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INTRODUCTION
I
GREW UP IN
Listowel, County Kerry and went to school just ninety-six years after the Famine. My school was a few hundred yards from where the Listowel Union Workhouse was situated. Yet I never heard of the Earl Grey Scheme until two or three years ago. In fact, while growing up I heard little or nothing about the Famine or how it affected my locality or the Kerry area in general. It was something that we didn’t touch on at school. I thought maybe I was a bad listener and had somehow missed out. But checking with my school friends of the time, they were all either bad listeners, or it was just a part of our history that we were not told about. Why, I ask myself? I still don’t have an answer to that question.

The first Famine dedicated local history book I came across was Michael Guerin’s
Listowel Workhouse
Union
and that led me down the path to the history of the Famine in north Kerry in particular and the girls who were inmates of that workhouse. From there I expanded my research to take into account all of the girls who left Kerry on the Earl Grey Scheme. Subsequently, when typing up John Pierses’ seminal work
Teampall Bán
, I got to learn about all the facets of that time – the misery, deprivation, despair and poverty of those affected, the responsible and irresponsible reactions of all those involved in Irish law-making, the other side to life from 1846–1852, the continuing export of food from Ireland, the race meetings and balls taking place locally in the midst of such desolation.

While the Kerry ‘orphans’ undoubtedly lived in abject distress prior to and while in the workhouses, it is good to know now that there were supportive and humane people ready to speak up for them, and to help them. From when they were ‘selected’ by Lieutenant Henry, to the assistance given to them by Surgeon Charles Strutt on the
Thomas Arbuthnot
and again in accompanying many of these girls on the trek to Yass where he insisted on providing good employers for them.

The Kerry girls themselves, whether from Dingle, Kenmare, Killarney or Listowel, showed us what they were made of. They were a courageous, resilient, independent, gutsy and spirited lot. I like to think Kerry girls still display these attributes.

1
BACKGROUND TO THE FAMINE IN KERRY
K
ING WROTE IN
his
History of Kerry
, ‘During the first half of the nineteenth century distress was the constant condition of the people of Kerry’. The spectre of famine was never far off. In 1821, out of a county population of 230,000, 170,000 were reported to be destitute of the means of subsistence’.
1
It is not surprising then that this endemic poverty, together with the rapid growth in the population and the misguided administration of the British Government over its Irish citizens, lead to the disastrous famine of 1845–1852, a human tragedy of staggering proportions.

During that period hundreds of thousands died of hunger and disease. Hundreds of thousands of Irish emigrated to England, Australia and the Americas. By autumn of 1845 when the Great Famine struck, there were more than 8 million people living on the island of Ireland. The population of Kerry had risen from 216,185 in 1821 to 293,256 in 1841, an alarming 77,071 increase, one of the highest rises in a countrywide population that was escalating rapidly. However, by 1851, after six years of famine resulting in death and emigration, the combined population of the eight baronies that comprised the County of Kerry had dropped to 238,256 in 1851 – a decrease of 55,624 persons in ten years.
2

While we cannot say with certainty how many people died in Kerry or how many emigrated during the famine period, we know that 117 girls were part of the exodus. They emigrated through the Earl Grey Scheme and came from four of the six Unions in Kerry – Dingle, Kenmare, Killarney and Listowel in 1849 and 1850.

While each of these Union baronies from which the Kerry ‘orphans’ originated, had its own individual problems and challenges that were responsible for the high death rates and emigration, there were a number of problems common to all geographic areas of the county.

What caused the Great Famine and contributed to its disastrous results? While the loss of the potato crop, which was the main diet of the poor, was the proximate cause, there were a number of other reasons: widespread poverty among the majority, unemployment, overpopulation and an unsatisfactory system of landownership. A Royal Commission set up by the British Government under the Earl of Devon reported in 1845:

It would be impossible adequately to describe the privations which they [Irish labourer and his family] habitually and silently endure … in many districts their only food is the potato, their only beverage water … their cabins are seldom a protection against the weather … a bed or a blanket is a rare luxury.
3

In Ireland at this time, the daily intake of a ‘third or so of the population was mainly reliant on the potato … 4-5 kilos daily per adult male equivalent for most of the year’
4
This may seem now like an enormous amount of potatoes for anyone to eat in one day but washed down with buttermilk it was in fact a very healthy diet.

The nutritional content of the potato and widespread access to heating fuel in the form of turf, eased somewhat the poverty of Ireland’s three million ‘potato people’, who were healthier and lived longer than the poor in other parts of Europe at the time.
5

Arthur Young noted in 1779 that the potato was largely responsible for the healthiness of the Irish: ‘when I see their well formed bodies … their men athletic and their women beautiful, I know not how to believe them subsisting on an unwholesome food.’
6
John Pierse, in his book
Teampall Bán
, quotes his ancestor Dr John Church: ‘I think they are healthy; I see them sometimes come out in crowds out of the cabins, sometimes perfectly naked, and we have been astonished to see how healthy they are.’
7

While the loss of the potato crop may have been the immediate cause, too many people on too little land without fixity of tenure contributed to the disaster in no small way.

The colonisation of Ireland began with the Normans’ arrival in 1171, but it was in the reigns of Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, Oliver Cromwell and William of Orange that the main confiscation of Irish land took place. Irish lands were granted by the Crown to English or Scottish planters. These new planters, of English stock with a Protestant identity then became powerful landlords over vast tracts of land.

In 1695 harsh Penal Laws were introduced. Irish Catholics who had been dispossessed of their own land were then prohibited from buying land, bringing their children up as Catholics, from entering the forces or the professions. Neither could Catholics, Jews, Protestant Dissenters (non-Anglicans) and Quakers run for elected office or own property (such as horses) valued at more than £5. So, instead of owning land, most rented small plots from absentee British landlords. While tenancy can be a very efficient and fair way to use land, this was not the case in Ireland.

This system of landownership was one of the major causes of poverty. It is estimated that by the time of the Famine, 70–75 per cent of all tenants held land ‘at will’
8
and leases were generally short or at most let for one life and twenty-one years, instead of the former system of three lives, with explicit clauses against subletting which in the main were not observed by the tenants. There was little or no security of tenure. By law, any improvements made by the tenant, such as draining the land, building fences or even erecting a stone house, became the property of the landlord. Thus there was never any incentive to upgrade their living conditions. The landlord could also increase the rent if the tenant’s ‘improvements’ warranted it. Tenants could be evicted between leases if the landlord or agent could make more money out of the land themselves, or get a higher rent from another tenant. These landowners, unlike the situation in England, had no link to their tenants save an economic one. They had acquired their estates during the plantations and confiscations over the previous 200 years. One such acquisition was in 1666, when the Provost, Fellows and Scholars of Trinity College, Dublin, were granted 54,479 acres of land in Kerry. By the early 1850s, most of this land was sublet to agents who in turn sublet it to tenants. At the eve of the Famine, Trinity College owned 6.4 per cent of the county.
9
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