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Fam ine fever in Kilkenny
Tony Patterson

‘Wretched objects might be seen walking about the streets 
with fever actually upon them, and sitting on the door 
steps waiting for a ticket of admission; such creatures had 
often been turned from the gates of the hospital and sent 
back into town in that condition for a medical certificate, 
and it was sufficient evidence of their poverty to behold 
them stripping off their rags when they got admission'.

The speaker was Dr Robert Cane and the date was 19 
August 1846. The governors of Kilkenny City and County 
Fever Hospital, almost £1,000 in debt, were considering their 
options: to limit admissions, to charge for treatment, to keep 
part of the hospital and turn over the rest to the poor law 
union, or to close the institution. There were 101 patients and 
the demand was rising. The fever was a much worse type than 
that experienced a few weeks before.1

The City and County Fever Hospital, in Hospital Road 
[now Wolfe Tone Street] was not the only refuge for those 
suffering from fever. The Kilkenny dispensary treated fifty-one 
cases of fever or contagious disease in that month of August. 
There were also six cases of fever in Kilkenny workhouse that 
week. These were housed in temporary fever wards in the 
workhouse, a practice which the poor law commissioners had 
condemned as early as the previous January, urging the 
guardians to build a separate fever hospital. Dr Cane, who was 
one of the workhouse medical officers, explained that the wards 
were a temporary substitute at a time when there was a danger 
of fever spreading to the whole establishment.2

As the numbers in fever in the workhouse began to rise in 
September, the guardians looked for accommodation. At the 
same time, the governors of the fever hospital had decided to 
close all but forty beds. They offered the rest to the board of 
guardians at 9d per day for each patient sent over from the 
workhouse.3 For the rest of 1846 and all of 1847, the portion of 
the fever hospital that its governors kept under their own

Rose Archer



FAMINE FEVER IN KILKENNY 75

control played a small part in dealing with the fever epidemic. 
However their buildings and its grounds housed two other 
hospitals, the workhouse fever hospital and, in mid 1847, the 
temporary fever hospital. This was run by the relief committee 
for Kilkenny, Castleinch, Blackrath and Ballycallan. Since the 
fever wards in the workhouse continued in use, the room for 
confusion is considerable. I shall refer to these four hospitals 
as:

1. The County Fever Hospital,
2. The Union Fever Hospital,
3. The Temporary Fever Hospital and
4. The Fever Wards.

At the next meeting of the board of guardians, Henry J. 
Loughnan proposed that each guardian could send fever 
patients to the hospital and that they be charged to that 
guardian's electoral division. The poor law commissioners 
pointed out in a letter that this was illegal. The two choices 
which the guardians had were a) to pay for destitute persons 
sent from the workhouse to the Fever Hospital and b) to hire a 
house as a fever hospital to treat persons in fever.4

By mid November, the County Fever Hospital had closed 
two wards and as a result, patients in fever were being 
admitted to the workhouse. The mayor of Kilkenny, alderman 
Joseph Hackett urged at a board of guardians meeting that 
they should rent part of the fever hospital building. Dr Cane 
and the other workhouse medical officer, Dr Joseph Lalor 
stressed that the Fever Wards which were intended for forty, 
now held fifty. At the following week's meeting, a proposal from 
Hackett, seconded by Edmond Smithwick to rent 
accommodation in the fever hospital at £5 per annum was 
agreed.5

Already, deaths from fever were being reported in the local 
press. In mid November, a boy named Pine, aged fifteen who 
went to the workhouse to seek admission, collapsed in the 
porter's lodge and died before a doctor or clergyman could 
arrive. A post mortem showed fever and extensive organic 
disease of liver and spleen. There was food in the stomach and 
he had a shilling in his pocket. Nine people died in the house 
that week. In the year ended 31 October, the County Fever
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Hospital had had fifty-nine deaths and at least 143 had died in 
the workhouse. Most of these were probably not from fever as 
two or three people died there each week even in normal times.6 
The fever epidemic was only just beginning at this stage.

