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THE IRISH FAMINE.



TO THE EDITOR OF THE TIMES.


Sir,—It may be in the recollection of some of your readers, that when we city gentlemen were reviled last year by the “noble country party” for the selfishness of our pursuits, and the inutility of our lives, as compared with those of deputy‐lieutenants and county magistrates, I availed myself of your kindness to vindicate as well I could in your columns the order to which it is my pride to belong.


Perhaps, however, the taunts of the landed aristocracy have not been entirely without their use. The Barings, the Rothschilds, the Jones Loyds, and other monied magnates of London, have at least since last year nobly borne their share in attempting to relieve famine‐stricken Ireland; and I have endeavoured to follow in their footsteps—longo intervallo, I admit.


The Committee of the British Association for the Relief of Distress in Ireland, reading frightful accounts of pestilence and famine in the county of Mayo, and receiving urgent and perplexing appeals for relief from various resident clergymen and landlords, decided on despatching one of their number to the spot, to examine into the state of affairs and relieve the people promptly. As I had been loudest in my condemnation of the conduct of both English and Irish landlords, and had boasted—I now feel somewhat injudiciously—of what I would do were I in their place, I was selected for this not very agreeable service. In consequence I have been for the last few weeks resident in Letterbrick, the capital of the barony of Arderry.* If you can spare me room in your columns, I purpose to lay before the public as accurate a sketch as I can draw of what is actually happening here.


The barony contains 185,000 acres of land, over which are scattered a population of 30,000 souls. The little town of Letterbrick is placed in the bight of a deep bay, one of the many noble harbours with which the west of Ireland abounds.


The Union workhouse is 31 miles distant; besides that, there is neither hospital nor dispensary of which the poor can avail themselves at the present moment.


Of three resident Protestant clergymen, one is insane; the other two are not on speaking terms, and will not “act” together in any way.


The three Roman Catholic priests are good simple men—poor and ignorant, and possessing little influence over their flocks.


Two‐thirds of this vast extent of land is divided between two proprietors—Mr. Black of Kildare, and the Mulligan, who resides in his baronial castle of Ballymulligan.*


The Mulligan having been an Irish man of pleasure is now a bankrupt;* he amuses himself in his dominions as well as he can, but has lately been cast in damages for the seduction of the daughter of a coast‐guard, and is in consequence at present playing at hide and seek with the officers of the law; he is a married man; he is the only resident magistrate in Arderry, and as his present discreditable social position renders him only accessible on Sundays, he is utterly useless in that capacity.


His tenants are not in arrear. They have been driven, ejected, and sold up with incredible severity. To give you an idea of what the people here endure and the landlords perpetrate, I will state that last week, accompanied by two credible English witnesses, I met several emaciated cows, driven by two men, and followed by their still more emaciated owners, proceeding towards Letterbrick.


I stopped them and inquired whither they were going? The two men said they were taking them to the Letterbrick‐pound for rent owing to them. The peasants declared that the rent was not due till the 1st of May. Their landlord admitted this readily; but added, that Letterbrick fair was on the 12th of April, and he feared, unless he pounded his tenants’ cattle before that, that they would sell them at the fair and be off to America. So he did pound them, for a debt that was not yet due; and the poor ignorant starved wretches allowed him to do it.


Of the Mulligan’s exertions and charities to meet the present crisis, it is needless to speak. He is chairman of a relief committee, which he never attends; he has given no money or food, whilst he has extracted all he can from the soil. He pays no taxes, builds no cottages or farm buildings, supports no schools or hospitals. The only duties which he attempts to perform are those which he considers he owes to himself. He and his family own about 40,000 acres of land.


His uncle I saw when he came to propose to the purser on board the Horrible steamer in charge of a cargo of seed, to let him have some on the security of his “paper at six months;” and when we were landing some meal in the rain from that vessel, his brother gallopped into the town in a rickety tandem, pulled up to stare at us, and, after having played an amatory national air on a horn which he had slung round him, gallopped off again.


Mr. Black, his co‐proprietor, is a landlord of a very different species. He resides in Kildare, where he has a large property, and, by his own account, takes an active part in the duties of the county.


