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Woodham-Smith, “The Great Hunger,” p. 419.
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Delaney Family Tree
John Delaney
Born: ~1797; Upperchurch,
Tipperary
Died: March 15, 1861;
Wilton, Muscatine, IA

John Delaney
Born: Apr 24, 1832;
Rusheen,
Borrisoleigh,
Tipperary
Died: Muscatine, IA

Cornelius Delaney
Born: Nov 20, 1829;
Rusheen, Borrisoleigh,
Tipperary
US: Aug 19, 1849
Iowa: 1857
California: 1862
Died: May 6, 1895
Funeral: May 8, 1895

John Thomas
Delaney
Born: Feb 17,
1860
Died: Sept 8,
1931

m. May 9, 1859
Muscatine Co,
IA

James Joseph
Francis Delaney
Born: Dec 7,
1861
Died: Apr 16,
1932

m. ~1829

Patrick Delaney
Born: Mar 16, 1835;
Rusheen,
Borrisoleigh,
Tipperary
Died: Muscatine, IA

Winifred Noonan
Born: ~1798; Tipperary
Died: May 20,1866;Wilton,
Muscatine, IA

William Delaney
Born: Oct, 1836;
Rusheen,
Borrisoleigh,
Tipperary
Died: Muscatine,
IA

Johanna Williams
Born: Aug 15, 1837,
Garangrena,
Borrisoleigh
Died: April 20, 1911

Emaline
Delaney
Born: Jan 1,
1865
Died: Sept 2,
1865

William
Edward
Delaney
Born: Nov 21,
1866
Died: Apr 24,
1940

Michael Delaney
Born: Feb, 1838;
Rusheen,
Borrisoleigh,
Tipperary
Died: before 1855,
Borrisoleigh

James Delaney
Born: May 1840; Rusheen,
Borrisoleigh, Tipperary
Died: Muscatine, IA

Mary
Johanna
Delaney
Born: Mar 17,
1869
Died: Jul 13,
1943

Cornelius Leo
Delaney
Born: Dec 12,
1870
Died: Apr 13,
1959
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June, 1848
A damp wind swept across the dark, plowed furrows of the field. The broad, green leaves of the
early potato sprouts barely reached Cornelius‟s ankles as he pulled tufts of grass and weeds from around
the young plants. Pushing his ragged cap back to wipe the moisture from his face, he stopped to survey
the rolling hills surrounding him. The hills shone with the deep greens and bright yellows of maturing
crops in the faint sunlight that filtered through the cloudy mid-summer sky. The wide expanse of endless
hills was divided into patchwork squares by winding gray walls of dark stone dotted with patches of green
grass and moss. In larger fields, lines of rough shrubbery provided fluid boundaries that scattered flocks
of sheep and lone cows meandered across in search of grazing. Only a few of the fields were packed with
broad-leafed plants like the ones at his feet, a new potato crop yet untouched by the blight that had
ravaged Ireland in 1845 and 1846. Many of the fields, however, remained unsown. On some of the land,
the tenants were gone due to eviction, disease, starvation or emigration. In other fields, there simply
weren‟t enough potato seedlings to fill the available land because the seedlings had been consumed for
food during the years of starvation.2 Other fields had been converted to grazing land by landlords looking
to maintain the profitability of their lands despite the crop failures. It pained Cornelius to see the fields
relegated to livestock when they could have been used to grow food, food that could feed the still hungry
population of Ireland.
A lump of dirt flew past his shoulder, and eighteen-year-old Cornelius turned to see his sixteenyear-old brother John smirking at him from his position farther down the row of potatoes the two brothers
were supposed to be weeding.
Cornelius returned his brother‟s smirk with a loose clump of dirt that caught his brother on the
shoulder. “Are you here to help me with the potatoes or play?” he said, laughing as his brother brushed
off his clothes.

2

When other food supplies were exhausted some turned to eating their seed potatoes. After the crop failure in 1845,
it was estimated that in the 1846 growing season, there was approximately one-third the amount of potatoes planted
as were planted in 1845 (Woodham-Smith, “The Great Hunger,” p. 88).
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“Didn‟t look like you were doing much work,” John laughed. “Where did your mind wander off
to? Were you thinking about a girl? I can‟t imagine you were just enjoying the view.”
Cornelius laughed again but quickly sobered as he looked out across the fields again. “No, no
girl,” he replied. “I‟m just hoping that this batch of potatoes escapes the blight like last year‟s crop. I
don‟t know what we‟re going to do this year if the crop fails. Da spent some of our savings to get enough
seed potatoes for planting this year since the landlord didn‟t give us enough to plant.”3
John sighed, “Aye, and that was only enough seedlings to plant these lower fields. Even if the
harvest is good this year we won‟t have enough to get by unless we can find work on other construction
projects of harvesting crops for other farmers.4 I wish they hadn‟t closed down the work projects, I don‟t
know what we, or anyone else around here, are going to do to get through the winter.5” John trailed off
shaking his head and turning back to his work.
“The work projects weren‟t ideal though,” Cornelius replied, sighing as he bent to continue
turning over the soil around the young potato plants. Cornelius remembered the harsh, bitter cold of his
days working on the relief projects – trying to force rickety shovels into the frozen ground while digging
road beds, carrying and piling rough stones to build walls or adjust the grades of steep hills. There were
3

In 1847, a loan of £50,000 was granted to landlords to buy seed for their tenants (Woodham-Smith, “The Great
Hunger,” p. 172).
4
While the potato was the staple food crop for the majority of Ireland‟s working class, many tenants and other
farmers also grew crops such as wheat, oats, beans and oatmeal which they sold for profit or to pay their rents.
Since many tenants needed the money from these crops to pay their rent they could not afford to eat the food the
crops provided themselves. Some tenants also lacked sufficient land to plant cash crops or raise livestock which
increased their dependence on the potato (Kinealy, “The Great Irish Famine: Impact, Ideology and Rebellion,” p.
112).
5
In the initial response to the crop failures in 1845 and 1846, the British government had set up a system of relief
works that provided people with an opportunity to earn wages, generally about nine or ten pence per day, by
building roads and bridges. However, as people became weaker due to malnutrition, illness and the increasing cold
of winter, it became harder for them to complete the tasks assigned by the public works projects. The constant
exposure to the freezing rain and bitter wind combined with insufficient food caused people to collapse on the works
and succumb to fevers or other diseases such as pneumonia. Weather also impacted the availability of work as
during the winter, snow, sleet and freezing temperatures often prevented any work from being completed. Though
the wages offered by the works projects were relatively generous compared to other jobs available for unskilled
laborers, the rising food prices still made it difficult to buy enough to feed an entire family. By December 1846, the
relief works were employing approximately 500,000 people compared to the 30,000 employed by the works in
September 1846. Approximately £30,000 were distributed through the works each day, and approximately
£4,848,235 were spent on the relief works during the winter of 1846-1847. The increasing demand on the relief
works as the harsh winter of 1846 continued and food sources became even scarcer overwhelmed the resources
available and eventually the works projects closed in 1847 (Martin and Moody, “The Course of Irish History,”
p.223; Litton, “The Irish Famine,” p.56).
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days when he had despaired of completing the work and felt overwhelmed by hunger and his own
physical weakness. He had watched men, women and children collapse, shivering in their thin garments,
too weak to continue. His own family, the Delaneys – his mother, father, and five younger brothers – had
fared better than some of the poor souls on the relief works because they had shoes, however worn and
stuffed with rags, to shield their feet from the frosted ground, and warmer clothes, however patched and
ill-fitting. Their prosperous years of farming before the potato blight had also left them healthier at the
start of the famine than many who had had nothing when the famine hit. Despite these advantages, they
still faced the challenges of buying enough food to keep themselves alive on the wages they earned
digging road beds.6
“Still,” Cornelius continued, “having the chance to work for the food was good, helped you hold
your head up if you ended up in line at the soup kitchen. As hard as the work projects were, as long as I
have arms and legs to work, I still preferred working to the handouts.”7
“I prefer to work too,” said John, “but I‟m glad we swallowed our pride and went to the soup
kitchen before we starved. Even the stirabout and Peel‟s brimstone that we got there was better than
starving to death.”8
Cornelius grunted in agreement and the two lapsed into silence as they continued working their
way down the long rows of potatoes, turning over the dirt so it stayed loose and ensuring that the bases of
the young plants‟ stems were covered by the soil. As the sun dropped lower in the sky, John looked up

6

The average wage on the works projects was about one shilling per day and food alone for a family generally cost
between two to three shillings each day, leaving little to no money for clothes or rent (Litton, “The Irish Famine,”
p.56).
7
As the effects of the first crop failure three years earlier continued to manifest themselves, soup kitchens, run either
by British charity groups or, more commonly, the Society of Friends or Quakers (a Christian denomination),
provided daily meals to as many as they could, and to as many as would collect the charity. This distribution of free
food was met with some resistance, especially by the men. Many people felt ashamed to accept the handouts when
they still had the ability to work. Despite the resistance of the population, the soup kitchens still served
approximately 2,730,000 out of the estimated 3,165,000 needing relief. (Litton, “Irish Famine.” pp.60-61)
8
Stirabout was a mixture of Indian meal (generally from America) and rice served by most soup kitchens during the
famine. Indian meal, or corn (nicknamed Peel‟s brimstone), was an uncommon food in Ireland and no trade of
Indian corn existed within Ireland or England, and was favored as a method of famine relief due to its cheap cost
and because its import would not interfere with the English grain market. Because meal was an unfamiliar food, the
initial distribution of uncooked meal often led to illness and diarrhea due to improper cooking. (Litton, “The Irish
Famine,” p.62; Woodham-Smith, “The Great Hunger,” pp. 54-55).
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from his work. Squinting at the height of the sun above the distant horizon, he stood and brushed the
moist dirt from his baggy and ragged pants.
“I‟d better go, Neil. Da promised Widow Dwyer that I would come by today and work on
repairing the walls of her house. I guess she‟s been having a hard time since her sons left for America last
summer and her husband died from pneumonia last winter.”
Cornelius nodded, “See you at home, good luck,” and turned back to his work. Left on his own
in the field, Cornelius‟s thoughts drifted back to last winter. It hadn‟t been as harsh as the winter of 1846,
but the continued lack of food and increasing exposure to the cold rain and scattered snow of winter still
caused disease to spread throughout the countryside. Diseases such as the black fever, relapsing fever,
dysentery and cholera combined with smaller episodes of the measles, smallpox, tuberculosis and
pneumonia, took their toll on an already weak population. 9 The small dispensaries scattered throughout
Ireland had been overwhelmed with patients while many more families died in their homes, too weak to
reach medical assistance.10 Cornelius‟s family had been fortunate. They had escaped the worst of the
fever that spread through the nearby village of Borrisoleigh in County Tipperary. His younger brother,
Michael, had contracted a bad case of pneumonia during the long cold months of winter, and despite a
persistent cough and some difficulty breathing, he was recovering his strength in the milder summer
weather and was beginning to display the energy he had before his illness.

9

Typhus was called the black fever because it limited blood circulation causing darkened tissue, and was also
referred to as ship fever and camp fever. Diseases, such as typhus, were also spread through close contact and fear
of disease led to increasing isolation between both strangers and neighbors as people tried to avoid infection.
Typhus is caused by Rickettsia prowazeki and is spread by body lice. Another common disease during the famine
period was relapsing fever which is caused by an organism called a spirochette (Laxton, “The Famine Ships: The
Irish Exodus to America,” p. 38; Litton, “The Irish Famine,” pp.82-91; Geary, “Medicine and Charity in Ireland,
1718-1851,” p. 74).
10
In 1846, County Tipperary had forty-one dispensaries, twelve fever hospitals and one infirmary to serve an
estimated population of 435,553 (population estimate from 1841). These dispensaries, including ones in
Ballingarry, Ardfinan and Roscrea, were overwhelmed by the levels of disease during the famine and had to turn
patients away. The overcrowding and limited availability of hospitals also contributed to the number of people who
died in their homes without medical assistance (Geary, “Medicine and Charity in Ireland, 1718-1851,” pp.181-186,
199).
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Cornelius began pulling weeds in the next row of potatoes and carefully checked the leaves for
the black rotting spots that characterized the beginning stages of the black rot.11 The black spots and soft
white fringe that had appeared on the stems and leaves of the potatoes with the first failure three years ago
had been the first visible signs of a problem with the most prominent food source in Ireland. 12 Like all of
their neighbors, Cornelius was baffled as to what caused the sudden onset of the fungus and its rapid
spread. Cornelius had listened to hundreds of discussions between his father and their neighbors as to the
cause of the blight – the new railroads, increased industrialization, contaminants in the soil and water, the
wrath of God – as many explanations as there were people in the discussion.13 He had heard talk of
scientists from Dublin and England coming to take samples of the infected potatoes to study in their labs,
but had never heard any conclusive results about what they found. All he knew was that it was a fungus,
it rotted their potatoes, and there seemed to be no way of stopping it.

Cornelius working in the field (Original drawing by author).

