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First of all, this is a slightly different story. It is not a story of the Egans as lawyers or anything else like that. It is 
the story of a poor - a dirt poor - family in County Mayo. A totally different story. 
 

• Introduction – Egan Family 1590 -1945

• Famine in Mayo 1845 -1847

 
 

Unlike most of you, I was never interested in genealogy. Quite the reverse. I think most of you get to the stage 
when you retire, you have a bit of time on your hands, and you suddenly start thinking - ‘Hey, not only do we not 
know where we are going, we don’t even know where we came from!’ 
 
Well, I am afraid with me it wasn’t like that. I had no interest in genealogy whatsoever. Genealogy came after me. 
It did that twice. It tapped at my shoulder and said ‘Hey you, come here, I want you.’  
 
It did that in such a way that on one occasion it surprised me, and on the second occasion it shocked me.  
 
So as I say, I would prefer to get away from it all, but it just never let me. 
 
The first time it did that was back in about 1962, and the second time was in about 1990. 
 

 
 
Michael J.S. suggested that I should show you where we are talking about. Most of the Egans are from up here 
around Offaly and North Tipperary, and we are now just there, right on the banks of the Shannon. What I am 
talking about though is up here, in County Mayo - East Mayo, this part. I will show you a map of that part of Mayo. 
 



 
 

To put that in context, down here is Castlebar (lower left), which is the main county town with the main road going 
back here towards Dublin. Up here is Ballina (top left), and down here is Kiltimagh (lower right). 

Kiltimagh is a very small town. A very important little town with a population of 1000. Kiltimagh has become a 
byword for 2 centuries of massive emigration from Mayo which went on, not only through the 19th century, but 
right to the end of the 20th.  

Incidentally, for any of you who might have ever heard of someone called Tommy Flatley - if anyone here is from 
Boston - Tommy left Kiltimagh with about $30 in his pocket about 60 years ago. When he died 2 weeks ago, he 
was one of the wealthiest people in the United States. Well, I am afraid he wasn’t typical of the hundreds of 
thousands of people who left Mayo in the past 2 centuries who never made anything like that. In Kiltimagh there 
were a few people like that, but the majority were not. 

I will show you some other places while we are on this map. My father came from a little place, just here, called 
Corohore, about a half a mile outside Kiltimagh. Just up here is Swinford and just outside Swinford is Kilbride. 
Kilbride is where the Workhouse was for the whole Barony. Just up here, if you can see it, is Attymass, a little 
village, absolutely tiny nowadays, which I am going to talk about in a few minutes. Up here is Bonniconlon (right of 
Ballina) and over here are the Ox Mountains with Lough Talt over here, just inside County Sligo. 
 
So I will go on to something else now. In 1962, something arrived in the post. I was 10 years old. It was this.  
 

 
 
My father gave it to me and told me to read it and see what I thought about it. It is a rather interesting document. 
I don’t know if anyone has ever seen this? It was written in 1905 from Turlough Cottage near Castlebar. Does this 
mean anything to anyone? Well, if it doesn’t, it should.  
 
But I am not going to read it out to you because it about 22 pages long. I will read you the first few paragraphs. It 
was written by a fellow called John Egan. It is being written to his son Joseph, who at that stage lived in a place 
called Elizabeth, New Jersey. And it says: 
 
‘My Dear Joseph, 
As I am now in my 71st year, having been born on 27th May 1835, and am the only living representative of my 
father’s family, I consider it my duty to put on paper all I have learned from the lips of my father about the 
traditions of our family. As I am the only one of 4 brothers who, up to this date, have never left the shores of 
Ireland and was more at home with my father than the other brothers, I had ample opportunity of learning from 
him all the traditions of our family in the days of my boyhood and youth. My father was 76 years of age when he 
died in 1859. He was therefore born in 1783 and was 15 years of age in the eventful year of 1798. His father and 
grandfather were both alive in that year’.  
 
‘His grandfather was then a hale old man and lived for some years afterwards. My father had therefore an 
opportunity of learning from his grandfather the history and traditions of the family from the time his ancestors 
first came to the County of Mayo. As my father’s grandfather was only the fourth in descent from his great-
grandfather who was the first of the race that settled in Mayo County, you can regard these traditions as quite 



accurate, for my father was very particular in relating them to me without any additions or subtractions or 
embellishments of his own of any kind’. 
 
He then goes forward relating everything that his father’s grandfather had told him about the family going forwards 
from then. This is the start of the letter.  
 

 
 
When I had finished all that, my father asked me to produce a genealogical table, something I had never heard of. 
And I did that at the age of 10. To give you an idea of the central part of it - 
 

400 Years400 Years
BoesBoes
BrianBrian

MurtaghMurtagh
PatrickPatrick

MurtaghMurtagh
PatrickPatrick
MichaelMichael

MICHAEL MICHAEL 18261826 PATRICK PATRICK 18301830 JOHN JOHN 18351835

ThomasThomas
ThomasThomas
CharlesCharles

 
 
My father told me the man who had written this was my great-grand-uncle and he was telling us what his father 
had told him about what his grandfather had told him about his father, grandfather, great-grandfather and naming 
his father before him. So what I had produced was going all the way back to my great great great great great great 
great great grandfather. And I was 10 years old and I had never even looked for it. Never had the slightest idea 
about it. 
 
It then goes forward, naming lots of people, lots of different farms, who married whom and various other things 
which won’t be of interest to most people here since you are not from Co. Mayo, so I won’t bother you with it. 
When we finally got in touch with the people this letter came from, who were John’s descendants and who by this 
time had moved from Jersey down to Florida, I was informed that there were more letters dealing not only with the 
Egans but also with the various in-laws including his wife’s people, the O’Gradys and the Kellys.  
 

1905/06 1905/06 -- 4 More Letters4 More Letters

All JosephAll Joseph ’’s Grandparentss Grandparents

__ Michael EganMichael Egan
__ Margaret (Flanagan) EganMargaret (Flanagan) Egan

__ Michael OMichael O ’’GradyGrady
__ Cecilia (Kelly) OCecilia (Kelly) O ’’GradyGrady

 
 
And so we had various letters he had written about 4 different Mayo families. One thing I only noticed long 
afterwards was that he mentions his in-laws Michael O’Grady and Cecilia O’Grady, but he never says anything 
about them. As I say, it was a long time before it struck me as to why that should be. We will come back to that. It 
is an interesting point. 
 



Living TestimonyLiving Testimony

19151915--19451945

 
 
Next thing I want to go on to is what I call Living Testimony. Over the years, I have always found it very 
interesting to talk to people who actually remember history. The most interesting people of all were people over 90 
years old, people who really remember, people who no longer care what anyone thinks. What has fascinated me 
about elderly people telling you what happened is how often it seems to contradict history.  
 
After a while I began to wonder -  should we adjust history or should we adjust reality.  
 
I have found that people will tell you things and when they have told you something that you decide is completely 
and utterly impossible, when you check it out, they are really telling the truth. They are the ones who know what 
they are talking about.  
 

 
 
This photograph is taken in 1922 in Kiltimagh. At that time, my grand-aunt Anne had a bar in the middle of the 
town, where it is taken. There are 3 children outside it. 1922 was the Civil War. The girl on the left is one of the 
Egans of Cornanool. They had just been evicted from their farm. You would immediately say ‘evictions, yes we 
know all about evictions’. In fact, they had been evicted by the IRA! I never met this little girl but I knew her 
brother Bernie. Bernie eventually told me about the awful night the IRA evicted them. At the age of 12, he seized 
the IRA leader’s gun and managed to shoot him in the foot. But the IRA pushed them out anyhow and they never 
returned.  
 
The woman - the girl - on the right is my Aunt May who died 2 years ago at the age of 96. My cousin Betty in 
Seattle managed to get her to tell her life story in a series of letters which are absolutely fascinating. The most 
interesting part I think was the day in 1916 when James Connolly’s widow came to Kiltimagh. James Connolly, was 
number 2 in charge of the Easter Rising in 1916, and he had been executed a few month earlier. The reason  
Connolly’s widow came down to Kiltimagh was to have her children educated in Kiltimagh. Now why she would 
come down to Kiltimagh, when the children had been brought up in Dublin, is a rather interesting question. The 
main reason, of course, is that one of the best girls’ schools in the country was in Kiltimagh. May became very 
friendly with the Connolly girls and one of Michael Mallon’s children. Mallon had also been executed after the Rising.  
 
