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DISTRESS IN IRELAND.



Letter from Joseph Crosfield,

describing

The first week of Wm. Forster’s Journey

in the

Distressed Districts.




London:
Edward Newman, Printer, 9, Devonshire Street, Bishopsgate.







A

LETTER FROM JOSEPH CROSFIELD,

CONTAINING A NARRATIVE OF THE FIRST WEEK OF WILLIAM FORSTER’S VISIT TO SOME OF THE DISTRESSED DISTRICTS IN IRELAND.




Liverpool, 12 mo. 9th, 1846.
My dear Friend,

Josiah Forster;



In fulfilment of a promise made to my dear friend, William Forster, of furnishing thee with a narrative of his proceedings during the time of my travelling with him as his companion in Ireland, I avail myself of the first opportunity of doing so, since my landing at Liverpool this morning.


During William Forster’s stay in Dublin, he was occupied in making arrangements for his journey and in attending a meeting of the Relief Committee, which was engaged in finally correcting their address, and in reading correspondence on the subject of the distress. An interview with Henry Labouchere, the chief secretary for Ireland, followed, and W. F. was received with much cordiality and kindness, and the secretary promised assistance in promoting his views by any means in his power, even offering to grant a letter to the police officers through the country should it be thought advisable. The same evening W. F. travelled by way of Kildare and Tullamore to Clara in the King’s county, where he lodged at Robert Goodbody’s. On third‐day morning, the 1st inst., accompanied by Dr. Bewley, a benevolent and active physician of Moate and myself, W. F. went down into a wild and lawless district, called Ballinahown, where great distress is at present existing. The first cabin visited was occupied by a man and his wife, with four children, in possession of about two acres of ground, from which, however, he had not obtained any crop of potatoes whatever. This man had a small stock of meal, and was working on the public road, earning 10d. per day, so that until his food is exhausted, he is living in tolerable comfort, at least free from the immediate fear of famine. In the next cabin the mistress of the house stated that they had pawned almost every article in the place to purchase food, but that her husband was now at work upon the public roads at 10d. per day. In this cabin were the remains of some decent furniture, and the family have evidently been reduced in their circumstances by the pressure of the times, and the woman of the house evinced a reluctance to accept charity that would not have been the case had they not experienced a decline in life. In the next cabin there lay, on a miserable bed, to which he had been confined for six days, a boy of about seventeen years of age, whose gaunt, haggard face and wasted limbs, and the extremely reduced state of his pulse, told far more of famine than of disease. In this cabin, which had seven inhabitants, the only support was from the daily ten‐pence earned by the father of the family, but as the mistress of the house stated, that to give each of them as much as they could eat, half a stone of meal, costing thirteen pence, would be daily required, some idea of the inadequacy of this to their maintenance may be formed. This woman gladly undertook to walk seven miles to Athlone, the nearest place at which animal food could be procured, to make a little broth for her son. Close by the village stands Ballinahown House, a large, old, ruinous mansion, the property of a wealthy merchant* in Dublin, who seldom or never resides on the estate. The adjoining village of Kilgarvan is also the property of this individual, and here many scenes of misery presented themselves. In a wretched hovel by the road‐side, live two poor women advanced in life, their cabin rudely built of loose stones, too low overhead for any one to stand erect, possessing neither door, window, nor chimney; in a corner of the cabin one of the poor creatures was lying on some straw, seriously ill, while the other crouched upon the damp floor beside some turf embers. These women are dependent for their daily food upon the charity of neighbours, themselves but one remove from starvation. Their condition, however, is only rendered worse by the failure of their supply of potatoes from the neighbours, as they have lived in this hovel for many years. In the next cottage were seven persons, who had eaten nothing on the previous day but one meal of turnips, and a small ration of oat‐meal. One member of this family was earning ten pence per day upon the road, but had to walk three miles and a half to the spot each day, and the same distance back again. In the house of one Duffy, who rents five acres of land, and is at present living on a small stock of meal, were collected a number of neighbours, and their conversation turned on the state of distress among their acquaintance in the vicinity. One family was mentioned as having subsisted for six days upon nothing but cabbage, one meal each day, and many others were living exclusively on turnips, but the stock of turnips in the neighbourhood was nearly exhausted. In this house was a widow, with five children, whose only support was from the earnings of her eldest son, a boy of thirteen, who broke stones on the road, but had to walk seven miles daily in going and returning. This woman’s residence was a miserable hovel hard by, but in common with many others of the tenantry,



she pays no rent for it. One gaunt, famine‐stricken man declared that he could not endure the present state of things much longer, but if he had not relief in three or four days, he would begin to rob and steal sheep. William Forster arrived at Moate the same evening, and lodged at the house of William Cooper Clibborn.*