Cornelius continued working his way through the rows of potatoes until the sun sank low on the
horizon and the land surrounding him began to take on a mixed yellow and misty blue tint. Picking up his

11

Potato blight, caused by Phytophthora infestans, can cause fungal infection in the leaves, roots, stems and tubers
of the potato plant and is especially common in high moisture climates (Fry and Goodwin, “Resurgence of the Irish
Potato Famine Fungus,” p. 364).
12
The white fringe seen in infestations of Phytophthora infestans consists of fibrous filaments tipped with a swelling
that contains the spores the fungus uses for reproduction. These spores are released by wind or water and can infect
large numbers of plants in a short amount of time (Woodham-Smith, “The Great Hunger,” pp.97-98).
13
Theories about what caused the potato blight included static electricity, steam, and smoke from locomotives,
vapors from volcanoes, and the use of guano manure. It was generally believed that the blight was spread in the air
(Woodham-Smith, “The Great Hunger,” p. 47).
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rough wooden tools he slipped over the low wall of rough piled stones that surrounded his family‟s field
and started home, cutting across the patchwork of fields to get to the worn grass path that wove through
the scattered tenant houses. On his route home, Cornelius avoided paths that led to the homes of
neighbors who had died since the famine began. He remembered one day last spring when he and his
father had gone to check on their neighbors, the Buckleys, after they had been absent from Mass for
several weeks. They found that the entire family had succumbed to black fever and was lying clustered in
their home with no one left to bury them, a stench of waste, disease and decay emanating from the house.
Cornelius and his father, worried about contracting the disease themselves, had collapsed the house in on
the bodies of the Buckley‟s and their children, providing them with a resting place. The memory of
finding the family‟s emaciated and decaying forms and their efforts to collapse the house continued to
haunt Cornelius, and he prayed that his family would be spared from a similar fate.
It wasn‟t long until he reached the low, thatched stone cottage that was the Delaney family‟s
home. The lime-washed walls were beginning to chip and show hints of the packed gray stone
underneath and the thatched roof looked damp and ragged due to slight neglect during the years of
hunger. Despite signs of wear, the stone walls of the house with their packed limestone mortar provided
as tight a seal against the elements as always. As Cornelius approached the rough wooden door, his ten
year old brother Michael emerged from the house carrying a large wooden bucket. Michael tried to dodge
him as he passed, but Cornelius quickly grabbed him and began tousling his hair as Michael wrestled to
get away.
“Gerroff Neil! Let me go!” laughed Michael as he playfully struggled against his brother‟s grip.
“I‟ve got to get the water and get back before Mum comes looking!”
“What‟s the password?” asked Cornelius, a broad grin stretching across his dirt streaked face.
Michael scrunched up his face as though thinking hard as Cornelius relaxed his grip slightly.
Quick as a flash Michael fell limp and slithered out of Cornelius‟s arms triumphantly crowing, “Free,
free!” as he darted a few steps away. Cornelius laughed and made one last swipe at his brother as
Michael cheerfully trotted off to fill the wash bucket from the nearby stream. Cornelius ducked through
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the low doorway into the dimly-lit cottage and saw his mother crouched by a steaming iron pot hung over
the turf fire in the fireplace along the back wall of the home. His youngest brother, eight year old James,
was already back from tending the family‟s pig and sat beside the fire wiping off the family‟s whittled
spoons and few wooden bowls with a scrap of cloth.
“Ah, you‟re back, Neil,” said Cornelius‟s mother, Winifred, as she half turned toward him, still
continually stirring the steaming pot. “Could you bring „round the grass Michael cut today before you
wash? You‟ll need it tomorrow when you patch the roof.”
“Yes, Mum,” said Cornelius before tossing his hoe and rake down by the door and ducking back
outside. Rounding the back corner of the house, he found the piles of dried grass laid next to the stacks of
peat that the family used for their fire. The dried grass had been cut earlier in the year, at the end of
winter when the swamp grasses were at their driest, and Michael had spent much of the day cutting it to
the lengths that would be needed to repair their roof. Though it was the middle of summer, the damp,
piercing cold of the winter months would be approaching soon and their roof needed to be repaired before
then. Since his family had almost reached their labor quota for the month in their landlord‟s field,
Cornelius‟s father, John, had decided that he, Cornelius, and his brother John would spend a couple days
repairing the house and preparing for winter while Cornelius‟s mother and younger brothers, Patrick (age
thirteen) and William (age eleven), continued to tend to the fields. In addition to their fields of potatoes,
the family tended to fields of barley and wheat, cash crops that were exported to England and other
distant countries that were only a whisper of rumor and stories to someone like Cornelius. Like most
tenants, the Delaneys could not afford to eat these expensive crops themselves because they were given to
the landlord to cover the cost of rent or sold and traded for clothes, tools, seed and money that could be
saved to buy their own land. Cornelius‟s family had a small stash of coins hidden in the hope of some
day being able to buy their own land. This meager fund was kept carefully hidden, sometimes buried
under a post by the door or tucked up in the thatching by the rafters. Even during the times of starvation,
the family only grudgingly dipped into the fund to buy meal. The fund represented a hope of freedom for
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the families. It represented the hope of some day holding their own land again and growing crops for
their own profit instead of for their absentee landlord.
Over six hundred years ago, before the Normans had come to Ireland, the Delaneys had held their
own land.14 Within a few short years of the Normans‟ arrival, the lands that had traditionally been held
by the Irish were being divvied up to various English and Norman lords. Cornelius‟s own county of
Tipperary had been granted to Philip de Braose, an Anglo-Norman.15 Like many Anglo-Norman lords of
the time, de Braose had taken only a passing interest in his Irish lands. The old stone keeps of the first
Norman lords still dotted the Irish landscape and had either fallen into ruin or been modernized into the
snug manor homes of the current English landlords. Cornelius‟s father had taken him to see some of the
ruined towers that were scattered across the countryside and seeing the towers had given life to the
whispered tales of old, Gaelic Ireland that his father told the family as they huddled around the turf fire in
the cold of winter. Legends of ancient Gaelic heroes, such as Cúchulainn, mixed with the stories of the
old Gaelic lords and their battles with the invading Normans, had fascinated Cornelius as a young boy and
to this day when his mind wandered while working in the field he thought back to a different age when
the Irish, including his own family, had roamed free across the verdant hills of Ireland.16
Though Cornelius‟s ancestors had retained some of their autonomy and original Gaelic culture
under the rule of the Norman landlords, the Catholics in Ireland lost much of their remaining land and
many of their remaining rights throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a result of Henry

14

The Norman invasion of Ireland began in 1169 and marked the beginning of English colonization in Ireland.
Despite the 1175 Treaty of Windsor, where Henry II of England placed all the unconquered land in Ireland under
Irish rule, by 1177 Henry II had begun to give away various areas of Irish-controlled land to English rulers,
including land in present day County Tipperary. By 1250, approximately three fourths of the land in Ireland was
under Norman control. Over the next several centuries the Irish fought back and regained control over much of the
land that had been conquered by the Normans (Moody and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” pp.100-106).
15
Before the Norman invasion, Tipperary was part of the province of Munster and was ruled by the kings of Cashel.
In 1328, control of Tipperary was granted to James le Botiller, Earl of Ormonde by Edward III of England. The
Earls, and then Dukes, of Ormonde retained intermittent control over Tipperary until the 1700‟s. By the time of the
Great Famine, the town of Borrioleigh in County Tipperary was under the jurisdiction of the Earl of Portarlington
(Borrisoleigh Website Committee, “History of Borrisoleigh,” http://www.borrisoleigh.ie/history.php?id=1;
Hallinan, “Tipperary County: People and Places,” pp. 12-13).
16
Cúchulainn was a figure in Irish legend that was renowned for his skill in combat. He was the son of Lugh of the
Long Hand, one of the Tuatha Dé Danaan, and a mortal woman (Berresford Ellis, “Celtic Myths and Legends,”
pp.39, 79-96).
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VIII‟s separation from the Catholic Church, Oliver Cromwell‟s attacks on the Irish people, and the
Jacobite Wars. After many of the remaining powerful Catholic Irish leaders in Northern Ireland rebelled
against English rule in the late 1500‟s and throughout the 1600‟s, a deep distrust formed between the
minority Protestant English and the majority Catholic Irish population. This distrust had only been
exacerbated by the Irish Rebellion of 1641 and Oliver Cromwell‟s revenge in 1649.17
Kneeling next to the pile of turf, Cornelius began sorting and tying the dried grass into neat
bundles.18 A chill ran down Cornelius‟s spine as he recalled his father‟s accounts of Cromwell‟s
massacres at Drogheda and Wexford. The stories of Cromwell‟s methods lingered in the Irish memory,
terrifying children and leaving a bitter legacy among the adults. In addition to this legacy, after Cromwell
had reinforced English rule in Ireland, most of the Catholic Irish were dispossessed and families, such as
Cornelius‟s, were either pushed out of their lands or relegated to the role of tenants.
After Cromwell the tensions between Catholics and Protestants continued to grow, and after the
triumph of the Protestant William of Orange in the Jacobite War the Protestant dominated government in
England and Ireland began passing restrictions on Catholics‟ rights that were known as the Penal Laws.19
This legislation continued throughout the 1700‟s and slowly stripped the Catholics in Ireland of their
remaining land by breaking their land holdings down into smaller and smaller parcels as it was distributed
among the male children of the family.20 It was only after the Catholic Emancipation efforts of Daniel
O‟Connell at the beginning of the 1800‟s that Catholics began to be able to regain their rights to property.
17

In 1649, Oliver Cromwell responded to the English deaths in the Irish Rebellion of 1641 with brutal attacks on
Drogheda and Wexford. During these attacks, thousands of unarmed Royalist soldiers, women, and children were
killed. In addition to representing the political tensions in England and Ireland, these attacks also demonstrated the
growing conflict between the Catholics and Protestants in Ireland as after Cromwell reasserted English rule in
Ireland many Catholics were dispossessed and their lands redistributed among largely Protestant settlers (Moody
and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” p. 162).
18
Turf is another term for peat.
19
The Jacobite War was between the Catholic King James II of England and William of Orange. The conflict began
when the English Parliament, concerned about the effects of a Catholic monarch, invited William of Orange, a
Protestant, to invade England. The conflict spilled over into Ireland and eventually culminated with the surrender of
James II‟s supporters at Limerick in 1691 (Moody and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” pp. 169-174).
20
Throughout the 1700‟s the rights of the Catholic population of Ireland were restricted by a series of laws referred
to as the Penal Laws. These laws prevented Catholics from serving in Parliament and holding government office,
serving in the military, training as a lawyer, as well as restricting personal wealth and access to land. By 1778 when
the property restrictions were repealed Catholics in Ireland owned less than 5% of the land in Ireland (Moody and
Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” pp. 177-178).

Nelson 15
21

When the laws allowing Catholics to purchase land again had been passed in 1778, Cornelius‟s

grandfather had begun putting pence away whenever he could, saving for the day when he could afford to
buy land that could be passed on to his sons. He never reached his goal of buying land, but he passed the
importance of doing so down to his sons. Cornelius remembered as a young child watching his father slip
small coins into a worn cloth bag before it disappeared back into the rafters and hearing his father explain
that land was life. Those words – land is life – handed down from his grandfather, echoed in Cornelius‟s
head as he finished tying the piles of grass into neat bundles and carried them to the front of the house.

July, 1848
The faint rays of the rising sun were just beginning to break through the mist of the morning as
Cornelius and his family wove their way down the winding dirt road that led north past Borrisoleigh.
Pulling their ragged clothes tighter against the lingering chill of the morning, the family greeted their
friends and distant neighbors as they gathered in a large field just outside Glenkeen to celebrate Mass.22

A photograph depicting an outdoor Mass in County Donegal in 1867. A thatched scathlan is visible in the upper
right of the photograph (Martin and Moody, “The Course of Irish History,” p. 184).
21

The Catholic Relief Act of 1829 completed the repeal of the penal laws limiting Catholic rights and allowed
Catholics to participate in Parliament as well as various military and government offices except for the lord
lieutenancy and lord chancellorship. This Catholic Emancipation Act, credited to Daniel O‟Connell, followed the
Relief Acts of 1792 and 1793, which had repealed some of the restrictions on Catholics (Mood and Martin, “The
Course of Irish History,” pp.197-198, 209-210).
22
Mass during the Penal Era was celebrated in secret in secluded fields or private homes due to restrictions placed on
the Mass and on Catholic priests. The practice of celebrating Mass in fields when a church was not available
continued until the early 1900‟s in some areas of Ireland (Moody and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” p. 183).
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At the far edge of the field a small thatched scathlan supported by smoothed wooden poles lay against the
crumbling stone walls of St. Cualan‟s Abbey.23 Under the scathlan was a large worn rock partially
covered in moss and climbing vines. The top of the rock was worn smooth and flat and held a small
carved wooden cross. Cornelius‟s family claimed seats at the back of the growing crowd as others
continued to fill in around them.

The left image above is an example of a Mass rock where Catholics would gather to celebrate Mass during the Penal
era. The image on the right is an example of a Penal Era crucifix, characterized by its short and wide arms. Both
images are from the Tobernalt Holy Well in County Sligo (Author‟s personal photographs).

