


Children and families in the workhouse populations of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions in the mid-nineteenth century

Simon A Gallaher
Simon Gallaher is a PhD candidate at Christ’s College, University of Cambridge.  His doctoral research is entitled ‘The welfare of children and childhood under the Irish Poor Law’ and is supervised by Professor Eugenio Biagini and Dr Samantha Williams.

Abstract
This article is a workhouse population study of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions in County Antrim, Ireland, in 1850-1851 and 1860-1861.  Under the Irish Poor Law, the workhouse was the central institution for the welfare of the destitute poor during the nineteenth century.  Beyond national trends and a broad regional framework, however, little is known of how workhouse populations varied at the local level or the place of poor relief within the economies of makeshifts of individuals and families.  The article draws upon statistical returns to show that changes in the workhouse populations in this area of Ulster diverged from the national pattern in consequence of local economic and social conditions.  The familial circumstances of children in these workhouses are explored through analysis of the admission and discharge registers.  Far from presenting a monolithic group, children were admitted to the workhouse in a wide variety of family forms which used the workhouses of this locality in multiple ways.

The New Poor Law in Ireland
The Irish Poor Law was established with the passing of the ‘Act for the more effectual relief of the destitute poor in Ireland’ in July 1838.  As the first national system of statutory poor relief, the Irish Poor Law was a significant departure in how welfare was administered for and accessed by the destitute poor.  Based upon the recommendations of the English Poor Law Commissioner George Nicholls on the suitability of a workhouse system for Ireland, the legislation bore close similarities to the New Poor Law of 1834 and was imbued with the same ideological principles of deterrence and less eligibility.  The country was divided into 130 Poor Law Unions (expanded to 163 by 1850), each centred upon a standardized, purpose-built, and ‘fortress-like’ workhouse institution administered by a Board of Guardians and funded through a local rate.[footnoteRef:1]  However, there were several distinctions between the Irish Poor Law and its counterpart in England and Wales.   [1:     J. G. Kohl, Travels in Ireland (London, 1844), p. 255.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In Ireland, the absence of a law of settlement enabled an individual to seek relief in any workhouse without the threat of removal to their union of residence.  Additionally, the 1838 legislation stipulated that relief was limited to the workhouse alone.  As such, some social commentators argued that the Irish poor were unfairly treated by an ‘exclusive workhouse system’ which was an extension to Ireland of the New Poor Law as it was intended for but never introduced into England.[footnoteRef:2]  During the Famine, however, workhouse overcrowding and consequent high mortality rates revealed the limitations of an exclusive indoor relief system during a crisis.  In response Boards of Guardians were empowered under the Poor Law Extension Act of 1847 to offer outdoor relief in the form of food when their workhouse was full or the site of infection.  Some families deemed deserving enough such as those with a sick or injured head of household, as well as widows with two or more legitimate children, qualified for outdoor relief under this Act even if a workhouse was not full.  Although still permitted, this limited measure was discontinued by most Boards of Guardians as soon as pressure on their workhouse had abated.  As a proportion of the average daily number of persons in receipt of relief, outdoor relief fell from 71.6 per cent in 1848-1849 to 1.9 per cent in 1851-1852 and remained at between one and three per cent throughout the 1850s.  In their 1852 report, the Poor Law Commissioners, who argued that outdoor relief was less economical, more liable to abuse, and demoralized the destitute, stated that ‘the transition from out-door to in-door relief may be said to be complete throughout Ireland.’[footnoteRef:3]  Despite the centrality of the workhouse in the welfare landscape during the nineteenth century, little is known either of the people who entered it or of the ways in which it was used as part of their survival strategies.   [2:  	W. N. Hancock, ‘The difference between the English and Irish poor law as to the treatment of women and unemployed workmen’, Journal of the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland, 3 (1862), pp 217-18, 220.
]  [3:  	Fifth annual report of the commissioners for administering the laws for relief of the poor in Ireland, BPP 1852 XXIII [1530].
] 

