 

American genealogy in South Carolina, Georgia and Florida (2010) (lowcountryafricana.com/) (10 

June 2021); They had names: African Americans in early records of Liberty County, Georgia (2018) 

(theyhadnames.net/) (10 June 2021). 
5 Thomas Cauvain, Public history: a textbook of practise (New York, 2016), pp 10-15. 
6 Enslavement to citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder records 1670-1862 (2020) 

(www.enslavement-to-citizenship.com/) (10 June 2021). 
7 Lancaster Ledger, 2 Jan. 1861. 
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was unusual among his peers, since he was a Roman Catholic. In spite of an historical 

antipathy against Irish Roman Catholics in South Carolina, he became a merchant, a 

slaveholder and a politician. By the time of the American Civil War in 1861, there 

was an estimated 20,000 Roman Catholics in the Archdiocese of Charleston, which 

comprised North and South Carolina.8 In 1850, the Irish-born population of South 

Carolina stood at 4,228.9 The enslaved population numbered 424,662.10  Seventeen 

people of Irish birth were recorded in Lancaster County in 1850, including William 

McKenna.11  

McKenna wrote his will in 1851 and died in 1859. McKenna’s daughter, Anna 

McKenna Mittag, and her children William, Mary, Sarah, Cornelia and Clara were 

named in the will, as were McKenna’s brothers and sisters.12 Anna McKenna Mittag’s 

husband, J. F. G. Mittag, was a lawyer with real estate valued at $3,000 in 1850.13 

McKenna was estimated to have property worth $200,000 to $300,000, including 

enslaved families, at the time of his death in 1859, making him the wealthiest 

slaveholder in Lancaster County.14 The fact that he left the majority of his estate, apart 

from small family bequests, to Bishop Lynch of Charleston, made his will so 

scandalous that it was reported in the Independent Press (Abbeville) in 1859: 

 
8 Michael Reynolds, ‘Lancaster County’, available at The Digital South Carolina Encyclopedia 

(2020) (www.scencyclopedia.org/sce/entries/lancaster-county/) (10 June 2021). 
9 Irish-born residents, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1850 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, M432/854). 
10 Slave schedule, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1850 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, M432/861). 
11 Irish-born residents, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1850 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, M432/854); 23 residents, 6 from Kershaw County. 
12 Will of William McKenna, 1851 (Catholic Diocese of Charleston Archives, diocesan records and 

episcopal papers 1816-1993, 23R8). 
13 J. F. G. Mittag household, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1850 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, M432/854/19/31/263). 
14 Lancaster Ledger, 5 Dec. 1860. 
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‘sympathy [is] felt for his kindred residing in this town, whom it is said, he has cut off 

with the merest pittance.’15  

For ease of reference, a diagrammatic representation of the directives of 

McKenna’s will is drawn out in figure one. McKenna named enslaved people to be 

passed down to his granddaughters: Clara Mittag was to inherit Leah and her children; 

Mary Mittag’s inheritance was Rachel and her daughters, Joanna and Nancy and 

Israel, Anna and her daughters were to be divided between Sarah and Cornelia Mittag, 

‘share and share alike.’16 In giving enslaved people to his granddaughters, but not his 

grandson, McKenna was very much in line with the thinking of his time. The way to 

provide for female descendants was to give them enslaved people who would 

accompany them upon their marriages and be an independent source of wealth for 

them.17 Anna McKenna Mittag, William McKenna’s daughter, was to receive a mere 

$50 per annum. The enslaved men, African John and Long John, whom McKenna 

described as superannuated, meaning that they could no-longer work, were to each 

receive a pension of $25 per annum.18 Once the directions of McKenna’s will are laid 

out as in Figure 1 and we note that McKenna wished to give his daughter merely twice 

the annual income he awarded two of his enslaved people, it comes as no surprise that 