The lack of a proper church to worship in was not due to a lack of devotion from the community.
Every Sunday people crowded the field, sometimes walking for an hour in pouring rain or freezing snow
to gather for Mass. Despite the distance and the weather their journey was still safer than it had been
even twenty years ago. In March 1829, only months before Cornelius himself had been born, the English
Parliament had passed the Catholic Emancipation Act. This act, in addition to allowing Catholics greater
access to political positions and education, also lifted the remaining restrictions on Catholic worship
throughout Ireland. During the age of the Penal Laws, Catholics in Ireland were forbidden to celebrate

23

St. Cualan founded the Abbey of Gleann Caoin (Glenkeen) in approximately 600 C.E. The population
surrounding this monastery provided the area‟s earliest form of a town until nearby Borrisoleigh was founded by
Norman landholders after the Norman invasion of 1169 (Borrisoleigh Website Committee, “History of
Borrisoleigh,” http://www.borrisoleigh.ie/history.php?id=1).
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the Mass and the majority of the priests were expelled from the country.24 In addition to stripping
Catholics of their rights to hold land, the Penal Laws also inhibited the consecration of land for burial. As
a result, the grounds of ruined monasteries and churches sacked and abandoned over the years became
crowded with graves as people tried to bury their loved ones in holy ground. You could scarcely walk
through the crumbling and moss covered buildings without treading on the smooth mounds or sunken
patches of grass that marked graves. Many of the graves were unmarked, though some bore rough hewn
tombstones or chipped rocks to mark their location.

The image on the right depicts an 1833 illustration of the ruins of the Abbey of Holy-Cross in County Tipperary (P.,
“The Abbey of Holy-Cross, County of Tipperary,” p. 373). The image on the left is a 2010 photograph of the ruins
of St. Declan‟s Oratory in County Waterford (Author‟s personal photographs). Both images depict the graves
crowded into the grounds of monasteries and churches.

The Penal Era also restricted the Catholics‟ ability to build places of worship. Since the open
practice of Catholicism was not allowed during the Penal Era and the churches that survived the
destruction of the Reformation and Cromwell were appropriated for the Church of Ireland, Catholics
gathered in secret to practice their faith. With the end of the Penal Era, some larger towns reclaimed
small chapels or were able to gather enough funds to construct a small stone or wooden chapel where they
24

Many of the Irish bishops and priests were expelled from Ireland under the threat of death by the Irish
Parliament‟s Banishment Act of 1697 in an attempt to protect the Protestant Church of Ireland. The decrease in the
availability of priests also limited the availability of holy ground for the burial of the dead. The Penal Laws also
sought to prevent burials in monastery grounds by instituting a fine of ten pounds to anyone who buried their dead
on monastery grounds (Moody and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” p. 180; Laws in Ireland for the
Suppression of Popery commonly known as the Penal Laws, http://library.law.umn.edu/irishlaw/subjectlist.html).
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could gather to worship.25 Poorer communities and the widely dispersed population of the countryside
rarely had these options, however. The tithes that the entire population of Ireland, regardless of their
religious affiliation, was required to pay to the Protestant Church of Ireland also limited the funds the
already poor tenants had to contribute toward their own Catholic faith and the construction of churches.
The large portion of the population scattered across the countryside also made it difficult for people to
gather in a single, central location. As a result, many parishes still held their services in open fields using
large rocks or conglomerations of smaller stones held together by limestone mortar to form the Mass
rocks that served as altars. Occasionally the people of the parish also constructed a small scathlan to
shield the altar from the rain.
Silence fell as Father William Morris wove his way through the crowd, greeting those he passed
and placing a hand on them in blessing. When Father Morris reached the stone altar he bowed his head in
prayer before beginning to intone the familiar Latin phrases of the Mass. Cornelius let the words flow
through his mind, joining in with the rest of the crowd as they murmured periodic responses and
invocations along with the priest. He felt himself relax as the Mass progressed, finding comfort in the
familiar rituals and in gathering with the surrounding community. As the sun rose higher in the gray sky,
its warm rays scattered the remaining wisps of mist and provided a hint of warmth for those gathered in
the field on the otherwise chilly and damp morning. Cornelius listened to the Old Testament and Gospel
readings, the bulk of which were read in Latin, with certain passages and key points translated into Gaelic
so people could grasp the scripture‟s message.26 The Old Testament readings told of Jacob‟s efforts to
earn his bride Rachel, and Solomon‟s request for wisdom and understanding. The stories were interpreted
to emphasize the importance of patience and perseverance as well as the value of non-material things over
the collection of material wealth. This message resonated with those who had next to nothing in material

25

Intact churches and monasteries that survived the Tudor Reformation and religious tension associated with the
Jacobite War (1698-1691) were redesignated to the Protestant state Church of Ireland. The large size of many
parishes also made it difficult to serve the entire population with a few chapels, contributing to the use of fields and
scathlans for Mass (Moody and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” pp.182-183).
26
The scripture readings referenced are those for the sixth Sunday after Pentecost (about mid-July) in Year A in the
liturgical cycle – Genesis 29: 15-28, 1 Kings 3:5-12, and Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52.
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possessions before the famine, and had even less after the two failed crops of 1845 and 1846. Father
Morris‟s homily on the parables of the mustard seed, a hidden treasure, and a rare pearl also emphasized
the value of faith over material possessions. After the scriptures and the priest‟s homily faded into the
dawn the Mass shifted to focus on the Eucharist and the congregation began to recite the Lord‟s Prayer.
The swell of voices melded into a single tone, deep and strong, that filled the entire field with a mix of
Latin and Gaelic.
The mist had completely dissipated by the time the priest uttered the closing blessing and
concluded the Mass. A few clusters of people filtered out of the clearing to return to their villages or
clachans to finish their Sunday sharing stories and ballads about the heroes of old Ireland. Cornelius‟s
family lingered and wandered throughout the clearing to speak with their neighbors. His father fixed his
patched cap back on his head and drifted over to a clump of middle-aged men sporting worn woolen caps
over their graying and thinning hair. His mother was absorbed into a group of aging matrons, their lined
faces cracking as they exchanged laughter and swapped stories. Michael and James joined in with a game
of chase outside the crumbling stone walls, shrieking as they evaded the grasping hands of the other bonethin children of the parish. Though the hunger and disease of the famine had hit the young children hard,
a few still survived, though their emaciated forms testified to the hardship of their young lives and their
play was not quite as boisterous as Cornelius remembered his childhood being. Shifting his eyes from his
youngest brothers, Cornelius watched as William and Patrick, close in age at thirteen and nearly twelve,
avoided the running of the younger boys and joined in tussling with the other young men. Though still
thin after the years of hunger, the last year of good harvest had seen them begin to shoot up in height
giving them a gangly appearance.
Not seeing many young men his age since so many had emigrated to Europe, Canada and the
United States, and feeling too shy to mingle with the large clump of giggling young women huddled a
short distance away from his mother and her friends, Cornelius wandered over to his father and the older
men. As he neared the group of men he heard their raised voices as they debated the politics surrounding
the recent unrest caused by the activity of the Young Irelanders, young men who advocated for a
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revolution in Ireland. Over the last few years Cornelius had heard a great deal about these young men
who advocated a radical and violent revolution to gain self-government for Ireland, and had even seen
William Smith O‟Brien from a distance when in Templemore with his father. He had tried to get closer to
hear what Smith O‟Brien had been so passionately speaking about, but his father was a staunch supporter
of Daniel O‟Connell and his efforts of reform through constitutional methods and had roughly pulled
Cornelius away. Cornelius had continued to follow the activities of the Young Irelanders by catching
scraps of their newspapers, initially The Nation and most recently the more radical publication, the United
Irishman.27
Lingering on the edge of the group of men, Cornelius listened as they continued to debate the
pros and cons of the Young Irelanders‟ position compared to the ideas of Daniel O‟Connell. Many of
these men, like his father, had grown up in the age of O‟Connell and his efforts for Catholic
emancipation, and despite O‟Connell‟s recent death, continued to agree with his strategy of repealing the
Act of Union and effecting political change via peaceful, constitutional methods instead of violence.28
Even many of the priests, including most of the priests throughout Tipperary, had supported O‟Connell
and had encouraged their congregations to do the same until O‟Connell‟s death in 1847. Only a few short
years ago, before the start of the famine, O‟Connell had demonstrated his influence over the Irish
population by holding mass meetings calling for the repeal of the Act of Union. These meetings were
similar to the monster meetings that had contributed to the success of his campaign for Catholic
Emancipation, and O‟Connell and his followers hoped that the wide turnout at these nonviolent meetings
would help push through the repeal of the Union. Cornelius‟s father had made the one day journey for the
meeting in Clontarf in 1843, but the meeting had been forbidden by the government and was the last mass
meeting planned by O‟Connell and his supporters.
27

The Nation was a newspaper first published by the Young Irelanders‟ in 1842. The United Irishman newspaper
was published by John Mitchel after he became frustrated with the lack of action taken by the Young Irelanders.
The United Irishman tended to advocate more violent action against the government and was eventually banned
(Litton, “Irish Rebellions,” pp. 57-59).
28
The Act of Union passed in 1800 united England and Ireland under a single Parliament by dissolving the Irish
parliament and placing Ireland under the control of a lord lieutenant that reported to London (Litton, “Irish
Rebellions,” p.39; Moody and Martin, “The Course of Irish History,” p. 203).
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“I tell you, the only way we‟re going to get rid of the Act of Union is to convince Parliament to
repeal it!” a vehement voice broke into Cornelius‟s thoughts. Focusing on the knot of men, Cornelius
identified the wispy gray hair and wiry frame of their neighbor Daniel Lynch.
“Aye, Dan. I agree with you,” spoke up Thomas Dwyer, a small man with a stringy red beard
and receding hairline. “It‟s just those hot blooded youngsters calling themselves the Young Irelanders‟
that are stirring up trouble! I keep hearing rumors that that troublemaker Smith O‟Brien is trying to
recruit men for some foolish rebellion.”
“He‟s not likely to find many to join him,” broke in Colin Horan as he adjusted the fraying tweed
cap perched on top of his dark black hair. “In case O‟Brien hasn‟t noticed, we‟re a little more interested
in trying to feed our families than a political revolution.”
“Aye, that‟s true,” replied Cornelius‟s father. “But as long as O‟Brien and the like are out stirring
up trouble it will be harder to convince Parliament that we can rule ourselves, famine or no famine.”
Cornelius suppressed a snort of disgust. Though Cornelius understood his father‟s captivation
with O‟Connell after hearing numerous stories from his father‟s childhood about the effects of the Penal
Laws, he disagreed with his father‟s continued support of constitutional reforms. The way Cornelius saw
it, the hopes for constitutional reform had failed when the mass meetings were banned and any lingering
ideas of reform without a show of force had died with O‟Connell himself. Though he would get into
arguments with his father whenever he brought up a new article from The Nation, Cornelius held his
tongue around his father‟s friends, thinking that stubborn old men rarely changed their minds. With a
group of young women his age watching, he didn‟t feel like being publicly reprimanded as a „hot blooded
youngster.‟
Shifting his focus from the group of men, Cornelius‟s gaze settled on the group of young women.
He had known many of them since childhood and watched them grow from his playmates through the
awkward growth stages of early adulthood to the young women he saw before him. There was one
woman in particular who kept drawing his eye. In terms of appearance she was not so different from the
others – her long dark brown hair was limp from the years of malnutrition but still shining slightly in the
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damp morning, her clothes thin, ragged and patched, and her height average. He thought her name was
Deirdre. She was from Upperchurch, a small town slightly south of Borrisoleigh, not far from where
Cornelius‟s own family lived near Rusheen, a small grouping of families to the southwest of Borrisoleigh.
Since their families didn‟t live in the same hamlet, Cornelius wasn‟t as familiar with her as with some of
the other women, but he remembered playing with her after Mass and at community celebrations such as
the annual autumn market and cattle fairs when they were younger. He hoped he would have a chance to
talk to her on her own some Sunday, or perhaps at this year‟s fair.
Deirdre looked up from the cluster of women and caught his eye. She blushed and giggled,
prompting the women surrounding her to crane their necks, trying to glimpse the young man that had
captured her attention. Cornelius looked away quickly as he felt his cheeks and the tips of his ears grow
warm. He shuffled away to the other side of the small knot of men and headed toward where the younger
children were darting around. As Cornelius drew closer to them he heard them calling out the names of
Ireland‟s ancient heroes, such as Cúchulainn and Fionn Mac Cumhaill, as they imitated the legendary
battles that were still told as stories in front of the fire on cold winter nights.29 After settling his back
against a rough block of stone and watching the children play for awhile he heard someone approaching
behind him. A skirt brushed past his arm and glancing up, Cornelius saw Deirdre pass by him. As she
gathered her younger brother and sister out of the scrambling battle the children had concocted, she met
Cornelius‟s eyes with a wide smile causing his ears to grow warm again as he returned the smile. Hearing
his own mother calling for him and his younger brothers, Cornelius stood and began sorting his brothers
out from the children as well. After catching Michael by the back of the shirt as he ran past, Cornelius
worked his way across the field to ferret out James who was hiding behind a section of the old abbey‟s
wall. He paused next to Deirdre who had just sent her younger siblings off to find her parents.
“Hello, Neil, right?” She smiled, flushing slightly. He grinned, elated that she remembered his
name.