Figure 1 Numbers in fever weekly 1845-46

Figure 1 is based on weekly reports of board of guardians 
meetings in the Kilkenny Journal. The gaps are weeks when 
the report did not quote figures. At no time during the first 
year of famine from mid September 1845 to mid September 
1846 did the numbers in fever in the workhouse exceed forty. 
These were housed in two converted wards. The ordinary 
workhouse hospital housed between forty-four and seventy- 
nine non-fever patients that year. Things were about to change 
dramatically.

By mid December 1846, there were over a hundred fever 
patients. From February to late July the number of fever cases 
in the workhouse fever wards and in the union fever hospital 
only once fell below 400. (Figure 2) This does not include the 
thirty to forty patients in the County Fever Hospital. The 
apparent fall in numbers in fever at the end of the graph is due 
to the opening of The Temporary Fever Hospital in the grounds 
of the County Fever Hospital. This was operated by the relief 
committee for Kilkenny, Castleinch, Blackrath and Ballycallan, 
though by year's end it had closed and there was a genuine 
reduction in fever cases. This reduction still left the numbers 
in fever in Kilkenny way above the numbers for the previous 
year. By this time, the workhouse fever wards had been 
supplemented by wooden sheds in the workhouse grounds and 
the guardians had hired the Magdalen Asylum in Blackmill 
Street as a house of recovery for fever patients.
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Figure 2 Numbers in fever weekly 1846-47

Figure 2 is based on Kilkenny Journal reports up to March 
and the Minute Book of the board of guardians of Kilkenny 
Union from then on.

On Saturday 19 December, the workhouse was full to 
capacity having 116 fever patients. Sixteen people died in the 
week, including the workhouse master, Michael Phelan who 
died of typhus fever. The guardians rented part of the House 
of Industry on the Kells Road for temporary accommodation. 
The poor law commissioners suggested to the local guardians 
that some of the infirmary patients should be transferred 
there.7 A month later forty-six people had been transferred. In 
February, all ‘except a few bad characters' were brought back 
because the master of the House of Industry, John Milton was 
in fever.8 In the following June, Milton wrote to the board of 
guardians claiming payment for the three months during 
which he and Mrs Milton (who died of fever caught in the 
discharge of her duties) had been in charge of the workhouse 
patients.9 The guardians placed contracts for the erection of 
sleeping galleries in the wards of the workhouse against the 
advice of Cane and Lalor who said the overcrowding would lead 
to an increase of fever.10 They also had wooden sheds built in
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the workhouse grounds and these eventually housed 
convalescent fever patients. George Wilkinson, the architect 
responsible for the design of the workhouses was scathing on 
the proposed sheds. He himself had provided a standard 
design for such sheds in December 1845.11

Dr Lalor reported on the accommodation for fever patients 
to the meeting of 14 January. If all non-contagious cases were 
removed to the infirm wards, the workhouse hospital would 
hold 118. There were already 106 in the Union Fever Hospital. 
A joint meeting of the governors of the fever hospital and of the 
board of guardians considered the possibility of providing extra 
space. On 21 January, Dr Cane and Dr Lalor reported that, for 
£40 or so, the City and County Fever Hospital building could be 
converted to house an extra sixty patients. They recommended 
throwing down some partitions, creating wards on the ground 
floor and converting three outbuildings. In the workhouse 
itself, they recommended converting the female idiot wards as 
had already been done with the male idiot wards. That week 
there were 270 cases of fever under their charge and another 
thirty in charge of the physicians of the County Fever Hospital 
(Cane and Cummins). Mrs Harvey, the matron of the County 
Fever Hospital was also in charge of the patients in the Union 
Fever Hospital. Mr Phayer, the workhouse apothecary was to 
hire an assistant to look after patients in the Union Fever 
Hospital and a storekeeper and wardmaster were appointed.12

The Rev Vernon Drapes, accompanied by the Catholic 
chaplain and Dr Lalor, appeared before the board of guardians 
on 28 January to report on the burial of paupers. He had seen 
a coffin with the lid half off and the body exposed, and graves 
so shallow that the coffin was scarcely covered.13