The analysis of workhouse populations is a new area of Poor Law research in Ireland.  Most studies have taken a top-down approach and focused upon the administrative and political aspects of poor relief.  Moreover, our understanding of the extent to which the system changed over time has been obscured by the understandable preoccupation within both historical research and popular perception towards the catastrophic inadequacy of the Poor Law as a form of disaster relief during the Great Famine of 1845-1852.  As a result, the Irish experience has been largely detached from the development of comparative studies and new methodological approaches within the historiography of the New Poor Law.[footnoteRef:4]  More recently, attention has shifted towards the post-famine era in order to provide a longer-term examination of regional variations in the national relief system and the role of poor relief within the economy of makeshifts of the poor.  From national statistical reports, Cousins identified regional divisions: northern Poor Law Unions were characterised by below-average rates of indoor relief despite average levels of rateable wealth; southern Poor Law Unions provided higher levels of relief funded from above average valuations; while the peripheral western Poor Law Unions were extremely poor and provided the lowest levels of relief.[footnoteRef:5]  This framework has been fleshed out through comparative studies by Crossman, Purdue, Lucey, and Laragy which examined to a common methodology the statistical returns and the admission and discharge registers of several workhouses in each region.[footnoteRef:6]  The use of such local sources has revealed that variation existed within the regional ‘welfare regimes’, particularly between rural and urban unions, and that the workhouse was used in a myriad of ways by a broad spectrum of the destitute poor.  However, as these authors note, there is a need for a wider body of workhouse population studies to consider intra-regional variations within the established regional framework.   [4:     V. Crossman, The Poor Law in Ireland 1838-1948 (Dublin, 2006), pp 59-60; P. Gray, The making of the Irish Poor Law, 1815-43 (Manchester, 2009), p. 4.]  [5: 
    M. Cousins, Poor relief in Ireland, 1851-1914 (Bern, 2011).]  [6:    O. Purdue, ‘Poor relief in the north of Ireland, 1850-1921’ in V. Crossman and P. Gray (eds), Poverty and welfare in Ireland, 1838-1948 (Dublin, 2011), pp 23-36; D. S. Lucey, ‘Poor relief in the west of Ireland, 1861-1911’, Crossman and Gray, Poverty and welfare, pp 37-52; G. Laragy, ‘Poor relief in the south of Ireland, 1850-1921’ in Crossman and Gray, Poverty and welfare, pp 53-66; V. Crossman, Poverty and the poor law in Ireland, 1850-1914 (Liverpool, 2013).
] 

A number of quantitative studies have been conducted on individual or clusters of English workhouses which examine their inmate populations within specific regional and local economic and social contexts.[footnoteRef:7]   Although the distinctions between the English and Irish versions of the New Poor Law prevent direct comparisons, these studies are useful indicators in the interpretation of Irish workhouse populations.  Their findings indicate that inmate populations varied between unions as a product of both local poverty and administrative policy, while women, children, and the elderly tended to greatly outnumber able-bodied men.  Of relevance to this study, Perkyns shows that the wide variations in children’s experiences of the workhouse were influenced by family form, parental decisions, and the availability of wider familial or welfare options.[footnoteRef:8]  These studies primarily focus upon a short time-span and make use of census enumerators’ returns or workhouse admission and discharge registers.  In Ireland, the potential to reconstitute workhouse populations is curtailed by a scarcity of sources.  The nineteenth-century census enumerators’ returns have not survived and the coverage of admission and discharge registers is sparse, especially outside of Ulster.  Nevertheless, they are an underutilised local source which provide a rare glimpse of the Irish labouring classes.  This is highlighted in Purdue’s recent study of female millworkers in Belfast for whom the workhouse represented a flexible and anonymous alternative to moralistic religious charities during periods of unemployment and family crisis.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  	A. Hinde and F. Turnbull, ‘The populations of two Hampshire workhouses, 1851-61’, Local Population Studies, 61 (1998), pp 38-53; N. Goose, ‘Workhouse populations in the mid-nineteenth century: the case of Hertfordshire’, Local Population Studies, 62 (1999), pp 52-69; D. G. Jackson, ‘Kent workhouse populations in 1881: a study based on the census enumerators’ books’, Local Population Studies, 69 (2002), pp 51-66; D. G. Jackson, ‘The Medway Union workhouse, 1876-1881: a study based on the admission and discharge registers and the census enumerators’ books’, Local Population Studies, 75 (2005), pp 11-32; A. Perkyns, ‘The admission of children to the Milton Union workhouse, Kent, 1835-1885’, Local Population Studies, 80 (2008), pp 59-77; C. Seal, ‘Workhouse populations in the Cheltenham and Belper Unions: a study based on the census enumerators’ books, 1851-1911’, Family and Community History, 13 (2010), pp 83-100; A. Gritt and P. Park, ‘The workhouse populations of Lancashire in 1881’, Local Population Studies, 86 (2011), pp 37-65; L. Darwen, ‘Workhouse populations of the Preston Union, 1841-61’, Local Population Studies, 93 (2014), pp 33-53.
]  [8:     Perkyns, ‘Admission of children’, pp 74-6.]  [9: 
    O. Purdue, ‘Surviving the industrial city: the female poor and the workhouse in late nineteenth-century Belfast’, Urban History, 44 (2017), pp 69-90.] 