29

Fionn Mac Cumhaill was a legendary Irish warrior and the leader of the Fianna, a warrior band in Ireland
(Berresford Ellis, “Celtic Myths and Legends,” pp. 39, 97-117).
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“Cornelius, actually, but most people call me Neil,” he replied as he held tightly to a squirming
Michael. “I don‟t think I‟ve seen you around the last few weeks, Deirdre, how are things down in
Upperchurch?”
As Deirdre began describing the trouble with flooding in her family‟s fields that had kept them
away the last few Sundays, Michael stopped fidgeting and began watching Cornelius and Deirdre, a
mischievous smile forming on his peaked face. After Deirdre finished her story, Michael tugged on
Cornelius‟s pant leg and asked as he grinned impishly, “Neil, do you like Deirdre?”
Cornelius stuttered for a moment and Deirdre‟s face grew red as she tried not to laugh.
Recovering himself slightly, Cornelius stammered, “Deirdre, you might remember my younger brother,
Michael. Michael, why don‟t you go get James so we can go meet Mum and Da?”
“Ok!” Michael replied brightly. Turning to Deirdre he beckoned for her to come closer and when
she bent down he whispered loudly, “Neil definitely likes you,” before scampering off to get James.
Deidre started laughing as she stood up and Cornelius couldn‟t help but smile at seeing her so
happy, even if it was at his expense.
“I‟m sorry about Michael, you know how younger siblings can be,” he said with a sheepish grin.
She stopped laughing, though her eyes were still shining with amusement, and smiled at him
softly, “I thought it was sweet. He seems like a cheerful boy.”
“Aye, that he is,” replied Cornelius as he laughed. As Michael returned with James in tow,
Cornelius again heard his mother calling for him.
“I‟m sorry, but I‟d better go,” he said nodding toward where his mother and father waited with
his other three brothers. “Will you be here next Sunday?”
“I think we will. See you next week, Neil,” Deirdre said brightly as Cornelius‟s brothers dragged
him over to the rest of his family.
He wasn‟t able to see her the next Sunday, however, as the only topic of conversation before
Mass was the rebellion the Young Irelanders had staged the day before in Ballingarry, on Saturday, July
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29th. 30 When Cornelius and his family arrived for Mass, they found the field packed with people
exchanging rumors about the failed rebellion and gathering tightly around a young man in dusty and mud
spattered clothes. The man appeared to be in the middle of a story as his animated gestures punctuated
the excited words that just barely reached Cornelius and his family at the edge of the crowd. Cornelius‟s
father was quickly accosted by their neighbors, Colin Horan and Daniel Lynch, and pulled to the center of
the crowd. Cornelius followed his father into the press of men and women and worked his way towards
the center to catch what the young man, who name Cornelius later learned was Brian O‟Toole, was
saying.
“Early yesterday morning we heard that there was a group of policemen working their way
towards us to investigate rumors about armed men gathering. Well, we set to work blocking up the road
so they couldn‟t get into town and then set ourselves up in the houses nearby so we had some cover from
their guns. We only had a few guns among the lot o‟ us and we left those out with the men that stayed to
defend the barricade, including Mr. Smith O‟Brien himself!31” Brian paused to catch his breath as a
murmur ran through the crowd at the name of the Young Irelanders‟ leader. Cornelius felt a shoulder jab
into his back and looked around to find his brothers, John and Patrick, pushing through the crowd behind
him. Cornelius reached back and pulled them level with him as Brian resumed speaking.
“It wasn‟t long after we took cover that the police came marching up the road. There warn‟t that
many o‟ them, about forty in all, the same number we had left, but when they saw the barricade we‟d built
and guns pointing at them through the gaps they up and scattered!” A few cheers broke out from some of
the younger men in the crowd at that statement, but they were quickly silenced by disapproving glares
from the older men who listened to the tale with serious faces. “They didn‟t go far though,” the young
30

Ballingarry is a town in South Tipperary approximately 80 km from Borrisoleigh and was the site for the 1848
Young Irelander rebellion (Hallinan, “Tipperary County: People and Places,” pp. 71-72).
31
The rebellion had begun with a force of five hundred men gathered as Smith O‟Brien and his associates moved
from Dublin through Wexford and Kilkenny. The forces of rebellion had stalled however once they reached
Ballingarry. Many of the people were still starving and had to return to their homes to get food from soup kitchens
or to tend to their crops. Finally by Saturday, Smith O‟Brien only had about forty men, some only armed with
stones and farm implements, left for his rebellion (Ballingarry Parish, “Ballingarry History,” Dec 2009.
http://www.ballingarry.net/Nine_Fine_Irishmen/1848_rebellion.htm; Hallinan, “Tipperary County: People and
Places,” pp. 71-72).

Nelson 25
man continued, “they holed up in old Widow McCormack‟s house. We surrounded them and tried to
figure a way in, but they‟d blocked up the doors and windows. Then we tried negotiating but they
weren‟t in a mood for bargaining, so Smith O‟Brien decided that the only way to get them out was to
smoke them out. He had just sent men to prepare some torches when the widow comes running up crying
for her children! There were six of them trapped in the house with the police!” A gasp spread through
the crowd at this news as mothers held their young children tighter and men scowled with disapproval.

The Widow McCormack‟s house outside of Ballingarry in a period illustration (left) and in a photograph (right)
taken about 1998 before its restoration (Ballingarry Parish, “Ballingarry History, The Famine Warhouse,” Dec 2009.
http://www.ballingarry.net/warhouse/index.html).

“Well once we knew about the little ones we scuppered any plans of getting the police out by
violence, so O‟Brien went back to negotiating. A few of our rowdier lads still had pretty hot tempers
though and were getting impatient, so they started throwing stones at the house. Dunno‟ why really,
never got a chance to stick around and ask them „cause the police started firing off their guns in
response.32 Everything fell off into chaos after that. We all scrambled for cover, but it looked like a few
men were hit before they got away. Not sure myself who was hit or how many, though I did hear a
couple of men yelling about some kid named Tommy Walsh who had been hit pretty badly. Anyway,
once the guns started going off we all scattered „cause we didn‟t have much in the way of guns to match
32

Some accounts of the rebellion state that the Young Irelanders began to throw rocks at the house and that the
police responded by opening fire. Others state that the police opened fire on Smith O‟Brien while he was
negotiating with them. Whichever account is correct, the police opening fire caused the rebellion to break apart and
resulted in the death of one Young Irelander, Thomas Walsh (Ballingarry Parish, “Ballingarry History,” Dec 2009.
http://www.ballingarry.net/Nine_Fine_Irishmen/1848_rebellion.htm; Hallinan, “Tipperary County: People and
Places,” pp. 71-72).

Nelson 26
them. It seemed like most got away, but I know they were rounding people up pretty quickly. They
haven‟t caught O‟Brien yet though, or a few of the other leaders, but they‟re combing the countryside in
full force now! 33” The young man seemed drained of his energy by the end of his account and staggered
over to lean against a nearby stone.
At the end of Brian‟s story the crowd burst forth with questions, trying to find out more
information or to determine if friends or family around Ballingarry had been caught up in the turmoil.
Some also began arguing amongst themselves, concerned about the ramifications of the failed rebellion
on their own families and homes. The clamor continued until Father Morris pushed through the crowd to
stand by the young man in the center and after gaining the anxious crowd‟s attention prompted them all to
gather for Mass.
Cornelius found himself distracted throughout the course of the Mass and exchanged numerous
impatient looks with his younger brothers who fidgeted in their spots, unable to hold still. The brothers‟
restlessness appeared to be shared by the remainder of the congregation as children fidgeted and adults
stared up at the altar with a glazed look that indicated their minds were on other matters. A few heads
were bowed in fervent prayer as some turned to God in an attempt to find reassurance and understanding,
and in hopes that their prayers would help their family escape the fallout of the rebellion. Father Morris
kept his sermon brief and dismissed the congregation with a blessing and a prayer that they would remain
safe in these troubled times. Unlike the previous week, few lingered at the end of Mass, and Cornelius‟s
own family hurriedly started back to their own home.
On the walk home, Cornelius noted that his father was avoiding the roads and paths, opting
instead to guide the family across fields, which sometimes slowed their pace as they had to help the
younger children over the walls or build stones back into place once they had passed through a wall.
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William Smith O‟Brian and other leaders of the rebellion, including Thomas Francis Meagher and Patrick
O‟Donohue, were later captured and sentenced to death, though their sentence was later commuted to deportation
and life imprisonment in Australia. Other Young Irelanders escaped and emigrated to Canada and the United States
where they sought out support from Irish immigrants (Ballingarry Parish, “Ballingarry History,” Dec 2009.
http://www.ballingarry.net/Nine_Fine_Irishmen/1848_rebellion.htm; Hallinan, “Tipperary County: People and
Places,” p. 72; Litton, “Irish Rebellions,” pp. 60-66).
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Increasing his pace, Cornelius caught up to his father and asked, “Da, I know cutting through the fields is
a shorter distance, but the paths would make things a little easier on Michael and James. They‟re a little
small yet to get over some of these walls.”
His father gave him an exasperated look and responded in an annoyed tone, “You‟re old enough
to know better, Neil. When the police and soldiers are riled up sometimes it‟s best to keep your head
down and stay out o‟ the way. They‟re going to be searching up and down the county for O‟Brien and his
followers and it‟d be best if we didn‟t get caught up in it, unless you fancy spending a few days in jail.
Staying off the main roads will keep us out of sight until we reach home, and then we‟ll just keep our
heads down until they find the Young Irelanders or things calm.”
Cornelius flushed in embarrassment at his father‟s rebuke. Muttering an apology he dropped
back to help lift James over a wall. The family journeyed the rest of the way home in anxious silence.

August 1848
Black, soft, rotten and inedible. Cornelius had to stop himself from retching as he breathed in the
fetid stench of the field around him. The potatoes were gone. The bright green crops that had looked so
promising only a few short weeks ago were now completely consumed by the potato blight. Kicking a
rotting tuber in disgust, Cornelius watched as his father continued to brush dirt away from the plants‟
stems and then toss the potatoes into the growing pile as he exposed the fuzzy white growths and black
slime caused by the blight. Once he had checked the last of the plants in the field and found them to be
consumed by the blight, his father sat at the edge of the field staring at the pile of decaying potatoes.
Cornelius‟s brothers, John and Patrick, joined them, sliding over the low stone wall.
“All of the other fields have the rot as well. The south field had a few unaffected plants, but not
even enough to fill a sack,” said Patrick as he held up a few plants that still exhibited healthy green
leaves. Patrick and John shifted uncomfortably as their father continued to sit and stare at the pile of
potatoes that represented the food that was supposed to feed their family for the coming winter. Even
when the crops had failed in 1845 and 1846, Cornelius‟s father had never looked so dispirited. With the
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first failure his family, like many others, had been able to scavenge a few unscathed plants to supplement
the food that they earned on the relief works. When the crop had completely failed the following year the
family had clung to the hope that the famine, like previous crop failures, would pass and had worked
alongside their neighbors on the relief works. When the family could no longer find or afford alternative
food sources, they had joined the silent lines at the soup kitchens to receive a meal. Last year‟s small but
healthy crop had given them hope that the worst of the famine had passed. Though the crop had been too
small to relieve their hunger, the healthy plants had raised their hopes for this year‟s crop, and now, it was
completely gone.
After a few more moments of silence, Cornelius‟s father staggered to his feet and, beckoning to
his sons, began the long walk back to their family‟s home. As they neared the small thatched house,
Winifred rose from the garden where she was tending the family‟s small stock of vegetables and herbs.
With a single shake of his head Cornelius‟s father told his mother that their crop was gone.
“What should we do now?” asked Winifred as he and his brothers gathered around.
“Our entire potato crop is gone and we barely have enough seedlings left to plant next year‟s crop
even if the blight subsides. The wheat and barley crops are fine, but we don‟t have much more than we
need to cover the rent,” Cornelius‟s father replied as he tore his hands through his graying black hair.
“Da?” Patrick asked hesitantly, “What are we going to do? If we don‟t have any extra crops to
sell and there aren‟t any relief work jobs to earn money, how will we get food?”
“Is there any chance we could owe some on our rent?” ventured John uncertainly as he scratched
the back of his head. “We‟ve paid most of what we owe the last few years, so maybe they‟d forgive it if
we defaulted this year?”
Cornelius‟s father shook his head and turned away to look out over the hills, his shoulders tense
as he chewed his thumb. “Landlords have been stricter with the rents; we‟d be risking eviction if we
didn‟t pay the rent.”
Winifred nodded in agreement, “I heard at Mass last Sunday that the Horans and the Dwyers
from the next parish over were just evicted last week for falling short on their payments the last few years.
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More landlords have been forcing their tenants to emigrate as well to free up the land. 34 John,” she
continued, glancing at her husband, “You remember the Dalys and the Mahers from Upperchurch? They
were only given a few days notice before their landlord sent the lot of them on one of those leaky tubs to
Canada.”
Cornelius‟s father turned around, his shoulders slumping as he went back to running his hand
through his short hair. “I won‟t let that happen to our family. We should be able to find some work
harvesting crops for the independent farmers, and the younger boys should be able to earn some money
herding livestock. Beyond that…” he trailed off, looking back out over the hills that were filled with the
green and yellow hues of ripening crops.
“What if we leave?” asked John quietly. “What if we do take a ship to the United States or
Canada?”
“Not Canada” replied Cornelius‟s father as he vehemently shook his head, “Most of those that
leave for Canada are never heard from again. I‟ve heard too many stories about the coffin ships that reach
Canada with most of their passengers dead or dying.35 At least those who go to the United States are
usually able to make it there alive and are able to earn enough money to send some back to their families
here.”
“Canada is also still ruled by England,” interjected Cornelius as he stepped forward. “Why
would we go there when we have the option of escaping English rule in the United States?” Snorting in
disgust he continued, “All we would be doing by going to Canada is putting ourselves under the rule of
another English overseer.”
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As crops failed and the financial losses of the landlords increased due to their tenants inability to pay rents and the
cost of the relief projects and workhouses, some landlords bought their tenants cheap passage on ships to Canada
(Laxton, “The Famine Ships: The Irish Exodus to America,” p.24).
35
Conditions on emigrant ships were very poor and the rates of disease and death were high. Many of the ships to
Canada were plagued with diseases such as typhus and cholera and were quarantined upon their arrival in Canada,
where their surviving passengers were off loaded into the overcrowded quarantine stations. In 1847, approximately
15.39% of the emigrants that departed from Liverpool and 7.86% of the emigrants that left directly from Ireland for
Canada died at sea or in quarantine (Tucker, “The Famine Immigration to Canada, 1847,” pp.535-537).