At the Kilkenny Corporation meeting in February, 
William Lanigan proposed to spend ten pounds on coffins for 
the destitute poor. In the previous month the mayor had paid 
out almost nine pounds for seventy-nine coffins. These were 
only provided in cases that had been certified ‘by clergy or 
respectable parties to be cases of extreme destitution'. Since 
those who died in the workhouse were provided with coffins by 
the guardians, it would seem that these seventy-nine deaths in 
January were in addition to seventy-one deaths in the 
workhouse. The Kilkenny Journal did not record the figures
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for one week of the month so the total number of paupers 
buried in the city in January must have been near 170. We 
have no way of knowing how many people died whose relations 
were able to afford to bury them. The next monthly meeting 
heard Lanigan complain that the £10 had been almost used. ‘It 
had been stated that persons were interred within four inches 
of the surface of the ground over which pigs were frequently 
known to root in Thomplenamoul'. [St Maul's Graveyard near 
the County Fever Hospital]14

In March, the Kilkenny City Relief Committee voted ten 
pounds for coffins and £10 to buy a plot of ground behind the 
County Fever Hospital. A week later they were of the opinion 
that the plot wouldn't last long. At the Kilkenny Assizes, the 
City Grand Jury were informed by Joseph Wright that

He had been told that they were burying paupers in a field 
at the back of the fever hospital. He went there and found 
that a hole of ten feet square had been dug, and that there 
was not more than one inch of soil over some coffins. 
There was a man at the time turning a heap of manure not 
more than five or six feet from this hole; and he told him 
(Mr W) that they had commenced burying persons there 
on Thursday evening, and that there were up to thirty 
buried there since.15
In the year ended 4 September 1847, there were at least
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Figure 3 Number o f deaths each week in Kilkenny workhouse and associated 
hospitals in the year ended 4 September 1847
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1348 deaths. The five weeks for which the Kilkenny Journal 
didn't give figures were all in the early stages of the epidemic 
from November to mid January.

Figure 3 covers the two areas under poor law union 
control: the Fever Wards in the workhouse and the Union 
Fever Hospital in the County Fever Hospital premises. They 
do not include the deaths in the County Fever Hospital nor in 
the Relief Committee Temporary Fever Hospital. Since this 
latter had sheds built to hold 400 in the grounds of the County 
Hospital building, it probably had a substantial number of 
deaths during the few months of its existence.

In March, Thomas Conway the clerk of Kilkenny Union 
died of fever. A month later the assistant master, Thomas 
Pratt also succumbed. He had held the job for six weeks. The 
master tailor died, while the schoolmaster, the assistant 
mistress and the matron's sister were all in fever.16

In early March, when burials in St Maul's were at about 
ten a day and space was becoming scarce, the board of 
guardians started negotiations to buy a plot of ground beside 
the graveyard. This would be very close to the County Fever 
Hospital building. However it proved impossible to determine 
ownership. On 15 April, the new master, Patrick O'Gorman 
reported that the new place of burial had been possessed by the 
Sheriff on the suit of Mr Loughnan against Mr Bibby. ‘The men 
were turned off the ground and threatened with law 
proceedings while the dead house was crowded with sixteen 
bodies'.17

On 22 April, Mayor Hackett gave notice to enclose a burial 
ground within the walls of the workhouse. A week later the 
poor law commissioners signified their disapproval. The 
guardians seem to have persisted however because, as late as 
the following October, the commissioners advised them to get a 
burial ground away from the workhouse and to discontinue 
burials in the workhouse grounds.18

In March, at a meeting of the City Relief Committee, 
Cornelius Maxwell, proprietor of the Kilkenny Journal, drew 
the attention of Dean Vignoles to the fact that St Patrick's 
burial ground was being made a common ‘Bully's Acre' from the 
number of burials there every day.19

In a report dated 10 February, Robert Cane and Joseph
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Lalor told the board of guardians:
There is at present a decided spread of fever over this city 
and county, exclusive of the cases occurring in the 
workhouse, and the bulk of these cases are sent for 
treatment to the hospital connected with the poorhouse. 
The epidemic consists of Typhus fever, cases of simple 
fever, febrile purpura, and perhaps no such spread of 
disease in the locality since the epidemic fever of 1817 and 
1818.

