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Irish-Canadians Today

As of the 2016 Canada Census, 
4,627,000 Canadians, or 13.43% 
of the population, claim full or 
partial Irish ancestry.

2,095,460 Ontarians claim Irish 
ancestry.

1.2 million Irish immigrants 
arrived between 1825 and 1970. 
Over 100,000 in 1847 alone.

By 1867, the Irish were the second 
largest non-English group after 
the French.



On the Eve of the Crisis: Early 19th Century Ireland

• Social conditions

• Housing

• Access to land

• Access to work

• Subsistence

• Population

• Socioeconomic     
hierarchy

Note: not limited to the 
Catholic population

Erskine Nicol’s iconic “A shebeen at Donnybrook” (1851).



Enter the blight
An already marginalized and impoverished population is faced 
with a multi-year failure of its one subsistence crop, with little 
assistance from the landlord class or the British government



Death or Canada: Emigration, “Relief,” or Starvation

Historians estimate that  
Ireland lost half of its 
population to hunger-
related deaths or 
emigration—a total of 4 
million people gone 
from the island—during 
the “hungry years.”

I suggest that these 
numbers are too low. 



The Transatlantic Voyage

Departure: Major ports included Limerick, Cork, Sligo, Belfast, Glasgow, 
 Liverpool

Passage: 3000-mile journey to Quebec
 40 days to three months
  Often confined to the ship’s hold, sanitation was problematic
 Epidemic typhus aka “ship fever;” dysentery
  
Quarantine: First level quarantine – Grosse Île in St. Lawrence River
  Grosse Île could not handle the influx, many died while 
  waiting
  Efforts eventually abandoned and ships/barges sent along 
  upriver to Montreal (Pointe-Saint-Charles), Kingston, Toronto, 

 Hamilton and smaller ports in between
  Over 5,000 died at Grosse Isle in 1847

British North America absorbed as much as 45% of the total Irish emigration in 
1847; roughly 100,000 personsModern, sea-worthy replica of 

the Jeanie Johnston (1847).



Contributing to the Narrative Through Archaeology

Diasporic events are incredibly complex and 
nuanced

Benefit from the synthesis of multiple lines of 
evidence (history, folklore studies, economics, 
biology, social sciences)

Specifically, my research attempts to understand:

• Pre-famine life and famine-era evictions in 
Ireland

• Immigration and quarantine in Upper Canada

• Establishing roots in the rural hinterland



“The Famine Irish had nothing…there is nothing to find.”

Image: Scene in an Irish Cabin, Erskine Nicol (1825–1904), Museums Sheffield



Archaeology in Co. Roscommon



Archaeology in Co. Roscommon



Two of my favourite artifacts



Kingston and Famine Immigration

1850 map of the hospital grounds 
and a sketch of the main hospital 
building with the Watkins wing, ca. 
1860



1847: Into a town of 10,000, 50,000 immigrants arrived

“On the fifteenth day of 
July one thousand eight 
hundred and forty seven, 
I the undersigned priest 
have interred at the 
General Hospital Patrick 
Greer an immigrant 
aged about ___ years, 
from the County ____ 
who died of fever”

Records from St. Mary’s 
Cathedral list 1,515 
deaths between June 
and December 1847



Charity and Mortality, Kingston Emigrant Hospital



Analysis of the existing documentation from St. Mary’s

Extant burial records for 1846-1848 contain 1,368 entries (not individuals) for burials in the Catholic cemetery, 
Kingston Hospital, the “Old Cemetery” (Cataraqui), the “Town Cemetery” (Upper Burial Ground?), and others. 

First death from fever is recorded on 03 August 1846. John Seaton, aged 47, was buried at the Kingston Cemetery

First Irish immigrant to die of fever is Mary Mc[S]weeny from County Leitrim, 08 August 1846. Kingston Cemetery

First Irish immigrant buried at KGH is William McMorragh, County Leitrim, 15 July 1847 (along with 6 others) 

Last recorded Irish immigrant buried at KGH is Mrs. Margaret Mullaly, 50, County Tipperary, 2 January 1848
(although it appears that the burial area at KGH was mostly closed by 20 July 1847 with the burial of John Greer).

Total number of burials with the burial place recorded as KGH: 557
Total number of burials with NO burial place recorded: 278 (these are likely KGH burials as well)

KGH mass grave was not solely for the Irish. Of those with the burial location noted, there is:
 One soldier’s child
 Three local children
 Two “coloured persons”



Preliminary aggregate analysis of the records



Preliminary aggregate analysis of the records



Impact on Kingstonians
James Barry

Born 1797, Belfast
Emigrated with parents 
Married in Montreal, 1827
Wife: Ellen nee Coleman
Served in the militia
Worked as a carter in the 1840s
Family had at least 8 children (last in 
1843)
Recorded as a witness in many burials

Last recorded witness entry: 31 July 1847
Burial date: 13 August 1847, died of fever

Wife died of fever 27 April 1848
Carter and horse, British school, artist unknown, 19th century



Location, Institution, and Memory

WARNING: Images of human remains will be included on the following slides.



Excavation and Recovery



Excavation and 
Recovery: KHSC Alley



Recovery: Fragmentary Human Remains



In situ documentation



3D Imagery



Skeletal 
Condition and 

Associated 
Artifacts



Skeletal Condition and Associated Artifacts



55 individuals recovered, 53 related to the 1847 typhus event
8 female, 10 male. Remainder could not be identified.
25 under the age of 20
14 under the age of 5, with the youngest approximately 3-6 months old



Pathologies and Morphological Modifications

Evidence for osteoarthritis, degenerative joint disease, enamel hypoplasia (due to malnutrition in 
youth), dental caries (cavities), and pipe stem notches.



Scientific research on the remains continues

Alexis Rausch, Trent University
stable isotope analysis 
diet, geographic origins

Marie-Hélène B-Hardy, McMaster University
ancient DNA analysis

Rickettsia (typhus bacterium) DNA, familial connections



Quarantine and Healthcare in Toronto

Detail of watercolour painting by John Howard 
(1834) showing one of the wooden emigrant 
sheds on the waterfront. The hospital fever 
sheds may have been similar in appearance.

Looking east across a line of post pits for the 
north wall of a Toronto-Hospital-era fever 
shed. 



Memory and Place in Kingston



Memory and Place in Toronto

Adelaide Street West and Widmer Street, Toronto

Ireland Park, Eireann Quay, Toronto

1847: Nearly 40,000 Irish immigrants arrived between May 
and October. Approximately 1,200 died at the emigrant 
hospital/fever sheds.

Copper alloy cap 
badge recovered 
during the 
Toronto Hospital 
excavation

Images of Ireland Park and Grassett Park courtesy of the Canada-
Ireland Foundation



Resilience and Success



Bioarchaeologist Johanna Kelly, ASI 

Senior Archaeologist Andrew Clish, ASI

Infrastructure Ontario

Tony O’Loughlin and the Kingston Irish Folk Club

Kingston Catholic Archdiocese and all other descendant 

and faith communities that have participated

Alan Hughes, KHSC, staff and stakeholders

Lorna Knight, KHSC Archives

Corcoran Excavating, Kingston

The staff of ASI (Toronto and Kingston)

Nick Gromoff and Ground Truth Archaeology, Kingston

Anne Hall (Kingston Libraries) and Laura Burke (ASI)

Many heartfelt thanks to…
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