Here he is represented by his agent, Mr. White, a most intelligent and gentlemanlike young man, who spends a few months occasionally in Arderry, and is a magistrate.*


I will not take the liberty of saying anything more of Mr. Black, as the correspondence which I have had with him will speak for itself. I append it to this letter.


A variety of small and sub‐landlords, whose lives are spent in watching the growing crops and cattle of their tenants, and pouncing upon them the moment they are ripe or fit for sale, occupy the rest of the barony, and complete the misery of the people.


There is one single man who believes that he has duties to perform, and does his best to fulfil them; but as his property is small, the good he can do is but as a drop in this ocean of human iniquity, and being a Dublin lawyer, he is necessarily an absentee.


At this moment there is no food in the country, save what is imported by Government and the British Association; neither have the people any money, save what they earn on the public works, which are to be stopped in May.


The land is unsown,—there will be no harvest. The Horrible when she was here selling seed under prime cost sold but 100l. worth, and that almost entirely to the benevolent individual I have alluded to. At Killala, where the gentry clamoured loudly for seed, the Lightning was sent with 350 sacks, of which she sold one; and at Killibegs the Horrible had no better market.


There is at this moment, Sir, fever in half the houses in Arderry—I call them houses by courtesy for they are but hollow, damp, and filthy dungheaps. The people sell their last rag for food, and are then forced to remain in their hovels until the weakest sink from hunger; their festering corpses, which they have no means of removing, then breed a fever which carries off the rest.


Efficient medicines or medical aid they have none, and if they had, what but good food could be prescribed with success to a starving man? During the short time I have been here I have seen my fellow‐creatures die in the streets. I have found the naked bodies of women on the road side, and piles of coffins containing corpses left outside the cabins and in the market place. I have met mothers carrying about dead infants in their arms until they were putrid, refusing to bury them, in the hope that the offensive sight might wring charity from the callous townspeople sufficient to protract for a while the lives of the other children at home. During the last two days I have buried at my own expense 20 bodies, which, had I not done so, would be still infecting the living.


I must here pause to remind you, Sir, that I am a man of business, deliberate and calculating, nowise given to exaggeration, and that what I am detailing to you is not the recollection of some horrid nightmare, but a state of society within two days’ post of London.


The people here, naturally docile, become uncontrollable at the sight of provisions—not a bag of biscuit can be landed or leave the town without an armed escart, not a vessel can anchor in the bay without imminent risk of being plundered. Yesterday, three vessels, bound to the north, were becalmed off the coast; they were instantly boarded and cleared by the famished and desperate peasantry.


I purchased a little seed myself, which I retailed in small quantities to the people, chiefly to gain some insight into their position. I found them utterly hopeless, almost indifferent about sowing, because they are aware that any crops they may sow will be seized on for rent by the landlords. They preferred buying turnip and parsnip seed, although they appeared quite ignorant how to cultivate them, because the perishable nature of these roots renders them less convenient for seizure than barley or oats.


On my arrival here I found the soup kitchen, on which the lives of hundreds depend, stopped, not  for want of funds, but because the vicar and the curate, having 130l. intrusted to them jointly by our association, had quarrelled, and preferred seeing the parishioners starve to making soup for them in concert.


Lest I may be suspected of caricature or exaggeration, I will, in conclusion, set down what my eyes have seen during the last half hour.


I have seen in the court‐house an inquest holding on the body of a boy of 13, who, being left alone in a cabin, with a little rice and fish in his charge, was murdered by his cousin, a boy of 12, for the sake of that wretched pittance of food. A verdict of “Wilful Murder” has since been returned.


The culprit is the most famished and sickly little creature I ever saw, and his relatives, whom I heard examined, were all equally emaciated and fever‐stricken.


Driven from the court by the stench of the body, I passed in the street two coffins with bodies in them in going to my lodging from the court‐house, a distance of a hundred yards. I am prepared to hear that the truth of what I have here stated has been impugned; to be informed that I am ignorant of the habits of the people, and that I have been humbugged by Irishmen having a natural turn for humour. I am prepared to be ridiculed for my obesity, and to be told that a London banker is out of his element in the romantic regions of the west. I should not wonder if the Mulligan called me out. I feel certain “he will court an inquiry.”


