
Mountbellew Conference, 21 October 2017 



 Why the Workhouse system... 

 The Architect in theory... George Nicholls 

 The Architect in practice... George Wilkinson 

 The Workhouses of Co Galway – Part One 

 Ballinasloe, Clifden, Galway, Gort, Loughrea, Tuam 

 The Workhouses of Co Galway – Part Two 

 Glenamaddy, Mountbellew, Oughterard, Portumna 

 Emigration from the Workhouses 

 After the Great Hunger 

 The end of matters... 



 There was work available in 
England but little work available in 
Ireland (no industrial revolution). 

 The housing in Ireland was 
pitiable... 

 Irishmen began to flock to England 
in search of work and the 
government needed to stop this. 

 They sent over George Nicholls to 
find a solution to Ireland’s poverty. 

 After six weeks he recommended 
the Workhouse System. 

 The Irish Poor Law Act became law 
in 1838. It divided the country in 130 
unions, with a further 33 added 
during the Great Hunger.  

George Nicholls 



George Wilkinson 

- Family of builder architects in 

Oxfordshire. 

- Had been involved in the construction of 

a number of workhouses in England. 

- Only 24 when appointed as architect to 

the Poor Law Commission in 1839.   

- He was a flawed character and architect, 

notwithstanding level of detail.  

 

Galway: Ballinasloe, Clifden, Galway, 

Glenamaddy, Gort, Loughrea, Mountbellew, 

Oughterard, Portumna, Tuam. 

 

Mountbellew Electoral Divisions: Annagh, 

Ballynakill, Caltra, Castleblakeney, 

Castleffrench, Clonbrock, Cloonkeen, Cooloo, 

Derryglassaun, Killeroran, Killian, 

Mountbellew, Mounthazel, Taghboy. 

 

  



• If people couldn’t afford to 
support themselves they 
came to the workhouse. 

• In the workhouse, they had 
to do work in exchange for 
food. 

• In Ireland, people had to 
stay and live in the 
workhouse. 

• That is why it was called 
‘Indoor Relief ’. 

• The 163 (130+33 ‘plainer’) 
workhouses were built to 
largely the same design. 



 They were bathed and disinfected. 

 They were given a uniform to wear that was made 
out of a plain, uncomfortable material. 

 



• Girls aged between 2 and 15 years lived in the girls building. 

• Boys aged between 2 and 15 years lived in the boys building. 

• Women aged over 15 years lived in the women's building. 

• Men over 15 years lived in the men’s building. 

• Children aged under 2 years stayed with their mother. 

Meal  Amount – Adults 

Breakfast 6-8 (noted as little as 3 in places) ounces of stir-about 

and half a pint of milk 

Dinner 31/2 pounds of potatoes and one pint of skimmed milk 

Meal Amount - Children 

Breakfast 3 ounces of oatmeal and half a pint of new milk 

Dinner 2 ounces of potatoes and half a pint of new milk 

Supper 6 ounces of bread 



Women 

Men 

Girls 

Boys 



 The workhouse system was built to cater for 
80,000 (1% of the population). 

 BUT... 2.3 million at near starvation level 
before the Great Hunger. 

 The workhouses became massively 
overcrowded which made disease a huge 
problem. 

 More than 1 million people died. 
 10 Workhouse in Co Galway. 
 Ballinasloe, Clifden, Galway, Glenamaddy, 

Gort, Loughrea, Mountbellew, Oughterard, 
Portumna, Tuam. 
 



 Union Declared: 1839 
 Site: 6 acres 
 Capacity: 1,000 
 Cost: £10,628 
 Opened: 1842 
 1853 Population: 465 

Ballinasloe Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Abbeygormacan, Ahascragh, Aughrim, Ballinasloe, Ballynakill, Ballymacward, 

Clonfert, Clontuskert, Eyrecourt, Kilconnell, Kilgerril, Killaan, Killasolan, Kileronan, Killian, Killimor, 

Kilquain, Kiltormer, Moylough; and Creagh, Moore, and Taughmaconnell in Co Roscommon. 



Ballinasloe Union Workhouse 
• A capacity of 1,000 for a union the size of Ballinasloe was never likely to be sufficient, 

even during a mild crisis. During the depths of the great hunger it proved wholly insufficient. 

Indeed, even toward the end of the great hunger, the census of 1851 shows that there 

were still 2,487 inmates in the institution. 

• On June 30th 1849, there had been 4,098 inmates while 41 had died the previous week. 