The following morning after meeting, the Moate Relief Committee met and transacted their business, and it was pleasant to observe much earnestness among the inhabitants and a sincere desire evinced to attend to the comfort of the poor. They have a soup establishment about to commence operations in the town of Moate, and at Wm. Forster’s suggestion, and on his offering to furnish a boiler they decided to commence a soup kitchen in the neighbourhood of Ballinahown and Kilgarvan. From Moate we proceeded to Athlone, accompanied by Marcus Goodbody, of Clara, who had decided to go with us into the north‐west of Ireland, and by Thomas Clibborn, of Moate, who went as far as Athlone. The poor‐house at Athlone is a large building, containing upwards of seven hundred persons. Here a miserable state of things presented itself; the Union being very much in debt and their credit exhausted; and the poor inmates have scarcely clothes to cover them, and little if any bedding at night. In a large room were more than two hundred boys, collected round a turf fire, which afforded the only light in the apartment, and though three windows were open, the close and oppressive smell indicated the want of a proper attention to cleanliness, and the boys were very ragged. There were about one hundred girls assembled in another apartment, the state of which was still more offensive. In the Athlone poor‐house the inmates appear to be well fed and protected from the weather, and perhaps nothing more can be said as to the advantages they enjoy, but from the house being quite full, it is clear that the poor are beginning to appreciate these advantages during the present state of distress. The guardians, however, are so much in debt, owing above two thousand pounds, that they have given notice that unless the rate is paid they will be compelled to close the building and turn these poor wretches out. Athlone is divided into two nearly equal parts by the river Shannon, on the East side of the river a soup shop is in active operation, at which soup is distributed three times a week, but nothing appears to have been attempted on the Connaught side of the river, which contains by far the most distressed part of the population. They are pawning their clothing, &c., in this district to a great extent, the issue of pawn tickets, as ascertained from the principal person in the business, has increased 75 per cent. since last year, this man having issued 3465 tickets during the 11th month of 1846 against 1956 during the same month of 1845.


On the line of road between Athlone and Roscommon, the number of men and boys at work indicated the extent of distress in this region, there being no fewer than 900 upon the 15 miles between these two towns, the total number receiving pay from government in the county of Roscommon, being not less than 40,000. Many of these persons rent land, from one to five or six acres each, but from their crop of potatoes having altogether failed, they are in no better condition than the common labourers. The price of provisions is extremely high in this part of the county, the poor paying 2s. 9d. per stone of 14 lbs. for meal, and when they buy it in smaller quantities giving at the rate of 3s. 4d. per stone for it, so that a man who has a wife and family of five or six children to support out of 8d. per day is scarcely removed from starvation. Government in this part of the country is paying the labourers 8d. per day subsistence money, but when the work that they have performed shall be measured and apportioned, there will probably be a further small sum for them to receive. There is considerable destitution in the town of Roscommon, and the people generally being poor, difficulty was anticipated in establishing any effectual means for its relief, but W. F. having promised a boiler, Dr. Lloyd, at the Hospital, undertook to organize a committee and commence a soup establishment. The ride from Roscommon to Castlerea being performed after nightfall, we had no opportunity of making ourselves acquainted with the condition of the population.


On the morning of sixth day, the 4th of twelfth month, William Forster drove out to the residence of “the O’ Conor Don,” near Castlerea*. His reception of us was very kind and polite, and he communicated much information as to the state of the surrounding district. Through the agency of J. G. Wills, however, a gentleman near Castlerea who has just succeeded to the estates of the late Lord Mount Sanford, a subscription was formed to establish a soup shop, J. G. Wills heading the list with £20, to which William Forster added £10 on behalf of the Committee of the Society of Friends for the relief of the distress in Ireland and the O’ Conor Don gave £10. At the Castlerea poor‐house a shocking state of things presented itself, the poor inmates lying upon straw and their dormitories being in such a state of dirt that W. F. was unable to venture into them. In this poor‐house there are at present 1080 paupers, but the last 434 were admitted in so hurried a manner that there is neither bedding nor clothes for them, the measles being in the house and a few cases of fever already, it is probable that if something be not speedily effected to remedy the evil, there will be a fearful mortality among the inmates. In the children’s room was collected a miserable crowd of wretched objects, the charm of infancy having entirely disappeared, and in its place were to be seen wan and haggard faces, prematurely old from the effects of