To all this I will answer, that to the truth of all I have here stated I can, fortunately, produce credible English witnesses; that if people have attempted to humbug me in the midst of the horrors which surround us, the less they boast of their mistimed humour the better; that by showing that I am ungracefully corpulent, and an indifferent snipe shot, they will not prove themselves to be humane landlords; and if the Mulligan exhibits any leaning towards the duello, I will inform him that, although constitutionally timid, I can take care of myself very well—having taken the precaution before I left London to borrow from an American friend, who is under some pecuniary obligations to our house, an excellent pair of Colt’s revolvers—weapons, I believe, altogether new in the west of Ireland, but which are as effective in the hands of a flaccid cockney, as in the grasp of the most sinewy descendant of Brian Boru that ever bounded barefoot over a bog.


I need scarcely say, Sir, that there is no such barony as Arderry in the west—no such town as Letterbrick—no such chieftain as the Mulligan of Ballymulligan—no such people as Messrs. Black and White; but there is a barony, a town, and people exactly like them, who are acting exactly in the manner I have described. If they court an inquiry, they shall have every facility given them by me for it. I will supply names, dates, and places, if they wish me to do so.


I will only observe, that the day before I left town, just after I read the debate about Captain Wynne’s case, in which Mr. Labouchere made such a manly and creditable answer to Major Macnamara,* my pocket was picked in the street. I caught a boy who I fancied was the culprit, and handed him over to letter B 27. The lad exhibited the most virtuous indignation, exclaiming, “Search me, and you will find that I am innocent!” He courted an inquiry. The matter‐of‐fact policeman took him at his word, and, lo! my handkerchief was found in his possession. I have therefore inferred, that courting an inquiry when you see that it will be made whether you court it or not, is not always a proof of innocence.



I have the honour to remain, Sir,
Your faithful servant,
JACOB OMNIUM.
April 18.









No. 1.



“JACOB OMNIUM, AGENT FOR THE BRITISH ASSOCIATION FOR THE RELIEF OF THE DESTITUTE IRISH, TO W. H. BLACK, ESQ., KILDARE.


“Sir,—Having been commissioned by the British Association to accompany Mr. Squills, R. M., a surgeon deputed by Government for the same purpose to Letterbrick, in Her Majesty’s ship Horrible,* conveying a cargo of seed to Mayo and Donegal, and to report to them the actual state of the people and the exertions which were being made by the landed proprietors to save them, I feel it my painful duty to call your attention to the miserable tenantry on your estates in Arderry.


“They are daily dying from sheer famine, and rotting in the cabins where they die.


“They have none to look to for aid; for if you, who have for many years derived your resources from hence, abandon those whose labour has supplied those resources the moment they cease to be profitable to you for a time, you cannot expect that the charity of England can be extended to the tenants of men who themselves will not bestir themselves to save them.


“Your agent, Mr. White, aware of the arrival of the Horrible, and of the cargo which she brought, left Arderry the day she anchored in the bay, without making any arrangements for procuring seed for your people, and there is now no one in the country to represent your extensive property here, or even to bear, personally, any share in the arduous task of dispensing the funds which English public and private charity may devote to the relief of the diseased and starving poor on your estates.


“I earnestly request that you will, without delay, do me the honour of acquainting me whether you are prepared to co‐operate in any way with the British Association in saving the lives of the dying poor on your lands.



“I am, Sir, your obedient humble servant,
“JACOB OMNIUM,

“Agent to the British Association.
“Letterbrick, April 11, 1847.
“W. H. Black, Esq., Kildare.”






To this letter Mr. Black returned an answer, saying that he had for 20 years watched anxiously over and devoted large sums of money to his tenantry in Arderry; that his agent was a most able and respectable man, and did not deserve my censure; that it was evident I had written my letter hastily; that his own age and duties in Kildare prevented his attending personally to his estates in Arderry, but that Mr. White would immediately return furnished with powers to cooperate with me in every practicable manner. Mr. Black further informed me that for the last two years he had not received a farthing from his property here, and that the Government measures—amounting in his opinion to a confiscation of his estate—prevented his going to any expense about it.


This, I believe to be a fair précis of his letter. I have sent it to London, and cannot, therefore, publish it now; but if he thinks I have garbled it, I will do so whenever he pleases.