By the early Autumn, the numbers had dropped to 1,821. Sadly, this was not the result of a 

‘seasonal swing’, but rather a devastating cholera epidemic with at least 860 dead by mid-

May as reported by the Galway Vindicator.  

•952 Inmates and 250 in the fever hospital (WS, 24 Dec 1847) 

Western Star, 

9 Jan 1847 

Western Star, 

10 June 1848 



Clifden Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Ballindoon, Clifden, Renvyle, Roundstone.  

 Union Declared: 1840 
 Site: 4 acres 
 Capacity: 300 
 Cost: £4,500 
 Opened: 1847 
 1853 Population: 314 



Clifden Union Workhouse 
• On 30 December 1847, the 

Commissioners wrote to the Board of 

Guardians authorising them to “fit up the 

National Schoolhouse at Clifden, belonging 

to Mr. D'Arcy, as a temporary fever hospital 

for the Clifden Union, and…the occupation 

of the premises by the Board for the 

purpose stated”.  

• To further alleviate the chronic over-

crowding, it was also agreed that the 

Commissioners would “take the site of the 

building referred to for the erection thereon 

of a permanent fever-ward, if the terms 

upon which it is proposed to let the ground 

be favourable to the Union”.  

Galway Mercury, 23 Oct 1852 



Galway Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Annaghdown, Aran, Athenry, Ballynacourty, Claregalway, Galway City, Killanin, 

Lackagh, Moycullen, Oranmore, Oughterard, Stradbally. 

 Union Declared: 1839 
 Site: 8 acres 
 Capacity: 1,000 
 Cost: £11,872 
 Opened: 1842 
 1853 Population: 1,147 



Galway Union Workhouse 
• Galway Union was one of the first declared in the 

country, on 1 June 1839, and was the earliest declared 

of all of those in this booklet. Inevitably perhaps, given 

it had such a broad geographic area to cover, the union 

was repeatedly under pressure including financial, and 

even closed for a period. 

• At the weekly meeting of the Board of Guardians on 

November 18th 1847, Captain Herald confirmed that 

“there were 1202 paupers in the house, 149 applicants, 

but 50 only could be admitted; consequently 99 

persons in a state of destitution were left un-provided 

for at the gates, which, of itself, at once shows the 

distressed state of the Union generally.” 

• There were 13 additional cases of fever that week, 

which the surgeon attributed “to the imprudent removal 

of blankets that had been used in the fever hospital, to 

the body of the house, without being previously 

washed, thus communicating the disease to those who 

unfortunately used them” and “he forbade the 

admission of more than 1250 paupers until Straw 

Lodge was prepared to receive the hospital patients, of 

which there were 103.”  Galway Mercury, 16 Jan 1847 



Gort Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Ardrahan, Beagh, Kilbeacanty, Killeenavarra, Killeenaran, Kilmacduagh, Kiltartan, 

Kilthomas, Kinvara. Also Kilkeedy (Co Clare).  

 Union Declared: 1839 
 Site: 7 acres 
 Capacity: 500 
 Cost: £6,792 
 Opened: 1841 
 1853 Population: 676 



Gort Union Workhouse 
• Gort was the first of the workhouses in Co Galway to receive inmates, opening on 11 

November 1841. The workhouse staggered from crisis to crisis however, both financial to 

administrative. On his inspection of the Workhouse in February 1848, Captain Hanley claimed 

that no part of the Commissioner’s instructions were fairly carried out, stating “the wards, yards, 

&c, present one scene of confusion, filth, and disease.”  

• The mismanagement highlighted by Hanley came on a week when there were 3,157 

applicants for relief. He also highlighted that “on reference to the Committee Visiting Book, I 

find no note of any Guardian having visited the interior of the house since the 8th March, 1847.” 

Despite the Commissioner’s recommendations, “the dietaries are in the same state of neglect; 

books not kept up, and matters left to the discretion of the master and matron. It is hardly 

possible to conceive a house in a worse state, or in greater disorder.”  

• Hanley recommended that “the only hope of correcting those evils, and affording the benefit 

of the law to the truly destitute of the district, would be by dissolving the present Board, which I 

feel it my duty to recommend”. The Commissioners supported this view and determined to 

dissolve the board. The situation actually got worse, as the Limerick Chronicle of 23 May 1849 

reported that “the goods and chattels of the Gort Workhouse were sold under execution this 

day by the High Sheriff of Galway, at the suit of the creditors." 