Most interesting of all, when you consider this is 1922, is the lad in the middle. This is Michael Egan and Michael is 
my uncle. I say ‘is’. Michael is 96 years old, and for all of you from Australia, Michael lives in Goulburn. There are 
more of my grandfather’s descendants living in Australia than in Ireland.  
 
I find it intriguing to be able to ring up someone who can recall 1916, someone who can recall being sent down to 
pick up the newspaper on Armistice Day to discover if the First World War was really over. And he has been a 
source of information on many many things including the Anglo Irish War, the Irish Civil War and who in Kiltimagh 
shot who and why; again and again contradicting everybody else; contradicting Irish history. Again and again, 
whenever I have checked it out and double-checked it, he has been the one who was correct.   
 



 
 
This is Michael again (seated 3rd from left). This is quite an interesting slide. One of the strange things about 
Michael was he became a doctor. This is surprising because the family were very poor. The typical type of thing 
that used to happen around Kiltimagh was that the children were put out to other aunts or uncles who were 
somewhat wealthier. Michael was semi-adopted by Aunt Anne who ran the bar, in spite of the fact that his parents 
were still alive and she was the one who sent him to University where he became a doctor.  
 
He then, for some strange reason, joined the British Army in 1939 or 1940, and in 1940 he was captured in France. 
Now this is surprising. One of the things we are told in history was that at Dunkirk the entire British Army was 
taken off and taken back to England very successfully. In fact it wasn’t. It is forgotten that some British regiments 
at least continued fighting for a long time thereafter. In fact, the 51st Highland Division and the shattered remnants 
of the First Armoured Division, which is where Michael was as a doctor, never got off at Dunkirk. Instead they tried 
to get across to Cherbourg. Unfortunately they were trapped by Rommel in a place called St. Valery and the town 
was literally bombed to pieces. And Michael was a doctor there at the time, and he was a doctor on his own.  
 
He was awarded the Military Cross after the War for what happened at St. Valery. But Michael would never, ever, 
discuss it. Never.  
 
In 1990 I asked Michael which battalion of the First Armoured he had been attached to, and he told me. We 
managed to get the Diaries of the battalion, and sent them to him. Over the next 10 years, we kept on exchanging 
information until finally in 2000 he agreed to tell me what happened in St. Valery provided we went to Australia. So 
we managed to do that. It took a long time. In fact, it took exactly 60 years.  
 
I often think about the morality of doing something like this. Some people here, I am sure you have been in war, 
been in horrific situations. It is very difficult thing to talk about. It was not so difficult for Michael because after all 
he was a doctor, he wasn’t involved in killing people, even though he witnessed what happened at the fall of St. 
Valery. But as I say, that is another matter. 
 
On a more light hearted note, when he was captured they were taken to Poland. This photograph was taken in the 
Prisoner of War Camp in Poland. And in 1943, Michael got out of the Prisoner of War Camp by the rather odd 
expedient of signing himself out sick. Yes - he signed himself sick.  
 
He then went up via a German troop ship to Sweden and they were then taken out by a British ship, under German 
protection all  the way back to England and he went from there back to Co. Mayo. You might think this very odd. 
And this emphasises another little thing in history which I find nobody ever talks about. The very close cooperation 
between Germany and Britain, all through the War. The German/British prisoner-of-war exchanges in 1943 are 
never, ever discussed.  
 
The very efficient postal system that operated between Germany and Britain was never discussed either. We have 
letters that were sent constantly between Britain and the prisoner-of-war camps. Not only that, but there was food 
constantly being sent from Britain into the prisoner-of-war camps. And also into various other camps in Europe.  
 
When we went to the Red Cross, who coordinated these through Sweden incidentally, we were told that it never 
happened. The Red Cross never sent parcels anywhere. We discovered one of the reasons was they were sending 
parcels from Britain and elsewhere in the world into the concentration camps. And they were also inspecting the 
concentration camps as well as the prisoner-of-war camps. But that’s another thing the Red Cross doesn’t like to 
talk about. But I was only concerned about the prisoner-of-war camps, I wasn’t interested in that, though that was 
one of the most peculiar parts of the whole thing.  
 
So, going on to the next slide. Nobody say a word. 
 



 
 
When everybody in Australia saw how much success we had with Michael’s memoirs, we suggested that it was 
about time they started getting his wife’s memoirs. That is Mary Egan, Michael’s wife (left). Anyone who recognises 
the lady on the right, could you raise your right hand (dozens of hands). Any American who doesn’t, hang your 
head. OK. Anyone? (Audience - ‘Eleanor Roosevelt’). Thank you very much. And that dates the photograph to 
November 1942.  
 
Mary had a rather fascinating job at the time. Her responsibility was broadcasting on BBC. She was a tremendous 
cook and she was broadcasting to explain how you could take miserable wartime rations and produce fantastic food 
that people wanted to eat. The gentleman here (left) is Lord Woolton who was responsible for supplies during the 
War. And just to prove my point - ‘Parcels for Prisoners’ (centre). These are parcels being sent by post to Germany 
and on to British prisoner-of-war camps in Germany. 
 

 
 

This is one I was proud of on the Egan side. This is another Mary - Mary Celani nowadays. She came from Co. 
Mayo. During the War, her father took them over to Essex and when she was in Essex she met Cesare Celani. A 
rather strange combination of events because it was after the War and there was an Italian Prisoner of War camp 
nearby. The Italians and the Irish used to meet at Mass, as you can imagine. Under the regulations it was strictly 
forbidden for prisoners of war to go back to private houses after Mass. Of course, the Irish and the Italians had 
absolutely no respect for regulations like that, and you can imagine what happened afterwards. 
 
I said to Mary when we met in Rome about 7 or 8 years ago, wasn’t it time she wrote her own memoirs, and of 
course Cesare’s. And she said, ‘nobody would be interested’. That is the story I hear again and again - ‘nobody 
would be interested’ - no damned excuse. 
 
I got her to write hers. Absolutely fascinating. She never knew when she first went out to Italy that there were 
poorer places than Kiltimagh.  
 
I also got her to write Cesare’s. Some rather shocking aspects. He was also a medical officer but he knew a lot 
about the Italian Greek campaign early on in the war. And then about the Croatian Revolt (Error: The war between 
the Serb guerillas and the Croat militia) which was utterly savage. In 1943 as you know, Italy surrendered so the 
Germans captured hundreds of thousands of Italian soldiers. Cesare ended up in Normandy looking after horses for 
the Germans.  
 
He described one day as he went out looking after the horses, and he looked out to sea and saw what he said were 
about a thousand ships coming straight for him. Now again, I always think when we hear stories like this, look for 
the detail. So I asked Mary where he was working - what was the closest village - and she told me. I found exactly 
where it was, overlooking the Canadian beach. Precisely right. He was captured by the Canadians a few days later. 
100% correct.  
 
There was one little thing that Cesare would not have known which was that the previous night ‘Overlord’ was very 
nearly cancelled. The weather was extremely bad and they had virtually decided to cancel the invasion at 
Normandy. But Eisenhower said ‘if we cancel it now we will have to cancel it for another month and this will cause 
very severe problems’. So he said to wait for one last final weather report. 



 
So they listened to the radio and got the last final weather report from Blacksod Bay, and it was good. And that is 
the way, ladies and gentlemen, that a fine sunny afternoon in Co. Mayo resulted in the Normandy Invasion! 
 
So if you have a day or two to spare and want to drive up to Co. Mayo, drive across Erris which was devastated 
and wiped out by the Famine and down along the beautiful lonely Erris peninsula. Right at the end of it you will find 
the little weather station at Blacksod, with a tiny plaque to its unwitting part in the Normandy Invasion.  
 

2005 2005 -- Another EyeAnother Eye--WitnessWitness

1944/19451944/1945
__ AuschwitzAuschwitz
__ RavensbruckRavensbruck
__ SachsenhausenSachsenhausen

 
 

Another present day eye witness. This has nothing to do with the Egans. You notice I go off the subject 
occasionally. Three years ago, we had a very good Hungarian friend in London. Our other friends were getting very 
concerned about her because she was telling everyone she was going to see the Queen. They were saying we 
would have to put her into a home shortly as she was obviously losing it. So we went in, Carmel and myself, one 
evening, and she said at once that she was going to see the Queen. We looked at each other, thinking, ‘yes, of 
course you are’, and asked ‘why are you going to see the Queen?’ And she said ‘because I am a survivor of 
Auschwitz’. Now that’s a conversation stopper. I asked one or two detailed questions which she answered without 
hesitation, and I became convinced that she was telling the truth.  
 