Aims and methodology
This article is a quantitative study of the admission of children and their families to the workhouses of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions in the years 1850-1851 and 1860-1861.  Located in County Antrim in the northern province of Ulster, these Poor Law Unions lay on a north-south axis with Ballymena juxtaposed between Ballymoney to the north and Antrim to the south.  Characteristic of the northern region, these Poor Law Unions had levels of relief and expenditure lower than in the rest of Ireland.  All three Poor Law Unions were similarly rural in character but the proximity of the expanding industrial and urban centre of Belfast and opportunities of seasonal work in Scotland had a depopulating effect on this area of Ulster as former agricultural labourers moved or emigrated with their families in search of work.[footnoteRef:10]  Migration was compounded by the Famine which impacted upon all parts of Ireland, including Ulster where the population decreased by almost 500,000 between 1841 and 1861.[footnoteRef:11]  Poor Law records provide some evidence for this.  During the late-1840s the Guardians of the Antrim and Ballymena workhouses informed the Poor Law Commissioners of increased admissions caused by repeated failures of the potato crop and the rise in food prices.  In January 1848, the Ballymena Guardians, concerned with overcrowding, authorized outdoor relief of one cooked meal per day for six months for the infirm and widows with two or more legitimate children.[footnoteRef:12]  Thereafter, except for cases deemed a ‘sudden and urgent necessity’, the workhouse was the only source of poor relief in these unions during the 1850s and 1860s.   [10:    L. Kennedy, et al., ‘People and population change, 1600-1914’ in L. Kennedy and P. Ollerenshaw eds, Ulster since 1600: politics, economy, and society (Oxford, 2013), pp. 165-73; S. A. Royle, ‘Industrialization, urbanization and urban society in post-famine Ireland, c. 1850-1921’ in B. J. Graham and L. J. Proudfoot eds, An historical geography of Ireland (London, 1993), pp 269-71.]  [11: 
   Kennedy, et al., ‘People and population change’, pp 58-60; Crossman, Poverty and the poor law, pp 19-37.
]  [12:    Ballymena Board of Guardians Minute Book, January 1848. Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, Belfast (hereafter PRONI) BG/4/A/1.] 

