
The Great Famine which struck Ireland in the late 1840s
was a catastrophe of unspeakable proportions, but it did not come
entirely out of the blue. For some years prior to its onset, the
portents had looked increasingly ominous. A total of three famines
had occurred in the years 1822, 1831 and 1836. Despite the fact that
the condition of the poor was worsening, little attempt had been
made to get to the root of the appalling social and economic
conditions then prevailing in Ireland.

In 1836, ten years before the Great Famine, a
Parliamentary Commission had been set up to examine the
condition of the poor, and a report was published,  known as
The First Report of the Commissioners for Inquiring into
the Condition of the Poorer Classes in Ireland (1836). The
Commission examined the situation in a number of
locations throughout Ireland, including the parishes of
Aughrim and Kilconnell. While the situation in
Clontuskert did not come under the direct scrutiny of
the Commission, it is safe to assume that the
conditions in this parish were no different from those
found in the neighbouring parishes.

The persons who attended the Commission
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of Inquiry in Aughrim were from every stratum of society.  Among
those who gave evidence were a landlord, the agents of certain
landlords, a clergyman, a baker, a blacksmith, a weaver, a
carpenter, five labourers and of particular interest to Clontuskert, a
man who was described as 'a farmer holding two hundred acres',
Mr. Patrick Maher of Liskelly. His residence was at Liskelly House,
now the home of the Jennings family. People called to testify before
the Inquiry, were questioned individually by Francis Diggens, Esq.
and W.T. McCullagh, Esq. Their answers provide a revealing
insight into the lives of the poorer people of this area in the decade
prior to the famine.

Thomas Lally, described as a labourer, stated that “life or
death depends on the potato crop; and when the year’s crop fails,
starvation must ensue . . . no labourer is able to grow oats for his
own use.” Patrick Byrne, also a labourer, was of the opinion that
“there would be less likelihood of starvation being the consequence
of the failure of a year’s crop, if corn were the principal food of the
peasantry . . . but where the population is so great . . . the produce
of an acre of potatoes would feed twice as many persons as an acre
of oats.” These statements were reinforced by the testimony of
Michael O’Neill from Aughrim:  “I am a baker . . . selling meal,
flour and bread, and I never knew a labourer or a cottier who was
able to purchase one or the other.” That the situation of the slightly
better-off people was little better, is clear from the deposition of the
local Rector, Henry Martin:  “I know persons who possess a horse
and a cow . . . who can’t afford to eat either butter or eggs; they
must sell them to make up the rent.” 

Submissions to the Commission at Kilconnell were in the
same vein, emphasising yet again the perilous reliance on the
potato as the sole food-source of the poorer classes. Among the
other factors militating against the security of tenants renting small

The Par i sh of  Clontusker t -  G l impses  in to  i t s  Pas t  

186

10. The Great Famine  01/09/2009  22:37  Page 186



acreages were the density of population in the rural areas, the
problem of absentee landlords and their often ruthless agents, the
sub-letting of small holdings and the gradual impoverishment of
the soil caused by the absence of crop rotation and proper
manuring. We may take it that the problems highlighted in
Kilconnell and Aughrim were also true of Clontuskert, as indeed
they were of almost every parish in East Galway. 

The submissions to the Commission also give a graphic
description of the dwellings which the less well-off people in the
area inhabited. 

The general dimensions of the cottages occupied by the labouring
classes may be set down as from 18 to 21 feet for the length, and
about 13 feet for the width . . . walls of loose stone . . . no mud
cabins were to be seen . . .  the number of apartments very rarely
exceeds two  . . . thatched with wheaten or oaten straw, as a
preparation for which, the rafters are in the first instance, covered
with a layer of thin sods, which forms a groundwork for the thatch
. . . the poor . . . cannot afford to renew this roof, it becomes quite
pervious to the rain which is hardly kept out by repairs made with
potato stalks or thistles. The floors are universally made of earth .
. . .  never a protection against damp. . . . About one half of the
cottages may be said to possess chimneys . . . the other half
discharge their smoke through the door or through a rent in the
thatch . . . windows of about two feet by one and a half, incapable
of being opened . . . those inhabited by the very poorest are
frequently altogether without windows.

