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Foreword

I feel greatly privileged to have been 
invited to contribute this brief foreword to 
Frank Taaffe's excellent and evocative 
history of St Vincent's Hospital, Athy - 
"150 Years of Caring". The author's 
scholarly research has left us with not 
just the history of an institution which 
traces its transition from Workhouse to 
County Home and its ultimate 
transformation into a modern Community 
Hospital for the elderly, but a social 
history as well. This reflects the radical 
changes in the attitudes of society which 
have taken place over a comparatively 
short period of 150 years and gives us a 
valuable insight into the evolution of State social policy, particularly over the 
past 50 years.

The Workhouses represented the first response by the State to the relief of the 
poor and destitute in society. In keeping with the Benthamite philosophy in 
England at that time they were deliberately grim places with a policy of 
family segregation and a work regimen for inmates aimed at dissuading as 
many as possible from availing of them and thus, so the theory went, 
encouraging such people to use their industry to find a means of supporting 
themselves and their families outside.

In Ireland, the opening of the Workhouses came just in time to relieve some of 
the effects of the Great Famine. The Athy Workhouse would have been 
designed to accommodate 360 adults and 240 children. Frank Taaffe tells us 
that at the height of the Famine a total of 1,399 human beings were crammed 
within its buildings. The privations endured by everyone involved, inmates 
and those charged with looking after them, can only be guessed at.

A number of the poor inmates of the Workhouses became sick with fevers or 
from some other cause. It was therefore necessary for each to have its own
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fever hospital and infirmary. During the later decades of the last century and 
the earlier decades of this century the Workhouses in Ireland had evolved into 
either County Infirmaries /Hospitals or County Homes ■ the latter providing a 
mixture of medical, nursing and social care for the elderly, the mentally and 
socially disabled, and single mothers and their children. In the case ofAthy it 
became the County Home for Kildare until its ultimate transformation since 
the 1960s into a Community Hospital for the elderly with modern ground 
floor accommodation, an assessment / rehabilitation unit and various levels of 
care - day care, respite care, intermittent and extended nursing care. The 
provision of welfare accommodation for the elderly in the Gate Lodge and the 
former Nurses' Home, and the construction of a sheltered housing complex on 
the Hospital campus, has further enriched the range of caring services which 
can now be provided.

It is a privilege to have the opportunity of saluting all those men and women 
who, in their various capacities, contributed to the care of their fellow beings 
in Athy since the first admissions took place in January 1844, a century and a 
half ago.

It is a particular pleasure for me, as Chief Executive Officer of the Eastern 
Health Board, to be associated with the publication of this brief history of St 
Vincent's Hospital, Athy, on the occasion of its 150th anniversary. All the 
more so because of a personal acquaintance with the Hospital since boyhood, 
and subsequent involvement with its administration and development at 
various stages during my career. In thinking back over almost the past half 
century a number of people come to mind such as Nurse McDonagh, Joe May, 
Chief Clerk, and his family, Monty McArdle, Ambulance Driver, Sr Ignatius 
in the kitchen, Tom Byrne who looked after maintenance and, of course, the 
team leaders, Sr Dominic and Dr Joe O'Neill who presided so effectively over 
such an excellent and caring staff. This caring atmosphere demonstrated itself 
in many ways with the Hospital acting as a source of help and support to 
many in times of need.

St Vincent's Hospital, Athy, has come full circle. It now provides caring 
services for all levels of society. It is right and fitting that the Hospital and its 
current staff, led by Sr Peig, Matron, Dr Giles O'Neill, Medical Officer and



Eddie Matthews, Hospital Manager, should celebrate what has been achieved 
and look forward with confidence to the next century and a half! Dr Giles 
O'Neill represents in a particular way the continuity of St Vincent's Hospital, 
Athy, as he represents the fourth generation of Medical Officers from the 
O'Neill family who have served the needs of those in the Hospital so well since 
1814.

Frank Taaffe has done us all a great service by writing this history of St 
Vincent's Hospital, Athy. Frank, a former member of the staff of the Health 
Section of Kildare County Council, and now a successful solicitor in practice 
in Athy, has been very generous with his time towards the Hospital. As a 
member of the Athy Lions Club he played a large part in the sheltered housing 
development at the Hospital.

I feel that this history will cause us to reflect on the tremendous improvements 
in health and social services which have taken place over the past century and 
a half. Dr Brendan Hensey in his work "The Health Services of Ireland" 
writes: "It is perhaps a pity that one of the Workhouses was not retained in its 
entirety and restored to its original condition (complete with straw bedding) to 
let the present and future generations see what life was really like in the 
nineteenth century, so that they might savour better the facilities of the 
twentieth."