• An Englishman visiting the town in 1850 noted hundreds of women and children shivering at 

the grounds of the workhouse noting the adults wore only rags.  



Loughrea Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Athenry, Ballynakill, Clonkeen, Craughwell, Duniry, Kilchreest, Kilconierin, 

Killeenadeema, Killimordaly, Kilmeen, Kilrickle, Kiltulla, Loughrea, Portumna, Tynagh. 

 Union Declared: 1839 
 Site: 6.5 acres 
 Capacity: 800 
 Cost: £8,789 
 Opened: 1842 
 1853 Population: 494 



Loughrea Union Workhouse 
• The 1848 ‘Papers relating to proceedings for relief of distress, and state of unions and 

workhouses in Ireland’ paints a depressing picture. It was confirmed that on Saturday, 

February 5th, “the number of inmates then in the house was 1136, being 236 persons more 

than the house was calculated to contain, and 120 fresh cases were brought forward... it is 

not wonderful, considering the mortality, fever and dysentery being prevalent, that persons 

have been found who prefer the chance of death by the road-side to that of death by 

disease in the workhouse, which since October last has carried off upwards of 200.”   

Western Star, 9 Jan 1847 Western Star, 24 July1847 



Loughrea Union Workhouse 
• Loan Funds 



Tuam Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Abbey, Annaghdown, Cummer, Claretuam, Clonbern, Donaghpatrick, Dunmore, 

Headford, Kilbannon, Killererin, Liskeevy, Monivea, Tuam. 

 Union Declared: 1839 
 Site: 6 acres 
 Capacity: 800 
 Cost: £8,100 
 Opened: 1846 
 1853 Population: 618 



Tuam Union Workhouse 
• Despite the union being declared in 1839, it 

would be seven years before Tuam Workhouse 

took its first inmates because of difficulties in 

collecting the Poor Rate. 

• One of the major figures in the West of Ireland 

during in these years was the Roman Catholic 

Archbishop John McHale of Tuam Diocese. 

Various sources state that donations and bread & 

soup were distributed on his orders from his 

kitchen during these years of crisis. 

• It is also true however that he had propagated the 

view that the blight was a divine punishment on his 

flock for their sins. And it was stated in the 1848 

‘proceedings for relief of distress, and state of 

unions and workhouses’ that he was one of those 

in arrears in the payment of the poor rate. 

• There were regular complaints in relation to the 

food at Tuam Workhouse. For example, in 

September 1851 the Leinster Express reported 

that the ‘milk’ supplied to the workhouse was not 

milk, but liquid composed of lime, chalk, and water. 

Tuam Herald, 27 June 1846 



Statistical Statement for each Poor Law Union in Ireland, 1848-49 



Glenamaddy Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Ballinastack, Ballymoe, Ballynakill, Boyounagh, Carrownagur, Clonkeen, Creggs, 

Curraghmore, Glenamaddy, Island, Kilcornan, Kiltullagh, Raheen, Scregg, Shankill, Templetogher, 

Toberdosh, Toberroe... 

 Union Declared: 1850 
 Site: 6 acres 
 Capacity: 500 
 Cost: £6,245 
 Opened: 1853 
 1853 Population: 135 



Glenamaddy Union Workhouse 
• In May 1848, the Galway Vindicator reported on ‘another horrible 

case of destitution, resulting in the death of a wretched man, named 

Michael Concannon... at the village of Glenamaddy’. His body was 

found ‘in a mangled state as if eaten away by rats and dogs’. 

• Glenamaddy however would have to wait another five years for a 

workhouse. Though with a capacity of 500, the workhouse 

population never reached anywhere near same. 

• On 20 Feb 1855 the Board of Guardians proposed that the union 

be dissolved, however the commissioners declined to do so. 

•There were ad hoc issue re the treatment of inmates. 

• Throughout the latter years of the century there were just under 

one hundred inmates, and half that in the early twentieth century.  

• Mismanagement was rife at Glenamaddy, and the Leinster Express 

reported that 730lbs of bread more than ordered was received by the 

master and not accounted for. Also, rather shamefully, the 

workhouse was without a Chaplin for a period during 1858-59. 

• The main building of the workhouse was burnt by the IRA to 

‘frustrate any attempt of military occupation’, with the Connacht 

Tribune of 16 July 1921 describing the ‘well-planned’ operation. 