Turf was the fuel normally used in the houses. However,
some people either could not afford the rent of a turf-bank or were
too weakened by hunger and illness to contemplate harvesting any
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turf. Those who were unable to provide turf for their hearths, were
forced to rely on sticks dragged from the neighbouring fences. Due
to the lack of a proper household fire, the Commission noted that
‘colds, fevers and pleurisies are frequently brought on’. 

The majority of labourers found it almost impossible to
find steady employment. Even when work was to be found, it was
difficult for labourers to provide for their families on the meagre
wages which were paid at that time. Even among workers in
relatively secure employment, such as those on the Clonbrock

estate near Ahascragh, there was a general feeling of hopelessness
and dissatisfaction. Emigration was the only glimmer of hope for
the impoverished. However, their hopes were often turned to
despair due to the prohibitive cost of securing a passage to America
or Australia.

In spite of the need for the radical reform of land tenure
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and the encouragement of good farming practices, the only
response from the authorities was in the nature of a finger-in-the-
dyke approach. In June 1839, the Ballinasloe Poor Law Union
ordered the construction of a Workhouse designed to
accommodate ‘a thousand paupers’ at a cost of £10,162 19s. 1d.
Despite the fact that the Guardians were unhappy with certain
shortcomings in the newly constructed building, such as the
inadequate supply of spring water, the frequent ‘choking up’ of the
sewers and the damp walls in the Probationary Wards, the
Ballinasloe Workhouse opened for the admission of the first
‘paupers’ on January 1st, 1842. 

In 1838, the Poor Law Unions were established all over
Ireland in an attempt to relieve the effects of extreme poverty in the
country. It was hoped to raise money by introducing a levy on all
occupiers of land with a valuation of more than £4. Relief was not
to be handed out to the destitute. Instead it had to be earned
through participation in public works such as road-building.

The administration of relief schemes was to be managed by
the Poor Law Unions which were to be supervised by a Board of
Guardians to be elected in each Union area. One such Union was
centred in Ballinasloe and covered an area within a ten mile radius
of the town. There were three electoral areas in Clontuskert for the
Ballinasloe Union, namely Lismanny, Kellysgrove and Clontuskert.
The ‘Clontuskert’ referred to was not the entire parish. It denoted
that portion of the parish not including Kellysgrove and Lismanny. 

It is against this background that the first indication of an
even more terrible catastrophe began to manifest itself among the
potato ridges in the thousands of small plots around Ireland and in
the parish of Clontuskert. The autumn of 1845 arrived without any
hint that trouble might be brewing for the people of the parish. In
mid August, the potato crop gave promise of being abundant and
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an increased acreage had been sown that year. However, the first
manifestations of blight began to appear around the time of the
October Fair week. Later in that month, the trends looked
increasingly worrying and reports were circulating that as much as
a third of the potato crop was seriously affected. Initially, people
were not unduly worried. Lord Clancarty, who incidentally, owned
over four thousand acres in Clontuskert at the time, celebrated his
annual Harvest Home festivities with more than two hundred of
his tenants. Despite the fact that by Christmas, supplies of potatoes
were becoming increasingly scarce, the inhabitants of the district
continued to manifest little evidence of alarm. There was a
confident belief that food was plentiful in the country. 

Ominously, by the beginning of the spring of 1846, most of
the stored potatoes had rotted in the pits. As a result, only small
amounts of potatoes were offered for sale in the Ballinasloe market.
The early months of the summer were traditionally the ‘hungry
months’ before the new potatoes arrived. Added to this was the
more worrying lack of seed potatoes which meant that the coming
winter would also be a hungry one for that segment of the
population which was almost totally dependent on the potato as a
food source.

The immediate reaction of the Government of Prime
Minister Peel was to send shiploads of Indian meal to Ireland.
Despite this gesture however, the situation was worsening and it
became obvious that a more comprehensive approach was needed
on the part of the authorities. The Government refused to
contemplate the giving of direct aid, fearing that it might make the
recipients too dependent on hand-outs. Help would only be given
if it was earned, a sentiment shared by Lord Clancarty. Initially, the
form of employment chosen to earn qualification for relief,
involved the construction and repair of roads. There is at least one
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example of such a ‘famine road’ in the parish, the road which
begins on the Ballinasloe side of the National School and ends at
Ballagh Cross. Prior to this, the road from Ballinasloe to Kiltormer
turned off before the National School, passed by the Old School,
turned right when it reached the Old Road and then turned left
when it reached the present Kiltormer road near Ballagh Cross.
This ‘new line’ was typical of famine roads throughout the country.