Well, I am pleased to say that Frank Taaffe and the Athy Community 
Council, together with the Eastern Health Board, are agreed on undertaking a 
partial restoration and preservation of one of the three-storey wings of the 
original Workhouse building in Athy. Hopefully, with local effort, and 
assistance from various sources such as the tourist authorities, this will serve 
as a permanent reminder of a social order thankfully long since past and, as 
Brendan Hensey has suggested, will enable the present and future 
generations to all the more appreciate the work of a dedicated staff that has 
made St Vincent's Hospital, Athy, such an excellent caring institution in the 
past, in the present, and I have no doubt, in the future, in the service of the 
people of Kildare.
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This was a description of Athy in 1838. In the same year the Irish 
Poor Relief Act was passed. Prior to then, various Poor Law Schemes 
had been put forward but all had been turned down in the belief that 
such schemes would only encourage improvidence amongst the Irish.

Chapter 2

n September 1833 a Commission was established under the 
Chairmanship of Dr Whately, Archbishop of Dublin, to report on 
appropriate measures to alleviate the conditions of the Irish poor. 

In its report in 1836 the Commission estimated the number of 
destitute persons in Ireland at not less than 2,385,000. It advised 
against the application in Ireland of the English Workhouse system 
which had been introduced there in 1834. The recommendations were 
not acceptable to the Government and on 22 August 1836 George 
Nicholls, an English Poor Law Commissioner, was requested to go to 
Ireland and report on the feasibility of applying the English Poor Law 
System to Ireland.

Nicholls, in a series of three reports completed between November 
1836 and May 1838 proposed that Ireland be divided into Poor Law 
Union Areas each with a Workhouse administered by a Board of 
Guardians financed by a locally imposed Poor Law Rate. The able- 
bodied destitute poor were to obtain relief within the Workhouse only 
where conditions would be less desirable than those of the labourer 
living at home. This was to be the "Workhouse Test". No provision was 
to be made for outdoor relief as was the case in England.

The Government, acting quickly on Nicholls' report and 
recommendations, introduced the Irish Poor Relief Act of 1838 which



became law in July of that year. With the assistance of four English 
Poor Law Commissioners, Nicholls was now entrusted with the task of 
implementing the legislation. Dividing the country into 130 Poor Law 
Union Areas, arrangements were made for the appointment and 
election of Boards of Guardians. George Wilkinson, an English 
Architect, was appointed to prepare plans and drawings for the 
Workhouses and he was also given the responsibility of acquiring sites 
for the new Workhouses and supervising their erection.

Nicholls, in his report, had recommended four separate buildings 
within each Workhouse complex to separately house the aged, 
children, males and females. However, the general mixed Workhouse 
was planned and built in all Union Areas in Ireland within which 
separation of the different ages and sexes was to be enforced.

Under the 1838 Act, it was provided that 75% of the Board of 
Guardians would be elected by the ratepayers of the Unions with the 
balance appointed from amongst the Justices of the Pease in the 
Union Area. This was later changed to equal numbers of elected 
Guardians and nominated Justices of the Peace under amending 
legislation in 1847.

Each of the original 130 Poor Law Unions were divided into Electoral 
Divisions. In 1848 the Union numbers were increased to 163 and the 
number of Electoral Divisions was increased from 2,049 to 3,438. Each 
such division was charged with maintaining the destitute poor who 
had resided in it before entering the Workhouse. Divisional rating 
remained the norm to the annoyance of the ratepayers in the towns 
who, in time, found that rural labourers wandered into the towns, 
survived for a while and then ended up in the Workhouse at the 
expense of the town ratepayers.
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The Poor Rate, introduced under the 1838 Act to finance the 
Workhouses, was levied in equal parts on the owners and occupiers of 
land within each Union Area. In 1843 occupiers of property under £4 
valuation were exempted and their rates became payable by the 
owners.

The central authority to whom the Board of Guardians were 
responsible was the Poor Law Commissioners made up of three 
Administrative Officers and two Medical Officers. They were 
originally English Poor Law Commissioners but the famine of 1845/47 
induced the Parliament in 1847 to create an Irish Commission 
separate from its English counterpart. They were later to merge in the 
Local Government Board in 1872.

Chapter 3

¥
oting in the Poor Law elections was based on a complicated 
system of multiple votes. Owners and occupiers who paid the 
Poor Rate were entitled to equal votes on their holdings based 
on the following scale -

Valuation Vote Entitlement
£4 - £19 1 vote
£20 - £49 2 votes
£50 - £99 3 votes
£100 - £149 4 votes
£150 - £199 5 votes
Over £200 6 votes



The first members of the Board of Guardians for Athy were -

Ex officio members:

Lord Downes, Bert House 
Sir E.H. Walshe, Ballykilcavan 
Sir A. Weldon, Rahinderry 
Edward Bagot, Kildoon, Kildare 
E.H. Cole, Moore Abbey, Monasterevan 
B.A. Yates, Moone Abbey, Ballitore 
Benjeman Lefroy, Cardenton, Athy 
George Evans, Farmhill, Athy

Elected members:

Patrick Commins, Athy 
Gerald Dunne, Snugboro 
P.C. Doran, Castlemitchell 
John Butler, Athy 
Thomas Fitzgerald, Kilberry 
Robert Cassidy, Monasterevan 
Edward Conlon, Monasterevan 
Dan Browne, Ashgrove 
John Dowling, Kildangan 
John Hyland, Ferawn, Kildare 
Patrick Maher, Kilrush 
William Pelan, Ballindrum, Ballitore 
Andrew Dunne, Dollardstown 
James Caulfield, Newtown Pillsworth 
William Caulfield, Levitstown 
Joseph Lyons, Moyanna, Stradbally 
Thomas Buddy, Timogue, Stradbally

5.