Whereas 100 cases had been considered a huge amount up 
to then, they now had 400 cases, all but thirty in the workhouse 
and its fever hospital. In the first six days of February, forty- 
two cases were admitted from 
within the workhouse and 
fifty-two were people who 
caught fever outside and 
were admitted as fever cases.

The report outlined 
some circumstances which 
were likely to lead to a spread 
of the disease within the 
workhouse; overcrowding 
and consequent want of 
cleanliness, defective ventilation, 
defective sewerage, difficulty 
in getting supplies of milk 
etc., want of clean clothes for 
convalescent patients and the 
contact, on days when the 
board of guardians met, 
between inmates and those 
seeking admission, some of 
whom were already in fever.
It wasn't until early in this 
century that the part played 
by lice in the spread of typhus
and of relapsing fever was . , . . _ r..„. ° . . bigure 4 Admissions to Kilkenny
discovered but it IS certainly Workhouse and its associated hospitals 
possible to see from the for the six months ended 10 July 1847

Electoral D iv is ion Fever Dysentery
Kilkenny 964 31
Gowran 97 0
Shankill 30 4
Dysart 14 0
C astlecom er 6 1
Ballyragget 43 0
K ilm adum 69 3
Coolcraheen 21 0
Freshford 15 0
Aharney 12 1
Balleen 12 0
U rling fo rd 14 1
Eirke 2 0
C lom anto 0 0
Tullaroan 7 0
Ballycallan 30 0
Castleinch 33 0
D anesfort 33 1
Je rpo in t 15 0
B lackrath 13 1
Thom astow n 78 3
P ow erstow n 33 0
Union at large 164 15

1705 61
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report of the medical officers how fever could spread in the 
workhouse. The report also points out that most deaths were 
of old people or delicate children.20

Figure 4 shows the number of admissions to Kilkenny 
Workhouse and its associated hospitals during the six months 
ended 10 July 1847. The figures are derived from a report 
made to the guardians on 15 July at a time when the 
Temporary Fever Hospital was about to open and the 
guardians were under orders to accept no more patients from 
outside the workhouse.

More than half the patients were from the city division. 
Ballycallan, Castleinch, Danesfort and Blackrath were all 
within a few miles of the city and between them sent in 109 
cases. The section ‘Union at large' represents those who could 
not be charged to any particular electoral division. For this 
they would have to have established residency there. They 
were probably poor people who had drifted into the city and 
subsisted there by begging.21

Fever in the workhouse and in the city caused a good deal 
of panic. In late March the master reported that Edward 
Cassin, the rate collector for Castlecomer was refusing to 
attend with his books because of the fever in the house. 
Despite several warnings from the Board, he didn't appear 
until late April.22 The master himself complained that the 
nurses in the fever hospital were not making a return of the 
dead, and he declined to go the the hospital anymore. In mid 
April the guardians considered a motion to hold their weekly 
meeting in the Grand Jury room. William Maher of Freshford 
asked if the guardians were afraid to come to the poorhouse, 
how could they expect the poor to seek refuge there. A 
fortnight later an editorial in the Kilkenny Journal commented 
on ‘the strong objection which even the most destitute sick 
persons have to go into the Kilkenny workhouse, in 
consequence of the alarming number of deaths that occur in 
that establishment'. Later it says: ‘The victims of disease and 
destitution are huddled together in the narrow lanes and if 
their wretched habitations be not kept properly cleansed, 
certainly a frightful increase of fever and mortality -  perhaps a 
plague -  will be the result'.23 At a meeting of the Relief 
Committee a week later, Cane proposed the whitewashing of
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houses and alleys and the committee decided that in future 
coffins should be bought and supplied on the order of the 
secretary after a request by a parish clergyman and the 
signature of one of their inspectors. At the same meeting, 
William Lanigan said he had seen nettles and praiseach bui 
(charlock) boiled up in the houses of the poor in Upper Walkin 
Street and feared dysentery would be the result.24