Anna McKenna Mittag and her husband challenged the will in court.19 The result of 

this action was that an agreement was reached between the opposing parties, the 

Mittags and Bishop Lynch, which overturned all McKenna’s directives. All one 

hundred and eighty people enslaved by McKenna at the time of his death were put up 

 
15 Independent Press (Abbeville), 1 Apr. 1859. 
16 Will of William McKenna, 1851 (Catholic Diocese of Charleston Archives, diocesan records and 

episcopal papers 1816-1993, 23R8). 
17 Stephanie Jones-Rogers, They were her property: white women as slave-owners in the American 

south (Yale, 2019), pp 2-3. 
18 Will of William McKenna, 1851 (Catholic Diocese of Charleston Archives, diocesan records and 

episcopal papers 1816-1993, 23R8). 
19 Charleston Mercury, 18 Oct. 1859. 
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for auction in January 1861.20 The auction notice, which is held in the Catholic 

Diocese of Charleston Archives, identifies thirty-four family groups. 

Figure 4. Diagram of William McKenna’s will 

 

 

Source: Created by Martine Brennan. Will of William McKenna, 1851 (Catholic Diocese of Charleston 

Archives, diocesan records and episcopal papers 1816-1993, 23R8). 

Without the auction notice, we would not have a written record of the names 

of the people that McKenna enslaved. Each person, including children, was named, 

and their age and occupation at the time of the auction recorded. Some also had 

medical conditions recorded. Traditionally, the historical documentation of families 

leans heavily on the use of surnames to describe family groups. Although we now 

 
20 Catalogue of Negro slaves of the Hon. William McKenna, deceased, 1861 (Catholic Diocese of 

Charleston Archives, diocesan records and episcopal papers 1816-1993, Lynch unclassified papers, 

box 3, folder 2). 
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understand that surnames were used during slavery for some enslaved families, they 

were not often recorded in the property documents of slaveholders.  

One of the people enslaved by McKenna was a woman named Grushey, born 

in 1835.21 Research has identified Grushey’s family in the 1870 U.S. Federal Census, 

although her name was transcribed as Gushen and the surname she was using at that 

time was McKenna. She resided in Gills Creek, Lancaster County with her children. 

Her estimated birth year of 1835 is consistent with her date of birth in the auction 

catalogue. She can also be identified by her daughters Harriet and Eliza and her son 

William/Dick, whose ages match those recorded in 1861. In the intervening years, the 

Census infers that she had three more children; Mary, born circa1863; Emma, born 

circa1866, and Kelly, born circa1869. In 1870, Gushen/Grushey and all her children 

were recorded with a racial designation of Mulatto. The term ‘Mulatto’ was ascribed 

to a person who had a Black and a European parent. This racial designation is 

significant as it indicates a European parent or the possibility that a person later 

‘passed’ as a white person to gain a measure of safety for their children. Gushen’s 

birthplace was recorded as South Carolina and her occupation was keeping house.22 

Next door to Gushia in 1870 lived a man named Charles L. Jones, who was recorded 

as her husband in 1880. His occupation was recorded as Trial Justice.23 Further 

research into historical newspapers has ascertained that Charles Jones was one of the 

elected delegates of Lancaster County to the South Carolina Reconstruction 

 
21 Catalogue of Negro slaves of the Hon. William McKenna, deceased, 1861 (Catholic Diocese of 

Charleston Archives, diocesan records and episcopal papers 1816-1993, Lynch unclassified papers, 

box 3, folder 2). 
22 Gushen McKenna household, U.S. Census, 1870 (National Archives and Records Administration, 

M593/1500/186/24/21/). 
23 Charles L Jones household, 1870, U.S. Census 1870, U.S. Census, 1870 (National Archives and 

Records Administration, M593/1500/185/17/21). 
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Convention.24 The Convention took place at the Club House, Meeting Street, 

