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Mountbellew Workhouse Orphan girl’s project (original group) 

 

In 1841 Ireland had a population of over eight million people and land ownership was mainly 

held by landlords who owned vast amounts of land. Most people were living on smaller farms 

and depended on the potato as their main staple diet. Other food crops such as barley, corn and 

grain were exported to England. These small farmers grew potatoes and a few seasonal 

vegetables to feed their families. This led to disastrous effects when in the period between 1847- 

1852 a series of potato blight struck. This became known as An Gorta Mor, the Great Famine 

and led to the deaths of a million people but also a catalyst for mass emigration. Many people 

ended up in Workhouses as a direct result of the famine. 

Workhouses established in Ireland 

The Irish workhouses were designed to give relief to the poor by way of shelter and food. It was 

based on an English system. The British government believed it to be the most effective way of 

dealing with the poverty in Ireland. By 1845, 123 workhouses had been constructed, one per 

district or poor law union. The cost of poor relief was met by the payment of rates (a tax) by 

owners and occupiers of land and property in that district. Each poor law union was overseen by 

a Board of Guardians which consisted of elect members, magistrates and justices of the 

peace.    There were ten workhouses in county Galway. Those at Clifden, Ballinasloe, Galway, 

Gort, Loughrea, and Tuam were established in the 1840`s. The Unions at Glenamaddy, 

Oughterard, Mountbellew and Portumna were established in 1852.  

Mountbellew Workhouse 

Mountbellew Workhouse was one of the new Poor Law Unions created in Ireland between 1848 

and 1850. The new union was formally declared on 22nd  February 1850. It comprised of the 

following electoral divisions: Annagh, Caltra, Ballynakill, Castleblakeney, Castleffrench, 

Clonbrock, Cloonkeen, Cooloo, Derryglassaun, Kileroran, Killian, Mountbellew, Mounthazel 

and Taghboy. It was to house 500 paupers. The Guardians met each week. They were made up of 

elected guardians who owned property worth over 25 pounds a year. Each Workhouse had a 

Board of Guardians, Clerk, Treasurer, Relieving Officer, District Medical officer, Master, 

Matron, Chaplain, School master or mistress, workhouse medical officer, nurse, porter, 

superintendent of outdoor labour and overseer. The County was very much affected by the 

famine of 1845-47. The population had fallen due to deaths and emigration.  
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Workhouse Orphan girls transported to Australia in 1852 on the Palestine ship. 

A group of young girls were transported to Australia on the Palestine ship 1853 from the 

Mountbellew workhouse. It was renowned that these bride-ships carried destitute girls from 

Orphanages, poorhouses or had a sponsored fare during the Great Famine. 32 Workhouse orphan girls 

were selected in 1852. After the first successful deployment of the ‘Travencore ship, another list of 

passengers was drawn up and the ‘Palestine ship’ later set sail from Plymouth on 26 November 1852. On 

November 12 th 1852 the Mountbellew Workhouse minutes the next batch of girls selected to go to 

 

 

Mountbellew Board of Guardian Minutes 19 November 1852, GPL 4/5, p30.Australia, four orphan  

girls were ill in hospital their names were Bridget Summers, Catherine 

Kerrane, Bridget King and Mary Flynn. As it turns out Mary Flynn recovered and was fit for the 

voyage, Catherine Tully from Castleblakeney, Mary Dooley from Clonbrock and Mary Mannion 

from Ballinakill replaced the ill girls. 
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Girls between the ages of 15 – 22 were normally selected. It is difficult to know whether the girls 

chosen were happy with the prospect of leaving their homeland, families and friends to go to 

a land faraway. But these were desperate times where they were surrounded by hunger, death 

and apathy. The prospect of new clothes, better life, and paid work seemed like a good 

opportunity. While the purpose of the Earl Grey scheme and assisted schemes was to relieve 

overcrowding in workhouses in Ireland, it was also to deal with the shortage of women in the 

British colonies. Hence the name Bride ships! The young women recruited for the assisted 

passages to Australia didn’t require a trade, but they were expected to work as domestic servants 

on arrival in Australia, until they reached an age to marry. It was noted through research that 

some of the girls did not have basic skills such as sewing, milking cows or making bread and this 

had on occasions caused difficulties in the areas where they went to work. This is where their life  

stories begin! They led interesting lives. The girls that set sail on the Palestine ship from 

Mountbellew Workhouse were: ATKINS Marianne 18, BUTLER Mary 19, CARBERRY 

Elizabeth 20, CARBERRY Mary 18, COLDHAN Celia 20, COLEMAN 

Catherine 16, CONCANNON Biddy 22, CUNNINGHAM Catherine 20, CUNNINGHAM 

Mary 20 DOOLEY Mary 20, EGAN Margaret 18, EGAN Martha 18, FITZGERALD 

Biddy 18, FLANAGAN Mary 18, FLYNN Mary 18, FLYNN Mary 20, GERAGHTY Mary 21, 

GLYNN Catherine 18, HANSBERRY Ellen 22, HEAVY Mary 20, HUGHES Catherine 18, 

KILFOYLE Mary 22, KILROY Mary 20, LOWE Marie 19, MANNION Mary 24, NEILLE Jane 

18, NEILLE Maria 18, NOON Mary 20, STAUNTON Biddy 19, TAYLOR Mary 19, TULLY 

Biddy 21 and TULLY Catherine 22.  