She was one of a group of 500 women who were captured in Szeged in the south of Hungary and brought up to 
Auschwitz. Half of them were exterminated immediately. She survived because she was a portrait painter. She was 
forced to paint portraits of the SS and various other people in Auschwitz. She was then transferred through 
Ravensbruck and across to Berlin where she was a slave labourer in a sub-camp of Sachsenhausen. And she 
survived it all.  
 
When she had told us some of the story, I asked her ‘why did you not tell us this before?’ She came out with the 
usual reason - ‘nobody is interested in that kind of thing’. I said ‘we bloody well are, and we want to know about it’. 
It took another 6 months. After a few weeks, she shyly admitted that she had written something on it. She finally 
lent it to us. Carmel typed it up and  gave it back. We corrected a few little grammatical errors. You never do too 
much to this kind of thing, after all, it is their story, not ours. Then she agreed to write up a few more things and 
then a few more. So it went, and we got more and more of the story down, until we finally got a full story of a 
survivor of Auschwitz.  
 
In the meantime, I had found that of the group of 500 women, two more had written down their story and I gave 
these and other pieces of information to her. At the end of it all, as a special reward she painted my portrait. I am 
rather proud of that, though I shared it in common with members of the SS! I also share it with Carmel. She had 
painted Carmel’s portrait 3 years previously. We all agreed that Carmel’s portrait is far superior to mine but as you 
can see, that is not the artist’s fault! 
 
This does illustrate one other thing that has always caused me concern and it is the subject of Holocaust Denial. I 
would never deny the Holocaust of course though there are many who would. In Europe, it is a criminal offence to 
deny the Holocaust. You can be jailed for up to 3 years for doing that. Now, I would never do that, so why should I 
be concerned? 
 

THE FAMINETHE FAMINE

 
 



We are now going on to the Famine. The question that arises is this. If it is a crime to deny the Holocaust, should it 
not also be a crime to deny the Famine? Do you think it should? Do you think we should jail people for denying the 
Famine? Well if you do, I think I should plead the Fifth Amendment and sit down. 
 
No, I am not going to deny the Famine, don’t worry about that. Not in the slightest. But I think it is a very 
dangerous subject because according as you get to know more and more about a subject, you begin to find that 
things aren’t quite what you thought. Certainly the Famine happened but not quite in the same way as you think. 
And also, a lot of - I won’t say myths, that’s probably too strong a word - a lot of stories develop about something 
like the Famine. When you find it is not quite the same as you think, and you try to say this to people, they get 
very very angry. It makes me wonder. I am not denying anything, but if I am saying something that isn’t quite 
what people think, could I get jailed for a week or two instead of 3 years? I don’t know. Maybe, maybe not.  
 
But let’s go back to John Egan for a second.  
 

 
 

So here’s this letter from Turlough in 1905 again. Now just think of this. John was born in 1835. When the Famine 
hit, he was 10 years old. When it finished he was 15. So what does he tell us about the Famine. Nothing. He 
doesn’t tell us anything about it at all. In all these five letters he writes about Mayo, especially through the 19th 
Century, he mentions it once, about one of his in-laws who left Mayo at the time of the Famine. And that is it. Why 
is this? Why the silence?  
 

Why the Silence?Why the Silence?

__ A Family HistoryA Family History
__ Horror & GuiltHorror & Guilt
__ Higher WagesHigher Wages
__ Older ChildrenOlder Children

 
 

Here are a few reasons I think. Number one, he is giving us a family history and this is a fair point. He is not 
writing a national history it is only about our own family. And maybe we didn’t suffer enough from the Famine to 
give too much detail.  
 
The second point is one which applies to any kind of war, holocaust or anything else. The horror. A lot of people 
who have been through horror, don’t want to revisit it too much. There is also the concept of guilt. Just simply - ‘I 
survived while so many others didn’t’. You know the idea.  
 
There is a third point here which is very interesting one, the one of higher wages. I suspect in our own family, in 
spite of the fact that this was a famine and that times were hard, and in spite of the fact that we were poor, there 
might have been more wages coming into our family during the famine years than were normal. I will come back to 
this.  
 
A fourth point that Carmel has constantly pointed out is this one about older children. What situation was your 
family in when the Famine came? This was an important point about our family. It was a big family which meant 
there were a lot of children to be fed. But when the Famine started, two of the sons were fairly old, and by fairly 
old I mean late teens, very early twenties. They were well able to work and earn money, and as a result they were 
well able to support the family together with their father. That’s an important point. If you imagine on the other 
hand a family had 6 or 8 children under the age of 10, there are a lot of very hungry mouths and only one hard 
working man to go out and earn money for them. That was a hell of a problem. 
 
So John Egan has told us nothing at all. We have come to a dead end. Again!  



 
So now what happens.  
 
Let’s go back to genealogy.  
 

 
 
Genealogy came tapping on my shoulder again and said ‘Hey you’.  
 
I can’t get away from it.  
 
This photograph was taken back at the old family homestead (left). It is the old house. That house was built in 
1842, probably completed in 1843. I can be very precise about it. It was abandoned about 1954 when the new 
house was built behind it, it is out of view. Over here is the granary (right). The granary beautifully built, was 
completed in about 1880 with a slate roof which, at that time, was real high status.  
 
What happened was - fast forwarding to about 1990 - my father went down to Kiltimagh. One of his brothers had 
died. He was the last farmer in the family, and my father had to take care of matters, so he sold off the cattle, he 
let out the land and he did various other things. I met him about a month later, when we were already living in 
London. He brought me a box of documents and said - ‘Here, this might interest you. I found them in the granary’.  
 
They were in a shocking condition. Some were really wet, miserable looking, bunched up, stuck together. Some 
were almost illegible. I could tell by their dates they had been stored for over 100 years. So the first thing we did 
with them was - absolutely nothing. We could not separate some of them. So we brought them back over to 
London, and left them in the heat of an apartment to let them dry out for a while. 
 
That went on for about a year. After a while we started to separate them out and saw they dated from the early 
1840s to the 1880s. There were about a dozen or fifteen in total. Of the ones from the early 1840s, there were 6 
that turned out to be important - a lease, two payrolls and three letters.  
 
When we separated them out, we started to type in some words, but there were a lot of words that were illegible. 
Sometimes like a crossword, we typed in some words with a few blanks, and we looked at the blanks to see what 
word made sense there. And that was it for quite a while.  
 
But one night it dawned on me about the payrolls. These related to roads, building roads. Now I should have 
worked this one out beforehand, but I had not been thinking about them as the problem, and the thought had 
never occurred to me. But one evening I was sitting back, not thinking about anything in particular, and suddenly it 
hit me between the eyes. The payrolls. The payrolls were the most important thing.  I jumped up, ran out, picked 
up one of the payrolls and looked at the top and there I saw it. 
 

 
 
The dates.  
‘4th November to 10th November 1846.’ 
And up on top these words.  
‘The New Line.’ 



 
And then I knew that we were dealing with one of the most horrifying episodes of the Great Hunger.  
 
I knew we were into the Famine, and I knew exactly where we were in the Famine. 
 
Before we do this, I want to go back a few years and we will get back to this.  
 

 
 
We go back to the very first document, and this goes back to 1842, just back three years before the Famine. This 
document is the lease of Corohore. Now this is a tiny little farm in east Mayo. Pretty miserable land. Very, very 
poor. A most impressive bloody document for such a small amount of land.  
 

The LeaseThe Lease

February 14February 14 th th 18421842
__ 21 Years21 Years
__ A Catholic LandlordA Catholic Landlord
__ A Stone HouseA Stone House
__ The QuarryThe Quarry
__ No SubNo Sub--LettingLetting

 
 
Here is the first point that is important. It was a 21 year lease. This is remarkable when you think about it. What 
we are constantly taught about in Irish history, especially in the west of Ireland, is evictions. Most of the leases 
were either 1 year leases or else leases-at-will, which means at the landlord’s will. Even with a one year lease, at 
the end of a year you could be evicted.  
 
But this is a 21 year lease, and the law operates both ways. This tenant farmer, my great-great-grandfather cannot 
be evicted. The law is on his side, provided the rent is paid. A bit of an ‘if’ at times. But under normal 
circumstances the landlord cannot bring in the police or the army and throw this man off his land. He has legal 
rights. The law is behind him. The police are behind him.  
 