In their monthly reports, the R.I.C. Inspectors in each
police district painstakingly recorded the deterioration in the crop.
The hopes of the people that the potato crop of 1846 would not be
affected by blight were soon dashed. As the summer advanced,
blight once more appeared on many of the stalks and by late July its
devastating effects were to be found in every field in the parish. In
the police report for September 1846, we learn that in the
Ballinasloe area not a single field had escaped. To add to the
tribulations of the people, corn crops were also severely damaged
by unusually heavy rain.

The outlook was now regarded as extremely serious and
the expectations were that Government aid would be forthcoming.
The new Prime Minister, Lord John Russell, outlined his policy on
the matter in January 1847. Relief committees were to be set up in
each electoral district through which financial aid from the
government would be channelled and rates would be levied from
each area for the relief of those in need. 

The previously adopted plan of enabling the destitute to
earn money by taking part in public works was to be terminated.
£50,000 would be provided for the purchase of seed, on condition
that the money would be repaid by the end of 1847. It is obvious
from Russell’s plans that the government had little knowledge of
the situation in Ireland. Their attitude was dominated by the laissez
faire philosophy which discouraged the state from providing direct

Clontusker t  and the Great  Famine

191

10. The Great Famine  01/09/2009  22:37  Page 191



aid to citizens who were in need. The fear was that handouts from
the state would encourage idleness in the population. Archbishop
McHale expressed his opinion, which was totally at variance with
government policy; “Nothing less than millions of pounds from the
imperial exchequer can avert the doom that hangs over the Irish
nation.” Lord Russell’s attitude amounted to an official shrugging
of the shoulders when he declared that the Government could do
nothing about the terrible situation in Ireland and that demands for
a constant, cheap supply of food during the famine was tantamount
to asking for the impossible.

Despite the fact that he was one of the more caring
landlords during the famine, Lord Clancarty’s attitude mirrored
that of the British Government, since he too feared the possible
undesirable consequences of giving unearned relief to the destitute.
As has been pointed out, he had favoured the introduction of the
Public Works scheme for earning relief. However, he had come to
the belief that the road building initiative only led to a lowering of
morale among the participants.  As a result, he introduced schemes
for land drainage which he felt would encourage an improved
sense of purpose in the outlook of those on relief.

Morale in the countryside was at an extremely low level as
1846 moved into what came to be known as ‘Black Forty-Seven’.
People were without hope; a feeling of despair hung like a black fog
over every townland and the shortage of food was an all-engrossing
topic. In the early spring of that year, more than 30,000 people were
employed in Famine Relief Work in East Galway alone. The
morale of the workers employed in these schemes was very low
and the incidence of drunkenness increased as the participants
attempted to alleviate their misery by resorting to alcohol. Bitterly
cold frosty weather, further curtailed the availability of casual
work. People of all classes, clergy, doctors, landlords, in addition to
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the impoverished, were dying from pneumonia, dysentery and
cholera. Two Seymour brothers from Somerset, despite their
comfortable circumstances, were numbered among the victims in
Clontuskert. Destitute people, in a desperate attempt to find food
for their families, turned to stealing. The situation deteriorated
when it was announced that the Public Works scheme was to be
phased out. Severe weather in the early part of the year added to
the sense of hopelessness and misery.