The voyage to Australia 

The Union also had to pay for the cost of the steamer trip to transport the young women from 

Ireland to Plymouth on the south west coast of England. The orphan girls travelled over land to 

Dublin and from there they sailed to Plymouth, where they stayed for two days for processing 

prior to their departure on November 29th  1852 for Australia. The orphan girls arrived in Western 

Australia 28 April 1853 after five long and probably terrifying months at sea. It was feared at one 

stage the ship was lost at sea due to bad storms. Once they arrived in Western Australia (the 

Swan River Colony) from discussions with descendants it was told they had to walk 60 miles to 

their final destination. It was a remote and an undeveloped place, hot and often inhospitable 

climate, this colony was not an inviting and welcoming place.   
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The Story of Catherine and Bridget Tully, Co Galway (two of the workhouse orphan girls) 

Catherine Tully was born in Castleblakeney in 1830, her father was John Tully a small farmer. It 

is believed she was from a large family. She and her sister Bridget (Biddy) were two of 

workhouse orphan girls that travelled on the Palestine. Catherine replaced one of the girls who 

was deemed unwell and travel to Australia. She met Joe Watkins not long after arriving in 

Australia and they went on to have 5 children.  

Joe Watkins was already married; he had a wife and child in the UK. Joe was a Teamster and was away 

from home a lot. Henry was born on in 1855 but died same year. Polly Watkins was born on 1854. 

Harriet born in 1857, Maggie born in 1858 and Ellen born in 1862. Catherine known as Kate lived near 

Bridget and often visited her sister, especially when her husband was away. In 1863 Joe Watkins ended 

up in prison and Kate was left to raise the children on her own. It must have been a struggle for her, as 

not long after this Kate disappeared and her sister Bridget and Sam Willis took on the care of her 

children. Throughout the children’s lives their father came and went. Through discussion with various 

descendants of Kate, she never returned. As the children grew older they went on to work on 

large farms as servants. Joe Watkins their father died in 1901. 

 

Bridget Tully 

Bridget Tully sister to Catherine married August 8th 1854 to Sam Willis convict from UK. He 

arrived on the ship Sea Park in April 1854. They had a small farm in York. They didn’t have any 

children of their own. It was said that Bridget was a deeply religious woman. Neither Bridget or 

Kate could read or write. Sam Willis her husband died in 1888. Through the assistance of the 

descendants of Catherine Tully’s children we have collated the stories of their lives, wonderful 

photographs connected with many of the extended family. We are grateful to these descendants 

for making this information available to the project group. 
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These are the daughters of Catherine Tully and Joseph Watkins 

Top left -Harriett 1857 - 1935 

Top right - Mary Ann Polly Wiley(nee Watkins) 1854 – 1902 with husband George and son William. 

Bottom left - Margaret Grover(nee Watkins) 1858-1936) 

Bottom right - Ellen Boyle (nee Watkins)1862 – 1941 
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Marriage certificate for Bridget Tully and Samuel Willis.1854 

 

Charlotte Ann Little (nee Leeder) 

Joseph WATKINS arrived in Fremantle, Western Australia 30 April 1853. He got 7 years Transportation 

for Sheep stealing. Joseph, aged 21 had been convicted in Hereford for fraud on 21 March 1844 and had 

been sentenced to 4 months gaol with hard labour for trying to obtain a gallon of gin from a John COX, 

pretending he was getting it for Silvanus Vick of Old Castles in the Parish of Colwall. He married 20 Dec 

1849 Harriet Wingate / Windwood and had a daughter Mary Anne. In Worcester on 1st July 1850 Joseph 

was on Trial for Stealing 3 sheep from Hook Common on 3rd June. He was found Guilty and Sentenced to 

7 years Transportation. In the English Census on 30 March 1851 Joe was residing as a Prisoner in 

Wakefield House of Corrections. Joseph WATKINS left England on 2 February 1853 bound for the Swan 

River Colony, on board the Pyrenees, the ninth of 37 shipments of male convicts destined for Western 

Australia, arriving in Fremantle 30 April 1853. Joseph was granted Ticket of Leave on arrival, meaning he 

was on probation, freeing him to seek work, with the obligation of reporting each month to the local 

resident Magistrate, and not leave the District without permission.  

A Conditional Pardon granted on 9 Sep 1854 freed him of this restriction, but he was not permitted to 

return to England, and he then had a relationship with Catherine TULLY, resulting in the birth of 4 

daughters. They were not legally married. Catherine had arrived on the Bride Ship ‘Palestine’ from 

Plymouth in April 1853. In York, Western Australia on the Census taken 31 Dec 1859 Joseph is 

mentioned as a Carter; semi-literate; C/E; residing with Catherine TULLY, single, and illiterate plus 3 
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daughters. Another daughter is born 1862. No death is recorded for Catherine, but Joseph is again on 

trial in Perth Supreme Court 1 July 1863 for Larceny, accused of stealing articles of Harness the property 

of J.H. Monger of York. He was found Guilty by Jury, verdict 12 months imprisonment.  

After a period of time, if there was no chance that a convict was to return to the UK, they were allowed 

to marry. On the 29 Dec 1876 he marries Charlotte Ann LITTLE (nee LEEDER) widow of James LITTLE, he 

was also an expiree (convict). In another court case at which he is a witness, dated Jul 1878 he states he 

is a Teamster for Mr Wm. SMITH at Beverley, WA. This marriage also doesn’t last, on 8 October 1879 

Joseph WATKINS of York, WA advertises Notice that he is no longer responsible for any debts incurred 

by his wife. They both died in 1901, Charlotte on 20 June at her daughter’s in Beverley aged 69 & Joseph 

suddenly on 24 July at Green Hills, near York aged 84. His Funeral departed from the residence of his 

son-in-law, Mr R. Boyle, husband of his youngest daughter Ellen Tully WATKINS. Joseph was interred at 

Green Hills Cemetery.  

Thanks to all the descendants for providing information, stories and some wonderful photos. 

 

Email contact   galwayancestors@gmail.com 
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