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is just that and may have been exceptional; but from this evidence, most emigrants were
“downmarket”. Most of the males were “labourers” and female “servants”; only six passengers
were listed as “farmers”. Of the 132 passengers, 82% were aged thirty and under. About 40% of
the passengers appeared to be travelling alone or at least not in family groups.

TABLE 3

Passengers on the Thetis, sailed from Limerick 14 June 1849

Number of passengers 132

Ages: Occupations:

0-10 22 Labourer 50 (male)
11-20 38 Servant 29 (female)
21-30 49 Farmer 6

31-40 18 Matron 6

41 -50 1 Spinster 2

51 -60 1 Lady 3

? 3

Late 1849 , as reported in the press both local and national, with the high level of clearances
and emigration, seems to have been a period of acute dislocation. The Cashel correspondent of
the Clonmel Chronicle wrote about “vast numbers” still leaving the region bound for the United
States. The writer went on to describe how those preparing to emigrate, especially farmers, did
everything possible to put together some money for their new lives, “to enrich thereby a
foreign land where they allege neither barony constables nor rate collectors will take their hard-
earned gains”. In line with this thinking, according to the writer, the United States and not any
British colony was the destination of choice.”

Another report from the same period explained that hundreds of acres on the Glengall estate
were lying idle because the tenants, having converted their crops and stock to cash as best they
could (and by implication defaulted on their rent), left for the United States.” This dislocation
not only affected people living in the countryside. Also in late 1849, a correspondent writing
from Tipperary town to the editor of the Nation declared that manufacturing in his locality was
“annihilated”. There was but one wool-comber, one hat-manufacturer, three curriers (leather-
workers) and very few linen weavers actually at work. Individuals with these skills were either
in the workhouse or had emigrated.

The only brightness was a named individual who had ten looms working turning out flannel,
around 500 yards a week.” This newspaper campaigned in favour of Irish manufacturing and
some months later reported some progress in Carrick-on-Suir, where a voluntary association
promoted the employment of “twenty to thirty hands”, who sold the product of their looms to
local shopkeepers.”

During the period of the Famine one of the leading merchants in the south of Ireland was
Francis Spaight. Apart from his mercantile and shipping interests, he had paid £40,000 for a
bankrupt estate of around 4,500 acres in North Tipperary near Killaloe. In evidence before a
government inquiry into emigration from Ireland, especially to the colonies, he expressed what
undoubtedly was a widespread opinion among the “Establishment” with regard to the
providential nature of the Famine and consequent emigration.
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A deserted village in Clare in December 1849 —a drawing from the llustrated London News.

“I consider the failure of the potato crop to be of the greatest possible value in one respect —
in enabling us to carry out the emigration system.” The notion that events are an expression of
divine will is especially comforting when that expression is personally profitable. In Spaight’s
case, not only did the “emigration system” allow him to clear his Tipperary estate but it was his
ships that transported this excess population to North America.

The “Derry Estate” was purchased by him in 1844 and, according to his evidence, he found it
so crammed with indigent tenants that it was “totally impossible to make any progress”. Then
God smiled at him and allowed the potato blight, which in turn encouraged emigration. He
was careful to state that he did not force his tenants to emigrate and when asked what would
have happened if emigration was not an option and he had to use legal measures, he painted a
nightmarish picture of “open rebellion in the country and no safety for life to myself or any
member of my family”.

But, thanks to the Famine, it never came to this. By the summer of 1847 hundreds had been
encouraged to leave his estate, but not before they had levelled their own houses. Spaight paid
compensation for crops, but free passage to North America was only provided when all
members of a family were prepared to emigrate.” Obviously Spaight was in an unusual
position, being able to use one part of his enterprises to increase the economic value of another.
With much of his Tipperary estate cleared, he could boast farms of 100 and more acres. God
having smiled, Francis Spaight died in 1861, full of years and comfort.

Population Change

According to the census of 1841, the population of Tipperary was 435,553. A decade later this
had been reduced to 331,567. On their own these figures do not mean a great deal, and so Table
4 provides some perspective by giving percentage population changes for various regions of
the country.
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