Charleston, on 14 January 1868.25 

As was common with many African American people between 1870-1880, 

Gushen/Grushey was no longer using the surname McKenna in the 1880 U.S. Federal 

Census and neither was her first name spelled the same. This change in name 

demonstrates the difficulty in researching newly freed families. She was recorded as 

Gushia Jones and living with her husband Charles L. Jones, whose racial designation 

was Black. She was still living in Gills Creek, Lancaster County. The children in her 

household were named Toney, aged 21, Rufus, aged 18, Mary, aged 16, Daniel, aged 

14, Emma, aged 12, Kelly, aged 10 and Louiza, aged 6. Toney, Rufus, Mary and Kelly 

were recorded as house servants. Charles was recorded as a farmer, and Gushia and 

her son Daniel as field labourers. In 1880 the only person in the household with a 

racial designation of Mulatto was Gushia. All her children and her husband were 

racially designated as Black.26 Grushey/ Gushen/ Gushia McKenna Jones was 

recorded as Mandee Jones in 1900.27 She was a widow living with her son Kelly Jones 

and grandchildren Mary B. Belk and Mary E. Belk. Her son Rufus was recorded in 

1900 with his wife Georgina, their children and grandchildren, and again in 1920 with 

his wife Georgina and son Charles.28 

There are many unanswered questions concerning Mandee Jones and her 

extended family. Her parents’ names are currently unknown. Her racial designation 

 
24 Edgefield Advertiser, 18 Dec. 1867. 
25 Yorkville Enquirer, 23 Jan. 1868. 
26 Charles L. Jones household, Gushia Jones South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1880 (National Archives 

and Records Administration, T9/1232/6/33/18). 
27 Mandee Jones household, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1900 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, T623/1533/263/95/13). 
28 Ruphus Jones household, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1900 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, T623/1532/167/82/8). 
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as Mulatto suggests she had a European parent, but we do not know who that person 

was. Some of her children may also have had a European parent. She may have had 

siblings also listed in the auction catalogue of 1861. No record for her death or the 

death of her husband Charles has yet been found. Only some of her children have been 

traced into the 1900s. However, Mandee Jones is now one of the small but growing 

number of African Americans enslaved by an Irish migrant, who has a documented 

history prior to 1870 which is publicly available.29 

Figure 2. Excerpt from South Carolina Naturalizations, mentioning John Clowney 

 

Source: ‘No. 52, Petition of John Clowney’ in Brent Holcomb, South Carolina Naturalizations, 1783-

1850 (Baltimore, 1985), p. 220. 

Another Irish slaveholder, John Clowney (1838-1885) of Dromore Parish, 

County Down arrived in Fairfield County, South Carolina, about 1840 with his wife 

Nancy and their minor children John, William James, Samuel and Robert. They, along 

with John's adult sons Moses and Joseph, applied to become naturalised citizens of 

South Carolina in 1842 (Figure 2).30 Further research led to information about Charity, 

a woman enslaved by the Clowney family, and the Irish overseer Richard Cabean.31 

John Clowney Brown, born circa1855, was interviewed by W. W. Dixon near 

Woodward, South Carolina, as part of the Federal Writers Project in 1936. The Federal 

 
29 Martine Brennan, ‘Mandee Jones, born 1835, South Carolina’, available at Enslavement to 

citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder records 1670-1862 (www.enslavement-to-

citizenship.com/african-americans-in-irish-slaveholder-records-blog/mandee-jones-born-1835-south-

carolina) (18 July 2021). 
30 ‘No. 52, Petition of John Clowney’ in Brent Holcomb, South Carolina Naturalizations, 1783-1850 

(Baltimore, 1985), p. 220. 
31 Federal Writers Project: Slave Narrative Project, 1936 (The Library of Congress, 

Manuscript/Mixed Material ,14:1); Joe Regan, ‘Irish immigrants in the rural U.S. slave south’ (PhD 

dissertation, University College, Galway, 2015), p. 233. 
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Writers project was established in 1935 to provide work for unemployed historians, 

teachers, writers and librarians. Brown’s interview provides a wealth of information 

about the ‘white folks’ who enslaved himself and his wife and that they both had a 

European parent. John’s wife Adeline was the daughter of Charity, the woman 

enslaved by the Clowney family and Irish overseer Richard Cabean.32 John Brown 

identified his father as Sheton Brown, a man enslaved by Thomas Dawkins of 

Fairfield County, and his mother as an unnamed European woman. John and Adeline 

Brown continued to work for the Clowney family after Emancipation. 