Nelson 30
Cornelius saw his father‟s face tighten as he replied, “I know you‟re frustrated with our situation
here, Neil, we all are. You have to remember how far we‟ve come though, and how many liberties we‟ve
gained in your lifetime and in mine. We might have more freedom in the United States, but that‟s not the
only thing we can consider in making our decision.” His father‟s voice increased in volume as he
continued, “And you need to learn to guard your tongue so you don‟t end up on trial like those Young
Irelanders.”
“He does have a point though, Da,” John interjected, stepping between their father and Cornelius.
His voice rose as he continued and he punctuated his statements using sharp arm movements, “There‟s no
guarantee that emigrating to Canada would allow us to improve our station. If we have to leave, why
wouldn‟t we go to a place where we would have the best chance of a future?”
“If we leave, which we haven‟t decided yet, we will go where we can afford to buy passage, and
where we will have the best chance of survival regardless of whether it is under American, English,
French, Spanish, or any other country‟s rule!” Cornelius‟s father responded, his raised voice, tense body
and darting eyes reflecting his frustration and anxiety.
Winifred placed a calming hand on her husband‟s arm, “John,” she said quietly, “keep your
temper. By God‟s grace we are all alive and have our health. We don‟t have to decide on a plan now, we
can wait and see what work is available and if we can survive.”
Cornelius‟s father relaxed at his wife‟s touch and his anger faded as quickly as it had risen.
Nodding numbly, he turned away from his wife and sons and walked slowly back towards the family‟s
fields. As he turned away, Cornelius saw tears building up in his father‟s red-rimmed eyes. He couldn‟t
remember ever seeing his father cry, not even in the last three years as he had watched their crops wither
in the fields, his friends and neighbors lose their homes, and some of his friends waste away from
starvation and disease. Each new burden had been born in stoic silence as he provided support for his
family and focused on ensuring his family‟s survival.36 Cornelius was torn between his own despair at
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losing the year‟s potato crop, the uncertainty he felt for the future, his frustration over his family‟s
condition and the sympathy and concern he felt for his father‟s despair.
“Let him be, Neil,” said Winifred as she watched her son‟s eyes follow his father‟s departure.
“He‟ll be back, and in the meantime you can round up the rest of your brothers. There will just be boiled
meal for dinner, but it will be hot.”
Cornelius acknowledged his mother‟s request and trying not to dwell on what was to come, he
loped off to the hills where his youngest brothers were tending the pig the family was raising for the
festival in November and gathering the few edible flowers that grew around their home.

November 1848
As winter began the food sources became more limited. The bushes, woods and fields had been
stripped of their edible plants and berries. As people began to eat the inedible plants they became sick.
Only a few days ago, James had been herding the family‟s pig as it rooted through the decomposing
potatoes and the scattered lichens and fungi that filled the fields, and in his hunger, he had grabbed a
handful of weeds with red-tinged leaves. He had spent the rest of the evening in feverish chills emptying
his stomach of the little it had in it. Cornelius‟s parents had spent the night bathing James‟s head with
cool water and when James‟s stomach had finally calmed, they sternly reminded their children to be
careful what they ate despite the driving force of their hunger.
As the available food and work opportunities began to dwindle so did the population. Once again
men, women and children migrated to the shores of Ireland to set out for the United States, Canada,
Europe, Australia – anywhere that held the promise of work and food, and the possibility of a better life.
As Cornelius and his brothers made their way home from repairing fences for the landlord they passed
increasing numbers of deserted houses. When close neighbors or their extended cousins left, the Delaney

hundreds of years adding an additional psychological hardship to the population (Joyce, “Celtic Christianity: A
Sacred Tradition, A Vision of Hope,” p.107).
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family visited their American wakes.37 Just last week they had attended a wake for their two cousins,
Patrick and Thomas Horan. Patrick and Thomas were a few years older than Cornelius, and as the only
two surviving sons in their family, they had left for America in an attempt to earn enough money to feed
their mother and three sisters until they could save enough to bring them to the United States as well.38
Watching his cousins wail and mourn as their brothers walked down the road had torn at Cornelius‟s
heart. It pained him to say goodbye to Patrick and Thomas and to accept the realization that he would
probably never see them again, even if they did survive the voyage to America. As he watched his
cousins go, he wondered how long his own family would be able to stay together and who they would be
saying goodbye to.
As the days grew colder and November drew to a close, the people of Borrisoleigh began
preparing for the annual cattle fair.39 Though the fair had been more subdued during the famine and had
lacked the enthusiastic revelry and storytelling that had characterized it in Cornelius‟s childhood, it was
still a place to find information about the rest of the country, and to socialize with their neighbors and try
to forget, even for a moment, the hardship that permeated their lives. Leading his brothers into the
crowded main street, Cornelius breathed in the heavy scent of hundreds of cattle gathered into a small
space. Cornelius glanced back at Patrick, William, and Michael, ensuring that they all bore the thin
switches that they had cut on their way into town.
“Right, now you three go see if any herders need you to mind their cattle. We need any coins you
can earn today so make sure you do your jobs well,” Cornelius said as he directed his younger brothers
towards the group of herders huddled outside Borrisoleigh‟s pub. As his brothers darted into the milling
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Since the emigrants who left Ireland during the Great Famine did not expect to see many of their family members
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throng of cattle Cornelius turned toward the farmers that were already bartering for their stocks of cattle.
In years past, Cornelius would have partnered with his brother John in pranking the others their age and
listening in on the men‟s conversations, pretending that they were adults themselves. Now that they were
older and faced the uncertainty brought by the famine such childish actions seemed as though they
belonged to different boys.

January 1849
Cold slush seeped through the rag-patched holes in Cornelius‟s battered and decaying boots as he
wound down the path into Borrisoleigh with his hand clamped tightly around a small iron pot that clanked
every time he threw out his arms to maintain his balance on the slippery trail. William trudged a few
steps behind him with his thin arms tightly clamped around a second pot as he shivered against the cold.
The main street of Borrisoleigh was quiet and showed none of the reassuring, though overwhelmed, aid
workers that had been present for the last few years of the famine.40 If his family worked full days,
however, they could occasionally claim rations of meal from the administration in Borrisoleigh.
Cornelius and William were trading their family‟s work tickets for food that would hopefully feed them
for a couple of days. Cornelius heard a skittering on the slick ice of the path behind them and turned to
find Michael crashing into him as he slipped past William down the icy hill. Throwing his arms out
Cornelius barely managed to catch his brother. Michael‟s thin, gaunt body crashed into his own bony
arms.
“What are you doing following us, Michael?” asked Cornelius, slightly exasperated by his
brother‟s surprise appearance.
Michael shivered as he ducked closer to Cornelius. He muttered, “Mum sent me after you
because you missed some of the food tickets and she told me to remind you to be more careful, especially
when it comes to food.” Michael looked up at Cornelius, his sunken and shadowed eyes serving as a
40
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visible reminder of how important food was. Michael grinned wearily up at his older brother and then
began trotting off into Borrisoleigh, beckoning, “Let‟s go! The sooner we get there the sooner we get the
food!”
As they continued to wind their way toward the small wood-framed chapel that served the Church
of Ireland and was used to organize the food stores, Cornelius and his brothers saw many people huddled
in the streets, thin and ill. Cornelius quickly completed the trade of the family‟s tickets for food rations
from a bored, sullen government official and after carefully packing the meal into their pots, turned to
find Michael helping another young boy who staggered with weakness towards the chapel where the sick
and orphaned were given the best care that could be found given the limited resources. As Michael and
the boy neared the chapel door, the boy began coughing violently, clutching at Michael as he fell toward
the ground. Acting quickly, Cornelius stepped over and caught the boy, and staggering, carried him into
the chapel and handed him to one of the women caring for the children.
Returning to his brothers outside, Cornelius knelt in front of Michael, “I know you care about
others and it is important to help those we can, but in these times we need to be cautious. It was good of
you to help that boy, but he was very sick and you are not completely healthy yourself. You‟ve been
plagued by chills and coughs this winter and don‟t need to be exposed to more disease. Just be more
careful in the future, alright, Michael?”
Michael nodded quietly and he and Cornelius each grabbed a handle of the large pot, and after
settling the smaller pot in William‟s arms, the three brothers carefully picked their way down the icy
street and back to their family‟s home.
It wasn‟t long after their trip into Borrisoleigh that Michael began to get sick.41 At the first sign
of fever, his father had whisked Michael out to the stone-framed, wood-topped shed built on to the side of
the house that had been used for the family‟s cow and pig in more prosperous years. Michael‟s already

41
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weak condition allowed the disease to quickly overwhelm him and his small, frail frame was racked with
chills and convulsions as his dry heaves filled the silence of the dark shed. Cornelius‟s father forbade him
and his brothers from going near Michael in hopes that they would be able to limit the cholera‟s spread to
the rest of the family. Winifred tended to Michael as best she could, keeping a pot of boiling water
nearby to clean the blankets and cloths Michael touched. By the late hours of the evening, however,
Michael‟s movements had stilled and his breathing gradually stopped.

Winifred and John Delaney at Michael‟s grave (Original drawing by author)

Michael‟s burial quickly followed under the cold gray sky of the following morning. The
remainder of the Delaney family stood huddled around the small mound of dirt that covered Michael‟s
body. The burial had been brief and had only consisted of a short blessing before Cornelius and his
brothers filled the shallow grave with dirt and clay. Once the grave was filled, Cornelius and John
planted their spades in the shape of a cross at the head of the grave.42 Their mother and father bent over
the grave to lay the family‟s offering of winter wildflowers on the loose mound. As Cornelius watched
his parents he felt a burning build behind his eyes. Blinking rapidly to hold back the tears Cornelius
glanced around at his brothers; Patrick and William shifted uncomfortably, occasionally swiping quickly
42
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at their eyes, as James tucked his slight form into John‟s legs as he stared at the scene before him with
wide eyes. John stood straight next to Cornelius but stared out across the misty green hills tinged with the
browns and reds from dead grass. Turning back to his parents Cornelius watched them straighten up
slowly and stiffly. Winifred pulled her shawl tightly around her face to hide her tears as Cornelius‟s
father met his eyes and with a short nod indicated that it was time to go. Silently, the family worked its
way back home.

February 1849
As the winter continued the Delaney family fell into a new routine without Michael‟s cheerful
presence. Cornelius‟s mother had suffered a bout with cholera after her attentive care of Michael, but had
recovered after a few days of feverish chills and nausea, and had slowly begun to regain her health though
she was reduced to a frail image of her previously wiry strength. Once again, Cornelius and his brothers
had been forbidden from going near their mother‟s sickbed in the shed for fear they might contract the
disease.
Some days they were able to find work tending to livestock and other days they stayed huddled in
their home, unable to find work and trying to escape the lingering chill of winter. When they weren‟t able
to find work, Cornelius‟s father dipped into the dwindling savings of coins hidden in the rafters to buy
meal to sustain the family.
The family continued to travel to the ruined monastery at Glenkeen for Mass on most Sundays,
and every time they went, Cornelius looked for Deirdre and her family. The two had been able to speak
after several Masses throughout the fall and had grown to become close friends. However, when cholera
and the other diseases that accompanied the starvation of winter set in, Deirdre‟s family had stopped
coming to Mass, and the attendance of Cornelius‟s family became sporadic as well.
It was mid-February when Cornelius‟s father came to find him as he was collecting turf bricks to
feed the family‟s fire. As his father approached, Cornelius noticed a small smile on his face, the first
smile he had seen from his father since Michael‟s death.
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“Neil,” his father began, watching him carefully, “Your mother and I had noticed your interest in
Deirdre Maloney, and we were wondering if you‟d be wanting me to approach her father to speak about
courting her. It‟s not the best time to be getting married and trying to start a family, but there‟s no harm
in getting to know the girl while you can.”43
Cornelius felt his ears grow hot at his father‟s question and noticed that his father‟s ears had gone
a little red as well, and that his father continued to look at him with a wan but knowing smile. Cornelius
stared determinedly at the dwindling pile of turf bricks as he muttered, “I wouldn‟t mind getting to know
her a little better. I‟d like to court her, if she‟s interested that is.”
His father let out a quiet snort of laughter and clapped Cornelius on the shoulder, “I‟ll take John
and we‟ll go visit her father tomorrow. I‟m happy for you, lad, she seems like a sweet lass.” With a
slight chuckle he turned and walked backed to the front of the house with a slight spring in his step,
leaving Cornelius to follow behind in silence.
The next day Cornelius worked restlessly around the family‟s home waiting for his father and
brother to return with Deirdre‟s answer. He was replacing a splintered shovel handle when James came
running into the yard shouting, “They‟re back! They‟re back!” Grabbing Cornelius‟s hand, James pulled
him eagerly towards the path to meet their father and John.
As they approached, Cornelius noticed his father‟s downcast expression and how John focused
his gaze on the ground. Filled with anxiety, Cornelius let go of James‟s hand and stood still.
“I‟m sorry,” his father said quietly when they reached him. He placed a hand on Cornelius‟s
shoulder, “When we reached Upperchurch we learned that the town was hit hard by the fever this winter.
We went to the Maloneys‟ home and found it collapsed. From what we learned from the neighbors it
seems that the family, including Deirdre, was found dead just after the New Year. I‟m sorry, son.”
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Often when a young couple began courting, the friends or family of the man would visit the woman‟s family to
propose a match between the man and woman. These proposals frequently occurred between Christmas and
Epiphany, and were followed by a series of visits and negotiations between the bride and groom‟s families over the
dowry and other details (Delaney, “Of Irish Ways,” pp. 116-117).
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Cornelius stood shocked at his father‟s words. His father gave his shoulder a tight squeeze before
steering him back towards the family‟s home.