The second thing that is interesting on this is, that this is a Catholic landlord. This is relatively rare. The fellow has 
the lovely name of Dominick Francis Browne-Burke. The Brownes and the Burkes were big landlords in the west of 
Ireland and the two big families combined together in the Browne-Burkes. Dominick Francis survived for about 
another 30 years after this. As it happens he was a very religious Catholic and when he finally died in the 1870s, 
he left his entire estate, which was scattered all over different parts of Galway and Mayo, to a Catholic monastery 
in Athenry. This had a rather nasty effect on his entire family, needless to say. So the whole thing ended up in 
court. I am sorry to say that the monks lost.  
 
The third thing to note about the lease is the stone house. Because it was a 21 year lease, one of the conditions 
was that a house had to be built. Now that was the house I just showed you. This is a very important point. If 
people only had a one year lease, they built mud houses. If you had a 21 year lease you had to build a stone 
house, and you were up on a very much higher level of comfort than most of the tiny tenant farmers or the ones 
who were not living in houses at all.  
 
Note too - there was a quarry on the land. A tiny little quarry. The quarry was for the roads in winter. They were 
not surfaced as we would know them, they were gravel roads and the carts going along would rut the road, and 
there would be potholes. Normally there was a contract. The contract was to take say a mile of road and fill it in 
and level it, and there was an amount to be paid by the County for this every year. And if you had a quarry on the 
land, you could do this and take a contract every year. Even after the landlord had left and my grandfather owned 
the farm in the 20th century, he had that contract for a mile or so of road. That quarry was operating until the 
1950s. I mention that quarry now because it became very important in the Famine. 



 
The other point is - no sub-letting. Even tiny little tenant farmers sublet their land to people who only paid rent by 
means of labour, not cash. These people were outside the cash economy entirely. During the Famine, these were 
the ones who really died. Because they were outside the cash economy, they did not emigrate. They died. None of 
you are descended from them because they never got to America.  
 
I just want briefly to go through two things. We have 2 letters. These are both from near Birmingham in England 
and they are from 1845.  
 

 
 
The Famine is beginning.  
 
This letter is from Michael who is my great-grand-uncle. He is the man we are following all the time from here on. 
He is writing home to his mother and father saying is that he has arrived safe and well, and that he is sending 
money home.  
 

Michael EganMichael Egan

July 27July 27 th th 18451845
__ Seasonal MigrantsSeasonal Migrants
__ Remitting MoneyRemitting Money
__ Other MessagesOther Messages
__ Literacy & IlliteracyLiteracy & Illiteracy

 
 
Every year in Mayo, the young men are going over the work the English harvest so as to get money to pay the rent 
back in Ireland while the father and the young children are working the farm. So these are seasonal migrants, 
remitting money home. Remitting money was vital to keeping this economy of poor farmers afloat. Not only 
through the 1840s but right up to the 1990s.  
 
There are other messages at the bottom of each of the letters from other people who were there with Michael. 
Those other notes are written in the very same handwriting which implies that these people were illiterate. That’s 
not the strange thing, the strange thing is that Michael Egan can write. Only about 1% of people in the countryside 
in Mayo at that stage could write. How come he could write? He could write because his uncle was running a 
school. How come his uncle could run a school? God only knows. That is one of the first aspects of the whole thing 
which is utterly and totally impossible. But he could. How? I don’t know how. It is one of the things we will have to 
try to sort out sometime. 
 
Anyhow, we have this nice letter being sent home to Ireland and about a month later we suddenly get this.  
 

Horticultural GazetteHorticultural Gazette

August 23August 23rd rd 18451845
A fearful malady has broken out A fearful malady has broken out 
among the potato crop. On all among the potato crop. On all 
sides we hear of the destruction.sides we hear of the destruction.

 



 
This is in an English horticultural newspaper. The American blight, which had arrived in Belgium about a month 
previously, has now arrived in England. So the potato crop in England is being destroyed. Now at this stage 
nobody, in either Ireland or working on the farms in England, knew anything about it. 
 
About a month later,  we get a second letter coming back from England.  
 

 
 
This is it, and I’ll show you one comment that we have from it.  
 

Michael EganMichael Egan

September 14September 14 thth 1845 1845 
““Pigs are very dear in this country Pigs are very dear in this country 
and provisions are very cheap and provisions are very cheap ……

 
 
Michael makes this comment on September 14, 1845. ‘Pigs are very dear in this country and provisions are very 
cheap’.  
 

““…… potatoes at 2d a stone.potatoes at 2d a stone. ””

 
 
‘Potatoes at 2d a stone’.  
 
The price of potatoes has dropped! We now have potatoes being destroyed, provisions dropping like hell and yet, 
the price of potatoes has dropped. I don’t know if anyone can explain that. I find it very hard to explain it. My only 
theory is that potatoes, when they started to rot, rotted from the inside, and merchants, knowing they were going 
to rot, were throwing them on the market while they still looked well, and trying to get rid of them as fast as they 
could.  
 



Horticultural GazetteHorticultural Gazette

September 13September 13 thth 18451845
The crops around Dublin are The crops around Dublin are 
suddenly perishing.suddenly perishing.

 
 

Anyhow, the day before this letter was written the Horticultural Gazette had this to say. ‘The crops around Dublin 
are suddenly perishing’.  
 

Where will Ireland be in the event Where will Ireland be in the event 
of a universal potato rot?of a universal potato rot?

 
 
‘Where will Ireland be in the event of a universal potato rot?’  
 
Ireland was virtually fully dependent on the potato. What happened next was a partial failure of the potato crop in 
Ireland. The Government tried to import food into Ireland. Not a huge amount, but because of the fact that it was 
only a partial failure, the limited amount of imports was sufficient to stop a real famine. The Government boast was 
that by the end of 1845 nobody died of starvation in 1845. I don’t know if that is true or if it is not. It might be 
true. But there is one thing that is true. One thing we are certain of. By the end of 1845, the people were starving 
and there were no reserves of food left in the country.  
 

1846?1846?

 
 

So by 1846 the country was literally on the brink and the question was - what was going to happen next? The 
whole country was waiting desperately for the next harvest. So what happened at the next harvest?  
 
In 1846 the potato crop failed again - and this time it failed completely. 
 
Now, in my view, at this stage, famine was inevitable. There was no way food could be gotten into Ireland quickly 
enough. It was too late. People were going to die.  
 



Famine ReliefFamine Relief

June 1846 June 1846 –– March 1847March 1847
__ The WorkhouseThe Workhouse
__ Soup KitchensSoup Kitchens
__ ‘‘WorkfareWorkfare ’’ -- RoadsRoads
__ 5,000 Schemes5,000 Schemes

 
 

The Government at this stage, had a number of options. The first was the Workhouse. The second was Soup 
Kitchens.  
 
The Workhouse was an English solution. It was an English solution that simply could not work. They had started 
the Workhouses in Mayo a few years previously. But the Workhouses were only designed to take care of a few 
hundred people at a time. The Workhouse in Swinford had a capacity of 600 people. In the Barony at this stage, 
the number of starving was in the region of 20, 30 or 40 thousand. The Workhouse was a joke.  
 
The second option they had was Soup Kitchens. The Government was terrified of Soup Kitchens. Terrified that they 
would have millions of people on the Soup Kitchens, and they wouldn’t be able to feed them all.  
 
So now - the third option. This was what we would call Workfare. Building roads. They didn’t want to give free 
feeding and they didn’t want to give free cash.  They wanted to make sure people worked for it, so they wouldn’t 
come looking for anything without being made to suffer for it. This was the reason for building roads. By the time 
they were finished there were 5000 schemes in operation across Ireland.  
 
I want to show you a few of them. 
 

Barony of Gallen & CostelloBarony of Gallen & Costello

July 24July 24 th th 18461846
1.1.
Improving the road from Swinford to Improving the road from Swinford to 
Kiltimagh by making a new line of Kiltimagh by making a new line of 
road to avoid the bridge at Glore, road to avoid the bridge at Glore, 
££600.600.

 
 

The Barony of Gallen & Costello first applied for this on July 24th, 1846. We now come back to Michael Egan and 
this is where it begins to get very interesting. It says, ‘Improving the road from Swinford to Kiltimagh by making a 
New Line’. You see this expression ‘New Line’. Where did we see that before? ‘The New Line of road to avoid the 
bridge at the Glore £600. Fascinating. Now we will have a look at a map.  
 

 
 
This is a much more detailed map. Here is Corohore where our family lived (just below centre). This is the Old Line 
(running north of centre, yellow). This was the old Swinford road. This is what we are talking about. This 2 mile 
stretch of road (running north of centre, red) is a Famine Road. One thing you hear about in the Famine is they 
built roads to go nowhere. They did not. This is a real road, and it is a Famine Road. If you want to drive from 
Kiltimagh to Swinford you drive a Famine Road for 2 miles of the distance, whether you know it or not. 
 