In 1880, the Browns were enumerated in Township 2, Fairfield County, South 

Carolina, with their four children Jane L., Willie, Robert and John.33 Former 

slaveholder, Irish-born Robert Cheyne Clowney (1838-1885), was also recorded in 

Township 2, with a birthplace in South Carolina as per the 1870 census, and Ireland 

as per the 1880 census.34 Ancillary historical documents consulted confirm his 

birthplace as County Down, Ireland.35 By 1900, Township 2 was known as Blackstock 

town and John and Adeline were still recorded there with eight other men, women and 

children in their household.36 John and Adeline continued to live in Blackstock town 

until 1930. They were again recorded in the Census of 1910, 1920 and 1930 at the 

same address.37 When their son Wylie, previously enumerated as Willie, born circa 

 
32 Samuel Bryce household, Richard Cabeen, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1850 (National Archives 

and Records Administration, M432/852/687/26/491). 
33 John Brown household, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1880 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, T9/1229/280/22/35). 
34 Robert C. Clowney household, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1870 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, M593/1496/308/16/38); Robert C. Clowney household, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 

1880 (National Archives and Records Administration, T9/1229/208/1/27). 
35 ‘Obituary: Robert Cheyne Clowney’, available at South Carolina Families (https://sc-

families.org/doc/286-obituary.html) (15 Nov. 2021).  
36 John Brown household, South Carolina, U.S. Census 1900 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, T623/1527/70/11/4A). 
37 John Brown household, South Carolina, U.S. Census 1910 (National Archives and Records 

Administration, T624/1460/122/59/6B); John Brown household, South Carolina, U.S. Census 1920 

(National Archives and Records Administration, T625/1695/52/52/3B); John Brown household, 

https://sc-families.org/doc/286-obituary.html
https://sc-families.org/doc/286-obituary.html
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1898, died in 1938, his mother’s name was recorded as Adline Curbeam.38 Though no 

death record for Adeline Brown has been found as yet, John Brown was recorded in 

1940 as a widower living with his daughter Annie Coleman, still resident in Township 

2, Fairfield County.39  

The connection between Adeline Cabean Brown and her Irish-born father 

Richard Cabean/Curbeam is likely to come as no surprise to those of her descendants 

who are aware of this oral history. But there is also the possibility that Adeline had 

other siblings who were ‘sold away’ from her mother Charity or were fathered by 

Richard Cabean on other plantations, who are unaware of this history. Enslavement to 

citizenship opens up the possibility of bringing descendants together by collating the 

information provided by the oral history given by her husband John Brown in 1936 

with the census records, and placing this information online, so that a Google search 

will uncover them. Further research into the Clowney family slaveholding records 

may uncover more generations of John and Adeline’s families. Additionally, Adeline 

had Irish grandparents who probably never knew of her existence. This means that her 

descendants have Irish and/or Irish American cousins who are probably entirely 

unaware of this familial relationship.  