March 1849
As spring came the weather became milder and freezing sleet no longer cut through Cornelius‟s
thin clothes. To survive until they could plant and harvest new crops, the Delaney family continued to
find what work they could to satisfy the Poor Law requirements.44 It had been nearly three months since
Michael‟s death, but Cornelius still expected to see his brother working beside him, or rubbing the sleep
out of his eyes as their mother roused them in the morning. He missed his little brother‟s laughter and
roughhousing with him after finishing a day‟s work. Cornelius welcomed the physical labor as it allowed
him to focus on something other than the deaths of his brother and Deirdre.
Late in March, as Cornelius, John, Patrick and his father trudged closer to the family‟s home after
spending the day breaking stones for roadways, they found their mother, William and James in the field
behind the house where the family usually planted the few vegetables they kept for themselves. As they
drew nearer to the field, Winifred stood and brushed the dirt from her arms as she approached the low
stone wall that bound the field.
“How was the work today?” She wiped a thin sheen of sweat from her brow with her tattered
sleeve.
His father shrugged and stretched his shoulders. “Now that the ground is thawing, digging road
beds is easier, which means that they need more stones broken to line the roads. We were all able to work
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today, and were paid in full. We stopped in town on the way home and bought a few pounds of meal to
add to the turnips for supper.”45
Grasping Cornelius‟s hand, Winifred stepped over the low wall and out of the field. Patting
Cornelius on the shoulder in thanks, she turned to Patrick who carried the small bag of meal in his arms.
“Now give that here,” she said to Patrick, taking the bag and settling it on her bony hip. “Follow
me and fill up the pot so I can start boiling the turnips.” Turning back to the field she saw the
unsupervised William and John had started throwing clods of dirt at each other. Rolling her eyes and
scoffing at her sons‟ antics Winifred shouted, “Leave each other be and keep digging those stones out! If
I find a single stone in that field tomorrow I‟ll have you digging through there for the rest of the week!”
Her eyes became misty as she thought of the third son who would have joined his brothers in the field if
he had still been alive. With a deep breath Winifred straightened her skirt and headed towards the house
avoiding their eyes. Cornelius‟s father followed after her and Patrick darted behind them to grab the
cooking pot. Patrick quickly emerged from the cottage carrying the family‟s iron pot. Cornelius caught
his arm as he went by asking, “Is Mum ok?”
Patrick shrugged. “She‟s all right. Da‟s there,” and he pushed roughly past Cornelius on his way
to the stream for water. Cornelius watched his brother go and his shoulders sagged. Gesturing to John to
follow him he headed over to the field to help William and James carry away the stones they had
gathered.
At supper that evening, Cornelius‟s father brought up the topic of emigration again. After much
debate the family agreed that once the fields had been prepared for the new crop, Cornelius, as the oldest
son, would take what was left of the family‟s savings and leave for the United States. He hoped that in
America Cornelius would be able to join his cousins and other neighbors that had emigrated since the
famine began. In justifying their decision, Cornelius‟s mother had cited a proverb that had become
increasingly popular during the years of famine, “There‟s hope from the ocean but none from the
45
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grave.”46 After Michael‟s death, Winifred inclination towards emigration had increased. With the
continued crop failures and widespread disease, she saw no way to ensure her children‟s future in Ireland.
Watching Cornelius absorb the pain of Deirdre‟s death had only strengthened her resolve to protect her
sons. After watching the family‟s store of money deplete as they struggled to buy food over the winter,
Cornelius‟s father agreed that it was time to leave while they still had the resources to go. But there had
only been enough money left in the family‟s savings to send one. As the oldest son, Cornelius was the
one being sent ahead in hopes that he would be able to earn enough money in America to allow the rest of
the family to emigrate.
After the discussion was finished, Cornelius stepped outside into the evening‟s sharp, moist air.
Taking a deep breath, he gazed up at the darkening sky where the faint pinpricks of stars were just
beginning to emerge. He had known that if his family decided to emigrate that he would be leaving the
green hills of home and the familiar faces of his friends and neighbors behind. He hadn‟t imagined that
he would be emigrating alone and leaving his entire family to another year of hardship as he set out for an
uncertain future of his own. His chest constricted as he gazed out over the dark, gentle roll of the hills
barely visible in the faint light of the moon. He began to shake in fear as the horror stories of the coffin
ships flashed through his mind – stories from the letters of friends and neighbors describing people
crammed into dark holds and dying by the dozens as disease spread through the passengers. He was
supposed to face that alone? He fell to his knees and gulped in air, trying to catch his breath. As his
breathing steadied, his thoughts calmed. He had to leave. He had to leave to try and protect his family so
that they could have a chance at a better life. Would the hardships he endured on the journey to America
really be worse than what he and his family had seen and endured in the last four years? He was painfully
familiar with hunger and loss. Emigrating had to be better than staying here and watching as he and his
family slowly starved. Exhaling sharply, Cornelius drew to his feet and with a last look over the dark
landscape turned back to the house.
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April 1849
It was towards the end of April that the fields were ready for planting and Cornelius‟s family
organized his wake. Only a small number of the friends, neighbors and distant relations that had attended
his cousins‟ wake last fall appeared at his. The disease and starvation of winter had claimed many lives in
the surrounding area, and many more had set out for Canada and the United States after the crop had
failed again. The few worn figures that straggled into the family‟s small house were filled with a
bittersweet joy as they bade Cornelius farewell and joined in the verbal sparring and revelry that
characterized an Irish wake. As Cornelius worked his way through the small throng of people he noticed
his mother laughing with some of the neighbors. Though Winifred‟s laugh rang out the loudest of the
group, Cornelius noticed that her eyes still lacked their previous sparkle and followed him as he moved
about the room.
The goodbyes the next morning were brief. Winifred held him tightly before giving him her
blessing and sending him off with a smile that was contrasted by the tears shining in her eyes. James
stared at him silently with wide eyes before giving him a quick hug and darting back to Winifred‟s arms.
John, Patrick and William each gave him a brief hug and clapped him on the back, trying hard to hide
their own tears. As he turned away and joined his father who stood farther down the path holding his
small bundle, he swallowed thickly and blinked rapidly to clear the tears from his eyes. John handed him
the small bundle that contained a blanket, a little food, some cooking utensils, his knife, and an old thick
coat of his father‟s that his mother had painstakingly mended. His rag-wrapped shoes were tied to the
outside of the pack since the weather was nice enough to go barefoot. Taking the pack from his father he
slung it over his shoulder and turned for one last look at the small farm that had been his home.
His father accompanied him to Dublin, a journey which only took a few days. By the end of the
first day, however, Cornelius was already unfamiliar with the area. The appearance of the landscape
didn‟t change much from what he was used to. The mix of worn dirt paths and cobbled roads was similar
to the roads surrounding Borrisoleigh, and the gentle rise and fall of the green hills dotted with patches of
plowed earth looked the same as the fields back home. As they drew closer to Dublin the landscape
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began to shift. The gentle roll of mountains on the horizon grew into larger peaks that fell abruptly away
to a vast, smooth plain dotted with farms and walled estates. As they entered Dublin the streets became
more crowded, the buildings pushed more closely together, and the architecture became a mixture of
sculpted stone, elaborate wood-framed houses and larger, more elaborate versions of the thatched houses
Cornelius was used to seeing. As they followed the meandering roads deeper into the city he saw
cathedrals that soared to the sky and dwarfed the buildings around them. Working their way to the river
they crossed at the Ha‟penny Bridge rather than trust the rickety and leaking ferries that were still
scattered along the waterfront.47 The sweet, smoky scent of roasting grain mixed with the oily smell of
fish and the heavy odors of sweating horses and people filled the air around him.

An image of the Perseverance, a barque used for transporting emigrants, setting sail for New York from Dublin in
1846. Due to the high volume of emigrants, cargo ships like the Perserverance were refitted to transport passengers
(Laxton, “The Famine Ships,” p. 12).

When they reached the bustling activity of the docks by the ships bound for Liverpool,
Cornelius‟s father turned, grasped his shoulder and said in a gruff voice, “I can‟t go any further with you,
Neil. Just take the ferry to Liverpool; you‟ll be able to find more ships to America from there, and the
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fares may be cheaper too.48 Send us a letter when you get to America so your mother knows you‟re all
right.” He pulled Cornelius into a tight hug and whispered, “God be with you, son.”
Stepping back, John exhaled heavily and gave Cornelius‟s shoulder a tight squeeze before he
walked with slow steps back into the winding streets of Dublin. Cornelius watched his father‟s slumped
figure disappear into the crowds of the city before joining the queues of travelers, the worn figures each
clutching their own small, blanket-wrapped bundles, which were forming by the dockside offices to book
passage on the steam boats that lined the dock.

May 1849
Cornelius‟s crossing from Dublin to Liverpool had been calm. He had been awed by the size of
the steam boats, with their towering smokestacks that belched puffs of gray steam and the broad boards of
the immense paddlewheel that constantly creaked as it turned. He, along with hundreds of other
emigrants, had been packed into the center cabin of the ship, although during the day the passengers had
been allowed to wander about the scuffed wooden deck and feel the sting of salt from the sea on their
faces.
On the steam ship, Cornelius had met another emigrant family form Southern Tipperary, the
Magraths. Sean and Eva Magrath were emigrating to New York, with their four children that ranged in
age from four to ten, to join Eva‟s sister. They had met when their oldest son, Seamus, had collided with
Cornelius while the children were playing on deck. Upon reaching Liverpool, they had found their way
to the offices of the agents that controlled the booking for passages to America. Cornelius was currently
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helping Eva keep hold of the wriggling children as he watched Sean argue with a ticket agent. Finally,
after a loud expletive from the agent, Sean turned back to his family and Cornelius.
“We can‟t afford the fares to New York, Eva,” Sean said quietly, glancing at Cornelius. “Our
only options are to take the subsidized fares to Canada or to book prepaid passages through one of the
agents to Philadelphia. In America, we‟d be bound to work in the factories of the agents to pay off our
passage, but at least we‟d be in America. If we take the passage to Canada, we have to swear to remain in
English territory.”49
Eva sighed as she adjusted the position of the thin child perched on her bony hips. “I don‟t like
the idea of pledging to stay in a specific country. Besides, we‟re supposed to be joining my sister and her
husband in New York. How are we to do that if we‟ve promised to stay in Canada?”
Sean nodded wearily as he ran his hand through his receding copper hair, “Well I guess we
should go talk to the agents for Philadelphia then, and keep an eye out for cheaper fares to New York.”
Turning to Cornelius he said, “How about you? Would you like to come with us to find passage to
Philadelphia? Or are you still bound to go to New York?”
Passing the child he had been holding to Sean, Cornelius replied, “I‟ll still go to New York if I
can, I should have cousins there. If I can‟t find passage to New York, I guess I‟ll see you down at the
offices for Philadelphia, and maybe we can find a ship together,” he finished with a small smile.
Sean nodded and offered Cornelius his free hand. Grasping his arm lightly, Eva asked, “If you go
to New York, can you try to find my sister and let her know we couldn‟t make it to New York? Her
name‟s Arelene, Arlene Brennan. Her letter mentioned something about an area named Five Points, but I
don‟t know what that means.”
Cornelius promised that he would do his best to find her sister, and after bidding the Magraths
farewell and wishing them luck, he stepped up to the ticket agent to try and book passage.
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Prepaid passages could be booked for emigrants by relatives already in the United States or through firms that
recruited emigrants to feed the labor supply required for factories and other laborer jobs. Most of the business for
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Belfast (Mageean, “Emigration from Irish Ports,” pp. 17-18).
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June 1849
Cornelius gazed out across the ocean. The dark blue of the water and the white caps of the waves
faded away into the misty horizon. The view of endless water had been all the emigrants and crew could
see for the last few weeks since they had left the coasts of England and Ireland behind. Taking the
opportunity to stretch his body after being cramped in the dank, dark hold, Cornelius began pacing along
the rail of the deck, gazing up at the elaborate working of sails and ropes that composed the rigging.
Finally, after days of lying limp, the sails were again filled with wind and the ship was ducking swiftly
through the waves. Noticing a few young men lounging on the other side of the deck, Cornelius
wandered over to join them.
“Cornelius,” Brendan greeted him with a nod as he filled his lungs with the salty, but fresh air.
Niall and Shane nodded their greetings as well, but looked a little queasy and clutched to the rail of the
ship as it bobbed up and down across the waves. Cornelius had met the three young Irishmen the first day
on board when they had all claimed bunks by each other down in the hold. As young men traveling
alone, from similar farming backgrounds, they had quickly become friends.
“I wonder how much longer we‟ll be cooped up on this leaky tub,” groused Brendan as he leaned
out over the rail. “I miss the feel of good, dry land beneath my feet. I‟m no fisherman and I have no love
of the sea!”
“At least you don‟t get seasick,” moaned Niall as he closed his eyes and rested his head on the
rail. “I can‟t wait to get to New York and stand on something that doesn‟t move constantly.”
“Eh,” muttered Shane from where he gripped the rail with white knuckles, “I‟ll take seasickness
over the fever though. At least the seasickness is less likely to kill you.”
In the hold below where the immigrants were crammed together the close quarters had caused
fever to spread like wildfire among the already weak immigrants. Cornelius had fallen ill in the second
week of the voyage, but had recovered relatively quickly. Many of the young children and the elderly on
the voyage had not been so lucky. When the fever had first swept through the ship, the passengers had

Nelson 46
begged the sailors for old scraps of canvas and meal sacks to wrap their dead.50 Once the bodies had been
wrapped in their improvised shrouds, the sailors scrounged up some stones or weights to tie to the body
and after a brief blessing, delivered the body into the ocean. Since the voyage had begun, they had buried
six young children, an elderly man and two middle-aged women, and from the talk of the sailors,
Cornelius understood that this was a relatively low death toll compared to other crossings.
Other than the bouts of fever, however, the crossing had gone relatively smoothly. The weather
had been clear, and although the captain was concerned about the low levels of wind, they seemed to be
making good progress.