Tuam Herald, 10 Aug 1850 



Mountbellew Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Annagh, Ballynakill, Caltra, Castleblakeney, Castleffrench, Clonbrock, Cloonkeen, 

Cooloo, Derryglassaun, Killeroran, Killian, Mountbellew, Mounthazel, Taghboy. 

 Union Declared: 1850 
 Site: 6 acres 
 Capacity: 500 
 Cost: £6,100 
 Opened: 1852 (‘50:999) 
 1853 Population: 263 

Galway Vindicator, 13 July 1850 



Mountbellew Union Workhouse 

“The board do not wish for any alteration in the present position of this Union, although they are fully sensible of the burden of the establishment 

charges; they are of the opinion that any extra charge in this respect is amply compensated by the more efficient administration of affairs in a small 

Union than in one larger area. They also feel that the area of  a Union cannot be considerably enlarged without much injustice to the poor applicants for 

relief, whose interests, as well as those of the ratepayers, it is equally the duty of the board to protect”. 

Commissioners for Administering Laws for Relief of Poor in Ireland: tenth annual report with appendices, 1857 



Mountbellew Union Workhouse 

The Western News on 9 August 1884 painted a further positive picture of the Workhouse (agri): 

  

“I proceeded to the workhouse to ascertain some particulars about that institution. I found the master in 

his office working and the matron attending to her own duties. On informing the master, Mr Buren, the 

object of my mission, he kindly said he would be delighted to afford me every opportunity to gratify my 

curiosity, or rather judge for myself how the institution was managed. Before entering I was struck with 

the splendid crops within the walls, the best I had seen through the country on my journey, and I came to 

the conclusion that the place should have been intended as a Model Farm wherein to teach agriculture 

to the people of the district. Imagine my surprise at being told by the master that the space enclosed 

within the walls contained a little over four acres which were entirely farmed under his own supervision. 

He informed me that all the potatoes, onions, and other vegetables used in the workhouse grew on the 

ground I saw, and that the inmates did the work, so that it did not cost the union one penny for labour. 

He managed to keep all employed with the result that the potatoes, onions, mangolds turnips, cabbage 

plants and oats are the best in the country.” 

 

Tuam Herald, 14 July 1855 



Oughterard Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Camus, Clonbur, Cong, Crumpaun, Cur, Gorumna, Kilcummin, Letterbrickaun, 

Lettermore, Oughterard, Ross, Turlough, Wormhole.  

 Union Declared: 1849 
 Site: 8 acres 
 Capacity: 600 
 Cost: £7,000 
 Opened: 1852 
 1853 Population: 286 



Oughterard Union Workhouse  

 

Considered the second poorest union in Ireland, Oughterard 

struggled from the outset with ‘unsatisfactory ‘collection of rates.  
 

Religious disputes, over money, and sometimes over ‘souls’ was 

not uncommon as right, with the Examiner on 9 Aug1852. 
 

Proposals to dissolve or amalgamate Oughterard were 

considered in various reports, including in 1886. 
 

In Feb 1906, Colm de Bhailís / Colm Wallace (1796 -1906) the 

Irish-language poet died within days of leaving the workhouse. 
 

In 1922 the workhouse was burned by anti-treaty forces so that 

the Free State Army would not have a lodging place in the area. 

Cork Examiner, 9 August 1852 

In June 1899 the workhouse was visited by Inspectors who “saw the 4 
males and 3 females who are classified as of unsound mind …I cannot 
consider that the conditions under which they live— -their clothing, 
bedding, arrangements for personal ablution, cleanliness, &c. are 
satisfactory or suitable for such a suffering and helpless class “. 

      - Report on District, Local and Private Lunatic Asylums in Ireland, 1899. 



Portumna Union Workhouse 

Electoral Divisions: Abbey, Annaghdown, Cummer, Claretuam, Clonbern, Donaghpatrick, Dunmore, 

Headford, Kilbannon, Killererin, Liskeevy, Monivea, Tuam. 

 Union Declared: 1839 
 Site: 6 acres 
 Capacity: 800 
 Cost: £8,100 
 Opened: 1846 
 1853 Population: 618 



Portumna Union Workhouse 
The Workhouse Cart  

In January 1865, it was alleged that the deaths of two elderly women - Kitty Kelly and Bridget Grimes - had 

been hastened by exposure after the two women were brought to the workhouse on a donkey cart instead of 

an ambulance. This followed the death of a child in the same circumstances.  