Despite the promising appearance of the potato crop in the
summer of 1847, there was a dramatic upsurge in the numbers who
decided to emigrate. Dozens of people from Clontuskert embarked
for America at the docks in Galway and at other ports around the
country. Many left because of their fear of famine-related diseases
then sweeping the country and because they could see no other
way of feeding their families, now that seed potatoes were
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impossible to obtain. The Outdoor Relief Act of 1847 established
the setting up of ‘Soup Kitchens’.  A number of these were set up in
locations around the parish.  During the following year, 1848, over
sixteen and a half thousand people were in receipt of Outdoor
Relief. The amount of Indian meal distributed to each person was
barely sufficient to keep people alive and large cauldrons were
provided in which soup was heated and distributed to the starving.
Some of these ‘Famine pots’ are still to be seen in the parish. There
is one in Edward Sheppard’s front lawn in Kellysgrove and another
in Maurice Fallon’s land in Gorteenaveela. While the provision of
soup was welcomed by the hungry, many of the recipients,
humiliated by their reduction to such circumstances, opted for the
emigrant ship in preference. The prospect of having to enter the
workhouse was a further blow to the self respect of a proud people.
Some idea of the conditions in the Workhouse can be found in the
minutes of the Board of Guardians, October 30th 1848:

That the present overcrowded state of the (Work)House is
injurious to the health of the inmates; that taking into
consideration the alarming fatality which has occurred during the
last week and which the Medical Officer of the Board attributes to
the deleterious influences of a tainted atmosphere. This Board is of
the opinion that with due regard to the lives of the paupers, no
further admissions should be sanctioned until increased
accommodation be procured. Many efforts to obtain other
buildings having been already made without success, the Board
feel it incumbent on them to apply to the Commissioners for
permission to extend the Outdoor Relief for a limited period to
such able-bodied paupers as have heretofore fairly undergone the
test of the Workhouse and thus enlarge the means of providing
accommodation for those who have not.
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Once again hopes were raised in the summer of 1848 when
a healthy-looking potato crop held out a promise of better things to
come. However, in late July, blight was once again appearing on
the potato stalks. There was a further upsurge in the numbers of
people emigrating and admissions to the workhouse increased
dramatically. There was a corresponding increase in the levels of
crime and the jails were filled to overflowing. In the spring of 1849,
there were four thousand inmates in Ballinasloe workhouse, a
structure which had been built to house a quarter of that number.
Lord Clancarty described the countryside as ‘an over-peopled
wilderness with many miserable, ill-fed, ill-housed, unthrifty and
uneducated people’.

The following table demonstrates the dramatic shift in the
population of the townlands in Clontuskert over the years 1841, 1851
and 1861. It is adapted from the Enhanced British Parliamentary
Papers on Ireland 1801-1922. The figures also indicate that the
population of Clontuskert parish followed the national pattern
during those years. (See chart overleaf)

The census for Clontuskert records that there were 3,711
persons living in the parish in 1841, while it shows a reduction to
2,591 by 1851 and a further drop to 2,228 in 1861. In the decade of
the Famine 1841-1851, there was a 30% drop in the population of
the parish and in the following decade the population figures
dropped by a further 14%. In other words, there was an overall
reduction between 1841 and 1861 of 40% - a truly devastating
decrease in the space of a mere twenty years.

The census also recorded the number of houses in the
parish at that time. In 1841 there were 639 houses, in 1851 there
were 472 and in 1861 there were 403 houses – thirteen of which
were uninhabited. This means that the number of houses in the
parish between 1841 and 1861 dropped by 37% in total.
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Abbeypark 8 16 9 2 5 3
Ardranny Beg 64 53 51 8 8 9
Ardranny Mor 84 62 62 14 10 9
Attibrassil 43 17 29 6 5 5
Attycoffey East 42 8 3 7 2 1
Attycoffey West 55 63 71 8 10 14
Ballagh East 60 50 30 7 6 5
Ballagh West 6 11 19 1 2 2
Ballymanagh 107 90 131 18 17 24
Ballynew 11 0 8 2 0 2
Barnaboy 98 6 3 19 2 1
Barnpark 29 6 3 3 1 1
Bogpark 14 16 21 2 2 2
Cappagh 5 8 11 1 1 3
Carrowkeel 68 50 45 11 8 8
Carrowmore East 16 21 11 2 4 2
Carrowmore West 8 8 6 1 1 1
Chapel Park 50 34 37 9 8 9
Cloonascragh 220 191 119 42 36 29
Coolbeg 61 65 36 11 8 5
Corrabaun 23 18 8 4 3 2
Crossconnell Beg 20 2 0 4 2 1
Crossconnell Mor 96 73 52 15 14 13
Crowsnest 266 123 90 51 24 22
Drum 7 8 5 1 1 1
Eskerkeel 7 3 0 1 1 0
Ganaveen 176 83 87 34 19 17
Garryduff 20 8 9 2 1 1
Garylawrence 23 21 18 3 3 3
Glenaun 7 5 5 1 1 1
Glenloughaun 102 90 63 16 16 16
Gorteenaveela 81 51 58 14 9 9
Gorteencahill 35 32 37 5 6 7
Gortmore 14 15 11 1 1 1