In April John Cleere handed over the wooden sheds built 
in the workhouse grounds. It was decided to coat them with 
tar. In June Dr Cane complained that the roof leaked. ‘The 
state of the wards this day, the rain pouring in all directions, 
the floor saturated with, and the patients exposed to all the 
mischiefs resulting from wet beds and clothes, is truly 
lamentable and must be followed by results fatal to health and 
life'. A week later the roofs had been covered with asphaltic 
felt and Cane complained of the ventilation. He also noted 
‘There are two dozen stretchers idle in these wards for want of 
bedclothing -  besides vacant space for a considerable number 
more'. In the following November Wilkinson, the Board of 
Works architect reported unfavourably on the sheds and it was 
decided ‘to stanch them properly'. It seems likely that the 
‘asphaltic felt' didn't keep the rain out either.25

When the sheds were first put in use they were equipped 
as follows: twenty-four stretchers, each equipped with tick, pair 
of sheets, blanket, rug, bolster, chamber, tin pint. For the ward 
at large, a slop bucket, large washing bucket, roller, coal box, 
poker, shovel and blower were to be provided. A week later it 
was decided to buy additional beds for the County Hospital, 
and stretchers and 100 bed ticks for the workhouse. Ordinary 
workhouse inmates slept on straw laid on platforms raised six 
inches above a central passageway in the wards so I assume 
that the beds, stretchers and ticks [mattresses] were all for 
hospital cases.26

When the board of guardians considered the account for 
March, they concluded that the consumption of seventy dozen 
of wine and one hundred and twenty gallons of whiskey in one 
month was fully justified ‘in consequence of the enormous 
number of sick in the house'.27 The whiskey was used as a 
stimulant.

Nurses in the workhouse hospitals were untrained people
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who picked up whatever skills they had on the job. During the 
fever epidemic, workhouse inmates were designated nurses as 
the need arose. Referred to as pauper nurses, their standards 
could vary. Mrs Harvey, the matron of the County Fever 
Hospital complained of the misconduct of the pauper nurses 
sent to help in the union part of the building. She was told to 
complain to Dr Lalor who would remove them. In August, 
Bridget McDonnell, a pauper nurse was appointed assistant 
nurse in the hospital. She applied to have her children kept in 
the workhouse and offered to pay 3s a week for their 
maintenance. The poor law commissioners turned down the 
request.28

In May, Mrs Harvey complained that she had eighty-four 
pairs of sheets for 180 patients. The result was filth in the 
hospital. The board ordered 500 yards of sheeting.

At the same meeting, the board got a letter from the Board 
of Health saying that certificates had been issued to local relief 
committees to set up Temporary Fever Hospitals as follows: 
Kilkenny 200 beds; Gowran 50; Thomastown 50; Urlingford 50; 
Freshford 70; Ballyragget 50; Castlecomer 100.29 In October, 
Captain Walker, the inspecting officer for the relief committees 
informed the board of guardians that the advances which the 
government had made for the temporary hospitals had been 
made a free grant. This was good news for the board as up to 
then the arrangement was that these advances Would have to 
be repaid by the Kilkenny poor law union. Only four hospitals 
are mentioned, Kilkenny, Gowran, Freshford and Castlecomer. 
The total amount was £2,086. Later in the same month, the 
accounts show payments to seven nurses at 4s and to eight 
nurses at 3s a week. By way of contrast, the apothecary was 
getting 15s and the messenger 3s 6d30