 
 
This is a photograph I took 2 years ago. The quarry is just to the right. The old house is 50 yards back to the right. 
That on the left is what we always called the Old Line and it was always unsurfaced when I was a kid. That (right) 
is the New Line which cut across our land. Michael Egan had by this time come back over from England and I was 
told a million times when I was a kid, that he worked on this road and I know that for certain. It was family 
tradition.  
 

Barony of Gallen & CostelloBarony of Gallen & Costello

2.2.
Making a road from the chapel at Making a road from the chapel at 
Attymass to the public road at Attymass to the public road at 
RooskeyRooskey, , ££300.300.

 
 
The next application that the Barony made to Dublin Castle was for further funds to make another new road from 
Attymass down to Rooskey for £300. Now this was a smaller road and this is where something else comes in.  
 

 
 
Here we come back to this payroll which is part of this application. It is the payroll I showed you earlier. We will go 
on and see it in detail.  
 

 
 
These are people who are starving and who are working on the roads. These are the number of days they are 
working per week. These are the wages per day. The women were paid 7 pence per day, the men were paid 8 
pennies per day and this is in early November.  
 



Again, this road was not built to go nowhere. Here is the road.  
 

 
 
It’s a minor road, but if you live in the village of Attymass, it is the only way to get to the south out of it today. 
Attymass is down there (top centre) and there is this hill here (top right), where there used be a little cottage. That 
cottage is no longer there. You might wonder where it is so I’ll show you in a photograph I have taken of where the 
cottage is today.  
 

 
 
It’s there, behind that building over there (centre left) which as far as I know is part of the World Financial Centre. 
These two buildings here (centre) -  I don’t have to tell anybody what they are. The one one here (centre right) is 
called Liberty Court and Carmel and I used have an apartment up on the 37th floor there. We bought it in 1999 and 
all the time that we had that apartment, a little cottage was being transferred all the way from Attymass up to the 
other end of Battery Park City, and being rebuilt as the Irish Famine Memorial of New York.  
 
The last time I saw it, was in July of 2001. A few months later, a few hundred yards away, the whole world 
changed again as New York suffered its own Holocaust.  
 

 
 
This photograph was taken from our bedroom window. A year later we sold our apartment in New York.  
 
So, back to County Mayo. 
 



Barony of Gallen & CostelloBarony of Gallen & Costello

3. 3. 
Making a road through the townMaking a road through the town --
--lands of Kilgarvan and lands of Kilgarvan and BonniconlonBonniconlon , , 
££350.350.

 
 
The third application from the Barony was for making a road through the townland of Kilgarvan and Bonniconlon - 
£350. I have no proof that Michael worked on this one at all, but I am nearly certain he did because of the fact that 
it refers to Bonniconlon.  
 
The reason I think that he did is that his mother had a cousin in Bonniconlon. She was married to a fellow called 
Durkan. It would be a reasonable assumption that if he was working near Bonniconlon he would have visited his 
mother’s people and would probably have stayed with them. And the reason I think that, is that it logically brings 
us on to the fact that the Durkans had a daughter, and her name was Winnie.  
 

Winnie DurkanWinnie Durkan

 
 
I want to put that idea into your mind and I will come back to it.  
 
So what happened next?  
 
Winter.  
 

WINTERWINTER

 
 
We are already in the worst famine that Ireland had at least since the forgotten Famine of 1741. We are now also 
moving into the worst winter that Ireland had in the past 100 years, and there has never been a winter like it 
since.  
 
This appears in ‘The Great Hunger’. Any of you who have not read ‘The Great Hunger’, it’s a book about the Famine 
written in the 1960s. 
 



The Great HungerThe Great Hunger

November 1846November 1846
Snow fell throughout Ireland and Snow fell throughout Ireland and 
there were an increasing number there were an increasing number 
of deaths on the Works from of deaths on the Works from 
starvation.starvation.
Cecil Cecil WoodhamWoodham--SmithSmith

 
 
 ‘Snow fell throughout Ireland and there were an increasing number of deaths on the Works from starvation.’  
 
The photographs I have showed you are pretty photographs taken in summer but there were already people dying 
of cold as well as starvation on the Works.  
 
To give you some of the background of what was happening, we’ll go on to the second of Michael Egan’s payrolls.  
 

 
 
This one covers a period of 4 weeks and applies to a place up in the Ox Mountains on the borders of Mayo and 
Sligo.  
 

 
 
This is a photograph I took up in the mountains. Again, I want to show you that this is a main road, going from 
north Co. Mayo across to the central part of Sligo. This is the only way across the Ox Mountains between Mayo and 
Sligo. This is a Famine Road.  
 
We went up there one day and got talking to an old farmer. We asked him about it and he said yes, this was built 
at the time of the Famine.  Then he showed us the old road it replaced. So there it is.  
 

 



 
 

The Great HungerThe Great Hunger

December 7December 7 th th to 19to 19 th th 18461846
Snow and gales from Donegal to Wicklow. Snow and gales from Donegal to Wicklow. 
In Mayo the snow was so deep the WorksIn Mayo the snow was so deep the Works
could not even be seen.could not even be seen.

 
 
But by the 7th of December the snow was getting worse and worse and here it says ‘the snow was so deep that the 
Works could not even be seen’. 
 

Connaught RangerConnaught Ranger

DecemberDecember 18461846
The snow is from 7 to 10 feet deep. The snow is from 7 to 10 feet deep. 
The Works under the Labour Act The Works under the Labour Act 
have now been checked have now been checked ……

 
 
The snow was from 7 to 10ft deep. The Works have been checked. So now the Roadworks are finally stopping. And 
incidentally, when the Connaught Ranger which is a Castlebar paper refers to this, it is referring to what is going on 
in the lowlands in Castlebar.  
 
Can you imagine what is happening now in the mountains? And in fact, we know from the payroll only 2 days were 
worked in the final week. So we can see the effect of the final blizzard on 14th December. The entire Works were 
stopped for the next 2 weeks at least. 
 

…… and thousands are left homeless and thousands are left homeless 
without fire, as fuel is so dear. without fire, as fuel is so dear. 

 
 
So we have thousands left homeless, without fire, as fuel is so dear. People can’t even get out of their houses, with 
insufficient fuel, starving to death. Outright starvation. So, what could be worse than starvation?  
 
Can you imagine anything worse than starvation?  
 
Can you imagine anything worse than 1846?  
 



BLACK BLACK 
‘‘4747

 
 
Black ’47. 
 
The strange thing about the Famine is that in spite of the 5 years that it lasted, there is only one year that was 
ever called Black, and it was ’47. It went down in folk memory as Black ’47.  
 
There are a few very odd things about that. The Famine came back in ’48 and ’49. Have you ever heard of Black 
’49? Never. It is always Black ’47. In Mayo, Black ’47 was never forgotten.  
 
So let’s have a look at Black ‘47. 
 

Famine ReliefFamine Relief

January 1847 January 1847 –– June 1847June 1847

__ End of WinterEnd of Winter
__ Closing the Roadworks Closing the Roadworks –– 750,000750,000
__ Workhouses?Workhouses?
__ Soup Kitchens Soup Kitchens –– 3,000,0003,000,000
__ No BlightNo Blight
__ Food ImportsFood Imports
__ WhatWhat’’s Missing?s Missing?

 
 

First in January the Winter finally ended. So that was better.  
 
Next - the Roadworks. The Roadworks came up to a tremendous crescendo of three quarters of a million people 
working by March. Already though by February, the Government had decided that they had to be ended. The 
reason for that was they began to realise all these people working on the roads would have to start planting the 
harvest. If they did not plant the harvest because they were all out working on the roads, there would be an 
artificial famine of the Government’s own making. So what the hell could they do? They would have to close them 
down. If they closed them down, what would they do instead?  
 
Next point - the Workhouses, the English solution. The Workhouses in all the baronies in Mayo could only employ 
8000 people at the most. This was not going to be a solution at all.  
 
So - they were forced back to the Soup Kitchens. The Soup Kitchens in Ireland by the Summer of 1847 were 
feeding 3 million per day. It was absolutely incredible.  
 
The next thing that happened, the blight disappeared. There was no blight in 1847. So, you might look at all this 
and you might say, this is great. Yes, there were problems still and when I say no blight, there wasn’t terribly 
much planted either so there was still going to be hunger. We know that. But there were also food imports, in huge 
quantities. So if you look at all this, compared to 1846, this is much better than 1846. 
 