July 1849
Thunder crashed as the winds howled around the ship, tossing it about in the fierce waves.
Cornelius and the other immigrants had been locked below in the hold since the storm began to keep them
out of the sailors‟ way and from being swept overboard by the waves that crashed over the ship.
In the dark, cramped quarters of the hold, Cornelius lay on his bunk, his knees bent halfway to his
chest to fit his whole body in the small space. He could hear Brendan in the bunk behind him whispering
the Our Father to himself as the boat was tossed about. He could hear children sobbing and crying out to
their parents in fear, and a small part of him wished that one of his parents could be here to comfort him.
Occasionally someone would groan and retch in the darkness, adding to the already sour scent of vomit,
stale sweat and human waste that permeated the hold. When the ship made sharp movements, people
would be tossed out their bunks, usually into the unyielding wooden posts of other bunks.
Cold shocks of sea water would also work their way through cracks in the ship‟s hull as the
waves crashed into the ship. These sprays of water would drench the already miserable passengers,
causing them to choke on the sharp, freezing seawater.51
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Since there was no way of storing bodies on board ships, when an individual died their body was wrapped, usually
in sail cloth, weighted and buried at sea (Mangan, eds., “Robert Whyte‟s 1847 Famine Ship Diary,” p. 42).
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Gaps between the planks of the hold would often shift with the movement of the ship (Laxton, “The Famine
Ships,” pp. 12-13).
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Cornelius closed his eyes, trying to block out the sounds and smells of misery that surrounded
him. There was no way of telling how long the storm had been going on, but it seemed like it had been
days. He just wished it would end. Death could not be worse than this. His thoughts drifted to Michael,
to Deirdre, and to all of the friends and neighbors that had been lost to the famine. Their faces drifted
across his closed eyelids, and a part of him wished that he could join them. Tears escaped his eyes and
ran down his sweat-soaked cheeks. As he continued to cry, he began to pray.

August 1849
The skies were clear again as Cornelius worked his way around the deck in the faint light of the
early morning. After so long at sea, his legs were finally growing used to the constant swaying of the
deck. The storms they had encountered in late July had pushed them off course, and correcting had
lengthened the voyage by a couple of weeks. The already limited food had been placed on rations and
when the passengers received their meager portions of ship‟s bread and water they fell on it hungrily,
consuming the maggots that had burrowed into the hard bread as well as the stale bread itself. Though
most of the immigrants were used to surviving on limited amounts of food after the years of famine, they
still suffered under the limited rations, and for some, their strength finally gave out.
As he turned back towards the center of the ship, Cornelius watched a couple of the crew
members hoist a large, canvas wrapped bundle from the hold. He noticed Shane approaching him and
nodded towards the body. Glancing back over his shoulder, Shane sighed, “It‟s Widow O‟Donnell. She
died during the night.”
Cornelius nodded and turned back to looking across the ocean, thinking of the three children who
had just lost their mother. “I wonder how many more are going to die before we reach New York,”
Cornelius sighed as Shane joined him at the railing.
Shane grunted in agreement as farther down the deck, three children gathered around the body as
one of the other passengers began to intone a prayer.
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Cornelius stayed on deck for most of the morning, and just as he was about to duck into the hold
to retrieve his cup to hold his daily ration of water, he heard a cry from the rigging.
“Land! Land off the starboard side!”
Cornelius and the other passengers on deck froze and all heads turned to look out over the ocean,
straining for any hint that land was near. Squinting his eyes, Cornelius could barely make out a faint,
dark line stretching across the distant horizon. He felt a smile spread across his face. There was land,
there was hope.

September 1849

The above image is an illustration of South Street Seaport in New York (Laxton, “The Famine Ships.”).

Working his way through the shipyard crowded with new immigrants speaking in a variety of
languages and sailors pushing by as they ran errands for their ships, Cornelius wondered where he was
supposed to go next. Looking around him, he found that Brendan, Niall and Shane had also made their
way through the checkpoint and were looking around the bustling dock with the same mix of wonder,
confusion and apprehension that Cornelius himself felt. Making his way over to the three young men,
Cornelius greeted them with a nod: “Well, I guess we should find a place to stay?”
Nodding mutely, Brendan, Niall and Shane fell into step with Cornelius and wove their way
through the crowd away from the docks and into the city. They passed numerous immigrants, each
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appearing exhausted and worn after their sea voyage. The immigrants wore a variety of ethnic clothing in
various colors. There were Scandinavian immigrants with their thick, rough woolen clothes, Germans
women with their broad aprons and scarves, and Irish immigrants, mostly emaciated in their patched
clothes and worn tweed caps. The immigrants clasped their few belongings closely, clutching their worn
bundles and battered suitcases. Pushing their way through the crowds of immigrants were laborers in
rough work clothes hurrying to unload or reload the ships. Scattered around the dock, there were even a
few men in sharp suits and top hats that were shouting political speeches and in some cases handing out
bread or other small tokens to the immigrants as they migrated away from the cramped ships that had
been their home for months. One of them grabbed Cornelius‟s jacket as he passed and started
proselytizing about wages and organizing labor.
“Hello, young man, do you care about safe working conditions and fair pay?” the man shouted
over the din of the docks.
“Yes,” Cornelius stammered, startled by the man‟s forward actions. The man continued into a
speech about a political candidate – someone named Donovan – and how he supported the working man,
and that Cornelius should be sure to vote for him in the election that fall. Cornelius nodded
noncommittally and the man moved on to the next immigrant in the group.
The next person that caught Cornelius‟s shoulder was a young teenage boy with a patched tweed
cap and a fraying woolen jacket that hung low over his loose pants.
“Mornin‟!” said the boy enthusiastically, “Are‟ya looking for a place to stay? Missus Sullivan
has room in her boarding house, lowest rents you‟ll find for the best room and board available. For a
couple of cents I‟ll show you there.”52
The four men exchanged a glance, and nodded at each other. Shane dug around the lining of his
rough jacket until he found a couple of small coins and passed them over to the boy. The boy bobbed his
head and lifted his cap to reveal auburn hair streaked with mud and dust. After stashing the coins in the
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Many boarding houses and tenement owners employed runners to recruit newly arrived immigrants to their
lodgings.
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worn band of his hat and settling it back on his head, the boy beckoned for them to follow and trotted off
chattering cheerfully.
“M‟name‟s Jamie. I‟m from Five Points; my family doesn‟t live too far from the Sullivan‟s
actually. Where are you lot from?”
Looking around at the stone and wood buildings crowding around them, Cornelius answered
distractedly, “We‟re from Ireland.” Brendan, Niall and Shane nodded in confirmation.
“Pleased to meet you!” Jamie replied enthusiastically, “Now follow me and I‟ll lead you right to
the Sullivan‟s!” Continuing to chatter cheerfully, Jamie headed off into the city.
The four young men followed the boy, further into the foggy, dim streets that wound between a
mix of crooked wooden buildings, smoothed stone walls and crumbling plaster covering the walls of huge
tenement buildings. After what seemed like an hour of winding and weaving through dark alleyways
floored with packed dirt and wide expanses of cobblestone streets, they turned into a narrow alleyway that
led around to the back of a multi-story, wood framed building with peeling paint and broken shutters.
Opening a rickety door, Jamie led them into a low hallway where the peeling wallpaper and wooden slats
peeking through the cracks in the plaster contributed to the gloomy appearance caused by the dim light
from the oil lamps.53 Directly to their right was a narrow wooden staircase that led to an upper floor
obscured by darkness. Passing the staircase, Jamie led them through a low doorway that opened into a
white tiled room that contained an iron stove and deep tubs stained with rust lines that streaked out from
the metal fastenings that held the tubs in place.
“Ah, Jamie, who have you brought here today,” greeted a thin, gray-haired woman with lines that
spidered across her face giving it a wise appearance. Wiping her hands on her stained cream apron, she
extended a hand towards Cornelius, who was the first of the group of young men to work his way shyly
53

The descriptions of the tenements are based on descriptions of the tenements at 31, 35 and 39 Orange Street in the
Five Points and the tenement at 97 Orchard Street (Anbinder, “From Famine to Five Points: Lord Lansdowne’s
Irish Tenants Encounter North America’s Most Notorious Slum,” pp. 368-376; The Lower East Side Tenement
Museum Virtual Tour, http://www.tenement.org/Virtual-Tour/index_virtual.html). The tenements built at these
locations were built prior to the changes in housing regulations that required increased air and light, and also lacked
gas light and heat, and indoor plumbing that was seen in later tenement buildings (The Lower East Side Tenement
Museum Virtual Tour, Hallway/Ruin Apartment, http://www.tenement.org/Virtual-Tour/vt_hallruin.html).
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into the room. “My name is Kate Sullivan and welcome to 35 Orange Street. My husband Sandy and I
are from Ireland ourselves, Tuosist to be exact, but we‟re willing to take all sorts to board as long as you
don‟t cause trouble and you pay your rent on time. 54 Now, where are all you from?”
“We‟re from Ireland as well,” replied Brendan. “I‟m from Athy, and Shane here is from Cahir,”
he continued, gesturing to Shane who stood beside him.
“I‟m from County Tipperary as well, Borrisoleigh,” interjected Cornelius.
“And I‟m from Tullamore,” said Niall, nervously clearing his throat.
“Excellent!” replied Kate enthusiastically, “It‟s always good to have more young fellows from
home around. We make our own little Ireland here. It‟s almost as good as being home. Now, about your
room, I trust you have no objects to sharing with a few other young men?”
Still overwhelmed by the small area of the city they had just traversed, and impressed by the
wood and tile floors and the plaster walls of the building despite its scattered cracks, Cornelius and his
friends exchanged a slightly dazed look. After exchanging noncommittal shrugs, Shane spoke up from
where he had been lingering in the back of the group, “Ma‟am, I think I speak for all of us when we say
we‟d like to stick together and we‟ll share with as many others as you want if it means a roof over our
heads.” The other young men made small grunts of affirmation as they shuffled uncomfortably on the
slick tile of the kitchen floor.
Mrs. Sullivan gave them a wry smile. “I‟m glad to hear it. You can join the three men in the first
floor room. It‟s across from the staircase and the first door on your left. I‟ll show you up now and you
can meet John, Colin and Fergus later. They should be back from work soon. I think they‟re working on
a construction site this week.” Shooing the young men back down the hallway, Mrs. Sullivan pushed a
few coins into Jamie‟s hand before sending him back out the door and into the alleyway. Continuing up
the dark staircase, Mrs. Sullivan continued to educate the young men about the other residents of the
tenement, “We‟re all Irish here, and most of us are from Tuosist. „Cept for Fergus and Colin. Fergus is
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The Sandy and Kate Sullivan who ran the boarding house at 35 Orange Street actually emigrated from Tuosist,
County Kerry in Ireland and arrived in New York in March of 1851 (Anbinder, “From Famine to Five Points: Lord
Lansdowne’s Irish Tenants Encounter North America’s Most Notorious Slum,” p. 373).
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from somewhere up around Sligo, he‟s not a very talkative lad, lost most of his family on the voyage over
here. Now Colin is much more active, you‟ll have trouble getting him to be quiet, and John is my
cousin‟s son and from Tuosist like me.” Reaching the top of the staircase, Mrs. Sullivan turned to the left
and worked her way down the narrow hall to a dark doorway. Reaching the top of the stairs, Cornelius
saw that at the far end of the hall there was another dim lamp that provided barely enough light to
navigate the hall without tripping over the doorways and warped floorboards. Mrs. Sullivan budged the
door open and led the young men into a long room that ended in a dirty window that looked out over a
small courtyard and the backs of the buildings on the next street over. The air in the room was hot and
stuffy and a curious odor of mold, sweat and stale food reached Cornelius‟s nose.
Gesturing around the room, Mrs. Sullivan said, “Now this here‟s the front room and behind that
half wall there is where John, Colin and Fergus have set up their bunks. There are a couple of empty beds
so you‟ll have to share, but you‟ll welcome that once winter comes. The window opens over the
courtyard you saw when you came in and that‟s also where you‟ll find the privies. The water pump is out
back of the next building over and you‟ll have to get your own water. The window does open, but it
sticks and you won‟t appreciate it being stuck open once winter hits. I‟ll leave you to settle in now and
I‟ll let the others know you‟re here when they get back. Rent is due tomorrow morning if you decide to
stay and since you‟re new here I‟ll give you a special rate for the first month. After that the rent is six
cents per night.”55 With a perfunctory nod to the young men, Mrs. Sullivan bustled back out into the
hallway and closed the door firmly as she left.
Cornelius‟s first month in New York was filled with a variety of odd jobs and the experience of
learning to find his way around the seemingly unending city. Thanks to Colin, Cornelius and Shane had
found work on a road paving project that employed them for their first week in the city.56 After that job
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To attract tenants, some landlords would occasionally offer special, temporary rates to new arrivals (The Lower
East Side Tenement Museum, Virtual Tour, Gumpertz Apartment, http://www.tenement.org/VirtualTour/vt_gumpertz.html). The cost to stay in Sandy Sullivan‟s boarding house was six cents a night (Anbinder,
“From Famine to Five Points,” p.373).
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Nelson 53
had been finished, Cornelius and the other young men had bounced around to various jobs, occasionally
finding no work at all. Today, Cornelius was meeting a farmer from Long Island down near the docks
who he hoped would employ him for the brief remainder of the harvest season. He had been introduced
to the farmer, Sven Jorgenson, by Dan Brennan. Cornelius had met Dan when he searched out Eva
Magrath‟s sister to deliver the message about the Magrath‟s diversion to Philadelphia. Arlene had
welcomed him into the crowded tenement where she lived with her family and had peppered him with
questions about the welfare of her sister‟s family. Just as he was about to leave, Arlene‟s son, Dan, had
returned from his job on the farm, and after finding out Cornelius was a farmer, had offered to find him a
job on Mr. Jorgenson‟s farm. 57 Mr. Jorgenson had agreed to take Cornelius on, and now Cornelius was
meeting one of Jorgenson‟s wagons down by the docks to begin his new job.
As Cornelius neared the docks, the strong, pungent scents of fish, hot tar and salt from a mixture
of sea water and sweat permeated the air. Though the sun had barely risen, the docks and the warehouses
surrounding them were filled with activity. Sailors were shouting as they strained at the ropes that were
lowering the rough wooden crates that were used to ship cargo across the Atlantic. A babble of different
languages and heavily accented English broke upon Cornelius‟s ear as he wound his way through the
bustling throng of people.
Reaching one of the dirty and run-down warehouses, Cornelius turned inside and found the
overseer that managed the merchant‟s goods.
“Morning, sir, has Mr. Jorgenson come in yet?” asked Cornelius.
“No boy, but you can make yourself useful and help load these crates into the wagons,” the
overseer grunted as he gestured vaguely to a group of men that were hastily sealing and packing crates
into wagons for transport out to the ships. Cornelius nodded and jogged over to the group of men and
introduced himself to the man who was jotting down figures on a slate as the wagon was loaded,