 Townlands Population Houses 
 

1841
 

1851
 

1861
 

1841
 

1851
 

1861

Famine Tables 1841 - 1851 - 1861
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Gorteenaveela 81 51 58 14 9 9
Gorteencahill 35 32 37 5 6 7
Gortmore 14 15 11 1 1 1
Gortnahorna Clancarty 18 22 23 3 3 3
Gortnahorna
Clanricarde 50 46 27 8 10 5
Gortnamona 15 16 17 1 1 1
Graigueawoneen 136 83 48 23 16 6
Kellysgrove 312 253 132 49 47 24
Kill 30 13 17 5 3 2
Kilnahown 61 53 59 7 6 6
Lakefield 42 49 33 9 11 7
Lisheenavannogue
Blake 27 27 14 6 5 3
Lisheenavanogue
Clancarty 59 40 26 9 6 6
Liskelly 35 14 16 8 4 4
Lismanny  168 81 148 36 21 25
Loughaunbrean 19 16 13 2 3 3
Loughturk East 23 32 15 4 6 2
Loughturk West 32 31 33 6 4 4
Mackney Clancarty 89 78 48 16 10 9
Mackney Kelly 38 8 7 8 3 1
Newtownkelly 37 30 25 6 6 6
Shanvoley 46 9 14 8 2 2
Sheepwalk 19 0 34 3 0 10
Somerset 61 60 71 13 11 12
Stream 42 33 37 8 7 6
Taylorstown 36 17 21 6 3 4
Templepark 0 6 8 0 1 1
Tirrooaun 73 60 52 13 12 12
Tristaun 44 81 61 6 12 8
Urraghry 273 126 76 50 22 15

  Townlands   Population Houses   

Famine Tables 1841 - 1851 - 1861

 
1841

 
1851

 
1861

 
1841

 
1851

 
1861
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The returns for the individual townlands make interesting
reading. Some townlands lost most of their inhabitants in the
twenty-year period between 1841 and 1861. Barnaboy was the
worst hit with a fall in the population of 97%. There was a
corresponding fall in the number of houses, from nineteen to one.
The figures suggest that during the Famine, many of these people
died, or went into the Workhouse in Ballinasloe or emigrated.
However, the Famine was not the only reason for the population
decline in Barnaboy. The Pollok evictions were undoubtedly
responsible for a large percentage of that decline, even though
there are no figures available to corroborate this opinion
conclusively. Attycoffey East lost 93% of its people during the same
period, the population falling from forty-two persons to three and
the number of houses decreasing from seven to one. However, it
should be noted that the population in neighbouring Attycoffey
West rose by 29%, with a corresponding rise in the housing figures
from eight to thirteen. Whatever the reason for the massive fall in
the population of Attycoffey East at this time, there was a decided
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population shift in the area over the period of the Famine.
Barnpark lost 90% of its people during the same twenty

year period – from twenty-nine to three inhabitants.  In 1861, there
was only one house left in Barnpark.

The townland with the largest population in 1841 was
Kellysgrove, with 312 persons. This was reduced to 253 in 1851
with a further fall to 132 in 1861 with the number of houses falling
from forty-nine to twenty-three. 

The adjacent townland of Graigueawoneen suffered a
population decline from 136 to 88 and the number of houses was
down from twenty-three to six.

Urraghry also suffered a serious decline, its population
falling from 273 to 76 in twenty years, a drop of 72%. The number
of houses fell from fifty to fifteen.

An examination of the figures in the Enhanced British
Parliamentary Papers on Ireland 1801-1922, already referred to,
gives an indication of the amount of food grown in Clontuskert
during the Famine years. The following tables are abstracts of the
much more extended ones to be found in the British Parliamentary
Papers.