The sources used herein include the statistical returns of each workhouse which detail the weekly number of admissions, discharges, and deaths, and the number of inmates at the close of each week.  The indoor admission and discharge registers are an invaluable source for identification of individual children and their family relationships.  The register entries of each child under 15 years of age were analysed for the Poor Law administrative years of October to September inclusive in 1850-1851 and 1860-1861.  The register information includes name, age, sex, religion, legitimacy, whether orphaned or deserted, observations on heath and other causes for admission, and corresponding dates for admission and discharge or death.  Details were recorded of the familial circumstances of each child including the marital status and occupations of their parents, and on the health and length of stay of each family member.  
In this article the inmate populations of these workhouses are compared firstly as a whole to determine the size of the juvenile populations in each.  These are considered against national statistics to examine the extent to which major changes in the composition of the indoor population between 1850-1851 and 1860-1861 were reflected in Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney.  In the first post-famine decade, the average daily number of persons in receipt of indoor relief in Ireland fell from 166,821 at the end of the Famine in 1851-1852 to 45,136 in 1860-1861.  As a proportion, able-bodied men decreased from 8.9 to 4.9 per cent while able-bodied women fell from 22.4 to 15.3 per cent.  The aged and infirm increased from 7.3 to 18.5 per cent and persons admitted as hospital patients likewise increased from 15.9 to 34.1 per cent which reflected the expanding role of the workhouse as hospitals for the infirm and sick-poor.  In 1851-1852, children were the largest single group within the workhouse population at 45.5per cent, but this proportion declined to 27.3 by 1860-1861.  Little is known of how these trends transpired at the regional or local level.  The registers are then analysed to categorize the children in each workhouse by their parental accompaniment and investigate the various reasons for admission.  A study of why children were in the workhouse provides a window onto how poor relief was accessed and used as part of the economies of makeshift of labouring class families in their local contexts.
The workhouse populations of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions
Figure 1 is an illustration of the average daily inmate populations of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses in 1850-1851 and 1860-1861.  In each workhouse, the number of inmates decreased: from 340 to 253 at Antrim; from 272 to 221 at Ballymena; and from 292 to 156 at Ballymoney.  However, the reduction in the number of inmates by 25.6 per cent in Antrim, 18.8 per cent at Ballymena, and 46.6 per cent at Ballymoney was to a much smaller extent than the national fall of 72.9 per cent.  This was likely due to an earlier end to distress in Ulster compared with southern and western unions where inmate numbers continued to rise into the 1850s and a greater decline in population through emigration from southern and western unions during the 1850s.  Of the three Poor Law Unions, Ballymoney was the least populous.

Figure 1: 	The workhouse population compositions of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions, 1850-1 and 1860-1

Sources:	Public Record Office of Northern Ireland: Minute Books for the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses.
There were similar changes in the population compositions of each workhouse.  Able-bodied males increased as a percentage of total inmates from 2.0 to 4.0 per cent in Antrim, 1.5 to 7.0 percent in Ballymena, and from zero to 8.3 per cent in Ballymoney.  Able-bodied females increased also from 6.6 to 13.1 per cent in Antrim, 4.9 to 15.1 per cent in Ballymena, and 9.6 to 14.7 per cent in Ballymoney.  Conversely, the aged and infirm class declined from 35.3 to 32.5 per cent in Antrim, 41.6 to 31.3 per cent at Ballymena, and 35.2 to 32.1 per cent at Ballymoney.  These increases in the able-bodied proportions and decreases in the aged and infirm proportions contrast with national trends.  As noted by Purdue, this reflected the increased number of migrants by the late-1850s who used County Antrim workhouses as temporary accommodation despite Guardians’ continued opposition to the relief of able-bodied men.[footnoteRef:13]  Additionally, hospital patients were recorded in the workhouse returns as part of the able-bodied or infirm categories rather than as a separate class.  The reports of the Antrim Medical Officer suggest that able-bodied patient numbers did rise and the Guardians encouraged the use of their workhouse as a hospital, particularly after May 1856 when the non-destitute sick-poor were permitted access without charge.[footnoteRef:14]   [13:   O. Purdue, ‘Poverty and power: the Irish Poor Law in a north Antrim town, 1861-1921’, Irish Historical Studies, 37 (2011), p. 578.
]  [14:    Antrim Board of Guardians Minute Book, May 1856. PRONI BG/1/A/5.
] 