Are we missing something? What’s missing.  
 



FEVERFEVER

 
 
Yes, we are missing something. Something that was much worse than starvation. And this is one of the strange 
things about it when you look at the Famine. We keep talking about a Famine but we are missing the biggest factor 
of all. This is were you have to be very careful not to get into denial. Historians today will tell you something very 
odd about the Famine. Most people who died during the Famine did not die of starvation, they died of fever. Now, 
that is not a denial of the Famine. 
 
The most common fever was typhus. Typhus was endemic in Ireland. Typhus killed thousands of people every 
single year. One third of children died before they were 5, and most were killed by typhus. This is extraordinary 
when you think of women in the 19th century. Women married, knowing they were going to bury their own 
children. 
  
Typhus was endemic, but when famine came, typhus became epidemic. There were a number of reasons for that.  
 
If you were starving you were weakened and your immune system was weakened. As a result, you were more 
likely to contract typhus. If you contracted it, you were more likely to die of it. That was the first factor. But in my 
view, it was not the only factor.  
 
But let us go back to Michael Egan and pick up the story again. The next thing we have is a letter from Kilbride.  
 

 
 
Kilbride is back to the Workhouse. Now I don’t believe Michael was an inmate, not for one moment. Michael was 
probably in the administration of either the Union or the the Workhouse. This letter is dated March 28. Remember 
now that all the Roadworks had been shut down. 
 

Letter from KilbrideLetter from Kilbride

March 28March 28 th th 18471847
I parcelled the maiseI parcelled the maise --oats & when I oats & when I 
thought the letter and parcel ought thought the letter and parcel ought 
to be at home, both of them came to be at home, both of them came 
back to me. back to me. 

 
 
This is a fascinating letter, almost illegible. ‘I parcelled the maise-oats’. What are maise-oats? This is a combination 
of an American and an Irish/British word.  
 
‘And when I thought the letter and parcel ought to be at home, both of them came back to me’. He is sending food 
back to his own family.  
 



The check clerk from Foxford that The check clerk from Foxford that 
was to take them got sick and went was to take them got sick and went 
home last Thursday.home last Thursday.

 
 
‘The check clerk from Foxford that was to take them got sick and went home last Thursday’.  
 
You might think - ‘He got sick. What was wrong with him?’  
 

The Great HungerThe Great Hunger

March 9March 9 th th 18471847
Fever was raging in the West, atFever was raging in the West, at
Westport, Foxford and Newport Westport, Foxford and Newport ……
dead and dying were lying together dead and dying were lying together 
……

 
 
This is from the Great Hunger. ‘Fever was raging in the West and in Westport, Foxford and Newport, dead and 
dying were lying together’.  
 
The poor check clerk that went back a few weeks ago, was probably already dead. We are talking here about 
typhus. Typhus is a desperate way to die. You would far prefer starvation. Typhus is extremely painful. It is also a 
disgusting way to die, though I won’t go into that.  
 

Letter from KilbrideLetter from Kilbride

I lost my heart and courage when I lost my heart and courage when 
Pat told me that you asked him if Pat told me that you asked him if 
any thing comes across you, could any thing comes across you, could 
we spare time to come up. we spare time to come up. 

 
 
The letter goes on - ‘I lost my heart and courage when Pat told me that you asked him if anything comes across 
you could we spare time to come up’.  
 
Michael is not concerned about starvation. He is terrified his father might have typhus.  
 

I was at my dinner when he told me I was at my dinner when he told me 
and when I heard the story it gave and when I heard the story it gave 
me enough of dinner for that time.                        me enough of dinner for that time.                        

 
 



‘I was at my dinner when he told me. When I heard the story it gave me enough of dinner for that time’. 
 
Michael is not hungry himself either. He can even be put off his dinner! 
 
Now the next thing that we come to is this, and I owe this to the Historical Society in Swinford. 
 

Swinford UnionSwinford Union

From the Spring of 1847 comes the From the Spring of 1847 comes the 
dread memory of the mass grave in dread memory of the mass grave in 
Swinford Workhouse when about Swinford Workhouse when about 
600 were buried.600 were buried.
Swinford Historical SocietySwinford Historical Society

 
 

‘From the Spring of 1847 comes the dread memory of the mass grave in Swinford Workhouse where 600 were 
buried’.  
 
This happened in two months. 600 people died in Swinford Workhouse. Just think of this for a moment. The 
capacity of Swinford Workhouse was 600. If you want the precise figures, the Swinford Workhouse itself gives the 
mortality figure as 594.  
 
These people were being fed. They were not dying of starvation. They were dying of typhus. The Workhouse was 
feeding them, cramming them together in a confined space, giving them typhus and killing them.  
 
And so, the Workhouse, which was supposed to be part of the solution for the Famine, had become a massive 
killing machine.  
 
And this was happening right across Ireland. Now the strange thing is, if there were enough workhouses, and if 
that solution was applied to the entire country, by my reckoning it would have wiped the country out in 6 months 
flat. 
 
So, in my view, one of the great problems about Ireland that was unforeseen during the Famine, was that in trying 
to stop the Famine, the Government were actually killing people through disease.  
 
You might wonder who was running the Workhouse at this time, and here we go full circle.  
 

Master Master -- Michael OMichael O ’’GradyGrady
Matron Matron -- Cecilia OCecilia O ’’GradyGrady

 
 
Michael O’Grady and Cecilia O’Grady. John Egan’s future in-laws were running the Workhouse. And this is the 
biggest surprise of all. The reason John Egan never mentions the Famine, is that he knew his own in-laws had been 
running Swinford Workhouse. 
 
Now if you’re running a Workhouse, you most definitely are not starving. You’ve got two nice salaries coming in.  
 



Roots and BranchesRoots and Branches

April 5April 5thth 1847 1847 
Michael OMichael O ’’Grady died of fever leavingGrady died of fever leaving
Cecilia and their 4 children to fendCecilia and their 4 children to fend
for themselves.for themselves.
Sam SuttleSam Suttle

 
 
That is perfectly true but the next thing that happened - Michael O’Grady himself died of fever, leaving Cecilia 
alone with her 4 children. One of these 4 children was Alicia who later married John Egan. I wonder at times 
whether Michael Egan actually met little Alicia? 
 

 
 

So, what happens next? Did Michael go back to Corohore? No. He went in the other direction, back up through 
Attymass and on to Bonniconlon. And what happened next was to my mind so unlikely, so totally and utterly 
impossible that it could only be true. And of course it was.  
 

A Love StoryA Love Story

April 13April 13 thth 18471847
Michael Egan and Winnie DurkanMichael Egan and Winnie Durkan
were married in Bonniconlon.were married in Bonniconlon.

 
 

Michael went back up to Bonniconlon and married Winnie Durkan.  
 
You might wonder why that was impossible. Two reasons.  
 
The first reason was that Michael and Winnie were second cousins. Under the laws of consanguinity in the Catholic 
church, they were forbidden to marry. So what did Michael do? This was something I was told again and again and 
again, as a child. He simply appealed to the Bishop in Achonry and the Bishop granted an Episcopal Dispensation. I 
would have thought  that Michael and Winnie would have more to worry about during the Famine and I most 
certainly would have thought the Bishop would have a hell of a lot more on his mind. But it was done. The Bishop 
gave them an Episcopal Dispensation. It happened.  
 
The other thing is - what on earth were these two young people thinking about? April. One of the worst months of 
probably the worst year in recent Irish history.  
 
There are two ways of looking at it.  
 
One is, maybe they saw the suffering around them and walked the other side. Maybe they didn’t care? I don’t 
know. Do you? What do you think?  
 
Maybe on the other hand they thought: ‘We should defy it all. If we don’t get married now, we should just give up’.  
 



I don’t know. I have no idea.  
 
Incidentally, I have been talking for an hour, do you want me to stop? Who wants me to stop? 
 

Interval for Group Photograph 
 

SOUPSOUP
KITCHENSKITCHENS

 
 
In the middle of 1847, following the disaster of the Workhouses, the Government finally decided that they had to 
go with the Soup Kitchens. It was the only route and within a month or two they had 3 million people who they 
were feeding every day - a phenomenal number. 
 
One of the big stories about the Soup Kitchens were that you had to change your religion in order to be fed. That 
was partly true and it did happen with a number of different Protestant groups that came over from England giving 
out soup. But at this stage in 1847 there was a major Government attempt to feed people. They were trying to 
solve the problem of the Famine, they were not worried about people’s religion.  
 
Now I want to take a very minor diversion here because I think it is interesting.  
 