No. 2.



“JACOB OMNIUM TO W. H. BLACK, ESQ.


“Sir,—If you will re‐read the letter which I had the honour of addressing you, you will see that I made no reflections whatever either on the manner in which you had thought fit to conduct your estates in Arderry in past years, or on the conduct of your agent, of whom I know nothing save that he had made no arrangements for availing himself of the facilities which the Government and the British Association had afforded you for supplying your tenants with seed.


“I have just had an interview with him. He freely admits that the high price of provisions has rendered your tenants penniless, that they are daily dying of starvation, and that the only instructions he has received from you are, to confine his expenditure for their relief to any sums he may henceforward wring from them.


“He corroborates the information which I had already received, that this town and about 60,000 acres of land, with a population of 12,000 souls, belong to you at a rent‐roll of 2,500l. a year, part of which is from a year to a year and a half in arrear; that in 1846 a sum of 70l. was expended on your account in labour for your own benefit; and that since the 1st of January your charities over your entire property here are comprised in the sum of 15l., granted to the soup kitchen of Letterbrick.


“Yesterday, at my own private expense, I had the bodies of four of your tenants drawn out of their cabins, where they were breeding fever and pestilence, placed in coffins, and buried. Their wretched relatives had no money to purchase coffins, and were too weak to carry them to the grave.


“Mr. White since his return has met one of your people carrying the corpse of his wife on his back stuffed into a fish basket to the burial‐ground.


“As you have supplied him with no funds, he can do nothing to alleviate this horrid misery; and as you are not disposed to provide seeds for your tenants, unless the English support them—not till harvest, for there will be no harvest, but for an indefinite period—they must all die. I thank Heaven that I am here upon the spot to bear witness to and publish a state of things which I could not have believed possible in a Christian country.



“I am, Sir, your obedient servant,
“JACOB OMNIUM,

“Agent to the British Association.
“W. H. Black, Esq., April 16.”






Subsequently to my sending letter No. 2, Mr. White called upon me and mentioned that Mr. Black had, in addition to the 70l. disbursed in 1846, spent 200l. on his estate that year; but that since January he had, as I have stated, contributed but 15l. to meet the present crisis. He further said that Mr. Black did not clear more than 1,000l. last year out of the property.











Higgins was in Belmullet, in the Barony of Erris.





“On March 23, 1847, Mr. C. O’Brien moved in the House of Commons, Major Macnamara seconding the motion, for a Committee to inquire into the conduct and statements of Captain Wynne, Inspecting Officer under the Board of Works, employed in Clare in November and December 1846. These gentlemen were the members for Clare of whom Captain Wynne had complained, in an official letter, that they had attended a public meeting ‘apparently for the purpose of holding us up one and all to assassination, and hallooing on a mob,’ &c. On the part of Captain Wynne, Mr. Labouchere said that that officer ‘never intended to impute to them designedly the purpose of assassination;’ and he generally defended Captain Wynne’s character and his good service in a very trying position. Hansard’s Parl. Debates, March 23, 1847; cols. 326–332.”
Stirling Maxwell, William, 1818-1878. “Memoir of Matthew James Higgins” in Higgins, Matthew James, 1810-1868. Essays On Social Subjects. London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1875, pp. xliv-xlv.






According to Stirling Maxwell (Stirling Maxwell, William, 1818-1878. “Memoir of Matthew James Higgins” in Higgins, Matthew James, 1810-1868. Essays On Social Subjects London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1875, p. xxxv.), the doctor was Benjamin Bynoe (1803-1865), who had previously accompanied Darwin on the Beagle. For more on Bynoe's career, see: Keevil, J. J. “Benjamin Bynoe, Surgeon of H.M.S. Beagle.” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, vol. 4, no. 1, 1949, pp. 90–111. The ship was the H.M.S. Terrible.





At the time of the Famine, the two largest landholders in the Barony of Erris were William Henry Carter (1783-1859), of Castlemartin, County Kildare, and Denis Bingham of Bingham's Castle in The Mullet.





The Binghams sold 13,000 acres of their lands in Erris in 1854; much of the rest was sold in the Landed Estates’ Court in 1878.





George R. Crampton was William H. Carter’s agent in Belmullet.
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