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The famine 

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. 

 

Tuam Workhouse was formally established in 1839 and erected in 1840 but it was not until 1846 it 

received its first inmates.  It was to accommodate a capacity of 800 inmates. It covered areas of Abbey, 

Annaghdown, Cummer, Claretuam, Clonbern, Donaghpatrick, Dunmore, Headford, Kilbannon, Killererin, 

Liskeevy, Monivea, and Tuam. 

 

Life in the Workhouse 

Many of those who were not able to emigrate were forced to enter the workhouses as a last resort. 

Workhouses were where impoverished people who had no income or home sought refuge. They earned 

their keep by doing jobs in the workhouse.  The workhouses inmates consisted of orphaned children, 

abandoned children, the physically and mentally sick, the disabled, the elderly and unmarried mothers. 

People had to be destitute to enter. Life in the workhouse was harsh and cruel. Once families entered the 

workhouse they were separated; husbands from wives and children from parents. They were not allowed 

further contact with one another and punished if caught speaking to each other. The food was poor, there 

were many rules and punishments were harsh. People were hungry, frustrated, badly treated, bored and 

mostly without hope. Because of the overcrowding and weakened state of the people disease spread 

rapidly leading to large numbers dying in the workhouses also. It is believed many preferred prison to the 

workhouse. 

 

 

 



Remembering the Headford Orphan girls.  

12 orphan girls identified from Headford, Co Galway that emigrated from Tuam Workhouse through 

assisted immigration. 

Between May 1848 and April 1850 twenty ships carrying a total of 4,175 orphan girls from Irish 

Workhouses set out from Plymouth for Australia. Eleven ships went to Sydney, six to Port Philip and three 

to Adelaide. The scheme lasted for two years. From 1848 and 1850, we have identified twelve workhouse 

orphan girls from the Headford area in county Galway who were chosen to go to Australia through assisted 

schemes. They emigrated on three different ships.  

 

The Inchinnan Ship 

The Inchinnan departed from Plymouth in 1848, November 4th and arriving in Sydney in February 13th 

1849. There were 173 orphan girls on board, from Dublin, Donegal, Fermanagh, Galway, Offaly, Kildare, 

Leitrim Mayo, Roscommon and Sligo. The voyage was not without its drama. It would appear there were 

issues regarding the treatment of some of the girls on the ship. Newspapers recorded the ill treatment of 

some of the orphan girls on the journey to Australia. We have identified Bridget Mahon aged 16 years, 

Isabelle Moran aged 16 years, Mary Power aged 18 years, and Biddy Power aged 18 years were from 

Headford, in county Galway on this ship. 

 

The Lady Kennaway Ship 

Judy Curran aged 19 years and Honoria Prendergast aged 19 years from Headford in county Galway 

traveled on the Lady Kennaway, which left Plymouth on September 11th 1848 arriving in Port Phillip 

(Melbourne) on December 6th 1848, Australia on 1848. There were 191 Irish orphan girls on board the 

Lady Kennaway, from counties Cork, Donegal, Leitrim, Louth, Laois, Sligo and Tipperary.  

 

The Panama Ship  

The Panama ship left Plymouth on October 6th 1949 and arrived in Sydney, Australia on January 12th 1850, 

with 157 orphans from Dublin, Carlow, Clare, Cork, Galway, Kilkenny, Mayo, Sligo, Waterford and 

Wexford. Catherine Tierney aged 17 years, Mary Kyne aged 17 years, Ellen Kyne aged 15 years, Bridget 

King aged 16 years, Mary Hanrahan aged 17 years, and Mary Hannon aged 16 years were identified from 

the Headford area in Galway. 

 

 

Over the coming weeks and months we will add each of the 12 orphan girls stories. Our aim is to ensure 

their lives are remembered and commemorated. Through the assistance of their descendants we are able 

to tell their stories and explain how their lives panned out in Australia.  

If you wish to contribute to their stories we would love to hear from you.  

 

Contact: Galwayancestors@gmail.com 

 

©Paula Kennedy 


