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Archival Exercise

Based on the English Poor Law of 1834, The Irish Poor Law[footnoteRef:2] was placed into law in 1838 with the aim of alleviating destitution in Ireland.  Whilst this was not the first Poor Law Act in Ireland, it was the first to establish the workhouse and recategorize those housed in it as paupers and inmates.  It established a organization of unions and guardians to oversee the operations of the workhouses and allowed for funds to be raised through a system of local rates and property taxes.  It also allowed for assistance to be given to those wishing to emigrate.[footnoteRef:3]  Resistance to the proposals was widespread with criticism coming from both landlords, who didn’t want to pay poor rates, and from tenants who considered the possibility of entering the workhouse abhorrent.  Even so, the system soon became strained, and in  1847, the law was extended to provide for outdoor poor relief, so that  those who were sick, disabled or widowed with two or more legitimate children were excused from entering the workhouse.  In addition, fit men were also able to remain on their lands if the workhouses were full.  There was a strict acreage condition applied and tenants with more than a quarter of an acre of land were not entitled to relief and so, faced with an inability to pay rents, they were often evicted[footnoteRef:4]. Under the terms of the Act, they may then have been offered assistance to emigrate to America, Australia and Canada.[footnoteRef:5] This work aims to explore archival sources related to the Irish Poor Law 1838.  Using online research, the intent is to establish a basis for further research into how the Irish Poor Law may have served to escalate tensions between the Ireland and Westminster before the Great Hunger and the introduction of the land laws. Given the brevity of this assignment it is almost necessarily one sided, however, this would be rectified in future research.       [2:  Irish Statute Book Poor Relief (Ireland) Act  1838 https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1838/act/56/enacted/en/print.html [accessed 12th November 2023]]  [3:  The Workhouse, the story of an institution. The Workhouse in Ireland 2023 https://www.workhouses.org.uk/Ireland/ [accessed 19th November 2023]]  [4: In History in Focus, Institute of Historical Research.  The Poor Law in Ireland, 1838-1948, Virginia Crossman (Oxford Brookes University): https://archives.history.ac.uk/history-in-focus/welfare/articles/crossmanv.html#t1 [accessed 14th November 2023]. ]  [5:  The Project Gutenberg eBook of The Irish Crisis. Trevelyan, G (1848) The Irish Crisis. 2018 https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/56727/pg56727-images.html [accessed 16th November 2023].] 


On 5th April 1831  an article in the Belfast Newsletter discussed the Irish Poor Laws and the intended Bill.  It reports on the requirements of a clause in the bill relating to valuations of land and the creation of the poor rate. Given that many landlords objected to the poor rate, it is understandable that this clause was highly detailed and specified fines for infringements.  [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Gale Primary Sources Irish Poor Laws – Intended Bill Belfast Newsletter,  April 5th 1831. British Library Newspapers: GALE|BB3201959518.  https://go-gale-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=Newspapers&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&retrievalId=90ff5607-efb2-460a-b973-d18ba792e283&hitCount=2152&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=8&docId=GALE%7CBB3201959518&docType=Article&sort=Pub+Date+Forward+Chron&contentSegment=ZBLC-MOD1&prodId=BNCN&pageNum=1&contentSet=GALE%7CBB3201959518&searchId=R1&userGroupName=walamp&inPS=true [accessed 16th November 2023]] 





A debate in the House of Commons in 1835 discussed the creation of a Poor Law for Ireland and contained eyewitness accounts of poverty, including descriptions of destitution and starvation along with estimates of 30000 people in Dublin who were living in such conditions.  In this debate, tenant small holders were not considered among the classes of people covered under the Poor Law, however, there was criticism  for the practice of evicting tenants ‘by the abolition of the forty-shilling freeholders and the working of the Subletters Act’ which may have forced evicted tenants to migrate from rural areas to seek work in the cities, thereby swelling the urban population. This would have clearly had a negative effect on  may have had some influence in considering the inclusion of emigration assistance – a clause that was specifically enacted in Ireland but not in the other areas of Britain.[footnoteRef:7] [7: ] 