hunger and cold, rags, dirt and deformity. In the school room they spend some hours every day in hopeless, listless idleness, though there are both a schoolmaster and mistress there are no books nor slates nor any of the apparatus of a school. It was consoling, however, to notice that those children who have been in the poor‐house a few weeks look so much better and healthier than those recently admitted as to be easily distinguishable from them, and poor as the inmates seem, no doubt they are much better off in the house than out of doors, and they described their sufferings from famine previously to admission as being very great. One boy stated that he frequently passed an entire day at a time without any food whatever and many saying that for several weeks they had not known what it was to have as much food as would satisfy their hunger. Two cases of death, if not from starvation, at least from the absence of nourishment during an illness brought on by want of proper food, occurred in Castlerea the week before we visited the town, the individuals having applied for admission into the poor‐house, but the consideration of their cases being postponed, death stepped in and carried them off in the interval of two days that elapsed. W. F. and his companions on their way from Castlerea to Boyle, called at Lough Glyn, a large old house, the seat of Lord Dillon, but inhabited by his agent, Charles Strickland, and his sisters. Only one of the sisters was at home, who seemed a very energetic and clever young woman, and entered warmly into the question of the state of the surrounding country, which she represented as being in a fearful condition of distress, and that their means of relief were totally inadequate. In the evening we reached the town of Boyle. In this place, until lately, there was not much destitution, the poor‐house usually not having more than 250 inmates, though it now contains 556; the number this time last year was not more than 213. This poor‐house is in good order and very clean and comfortable and the children looked healthy and they are making good progress in the school. The condition of the poor previously to their obtaining admission into the work‐house is one of great distress, many of them declaring that they have not tasted food of any kind for forty‐eight hours, and numbers of them have eaten nothing but cabbage or turnips for days and weeks. This statement is corroborated by the dreadfully reduced state in which they present themselves, the children especially, being in a condition of starvation and ravenous with hunger. Last year there were no such cases as these, the poor coming into the work‐house then from the pressure of temporary difficulties and remaining there a comparatively short time. The weekly cost of food in the poor‐house is 2s. per head, which sum includes medicine and food, but no other item. On the way from Boyle to Carrick‐on‐Shannon, we had a very interesting interview with some noblemen and gentlemen of influence, one of whom expressed his opinion that in the event of a fall of snow putting a stop to the public works, the people would rise and plunder the neighbourhood, and that if the weekly supply of food into the county of Roscommon were to cease, starvation would ensue, not only to the poor labourers, but even to the class above them, as the stock of provisions in the county is not equal to a fortnight’s consumption. In this opinion, he was supported by the gentlemen present and though they were evidently men of high bearing and moral courage, they could not look upon the coming crisis without a degree of apprehension. Lord ——— said that though the work was a great one, it was the duty of every man to do what he could in his own neighbourhood for the relief of the poor, however little that might appear to be. In reply to this, William Forster spoke to the effect that there is a Divine providence ruling over all things, and that if we put our trust in Him he will preserve and strengthen us through all the trials that may be permitted to assail us.


In the opinion of these noblemen and gentlemen, the worst feature is the general embarrassment of the Union poor‐houses, which have kept numbers of the poor from actual starvation, but they declared that if necessary, government must keep them up; for they stated that at present, with some exception, the landlords of Ireland are placed in such difficult circumstances from their estates being encumbered and their rents not regularly paid, that they can just now do comparatively little. After receiving the good wishes of the company, and being furnished with a list of gentlemen in the country, on whom he was recommended to call, and having had kind invitations to see the different members of the party in their own houses, W. F. took leave, and we proceeded to Carrick‐on‐Shannon.