  

The Workhouse Guardians had opposed keeping a horse from the outset. The previous year, they had even 

declined the offer of one as ‘it would cost too much to support a horse and groom’. This was despite the 

scarcity of water and men offering a horse to the guardians to draw water from the Shannon.  

  

The original Portumna Workhouse cart has recently been uncovered within the Workhouse buildings and will 

form part of future exhibitions which have been added to the tour. The cart is available for viewing for visitors 

to the Workhouse throughout the Autumn of 2017.  

  

Assaults 

Among three charges against Margaret Abberton at the Portumna Petty Sessions on 11 June 1866 was a 

charge of assaulting a fellow inmate with ‘an iron tongs hot out of the fire’, though that charge was 

dismissed. She was also charged with assaulting a Porter, Michael Carey.  

  

That summons read that Abberton ‘did assault the Complainant while in the discharge of his duty as 

Workhouse Porter at Portumna Workhouse on the 1st of June 1866’. Margaret was imprisoned in Galway 

gaol for one month with hard labour. Margaret died in 1870, aged only 20 years. 

  

Among the visitors to the workhouse was W B Yeats, with one of his published quotes, from the ‘long room’ 

in the Workhouse Hospital at Portumna in 1905, being “why should we make so much noise about ourselves 

and yet have nothing to say that was not better said in that workhouse dormitory, where a few flowers and a 

few coloured counterpanes and the coloured walls had made a severe and gracious beauty”. 



• Various commissions were set up and sometimes paupers were 
offered money and clothes to emigrate. 

• Between 1845 and 1854 around 200,000 people per year emigrated – 
total of 2 million. 

• People emigrated mainly to Australia, Britain, Canada, and the 
United States. 

• Many people died on the journey (‘coffin ships’.) 

• Emigration from the Workhouses 

 
 

Emigration 

Union >15 years < 15 years Total Destination 

Ballinasloe 9 32 41 NY, Aus, NO 

Loughrea 8 5 13 NY, Aus, Que 

Mountbellew 62 14 76 NY, Quebec, 
Balt, NO, Bos 

Parsonstown 115 28 143 Que, NY, 
Aus, NO,  

Portumna 0 0 0 0 
Returns of ‘Assisted Migration from various unions, 1855-1860’ 



Galway Mercury, 30 July 1853 

Western Star, 9 Jan 1847 & 21 Apr 1847 



Western Star, 10 June 1848 

Ballinasloe Star (in the Anglo-Celt), 25 Sept 1851 

Tuam Herlad, 12 June 1852 



Life in the Co Galway Workhouses was difficult... With penalties for refusals...  

Petty Sessions, Mountbellew, 13 Nov 1888 

Petty Sessions, Mountbellew, 23 Feb 1892 



Parliamentary Papers, House of Commons and Command 1861: Table of Deaths 30 Mar 1861 to 7 Apr 1861 

Deaths in Workhouses and Workhouse Hospitals 



Parliamentary Papers, House of Commons and Command 1861: Table of Deaths 30 Mar 1861 to 7 Apr 1861 



Report on District, Local and Private Lunatic Asylums in Ireland with appendices 1872 



Report on District, Local and Private Lunatic Asylums in Ireland with appendices 1872 



As late as the 1881 census there were still 2,099 Inmates in Co Galway Workhouses... 

Census of Ireland 1881: Area, Population and Number of Houses; Occupations, Religion and Education volume IV, Province of Connaught 



In 1891 census there were still 1,719 Inmates in Co Galway Workhouses... 

Census of Ireland 1891: Area, Population and Number of Houses; Occupations, Religion and Education volume IV, Province of Connaught 



In the 1901 census there were still 1,681 Inmates in Co Galway Workhouses... 

Census Returns of Ireland for 1901; giving details of the Area, Houses, and Population, also Ages, Civil or Conjugal Condition, 

Occupations, Birth-places. Religion and Education of the People, in each County, and Summary Tables for each Province: volume I 



In the 1911 census there were still 1,482 Inmates in Co Galway Workhouses... 

Census returns for Ireland, 1911, showing area, houses, and population; also the ages, civil or conjugal condition, occupations, 

birthplaces, religions, and education of the people Province of Connaught 



 Workhouse System abolished on independence 

 Some became hospitals and homes for the elderly 

 Some had already been destroyed by the IRA (1921) 

 Most destroyed after... 

 

St Brendan’s Nursing Home, Loughrea. Former Workhouse. 

Another Life 