This lack of awareness of a familial relationship also holds true in the case of 

Samuel Burke. Samuel Burke was not an enslaved person but a Free person of color, 

born in Charleston, South Carolina about 1755. 'Free person of color' was the term 

applied to those enslaved people who had acquired their freedom before 1862. He was 

 
South Carolina, U.S. Census 1930 (National Archives and Records Administration, 

T626/2196/71/79/4B). 
38 Death certificate of Wylie Brown, South Carolina, Dec. 1938 (Department of Archives and 

History, State Records Center Columbia, 20484). 
39 Charlie Coleman household, John Brown, South Carolina, U.S. Census, 1940 (National Archives 

and Records Administration, T627/3807/43/69/3B). 
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baptised and raised in Cork, Ireland, becoming a fluent Irish speaker. Given the 

circumstances of his birth and upbringing it is likely that he was the son of an Irish 

man, although no documents have come to light which identify his Irish parent. In 

1774, he became the servant of Montford Browne, the royal governor of British West 

Florida. Montford Browne was the son of Edmund Browne, New Grove, County 

Clare, and Jane Westropp of Attyflin, County Limerick. Assisting Montford Browne, 

Samuel Burke became a recruitment officer for the British among Irish-speaking 

dockworkers in New York. After a time in prison in Hartford Connecticut for his 

support of the British during the American Revolution, Samuel Burke moved to New 

York and married a widow, ‘a free Dutch mulatto woman’, the owner of 5 Dutch St. 

He served in the Southern Campaign of the Revolutionary War and was evacuated 

from Charleston in 1782.40 In 1783, he was living in Greenwich, London, England, 

and applied for compensation for his military service and the loss of his home at 5 

Dutch St., New York, sustained in the war.  He was awarded £20 in full and final 

settlement of his claim.41 It is important to note that even though he was not enslaved 

but a Free person of color, we would not know of Samuel Brown were it not for his 

application for compensation made in London in 1783.  

Researching and collating this kind of information and making it publicly 

available is the purpose of the digital public history project Enslavement to 

citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder records 1670-1862. Over 200 

Irish-born slaveholders and overseers in South Carolina alone have been identified to 

 
40 K. A. Miller, ‘“Scotch-Irish”, “Black Irish” and “real Irish”: emigrants and identities in the Old 

South’ in Andy Bielenberg (ed.), The Irish diaspora (London, 2000), p. 148; Nini Rodgers, ‘The Irish 

in the Caribbean: an overview 1641-1837’ in Irish Migration Studies in Latin America, v, no. 3 

(2007), p. 153. 
41 Decision on the claim of Samuel Burke of South Carolina, 1 Sep. 1783 (Great Britain Public 

Record Office, Audit Office, class 12, vol. 99, f. 357). 
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date. This is the first stage of the project and includes efforts to identify the exact place 

of birth in Ireland for each slaveholder and overseer. The second stage will be to seek 

out the names of each enslaved person so that descendants have the same access to 

their ancestors' names as currently enjoyed by most Europeans. Each slaveholder and 

overseer name has been entered into the Google map, Irish slaveholders in South 

Carolina, available on the home page of Enslavement to citizenship (Figure 3).42  

Figure 5. Screenshot of map of Irish slaveholders identified to date in South 

Carolina 1670-1862 

 

Source: Martine Brennan, ‘Map of Irish slaveholders in South Carolina 1670-1862’, available at 

Enslavement to citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder records 1670-1862 

(www.enslavement-to-citizenship.com/) (10 June 2021). 

This interactive map has been visited over ten thousand times since it was launched 

in October 2020. It is intended to be a resource for citizens, second and third level 

students and academics. Since Enslavement to citizenship is a public history project, 

 
42 Martine Brennan, ‘Map of Irish slaveholders in South Carolina 1670-1862’, available at 

Enslavement to citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder records 1670-1862 

(www.enslavement-to-citizenship.com/) (8 June 2021). 
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contributions are sought actively, both from academics and independent scholars. The 

project has grown to include not only Irish-born slaveholders and overseers in South 

Carolina, but also those who settled in other States in the U.S.A. and some of their 

descendants. A number of contributions have resulted from a collaboration with The 

Beyond Kin Project (BKP), a citizen-led digital public history project established in 

2016.  