These tables were originally collected by the R.I.C.
Inspector in each area. In the 1847 section the figures are recorded
for the whole parish, while in the years 1848 and 1850, the returns
are divided into the three electoral areas, Clontuskert, Kellysgrove
and Lismanny. No records have been found for the year 1849. The
figures for 1847 record the crops according to weight whereas the
figures for 1848 and 1850 record the acreage of crops sown. For this
reason it is difficult to make comparisons between the different
years.

In the 1848 returns it is noticeable that there were twenty-
six farms of an acre or less. Farms of between five and fifteen acres
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 ACRES OF CORN AND BEANS 
Year 1847           

PARISH No. Farms Size Wheat Oats Barley Bere Rye Beans Peas TOTAL 

Clontuskert           

(Acres of Crops)   377 1434 29 57 14 0 0 1911 

           

Year 1848           

PARISH No. Farms Size Wheat Oats Barley Bere Rye Beans Peas TOTAL 

Clontuskert 26 0-1 Acres 2 2 0 4 1 0 0 9 

 65 1-5 Acres 10 36 4 7 5 0 0 62 

 179 5-15 Acres 84 265 29 32 12 0 0 422 

 104 15-30 Acres 97 308 19 25 12 0 0 461 

 101 Over 30 Acres 155 491 44 14 4 2 0 710 

Total for Parish 475  348 1102 96 82 34 2 0 1664 

           

Year 1850           

Townland No. Farms Size Wheat Oats Barley Bere Rye Beans Peas TOTAL 

           

Clontuskert 0 0-1 Acres 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Kellysgrove 7 0-1 Acres 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Lismanny 0 0-1 Acres 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total  7  0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

           

Clontuskert 22 1-5 Acres 1 14 1 3 0 0 0 19 

Kellysgrove 33 1-5 Acres 4 27 0 8 4 0 0 43 

Lismanny 8 1-5 Acres 0 4 1 1 1 0 0 7 

Total  63  5 45 2 12 5 0 0 69 

           

Clontuskert 54 5-15 Acres 35 118 9 22 0 0 0 184 

Kellysgrove 56 5-15 Acres 29 76 3 9 4 0 0 121 

Lismanny 37 5-15 Acres 15 54 12 7 3 0 0 91 

Total 147  79 248 24 38 7 0 0 396 

           

Clontuskert 33 15-30 Acres 40 104 8 13 0 0 0 165 

Kellysgrove 24 15-30 Acres 25 86 0 8 0 0 0 119 

Lismanny 28 15-30 Acres 30 57 9 2 3 0 0 101 

Total 85  95 247 17 23 3 0 0 385 

           

Clontuskert 48 Over 30 Acres 75 200 7 21 1 0 2 306 

Kellysgrove 38 Over 30 Acres 112 270 8 29 0 0 0 419 

Lismanny 23 Over 30 Acres 31 95 5 7 0 0 0 138 

Total 109  218 565 20 57 1 0 2 863 

Total for Parish 411  397 1105 64 130 16 0 2 1714 
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ACRES OF OTHER CROPS
          

Potatoes Turnips Mangolds Carrots Parsnip Greens TOTAL Flax Hay TOTAL under Crops 

          

58 222 7 0 0 22 309 3 1011 3234 

          

          

Potatoes Turnips Mangolds Carrots Parsnip Greens TOTAL Flax Meadow TOTAL under Crops 

2 1 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 12 

12 5 0 0 0 0 17 0 19 98 

97 50 1 0 0 1 149 1 235 807 

108 50 4 0 0 2 164 3 349 977 

151 98 12 3 1 4 269 3 977 1959 

370 204 17 3 1 7 602 7 1580 3853 

          

         

Potatoes Turnips Mangolds Carrots Parsnip Greens TOTAL Flax Meadow TOTAL under Crops

         

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 2

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 2

         

13 1 0 0 1 1 16 0 3 38

14 4 0 0 0 1 19 0 10 72

3 1 1 0 0 0 5 0 2 14

30 6 1 0 1 2 40 0 15 124

         