established immigrants would often help immigrants from the same native country in finding employment
(Anbinder, “From Famine to Five Points,” pp. 376-378).
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After his arrival in New York, the real Cornelius Delaney did secure a position working for a farmer on Long
Island. He remained in the employ of this farmer for approximately five years.
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“G‟morning sir, I‟m a new hire for Mr. Jorgenson but his wagons aren‟t here yet. Can I be of any help
here?” The man barely paused in his scribbles as he nodded toward two men who were struggling to nail
down the lid of a crate. Thanking the man, Cornelius added his weight to the lid of the crate as the other
men finished driving in the nails that held the lid down tight.
“Thanks,” grunted one of the men as he wiped the sweat from his brow with his frayed and
stained shirtsleeve before joining another equally sweaty and dirt-stained man in hoisting the crate into
the back of the wagon. Cornelius turned to the next pair of men who were lining the interior of their crate
with wood shavings to cushion its cargo.
“What are you packing?” asked Cornelius as he joined in spreading the wood shavings, work that
soon covered him with a fine layer of wood dust that stung his eyes and clogged his mouth and nose.
One of the men, with a rough salt and pepper beard responded as he coughed to clear the sawdust
from his lungs, “Pottery. Mr. Davis, the merchant who owns this warehouse, deals in everything from
pottery to woodwork, food and cloth. This load‟ll be shipped down the coast to Virginia and South
Carolina along with cloth and other household goods that we loaded onto the ship yesterday.” The men
fell into silence as they finished spreading the wood shavings and began packing the smaller wooden
boxes that had been used to transport the pottery to the warehouse into the crate. Nailing the lid in place,
Cornelius joined in lifting the crate to carry it to the back of the wagon. As they hoisted the crate,
Cornelius staggered slightly with its unexpected weight prompting the man he had spoken to earlier to
growl, “Watch it! You drop this and you not only risk breaking the goods, but you risk crushing one of us
or yourself! Haven‟t you done this sort of work before?”
As they succeeded in shoving the crate into the wagon, Cornelius replied, “Packing crates, no, I
haven‟t. But I‟ve done plenty of heavy lifting in labor back in Ireland and over the last month here. I just
didn‟t expect pottery to be so heavy.”
The man cast him an appraising look as he scratched his beard, “How long have you been in
country, Paddy?
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“A little under a month, and my name‟s Cornelius,” Cornelius replied raising his eyebrows at the
use of the generic term for an Irishman. The man snorted in response stating, “Sorry, Cornelius, didn‟t
mean no offense, but you‟ll have to get used to that name here „cause pretty much anyone who ain‟t from
Ireland‟ll use it when they talk to you.” The man extended his dust covered hand to Cornelius, “I‟m Jake,
I‟ve been working on the docks here since I was a young lad. Can‟t say that I appreciate the competition
for jobs you Irish and the other immigrants bring for us laborers, but most of you seem like decent enough
workers so I can‟t hold that against you. You best watch your back though „cause not all of us New
Yorkers are so welcoming.”
Cornelius took the proffered hand and briefly shook it as the two men turned to pack more crates.
As they began to line another crate with wood shavings, Jake asked, “So it you haven‟t been working the
docks the last few weeks, where‟ve you been, and what brings you here now?”
Choking on some dust, Cornelius answered, “I‟ve been working odd jobs around the city, mainly
on construction sites or laying down stones for roads. I had some trouble finding steady work, at least
until a friend introduced me to a farmer looking for laborers.” 58 Cornelius hoped that if Mr. Jorgenson
was pleased with his work that he would be taken on as a permanent hand. He could work in construction
or other labor jobs, but he preferred farming and working with the land.
Jake grunted, “Eh, well good luck to you then. Never understood farming myself, but to each his
own. Though,” he paused thoughtfully, “I‟d think you‟d want to go out west to the territories like Ohio,
Iowa or that new territory of Minnesota if its farming you‟re after. Seems like every day new fliers are
going up advertising all of the land opening up in the new territories, but as I said, to each his own,” and
shrugging he returned to his work.
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It was difficult for many immigrant laborers to find constant employment unless they were employed in building
railroads or canals, or on construction jobs. Other labor jobs were highly dependent on the season and weather
making it difficult for laborers to hold a steady position. Periods of financial recession in the United States
throughout the 1800‟s also contributed to the difficult job market. In the 1850‟s, it was estimated that many laborers
were only able to find work an average of two hundred days out of the year (Anbinder, “From Famine to Five
Points: Lord Lansdowne’s Irish Tenants Encounter North America’s Most Notorious Slum,” pp.376-377).

Nelson 56
Ohio, Iowa, Minnesota. The names sounded odd to Cornelius‟s ears. If these territories had land
available for farms, perhaps they were something he should look into for his family once he was able to
save enough money for them to emigrate. If they couldn‟t own land in Ireland, maybe they would be able
to own land here in America. Turning to Jake with a smile, Cornelius replied quietly, “Some day I‟d like
to have my own farm. It was what my family worked towards in Ireland. Having our own land was
something we saved every penny for. I don‟t have enough money to buy land here though. Maybe in a
few years or so.” Cornelius finished speaking wistfully, remembering the land he had left behind, and
wondering if it would ever be possible for him to earn enough to buy land in America. Before he could
even begin to dream of buying land though, he had to earn enough to bring the rest of his family to
America. Unless he was taken on as a permanent hand by Mr. Jorgenson that task alone would prove
difficult as it would take him years to earn enough to pay for their passage doing odd construction jobs.
Then there was the cost of the land to consider. It would take more time to earn enough to buy even a
small parcel of land. Maybe if the land in the territories was cheap enough he and his family could find a
small plot and begin to build their farm. He longed to feel the coolness of the dirt beneath his feet and
smell the rich, moist scent of soil as he tended to crops again.
Cornelius continued packing the crates in silence until a new wagon pulled into the warehouse
and he heard Dan‟s New York-tinted Irish accent cutting through the noise of the working men as he
shouted orders to the overseer. Helping Jake finish fixing the lid on the crate they had been packing,
Cornelius nodded goodbye and wove his way through the haze of dust and men to the wagon.

Cornelius leaving the docks for Mr. Jorgenson‟s farm (Original drawing by author).
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May 1859
Cornelius wiped the sweat from his brow as he paused in his plowing. Holding the worn leather
reins tightly in his hand he bent to check the leather ties that bound the iron plow to the sweat-lathered
horse in front of him.
“Everything all right there, Neil?” asked John as he stroked the white blaze on the head of the
horse hitched to the plow.
Cornelius chuckled as he moved on to check the buckles of the horse‟s harness. “I just want to be
sure the plow‟s held tight. Besides, I think Rob here could use a rest, I know I could.”
“Aye, me as well,” John laughed as he ducked to avoid Rob‟s head as he nuzzled John‟s shirt in
search of water.
After a brief rest, Cornelius flicked the reins and Rob began to steadily pull the plow through the
rich, black soil. The sun continued to beat down on them as they slowly worked their way through the
field. Cornelius relished in the feel of the sweat running down his back as he drove the plow deep into the
earth. This land was theirs. All of the work and care that he and his family lavished on their farm and
crops was for their own gain. The work was backbreaking, but the soil was fertile and because of the low
cost of land in the territories, the Delaneys had been able to purchase a farm larger than anything they had
imagined in Ireland.
It was early evening when John held up a hand saying, “Whoa, boy, whoa!” Cornelius
straightened up stiffly, “Everything all right, John? I thought we were going to finish the last row before
heading home.”
John responded with a broad grin as he nodded over Cornelius‟s shoulder, “I know, and we will,
but right now we have a visitor.”
Cornelius turned and squinted into the setting sun, barely making out the shadowy figure of a
woman gracefully picking her way across the overturned earth of the field. A smile spread across his own
face as the figure drew closer and he saw it was his wife, Johanna. They had been married a few weeks
ago after meeting at their church‟s summer festival last year. They had been thrilled when they learned
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that they were both from the area of Borrisoleigh, and Johanna thought that she remembered playing with
William, Michael and James while she was growing up. They had bonded over their memories of Ireland
and eventually become good friends. After New Year‟s, Cornelius had spoken to Johanna‟s father and
asked for permission to marry her, and seeing Johanna‟s affection for the young man, her father had
agreed.
They were currently living with Cornelius‟s mother, father and brothers in the wood-framed
home Cornelius and his brothers John and Patrick had built when they had moved to Iowa two years ago.
Cornelius was building a smaller wood-framed home for himself and Johanna, but with him and his
brothers busy in the fields it wouldn‟t be finished until the end of the summer.
“Would you like some water?” Johanna asked as she offered a carved wooden ladle to Cornelius.
He smiled and took the offered water, savoring its soothing effects on his dry throat. Finishing
his drink he passed the ladle back to Johanna so she could offer John a drink from the wooden bucket at
her side.
“Will you be finished soon?” Johanna asked, glancing at Cornelius. “You‟re mother is minding
supper, so it will be ready when you get back. William and James are already back from clearing stumps
from the north field, so we‟re just waiting on you.”
“We‟ll be done soon. We‟ve only got one more row to finish and Rob here‟s still going strong,”
Cornelius replied as he patted the horse‟s back.
“Very well. If you‟re going to be quick I‟ll wait over by the fence and help you bring in Rob and
the plow. Besides, it will be nice to watch the sunset and have a brief break from cleaning out the barn,
caring for the livestock and the dozens of other little things that seem to fill up the day,” Johanna laughed.
With a quick kiss on Cornelius‟s cheek, she retrieved the ladle from John and worked her way towards
the wooden fence rails that bordered the field.
Cornelius brushed the hair out of his eyes, placed the strap of the plow over his shoulder and
snapped the reins, feeling the plow bite into the earth once again. As the setting sun cast deep red and
orange light across the flat landscape, and the scraping of the plow and creak of the leather straps filled
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his ears, he thought about how far he and his family had come in the last ten years. They had crossed a
country and an ocean to an unknown land in hopes of finding a better life. He still missed Ireland, he
probably always would, but this new farm held a promise for the future that his family might have never
found in Ireland.

Cornelius Delaney before his death in 1895 (Find a Grave, “Cornelius Delaney,” Feb 2011.
http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=65970482).
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