 
 
Here is a photograph I took  2 years ago in Romania. A friend of ours, a school teacher in Co. Wicklow, had spent 
10 years going out to Romania to do 2 weeks voluntary work teaching English. We went out there 2 years ago to 
join her in a little place called Campalang. Not too little. About 30,000 people of whom 1,000 were Catholic and the 
remainder were all Orthodox. We met a Catholic priest there called Fr. Peter.  
 
The main industry of the town had employed 11,000 and it had closed down. Most of the young people were 
working in Spain and the rest were on welfare. The only problem in Romania is there isn’t any welfare. So one 
evening Fr. Peter rather surprised us when he asked Carmel and myself whether we would like to help out in a 
soup kitchen. Now I’ve seen soup kitchens in Siberia and New York and most shockingly in London, but we had 
never helped out in one before. So, having some interest in the Irish Famine, we decided we would go along and 
help in the Soup Kitchen. We had some rather surprising and shocking experiences.  
 
The first surprise was the 2 of us giving away 700 loaves of bread in 15 minutes.  
 
The shock was seeing, if not starvation, real malnutrition face to face in Europe, especially in elderly women.  
 
The next surprise was seeing soup, packed from floor to ceiling, ready to be given out. The soup was coming from 
Ireland and was being paid for and trucked out by one Irish individual. And I thought to myself, ‘My God, here we 
are looking at the Irish Famine, literally turned up-side-down’.  
 
The biggest surprise of all was at the end when everyone was fed, and a few of us volunteers were having a cup of 
tea afterwards. I said to Fr. Peter - ‘You told me last night that there were only 1000 Catholics in Campalang’. He 
turned on me rather angrily and said:  
 
‘You feed a man because he is hungry, not because he is Catholic’.  



 
I am not religious, but I think Jesus would have understood that. 
 

Connaught Ranger April 29 1847Connaught Ranger April 29 1847
Arrival of Food into Westport. For 20 to 26th April.Arrival of Food into Westport. For 20 to 26th April.
Pearl steamer from Liverpool with 1,100 barrels of Indian meal; Pearl steamer from Liverpool with 1,100 barrels of Indian meal; 255 bags rice; 100 bags of biscuit; 80 bolls 255 bags rice; 100 bags of biscuit; 80 bolls 
of pork and 3 casks of cheese.of pork and 3 casks of cheese.
Mercer from Glasgow with 300 barrels of flour; 800 sacks wheatenMercer from Glasgow with 300 barrels of flour; 800 sacks wheaten meal; 200 quarters wheat; 50 quarters oats.meal; 200 quarters wheat; 50 quarters oats.
Hope with 220 barrels of flour; 720 quarters of Indian corn; 240Hope with 220 barrels of flour; 720 quarters of Indian corn; 240 barrels of flour; 60 bags of rye.barrels of flour; 60 bags of rye.
Royal Eagle from Corunna with 900 quarters of Indian corn.Royal Eagle from Corunna with 900 quarters of Indian corn.
Acastus from Venice with 1,050 quarters of Indian corn.Acastus from Venice with 1,050 quarters of Indian corn.
Dean from Calais. 1,252 sacks and 8,700 quarters of Indian corn.Dean from Calais. 1,252 sacks and 8,700 quarters of Indian corn.
Rising from Yarmouth with 637 sacks flour, 300 quarters wheat.Rising from Yarmouth with 637 sacks flour, 300 quarters wheat.
Monschecoff from Marseilles with 833 quarters wheat; 1378 quarteMonschecoff from Marseilles with 833 quarters wheat; 1378 quarte rs rye; 28 tons chestnuts; 10 tons beans.rs rye; 28 tons chestnuts; 10 tons beans.
Oceans from Philadelphia with 300 barrels flour; 4,689 bags and Oceans from Philadelphia with 300 barrels flour; 4,689 bags and 9,247 bushels of Indian corn.9,247 bushels of Indian corn.
Vigilant from Glasgow with 1,600 sacks wheaten meal.Vigilant from Glasgow with 1,600 sacks wheaten meal.
Williams from Londonderry with 300 barrels Indian meal; 260 bagsWilliams from Londonderry with 300 barrels Indian meal; 260 bags flour.flour.
Eluzai from Belfast with 120 tons Indian meal; 50 barrels flour.Eluzai from Belfast with 120 tons Indian meal; 50 barrels flour.
Gleaner from Belfast. 712 bags Indian meal; 212 bags rye meal; 5Gleaner from Belfast. 712 bags Indian meal; 212 bags rye meal; 5 0 bags peas; 75 bags wheat; 62 bags rice; 130 0 bags peas; 75 bags wheat; 62 bags rice; 130 
barrels flour; 8 tons Indian corn.barrels flour; 8 tons Indian corn.
Mary Campbell from Ballisodare with 80 tons Indian cornmeal.Mary Campbell from Ballisodare with 80 tons Indian cornmeal.
Spy from Yarmouth with 120 tons Indian meal.Spy from Yarmouth with 120 tons Indian meal.
Annah from Baltimore, US, with 170 tons flour.Annah from Baltimore, US, with 170 tons flour.
Angelina from Ancona with 120 tons Indian corn.Angelina from Ancona with 120 tons Indian corn.
George & Charles from Ancona with 300 tons Indian corn.George & Charles from Ancona with 300 tons Indian corn.
Griffin from Liverpool with 100 tons Indian corn.Griffin from Liverpool with 100 tons Indian corn.
Montreal from Norfolk, Virginia, US, with 628 tons Indian corn aMontreal from Norfolk, Virginia, US, with 628 tons Indian corn a nd flour.nd flour.
Mary from Liverpool with 120 tons Indian corn.Mary from Liverpool with 120 tons Indian corn.

21 ships from Ireland (4), Britain (8), USA (3), Italy (3), Fran21 ships from Ireland (4), Britain (8), USA (3), Italy (3), Fran ce (2) and Spain (1).ce (2) and Spain (1).

 
 
Back to Ireland. I want to show you something else because this is what was going on in Mayo at the time. We 
hear a lot about food being exported during the Famine.  
 
By contrast, in one single week in Westport, 21 ships came in carrying food into Mayo. Now this is an enormous 
quantity. 12 of these ships were from Ireland and from Britain. I reckon these were probably transhipments of food 
coming in from the United States. Not only that, but ships were coming from Italy, France and Spain.  
 
There was food pouring into County Mayo. So what the hell was going on? Where was this food coming from? The 
Government was not importing it. There was something peculiar going on. The question is - what? In spite of this, 
there was still starvation and people were still dying.  
 
Now there are a number of things to remember in Mayo at the time. The first thing people will tell you was that 
there was food being exported. Yes. But at this time - in the middle of 1847 - nothing remotely like this. Food was 
pouring into Ireland in quantities that were unbelievable. At this time in Cork, they were reckoning that food was 
being imported at the rate of 10,000 tonnes a day. They spoke of 100-200 ships waiting to offload in Cork alone. 
And this is what we see in Mayo. So why were people still starving? 
 
The second point. Mayo had 400,000 people at that time. It only has 100,000 today incidentally. This huge amount 
of food was not enough. It was only scratching the surface. It looks impressive but it was not enough.  
 
But there is another factor as well. The biggest problem in Mayo and in the rest of the country was no longer 
starvation. Historians tell us that by this stage the vast majority of people who were dying, were dying of an 
epidemic which had been caused and provoked by famine, but which was now totally and completely out of control.  
 
This, for example, concerns Louisburgh in Co. Mayo. It is from the Connaught Ranger and it says: 
 
 ‘This town and the country westward to the Killeries is one charnel emporium of disease and the number of deaths 
in the villages along the sea coast is incredible’.  
 
For Erris, which I mentioned earlier, it talks of: 
 
‘Families of 6 or 7 dead inside, the dead bodies of many persons buried in cabbage plots’.  
 
Again and again, mentioning disease, not starvation.  
 
Now again, I am not denying starvation. Starvation was going on.  
 

The Nation, DublinThe Nation, Dublin

June 1847June 1847
I witnessed a most appalling sight I witnessed a most appalling sight --
a dead body thrown one side of a a dead body thrown one side of a 
ditch with a child in her arms. ditch with a child in her arms. 

 
 
I’m going back now to our own side of County Mayo. This is something that appeared, not in one of the local 
papers but in one of the national papers in Dublin.  



 
June 1847. ‘I witnessed a most horrid sight. A dead body thrown one side of a ditch with a child in her arms’. You 
will notice it doesn’t even say whether the child was alive or dead. Not to say that a single child would make much 
difference in the appalling figures of the Famine. 
 