At this place our first visit was to the poor‐house, and as the Board of Guardians were then sitting for the admission of applicants, a most painful and heart‐rending scene presented itself. Poor wretches in the last stage of famine imploring to be received into the house; women who had six or seven children begging that even two or three of them might be taken in, as their husbands were but earning 8d. per day, which, at the present high price of provisions was totally inadequate to feed them. Some of these children were worn to skeletons, their features sharpened with hunger, and their limbs wasted almost to the bone. From a number of painful cases the following may be selected. A widow with two children, who, for a week had subsisted on one meal of cabbage each day: these were admitted into the poor‐house, but in so reduced a state, that a guardian observed to the master of the house, that the youngest child would trouble them but a very short time. Another woman with two children, and near her confinement again, whose husband had left her a month



ago to seek for work, stated that they had lived for the whole of this week upon two quarts of meal, and two heads of cabbage. Famine was written in the faces of this woman and her children. In reply to a question from W. F. the guardians expressed their opinion that these statements were true. Of course, among so many applicants as there were in attendance, 110, a great number were necessarily refused admittance, as there were but thirty vacancies in the house. The guardians appeared to exercise great discrimination and impartiality in the selection of the most destitute objects, but some of those who were rejected were so far spent that it is doubtful if they would all reach their homes alive, as several of them had to walk five or six Irish miles. William Forster having expressed a wish to distribute bread to these poor creatures, that they might not go quite empty handed to their desolate houses, forty pounds weight of bread were procured, being all that on so short a notice could be obtained in the town of Carrick‐on‐Shannon. On this bread being given to them, the ravenous voracity with which many of them devoured it on the spot, spoke strongly of starvation, or of a state nearly approaching to it. One woman, however, was observed to eat only a very small portion of her bread, giving, as a reason, that she had five other children at home, to whom she was taking the bread, as without it there would not have been a morsel of food in their cabin that night. This poor‐house is in a deplorable condition: there are 1050 inmates in it, which are considerably more than the number for which it was built. Of these, 170 are in the hospital, ill of typhus fever and dysentery, and there are no proper means of keeping the sick apart from the healthy. The deaths are at the rate of about twelve each week, while the guardians are so poor, and the union so much in debt, that they obtain their daily food on credit; the workhouse is unprovided with bedding, insomuch that in the hospital two and three poor creatures are lying in one bed, and many of them have nothing but straw, while in the poor‐house at large there is nothing but straw for any of the inmates. To persons who are aware of the extreme horror of fever entertained by the poor in Ireland, their anxiety to come into this workhouse affords an indication of the extent of suffering in the neighbourhood: the actual pressure of famine is such, as to compel them to run the risk of contagion to escape from positive starvation. William Forster the next day saw several persons in the town of Carrick, and they undertook to raise some money for the establishment of a soup kitchen, promising to write to W. F. when the committee was organized, and he engaged to furnish them with a boiler. From Carrick‐on‐Shannon it was W. F.’s intention to proceed towards Enniskillen, and thence to Ballyshannon, and to visit the county of Donegal, after which he will probably proceed southwards, through the counties of Sligo, Mayo and Galway. Throughout this journey it was William Forster’s observation that the children exhibit the effects of famine in a remarkable degree, their faces looking wan and haggard with hunger, and seeming like old men and women, their sprightliness is entirely gone, and they may be seen sitting in groups by the cabin doors, making no attempt to play or to run after the carriages. Another indication of the distress of the country is, that the pigs and poultry have entirely disappeared, the poor having no longer any means of supporting them. To do the people justice, they are bearing their privations with a remarkable degree of patience and fortitude, and very little clamorous begging is to be met with upon the roads, at least not more than has been the case in Ireland for many years. The above is a very feeble attempt to convey an idea of the state of things in this district of the country, but William Forster had completely formed the opinion that the statements in the public newspapers are by no means exaggerated. With regard to actual death from starvation, W. F. met with five cases in different parts of the county of Roscommon, but none of these could be traced to anything more than illness produced by want of proper food, and aggravated by the want of nourishment during its progress.



With love, I remain respectfully thy friend,
JOSEPH CROSFIELD.








John Ennis (1809-1878), High Sheriff of Westmeath and Dublin, M.P. for Athlone, and director of the Bank of Ireland.





This might have been either William Cooper Clibborn Sr. or Jr. of Moate View; see: http://www.ancestry.com/genealogy/records/william-cooper-clibborn_43647704
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