Children aged under 15 years were the largest single class in each workhouse in both 1850-1851 and 1860-1861 although their representative proportions fell from 56.1 to 50.4 per cent at Antrim, 51.8 to 46.6 in Ballymena, and 55.1 to 44.8 per cent in Ballymoney.  These percentages, higher than the national averages, reflected the earlier recovery from famine conditions in north-east Ulster compared to the south and west of Ireland.  Much of the inmate population forced into the workhouses during the Famine had already left by 1850-1851.  This meant that children left orphaned or deserted and without family to remove them dominated these workhouse populations to a greater degree as a percentage in 1850-1851 than in other parts of Ireland.  As many of these children spent over a decade in the workhouse, and coupled with the continued admission of large numbers of children during the first post-famine decade (children represented 43.1 and 35.6 per cent of admissions to Antrim in 1850-1851 and 1860-1861 respectively), children remained therefore as a large percentage of workhouse inmates at Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney into the 1860s.  This is further evidence that both the short-term and long-term effects of famine were experienced across the whole island.
The comparison of average daily inmate numbers masks the fluid and seasonal nature of workhouse populations.  Figure 2 shows the seasonal fluctuations of the Antrim workhouse population from October 1855 to December 1861.  Inmate numbers tended to peak in early February and were lowest in August and September.  The Poor Law Commissioners noted that this pattern was common across Ireland and corresponded with the greatest prevalence of disease among the poor in mid-winter and the high demand for agricultural labour during the harvest in early autumn.[footnoteRef:15]  Short-term factors also affected population levels.  Prolonged bad weather kept inmate numbers high until late spring in 1857 and 1858 while an agricultural depression prevented many from taking their discharge in the summer of 1859.  Children and the aged and infirm classes accounted for much of the seasonal fluctuation as the capacity for working adults to support their dependents outside the workhouse was reliant on the availability of employment. [15:    Sixth annual report of the commissioners for administering the laws for the relief of the poor in Ireland, BPP 1852-53 I [1645].] 


Figure 2: 	The workhouse population composition of the Antrim Poor Law Union, October 1855 to December 1861

Sources:	Public Record Office of Northern Ireland: Minute Books for the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses.

The admission of children and families to the workhouses of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions
A better understanding of the identity of children in the workhouse and the reasons for which they were admitted is gained through analysis of the admission and discharge registers.  The parental accompaniment of each child admitted to the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses is summarized in Table 1.  A large proportion of children were admitted without their parents in 1850-1851 but this percentage more than halved at each workhouse in 1860-1861: from 43.2 to 16.2 per cent in Antrim; from 29.5 to 13.8 per cent in Ballymena; and from 41.4 to 13.8 per cent at Ballymoney.  Relatively few children were admitted with both of their parents but they increased as a proportion, particularly at Antrim from zero to 9.3 per cent and at Ballymoney from 3.6 to 16.0 per cent.  Children with only their fathers were a small section of admissions but changes in percentages between 1850-1851 and 1860-1861 varied at each workhouse: their proportion was similar in both years at Antrim while it was reduced at Ballymena and increased at Ballymoney.  The largest single family type was consistently children admitted with only their mother.  Except for Antrim in 1850-1851, mother-only children were a majority of admissions and further dominated the juvenile populations by 1860-1861: from 48.2 to 65.6 per cent in Antrim; from 61.5 to 79.2 per cent in Ballymena; and from 51.4 to 60.1 per cent in Ballymoney.

Table 1: 	Children admitted to the workhouses of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions, 1850-1 and 1860-1
	
	
	
	

	 
	Antrim
	Ballymena
	Ballymoney

	Parental accompaniment
	1850-1
	1860-1
	1850-1
	1860-1
	1850-1
	1860-1

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Unaccompanied
	43.2
	16.2
	29.5
	13.8
	41.4
	13.8

	Both parents
	0.0
	9.3
	1.3
	3.2
	3.6
	16.0

	Father only
	8.6
	8.9
	7.7
	3.8
	3.6
	10.1

	Mother only
	48.2
	65.6
	61.5
	79.2
	51.4
	60.1

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100

	n.
	81
	247
	156
	260
	140
	188

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Sources:	Public Record Office of Northern Ireland: Indoor admission and discharge registers for the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses, BG/1/GA/1-2, BG/4/G/3-4, BG/5/G/2.