Even before the Act came into force, there was unease around what it meant in practice.  In Jan 1837,  The Champion newspaper carried an article entitled  "IMPORTANT DISCUSSION ON THE INTRODUCTION OF POOR-LAWS FOR IRELAND" which reported on a House of Lords debate and the implementation of the new Poor Laws.  In this debate, Lord Miltown, an Irish aristocrat argues that the system of Poor Relief is necessary. He states that ‘All acknowledge that [two million] paupers exist in Ireland’ and he questions who can support them when there is such a small number of gentry and farmers.  Ultimately, he argues that England and the English government should also give financial assistance and says that ‘[he] is all for equalising the burden and making the English absentee and the English mortgagee contribute to the fund which should go towards the support of the poor’.  Lord Miltown also states that he disagrees with the establishment of the workhouse. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Gale Primary Sources IMPORTANT DISCUSSION ON THE INTRODUCTION OF POOR-LAWS FOR IRELAND Champion, 1 Jan. 1837. Issue No 16 London, British Library GALE|BC3205337374 
link-gale-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/apps/doc/BC3205337374/BNCN?u=walamp&sid=bookmark-BNCN&xid=01b94360  Accessed 14 Nov. 2023] 


The architect given the contract to design all workhouses in Ireland was  George Wilkinson. The Irish Architectural Archive houses a number of his drawings including a workhouse designed to accommodate 800 paupers. Using his model, 130 workhouses had been build by the time the law was extended in 1847 and, by 1853, another 30 had been constructed along with the addition of fever hospitals to the existing institutions. These comprehensive drawings show the layout of the workhouse, including the extent of the land and the overall site.  They include areas for ‘idiots’ as well as how men, women, boys and girls were segregated.[footnoteRef:9]  These designs and drawings therefore give a real insight into how the inmates were housed, including the separation of children and spouses.  [9:  Dublin Irish Architectural Archive Workhouse Drawings collection 0085/138  https://iaa-apw.adlibhosting.com/ais6/Details/archive/110000958  [accessed 20th November 2023]] 


In an 1842 article the Illustrated London News carried a letter from a Mr O’Connell who argued for a repeal of the Poor Law to include outdoor relief. He argues that outdoor relief should be available to all who need it and he states that ‘ it is monstrous to talk of a Poor-law without out-door relief’. He goes on to say that in his opinion, the Poor Law represents ‘the beginning of the end’ in Ireland and that it will ‘result in warfare between landlord and tenant’.  The tenet of his letter is that Ireland are subservient to its English masters the extent of poverty in Ireland is solely the result of [English] Government policy. [footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Quinnipiac University, The Lender Family Special Collection The Illustrated London News 1842-12-31 IRELAND: THE CHINESE HEROES LORD WILLIAM FITZGERALD MAJOR-GENERAL LORD DOWNES DEANERY OF ST. PATRICK'S MR O'CONNELL AND THE IRISH POOR-LAW AFFAIR OF HONOUR IN CLIFDEN DREADFUL LOSS OF LIFE IN THE CATHOLIC CHAPEL OF GALWAY FURTHER PARTICULARS. https://repository.quinnipiac.edu/collections/items/132255c8-cc93-4cd8-8ce1-855d0fca672d/1/?search=%2Fhierarchy.do&index=0&available=64 [accessed 15th November 2023]] 


How the Poor Law system was run is evidenced in the minute books of the Guardians of each Union.  For example, this Minute Book from Gorey from 30th November 1850 to 14th June 1851 details the state of the workhouse, along with various reports from the guardians.  Written up before the census, the entries for the 30th November 1850 details the population of Gorey in 1841 along with the current net annual value of the workhouse. Here, it can be seen that it was worth £68825 -11s-7d.  Numbers relating to inmates are also listed as 918 after allowances are made for those either discharged or dead.  These books represent some of the most valuable resources when researching the workhouse system as they can attest to the sheer numbers of paupers in Ireland during their years of operation, and can give indications of the amount of paupers who died in the workhouses during the famine years. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Quinnipiac University, The Lender Family Special Collection The Illustrated London News 1842-12-31 IRELAND: THE CHINESE HEROES LORD WILLIAM FITZGERALD MAJOR-GENERAL LORD DOWNES DEANERY OF ST. PATRICK'S MR O'CONNELL AND THE IRISH POOR-LAW AFFAIR OF HONOUR IN CLIFDEN DREADFUL LOSS OF LIFE IN THE CATHOLIC CHAPEL OF GALWAY FURTHER PARTICULARS. https://repository.quinnipiac.edu/collections/items/132255c8-cc93-4cd8-8ce1-855d0fca672d/1/?search=%2Fhierarchy.do&index=0&available=64 [accessed 15th November 2023]] 


These archives demonstrate that the Poor Law while not welcome in Ireland, was enacted with detail and precision.  They also illustrate the levels of objection to a law that increased tension between landlords and tenants and also laid the ground for the mass emigration to come through the provision of emigration assistance as an alternative to the workhouse.  This research may develop more fully into a larger thesis where other archives will be interrogated to explore how the Irish workhouses compared to their English, Welsh and Scottish counterparts and how the poor fared more generally in the nineteenth century of the British Empire.
	
	
	