50 14 0 0 2 3 69 0 41 294

40 11 1 0 0 1 53 0 78 252

30 10 0 0 0 1 41 0 38 170

120 35 1 0 2 5 163 0 157 716

         

46 15 0 0 0 8 69 1 81 316

29 17 1 0 0 6 53 1 64 237

45 11 1 0 0 3 60 0 73 234

120 43 2 0 0 17 182 2 218 787

         

63 52 2 1 0 25 143 0 235 684

99 42 7 3 0 14 165 0 534 1118

53 19 8 0 0 19 99 1 235 473

215 113 17 4 0 58 407 1 1004 2275

486 197 21 4 3 82 793 3 1394 3904
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were the most common – one hundred and seventy-nine farms –
while there were one hundred and one farms of more than thirty
acres. Since practically no crops are recorded in the 1850 table for
farms of under one acre, one must assume that holdings of this size
had disappeared, with the exception of two acres spread over seven
holdings in Kellysgrove.

Between 1848 and 1850, the number of farms in the parish
had declined by sixty-four – from four hundred and seventy-five to
four hundred and eleven. The greatest decline was in the five to
fifteen acre category, where there were thirty-two fewer farms by
1850. Some of these could have been taken into other holdings.
There was an increase of seven in the number of farms of thirty or
more acres. Many of the small holdings which were no longer
recorded, may have belonged to people who left to go to the
workhouse, since they could only gain admission if they
relinquished their holdings. Starvation and deprivation during the
Famine years drove many to take such measures. Others may have
abandoned their holdings to take the emigrant ship or they could
have died of hunger or disease.

With regard to the crops sown, it is well known that the
potato was the staple diet of the less well-off people. It was
reckoned that it took three acres of oats to provide the same
amount of food as one acre of potatoes. The figures for the parish
would appear to confirm this assumption. In 1848, a total of 1,092
acres of oats were sown as opposed to 370 acres of potatoes. There
were somewhat similar figures for 1850 – 486 acres of potatoes as
against 1,099 acres of oats. Few people could afford to turn wheat
or oats to food for human consumption. Oats and wheat were
largely grown as a cash crop to pay the rent.

Regrettably, although there was considerable food in the
parish, there was also an abundance of misery and deprivation. The
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fact that we lacked a parliament of our own and were ruled by a
government at Westminster which believed in the doctrinaire
principles of letting each person fend for himself without state
intervention, was believed by future nationalists to be one of the
principal causes of the ‘Great Hunger’. Such beliefs fuelled their
desire for Home Rule and independence from Britain.

During that terrible twenty-year period, the population of
Ireland suffered a loss of two million people. The Famine and the
massive emigration related to it are the fundamental causes of this
reduction in population. In the years that followed, emigration
continued to increase as young people left Ireland in search of a
new life in Britain, America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.
One consequence of this drain on the population was a reduction
in the number of inhabited houses. As agriculture moved from
tillage to grassland in the years after the Famine, there was a
reduction in the demand for farm labourers. More holdings were
consolidated into larger farms and it became the practice for one
son and one daughter to marry and for the remainder of the family
to emigrate, or to remain on as unmarried labourers on the family
farm.

Major social and economic changes followed in the wake
of the Great Famine. Many landlords suffered financial ruin and
availed of the Encumbered Estates Courts to dispose of their lands.
The bankruptcy of the West estate in Lismanny opened the door
for Allan Pollok to commence his farming operations in
Clontuskert. There was a new determination among tenants to
agitate for better conditions and for a more secure land tenure from
which the Land League was born.   

The Ballinasloe Workhouse building remained intact until
the middle of the last century. Its grey presence loomed over
Sarsfield Road and the Duggan Park for many years. Press reports
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of G.A.A. matches at this venue regularly included photographs in
which the Workhouse building featured as an imposing backdrop.
This dreaded building was to be the last refuge of large numbers of
unfortunate people, including many from the parish of
Clontuskert. The mortal remains of these ill-fated people found
their last resting place less than half a mile away in the workhouse
cemetery at Bully’s Acre in Cleaghmore. There, they are
commemorated in a peaceful little park under the shade of a tree-
covered esker. A simple stone bears the legend: 
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