I was told that she was found dead I was told that she was found dead 
in the street this morning from in the street this morning from 
actual starvation.actual starvation.

Rev. John BrennanRev. John Brennan
Parish priest of Killedan.Parish priest of Killedan.

 
 
‘I was told that she was found dead in the street this morning from actual starvation’.  
 
Reverend John Brennan, Parish Priest of Killedan.  
 
So in Killedan, where our family was and had been for generations, there is still starvation.  
 
Of the huge amount of food we have coming into Westport, not a lot of it was getting out. The Castlebar papers 
were complaining that it wasn’t getting to Castlebar and that was only 10 miles inland. Kiltimagh and Killedan were 
25 miles inland.  
 
Were there Soup Kitchens operating in Kiltimagh? I don’t know. I haven’t researched it. But this certainly shows 
there was widespread starvation - as well as the epidemic - in the area around Killedan and Kiltimagh in 1847. 
 
That is as far as I can go on 1847. It is as far as our family papers go in the Famine. 
  

AFTERMATHAFTERMATH

 
 
So what happened next? 
 

Death and EmigrationDeath and Emigration
__ Population Drop 1841Population Drop 1841 --6161

Ireland: 29%Ireland: 29%
Mayo: 35%Mayo: 35%

Refer: Joel Refer: Joel MokyrMokyr & & AmartyaAmartya SenSen

 
 
In the years from 1841 to 1861, Ireland’s population dropped by 29%. Mayo’s by 35%. Actually a bit surprising. I 
would have expected Mayo to be much worse than the rest of Ireland. I put in down here, two people, Joel Mokyr 
who was a Scandinavian economist, I can never remember which country precisely, and Amartya Sen who was an 
Indian expert who did a lot on the Bengal Famine of 1943. Both of these have done extensive research on the 
figures of the Great Famine, trying to work out what the real figures were in terms of excess mortality, i.e., over 
and above what would be normal, whatever ‘normal’ really means.  
 



Remember what I have been talking about, from 1845 to 1847, is the first wave of the Famine. The Famine came 
in two waves, the second wave was 1848 to 1850 which I don’t really have detailed family information on. 
 
I will localise this again though.  
 

Death and EmigrationDeath and Emigration
__ CorohoreCorohore

1841 1841 -- 27 houses27 houses
1851 1851 -- 20 houses20 houses
1856 1856 -- 11 houses11 houses
Why?Why?

__ Michael and Winnie?Michael and Winnie?

 
 

We move back into Corohore where my father and Michael Egan both came from. In 1841 there were 27 houses. In 
1851 by the time the Famine was over, there were 20 houses. Then the Famine stopped, yet 5 years later again 
there were only 11 houses. Why was this? I honestly don’t know. It could have been because 9 families suddenly 
decided they were going to go off to America. But it is a gigantic drop. Could it have been an eviction? There has 
been a suggestion made that there was an eviction in Corohore at this stage. I haven’t checked it out because I 
haven’t got the time to do everything.  
 
But what happened to Michael and Winnie after the Famine.  
 

History of History of LuzerneLuzerne CountyCounty

The family came to America in The family came to America in 
1858, locating at Hawley, 1858, locating at Hawley, 
Pennsylvania, later at Pittston, this Pennsylvania, later at Pittston, this 
county, and subsequently at Plains, county, and subsequently at Plains, 
where the father died in 1881 at where the father died in 1881 at 
the age of 54 years.the age of 54 years.

 
 
Well, compliments of Charlie Reilly here - you should know Michael and Winnie have a great grandson here today - 
we now know that the family went to America in 1858. I will dispute that date incidentally. I reckon it is 1859. 
(Charlie Reilly: ‘It is’). Thank you Charlie. 
 
The tradition in our family was that Michael emigrated to Philadelphia which is fair enough. He obviously would 
have gone in by Philadelphia. ‘Locating at Hawley in Pennsylvania’. We’re talking about the area around Wilkes 
Barre which is close to Scranton and ‘later at Pittston’ and ‘subsequently at Plains where the father died at the age 
of 54 years’.  
 

Census of Plains, Census of Plains, LuzerneLuzerne CountyCounty

August 20August 20 thth 18701870
Name       Age Name       Age SexSex ColorColor Trade                              Place of birthTrade                              Place of birth

MichaelMichael 4242 M    M    W      W      Loads cars outside minesLoads cars outside mines Ireland Ireland 
WinneyWinney 4141 F    F    W      W      Keeping house              Keeping house              Ireland Ireland 
MariaMaria 22   22   F    F    W                                 W                                 IrelandIreland
Anne        20   Anne        20   F    F    W                                 W                                 Ireland Ireland 
Bridget     16   Bridget     16   F    F    W                                 W                                 IrelandIreland
Patrick   Patrick   13 13 M    M    W      W      Picks slate                Picks slate                Ireland Ireland 
Thomas Thomas 12   12   M    M    W      W      Picks slate                Picks slate                Ireland Ireland 
Catherine  11   Catherine  11   F    F    W                                 W                                 Ireland Ireland 
MichaelMichael 8   8   M    M    W      W      Picks slate                        Pennsylvania Picks slate                        Pennsylvania 
LukeLuke 4   4   M    M    W                                 W                                 PennsylvaniaPennsylvania
SarahSarah 2   2   F    F    W                                 W                                 PennsylvaniaPennsylvania

 
 
We have the Census of Plains in Wilkes Barre here we see Michael at the age of 42. Now he was loading cars 
outside mines and Winnie was keeping house. They have a lot of children, most of whom were born in Ireland, 
except the youngest who were born in Pennsylvania.  
 
The shocking thing here is that young Michael, at the age of 8, was picking slate in the coal mine, which we know 
means in the breaker. Just to explain, what happens is that the coal - anthracite to be specific - comes up out of 



the mine and goes to the breaker where it is broken into smaller, more ‘handleable’ coal, and it then goes down a 
long belt where the stone or slate is taken out. To show you what one of these looks like, this picture was taken in 
Pittston (where Michael had worked).  
 

 
 
The problem is that stone or slate, which is not coal, is liable to explode. We had the experience of that once. If it 
explodes in your grate it can throw all the coal right across your livingroom. So they had little children who would 
sit alongside the belt and every time they saw a piece of stone, they would pick it out. They would do that in the 
mines from the age of 7 or 8.  
 

Census of Plains, PennsylvaniaCensus of Plains, Pennsylvania

June 17June 17thth 18801880

NameName ColorColor SexSex AgeAge RelationshipRelationship TradeTrade

MichaelMichael WW MM 5353 HeadHead Breaker BossBreaker Boss
WinifredWinifred WW FF 5252 WifeWife Keeping HouseKeeping House
MichaelMichael WW MM 1818 SonSon Mine Mine LaborerLaborer

LukeLuke WW MM 1515 SonSon Mine Driver Mine Driver 
SarahSarah WW FF 1212 DaughterDaughter

 
 

This was the Census taken in Plains in 1880. By this stage, two of Michael’s and Winnie’s sons have disappeared. I 
am trying to remember what the names were. (Charlie Reilly: Patrick and Thomas). Patrick and Thomas have 
disappeared. They went west to the Denver area either to Colorado Springs or Idaho Springs. This always 
fascinated me because they left, together with their sister and her husband, in the late 1870s.  
 
That was the time of the Molly Maguires disturbances in the Pennsylvania anthracite fields. After the ‘Day of the 
Rope’ when at least a dozen of them were hung, quite a number of the Molly Magures, rather than staying around 
to get hung too, disappeared, and most of them went over to Colorado Territory. So the fact that they all went over 
there at that time, implies that there might have been a connection with the Mollies in the family. I do not know. It 
would be rather interesting to follow that up.  
 
But the Census shows Michael, now 53 years old, having survived the Famine and as we know he was about to die 
the following year.  
 

 
 
So we are now in 1880, in the aftermath of the Famine, and I want to show you one final thing. Here is a 
photograph taken, I reckon, about 1880, of a rather fine old lady. 
 
I showed you earlier the newspaper report from the Reverend John Brennan.  
 



This woman’s name was originally Brigid Brennan. So she also came from Killedan. So you might wonder whether 
or not she was a relation of the Reverend Brennan. She might be. She could be a niece, sister, cousin. But there is 
one thing that is certain.  
 
She was my own great grandmother. She married Patrick Egan.  
 
So I want you to remember this as you look at this woman, look into her eyes.  
 
This is a woman who witnessed the Great Hunger in County Mayo. 
 
Thank You. 
 