Children admitted with relatives other than their parents were notably absent from the admission registers.  A central tenet of the Irish Poor Law was the responsibility of able-bodied parents, especially men, to provide for their children and other dependents.  Other relatives such as aunts and uncles or grandparents were not included within the ‘whole family’ principle which placed an emphasis upon the nuclear family unit.  However, anecdotal evidence suggests that extended kin were of crucial support for families during periods of distress in the prelude to admission to the workhouse.  At a parliamentary inquiry, it was reported that destitute parents placed their children with relatives or neighbours to enable them to search for work or emigrate and send for their children at a future date.[footnoteRef:16]  Moreover, Poor Law Guardians had some success in the encouragement of extended kin to remove from the workhouse children who were orphaned or without a traceable parent.  In the admission and discharge registers for the Belfast workhouse many children were recorded upon their discharge as taken out by relatives or friends.[footnoteRef:17]   [16:    Report from the select committee appointed to inquire into the administration of the relief of the poor in Ireland, BPP 1861 X.1 [408].
]  [17:    For example, see: Belfast Board of Guardians Indoor Register, July 1864-April 1865. PRONI BG/7/G/1.] 

Table 2: 	Unaccompanied children admitted to the workhouses of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions, 1850-1 and 1860-1
	
	
	
	

	 
	Antrim
	Ballymena
	Ballymoney

	Reasons for admission
	1850-1
	1860-1
	1850-1
	1860-1
	1850-1
	1860-1

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Orphaned
	42.9
	62.5
	56.5
	11.1
	51.7
	15.4

	Deserted
	40.0
	12.5
	30.5
	77.8
	27.7
	30.8

	Hospital
	0.0
	10.4
	0.0
	6.3
	15.5
	24.2

	Parents in prison
	14.3
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	1.7
	11.5

	Parents in workhouse
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	3.4
	11.5

	Not stated
	2.8
	14.6
	13.0
	4.8
	0.0
	6.6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100

	n.
	35
	40
	46
	36
	58
	26

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Sources:	Public Record Office of Northern Ireland: Indoor admission and discharge registers for the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses, BG/1/GA/1-2, BG/4/G/3-4, BG/5/G/2.

Table 2 details the circumstances under which unaccompanied children were admitted to the workhouse.  As was common throughout Ireland during and immediately after the Famine, loss of their parents through either death or abandonment were the main reasons why children were admitted alone.  The terms ‘orphaned’ and ‘deserted’ were applied liberally by officials, however, and included children who had lost only one parent or whose parents had purposely placed their children in the workhouse for a period of temporary rather than permanent abandonment.  In 1850-1851, the percentages of unaccompanied children who were orphaned or deserted were 82.9 per cent at Antrim, 87.0 per cent at Ballymena, and 79.4 per cent at Ballymoney.  In 1860-1861, the percentage of orphaned or deserted children in each workhouse remained high albeit no longer a majority of unaccompanied at Ballymoney.  Between 1850-1851 and 1860-1861, however, there were changes within this combined category.  At both Ballymena and Ballymoney the percentage of orphaned children declined and that of deserted children increased while the opposite occurred at Antrim.  The admission of fewer orphaned children may have been linked to the activities of Protestant orphan societies in north-east Ulster who sought to save orphaned children from admission to the workhouse and what was considered a degrading and demoralizing pauper childhood. [footnoteRef:18]  At Antrim, the number of deserted children may have been kept low due to the Guardians’ refusal to admit any deserted child under three years of age.  They argued that ‘it would be well if such children could be otherwise provided for, as great difficulty is experienced in procuring suitable nurses.’[footnoteRef:19] [18:    J. Cooper, The Protestant Orphan Society and its social significance in Ireland, 1828-1940 (Manchester, 2015), p. 36.]  [19:    Antrim Board of Guardians Minute Book, November 1856. PRONI BG/1/A/6.
] 