A joint meeting of the relief committees from Kilkenny 
city, Blackrath, Ballycallan and Castleinch considered a letter 
from the Board of Health appointing Drs ‘Carn' and ‘Lambert' 
medical officers to the temporary fever hospital. The 
committee immediately protested the appointment of these two 
unknown strangers only to discover a week later that it was 
less a case of outrageous jobbery than a case of illegible writing 
-  the positions were to go to Cane and Lalor. This left Cane 
responsible for attending the patients in the workhouse and in
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all three hospitals in the Hospital Road premises. In response 
to the suggestion from the board that extra accommodation 
needed to be provided, the committee stated that they had been 
given the use of two large sheds by the board of guardians and 
that these would be sufficient for 400 patients.31 The Kilkenny 
Journal gives reports of Relief Committee meetings but does 
not include any statistics for hospital numbers or deaths. Just 
before it closed, the Temporary Hospital held 137 patients. 
This was at a period when the Relief Commissioners had 
indicated that they would provide no more grants for 
Temporary Fever Hospitals. There were about seventy cases of 
fever in the adjoining wards of the Union Fever Hospital and of 
the County and City Fever Hospital. This left about 200 fever 
cases in the one building. At this time fever was in decline 
generally. Even if we add in the forty-four cases in the fever 
wards of the workhouse, the figure is still far below the peak of 
606 in the workhouse and Union Fever Hospital for the week 
ended 26 June 1847.32

Some idea of conditions for fever patients can be got from 
the report of a board of guardians meeting on 3 June. Dr Cane 
said that they were admitting an average of twenty-three fever 
patients every day.

Your hospitals are both in a most crowded state. You may 
form some idea of them when I tell you that there are, in 
many instances, two or three in a bed. You can imagine 
what it would be in such a time as this -  in such an 
exceedingly warm season -  for even three person in health 
to lie together. What then must it be for people in fever to 
be lying in such a manner? And they are not only lying in 
the wards, but they are stretched on the lobbies, on the 
floors — in every direction.

Mr Lanigan suggested there were four in a bed.
Dr Cane agreed that this was so in the case of children. 

He also announced that Dr Lalor had been in fever but was 
much improved. In an editorial comment the Kilkenny Journal 
picked on Cane's figure of twenty-three admissions a day and 
said ‘Add to this, the number lying in fever who are not in these 
establishments, and what an aggregate we will have'.33

In July Joseph Hackett complained of the admissions 
policy.
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On Tuesday he had seen a poor young lad lying on a cart 
in William Street, waiting to see Dr Cane in order to get a 
certificate to admit him into the house. The boy's father 
was running about the town looking for the doctor while 
the mother stood by the side of the cart on which the 
unfortunate fever patient lay, under the heat of the 
broiling sun. The boy showed him a certificate from the 
Rev Mr Graves of Coolcullen. He showed his certificate at 
the hospital but had been refused admission. The master 
and porter denied all knowledge of the boy but were 
directed by the chairman, James Kelly of Altamount not to 
send any patients who might apply for admission through 
the town. The master asked was he to admit without 
either a guardian's or a doctor's ticket and was told that 
there was a resident apothecary in the house.

At the same meeting, Lanigan gave it as his opinion that 
God had never created such a set of blackguards as the nurses. 
He had gone into the hospital on one occasion when three of the 
nurses were drunk, one of them was lying beastly drunk in bed. 
He believed the patients were often in need of a cool drink. He 
had tried the water and found it lukewarm. The Rev Mr 
Purcell said that he visited the hospital daily and had not seen 
any evidence of such misconduct. It was hard to expect 
perfection from pauper nurses. The best water would get warm 
in this weather. Lanigan repeated his charges and added that 
the patients had cried out to him for a drink for God's sake, and 
importuned him for it as if their very existence depended on 
it.34

In July Lanigan visited the mortuary of the union part of 
the County Fever Hospital and found the body of a woman who 
had died of a most malignant fever 122 hours before. The 
master said he did not consider himself accountable in this 
case. ‘It could not be expected that he should go into that dead- 
house'.35

In the first year of famine to the beginning of September 
1846, there were at least 138 deaths in the workhouse. In the 
following twelve months there were at least 1348 deaths in the 
workhouse and its hospitals and in the third year there were 
667 deaths. In 1848 the board of guardians was dissolved and
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replaced by paid vice-guardians. The medical officers first 
report to them said that the rate of mortality was increased by 
almost daily admission of advanced cases who were beyond 
treatment ‘but at least, the workhouse serves as an Asylum in 
which the approach of death may be smoothed though not 
averted'.36

Figure 5 Numbers in fever and weekly deaths from 13 September 1845 to 9 
September 1848
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