The BKP invites the contribution of privately held historical documents from 

the descendants of slaveholders which name enslaved people.43 To date, all the 

contributions to Enslavement to citizenship have come from the U.S.A., but it is hoped 

that Irish scholars and historians will begin to make contributions before the end of 

2021. Independent scholars and descendants of slaveholders; Margaret Seidler of 

Charleston, South Carolina, Stephen Harper of Pennsylvania, Cindy Hines of Oregon 

and Stacy Ashmore Cole of Georgia; have generously made contributions of names 

of people bought, sold and enslaved by William Payne, Thompson Malone, William 

Laughlin and William McWhir. 44  

These contributions and research undertaken by the curator provide some early 

indicators concerning the behaviour of Irish slaveholders. There appears to be no 

 
43 Donna Cox Baker, ‘Descendants of slaveholders, do we still hold the key?’ (2016), available at The 

Beyond Kin Project (beyondkin.org/) (17 July 2021). 
44 Margaret Seidler, ‘William Payne and Sons, Charleston, South Carolina’, available at Enslavement 

to citizenship: African Americans in Irish slaveholder records 1670-1862 (www.enslavement-to-
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discernible difference between the behaviour of Irish slaveholders and their other 

European counterparts. In fact, David Gleeson argues that Irish migrants in the South 

bought acceptance as citizens by engaging in the enslavement and sale of African 

Americans.45 James Adger (1777-1858) of Moneynick, County Antrim and 

Charleston, South Carolina, was a highly respected member of his community, 

president of the Hibernian Society and also president of the Irish Famine Relief 

Society. Yet, he not only enslaved African Americans, but he also sold enslaved 

people on behalf of his peers.46 Major Pierce Butler (1744-1822) of Carlow, Ireland, 

Charleston, South Carolina, Butler Island, Georgia and Philadelphia, enslaved 1,000 

people at any one time during his lifetime. He bequeathed his enslaved people to his 

grandson Pierce Mease Butler, culminating in the 1859 sale of over 400 people. This 

sale became known among enslaved people and their descendants as The Weeping 

Time. Such was the impact of this sale that descendants are still trying to find their 

family members today over 160 years later.47  

Sadly, difficulties in identifying enslaved ancestors are familiar to the majority 

of African Americans descended from approximately four million enslaved people 

who were freed between 1862-1865. With the advent of genealogy corporations such 

as Ancestry.com, and My Heritage, African Americans have an increasing ability to 

view digitised historical documents which name their ancestors. However, historian 

Jerome de Groot has raised significant concerns about the way in which corporations 

like Ancestry.com are ‘contributing to and constructing versions of the past, 
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influencing and impacting upon the ways in which the past might be accessed and 

understood.’48 Genealogy corporations have contributed much to the democratisation 

of historical information, but their primary function is the creation of wealth for their 

shareholders, not the creation of accurate representations of historical knowledge. 

Although some improvements are being made in 2021, the algorithms that 

Ancestry.com employ are still more conducive to the search for European than 

African American ancestors. Ancestry.com can also make it challenging to identify 

slaveholding ancestors and familial relationships between Europeans and African 

Americans.49  

To create accurate representations of historical knowledge, it is vital that 

academic and citizen-led digital public history projects continue to push the 

boundaries of our knowledge and understanding of African Americans who were 

intimately connected with Irish and other European migrants. The history of each 

European nation is incomplete without this information. The contribution of African 

Americans through forced labour has created the modern world as we know it.50 

Mandee McKenna Jones, Adeline Cabean Brown and Samuel Burke all bear Irish 

names. At least one of them had Irish genetic ancestry. They were enslaved by Irish-

born men, William McKenna, Robert Clowney and Richard Cabean. These 

slaveholders in South Carolina are only three of the many Irish people engaged in the 

institution of slavery. In order to fully understand this group within the Irish diaspora 

and democratise access for the descendants of enslaved people, Enslavement to 

citizenship will continue to add names and historical documents to its public database. 
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