Some unaccompanied children were admitted as hospital patients.  Workhouse infirmaries and fever hospitals, originally limited to pauper inmates, were made available in practice during the 1850s and in legislation in 1862 as a form of non-pauperizing medical relief for the sick-poor.  The proportion of hospitalized children changed between 1850-1851 and 1860-1861 from zero per cent at Antrim and Ballymena to 10.4 per cent and 6.3 per cent respectively, and from 15.5 to 24.2 per cent at Ballymoney.  The Ballymoney registers recorded children suffering from smallpox, whooping cough, scarlet fever, scabies, burns, and broken bones.  It is probable that these figures underestimate the number of children admitted to hospital as only those register entries which labelled children as patients or as ill have been included.  Other children were sent to the workhouse while their parents were imprisoned, or entered to join their parents who were already inmates or hospital patients.
Most of the children admitted with both of their parents appear to have been migrants whose parents were in search of work.  Both-parent families frequently arrived at a workhouse in the evening, left the next morning, and were recorded as ‘journeying’ or ‘travelling’ to the urban centres of Belfast, Coleraine, and Londonderry, or further afield to Cork or Scotland.  In 1858, the Poor Law Commissioners labelled such families as vagrants and informed Guardians that ‘it is the facility of obtaining lodging by night that encourages begging by day, and enables persons to travel from one part of the country to another without legitimate means of support’ with ‘the Workhouse of each Union through which they pass being used as a station.’[footnoteRef:20]  The Antrim Guardians responded, however, that as their workhouse was ‘on the main trunk road from Belfast to the northern counties’ it was almost impossible for them ‘to discriminate between the really destitute (whom they are always prepared to relieve) and vagrant tramps whom they are equally anxious to prevent becoming a charge upon the Union.’[footnoteRef:21]  Another reason for the admission of both parent families was illness of the main breadwinner which pushed the whole family into destitution.  Similarly, children accompanied by only their fathers were either migrants or the children of widowers in need of medical relief. [20:    Eleventh annual report of the commissioners for administering the laws for relief of the poor in Ireland, BPP 1857-58 XXVIII [2397].
]  [21:    Antrim Board of Guardians Minute Book, December 1859. PRONI BG/1/A/8.] 

Children accompanied by only their mother are categorized in Table 3 according to the marital status of their mother.  The number of mother-only children admitted to each workhouse was much higher in 1860-1861 than in 1850-1851.  The percentage of these children who were with married mothers increased at each workhouse: from 2.6 to 37.7 per cent at Antrim; from 12.5 to 22.3 percent at Ballymena; and from 22.2 to 35.4 per cent at Ballymoney.  The children of deserted mothers declined at Ballymena and Ballymoney.  In the Antrim admission registers, deserted mothers were not distinguished as a separate class from married mothers.  The children of widowed mothers decreased as a proportion from 43.6 to 25.9 per cent at Antrim, from 25.0 to 7.8 per cent at Ballymena, and from 36.1 to 20.4 per cent in Ballymoney.  This change was reflective of the susceptibility of widows to destitution during famine conditions and the wider range of welfare options available to this class of women in the post-famine era.  The percentage represented by the children of unmarried mothers increased considerably at Ballymena and to a smaller extent at Ballymoney but declined at Antrim. 

Table 3: 	Mother-only children admitted to the workhouses of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney Poor Law Unions, 1850-1 and 1860-1
	
	
	
	

	 
	Antrim
	Ballymena
	Ballymoney

	 Marital status of mother
	1850-1
	1860-1
	1850-1
	1860-1
	1850-1
	1860-1

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Married
	2.6
	37.7
	12.5
	22.3
	22.2
	35.4

	Deserted
	0.0
	0.0
	27.1
	9.7
	15.3
	11.5

	Widowed
	43.6
	25.9
	25.0
	7.8
	36.1
	20.4

	Unmarried
	53.8
	36.4
	35.4
	60.2
	26.4
	32.7

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100

	n.
	39
	162
	96
	206
	72
	113

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Sources:	Public Record Office of Northern Ireland: Indoor admission and discharge registers for the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses, BG/1/GA/1-2, BG/4/G/3-4, BG/5/G/2.

There is a degree of ambiguity in the interpretation of desertion.  Under the whole family principle, a husband or father was expected to enter the workhouse with his dependents or face prosecution.  During the 1840s and 1850s, there were multiple cases of women who entered the Ballymoney workhouse with a view to the prosecution of their husbands for maintenance and the Guardians offered a reward of 10s. for the arrest of such men who had ‘allowed their families to become a charge upon the union.’[footnoteRef:22]  However, what officials labelled as desertion was understood by many poor families rather as an agreed period of temporary absence during which part of the family entered the workhouse while a parent sought seasonal employment.[footnoteRef:23]  A common observation made of female workhouse inmates was that ‘There were many widows and “deserted women;” the “desertion” being that their husbands had gone to England for summer work, leaving their families to the Union.’[footnoteRef:24]  Antrim officials were not sympathetic towards this practice.  In January 1861, a married mother with three children applied for relief at the Antrim workhouse and informed the Guardians that ‘her husband proceeded to England some six weeks since in charge of horses, and in consequence of an accident, is confined there in hospital.’  The family had attempted to support ‘themselves by their own industry; but that, being thrown out of employment by the recent storm’ applied for relief.  The Guardians agreed to admit the family on condition that the husband was prosecuted for desertion upon his return.[footnoteRef:25] [22:    Ballymoney Board of Guardians Minute Book, June 1848. PRONI BG/5/A/5.
]  [23:    D. McLoughlin, ‘Workhouses and Irish female paupers, 1840-70’ in M. Luddy and C. Murphy eds, Women surviving (Dublin, 1989), pp 129-30.
]  [24:    The Nation, 2 October 1852.]  [25:    Antrim Board of Guardians Minute Book, January 1861. PRONI BG/1/A/10.
] 

The large number of unmarried mothers with illegitimate children in the workhouse was a concern for Poor Law authorities especially in Ulster.  In April 1853, the illegitimacy rate among children in Ulster workhouses was 14.7 per cent whereas the national average was 7.4 per cent.[footnoteRef:26]  Officials attributed this to the greater levels of urbanization and industrialization in the province but some also considered the Irish Poor Law itself to encourage illegitimacy as it placed responsibility for illegitimate children upon the unmarried mother.  In 1859, the Antrim Guardians sent a petition to parliament for a legislative amendment ‘as shall enable Boards of Guardians to protect their respective Unions from the serious incumbrance [sic.] of maintaining a large number of illegitimate children, whom (on paternity being legally established) the fathers of such children should be compelled to support.’[footnoteRef:27]  By 1861, the Poor Law Commissioners noted that the numbers of unmarried mothers and illegitimate children had increased in almost all workhouses in Ireland.  Such children consistently comprised a large proportion of juvenile inmates as their destitution was ‘less liable to fluctuation through the prosperous or adverse circumstances of the population.’[footnoteRef:28]   [26:    Report from the select committee on criminal and destitute children, BPP 1852-53 XXIII [674].
]  [27:    Antrim Board of Guardians Minute Book, September 1859. PRONI BG/1/A/8.
]  [28:    Fourteenth annual report of the commissioners for administering the laws for relief of the poor in Ireland, with appendices, BPP 1861 XXVIII [2803].] 

Conclusion
A comparison of the population compositions in 1850-1851 and 1860-1861 of the Antrim, Ballymena, and Ballymoney workhouses shows that similar changes occurred in each.  The overall number of inmates decreased while the proportions comprised by children and the aged and infirm classes decreased in favour of able-bodied adults.  Population changes at these workhouses diverged from the national pattern, however, most likely due to an earlier recovery from famine conditions in north-east Ulster.  Analysis of the admission and discharge registers reveals the range of familial circumstances of pauper children.  In all three workhouses, the most common forms were unaccompanied children and those admitted with only their mother.  Each family group had its own reasons for seeking relief in a workhouse and the ways in which some used these institutions were counter to the policies of officials.  More comparative local studies are needed to nuance the regional model of poor relief and improve our understanding of how the New Poor Law operated in Ireland.
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