Michael Dowling, Inch, Stradbally 
Francis Roberts, Stradbally 
E.H. Pope, Carlow 
Weldon Tarleton, Stradbally 
Thomas Kilbridge, Luggacurran 
John Hovenden, Modubeigh 
John Kehoe, Killabbin

The first meeting of Athy Board of Guardians was held in the 
Courthouse, Town Hall, Athy, on Thursday, 29 April 1841. Mr R.M. 
Muggeridge, an Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, was elected 
Chairman. William Caulfield, Vice-Chairman, and Gerald Dunne, 
Deputy Vice-Chairman. Patrick Dunne was appointed Clerk to the 
Board at the yearly salary of £40. The only other decision at that first 
meeting was to agree to advertise for Valuers to prepare a valuation of 
all properties within the Union Area.

Meetings were held in the Courthouse on 24 May , 6 July and 20 July 
1841; Messrs Robbins and O'Connor were appointed as Valuers on the 
casting vote of the Chairman of the meeting, George Evans. They had 
apparently carried out a similar valuation for the Tullamore Union 
but, for whatever reason, the Poor Law Commissioners would not 
approve of their appointment. Eventually the Board of Guardians 
appointed Arthur Neville and Patrick Neville of 14 York Street, Dublin 
, to carry out the necessary valuation of the Union Area while passing 
a Motion referring to the Poor Law Commissioners' conduct "as 
despotic and uncalled for". On 20 July also the Guardians appointed 
the Bank of Ireland, Carlow, as their bankers and agreed to raise a 
loan of £6,700 to finance the construction of the Workhouse in Athy.

Some of the Electoral Divisions within the Union had not elected 
Guardians and, throughout the period January to March 1842, the



Board were receiving claims from persons anxious to vote at the 
ensuing elections. On 26 March 1842 elections for all Electoral 
Divisions were held as the initial term of office of the original Board of 
Guardians had expired. At the first meeting of the new Board Sir 
Anthony Weldon was elected Chairman with William Caulfield as 
Vice-Chairman and Gerald Dunne as Deputy Vice-Chairman.

Chapter 4

C
onstruction of the Workhouse commenced and continued under 
the sporadic supervision of George Wilkinson. On 19 July 1842 
the Board of Guardians agreed to make a number of 
appointments. These included a Master of the Workhouse with a 

salary of £40 per annum with furnished apartments, fuel and candles 
and a limited supply of house provisions; a Matron of the Workhouse 
at a salary of £25 per annum with furnished apartments, fuel and 
candles and a limited supply of house provisions; a Porter at a salary 
of £10 per annum with the same emoluments as the other officers 
together with a suit of clothes, one pair of shoes and a hat; a School 
Master and a School Mistress at a salary of £20 per annum each, 
furnished apartments, fuel and candles and a limited supply of house 
provisions; a Medical Attendant at a salary of £50 per annum, who 
was also required to compound all the necessary medicines for the 
Workhouse; and a Principal Nurse Tender at a salary of £10 per 
annum.

Directions were given to advertise all these positions in the Leinster 
Express and other newspapers but, at the next meeting on 16 August, 
the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, Mr Muggeridge, pointed out



that the Board of Guardians had no authority to appoint staff except 
in accordance with the approval of the Commissioners. As no such 
consent was given and since the Workhouse was not expected to open 
for another six months, any such appointments were in his opinion 
premature.

The Board of Guardians, already upset by the Commissioners' failure 
to approve their original nominees for the position of Valuers, now 
clearly resented what they perceived to be further interference by the 
Commissioners. On 13 September 1842, when the Poor Law 
Commissioners wrote to the Board regarding fittings and fixtures for 
the new Workhouse, the Guardians passed the following resolution:

"That inasmuch as the Poor Law Commissioners 
invariably disapprove of the acts of the majority 
of this Board of Guardians, that we abstain 
from interfering in procuring the fittings for 
the Workhouse deeming it more expedient to 
leave it to them and thus save them the trouble 
of undoing our acts."

In October 1842 Messrs Neville forwarded to the Board of Guardians 
the proposeed valuations for the Union. Notices were then posted 
throughout the Union Area informing the public that the valuations 
were to be on public display in the Courthouse, Athy, from 17 October 
to 7 November and that objections to the valuations were required to 
be lodged before 10 November.
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Chapter 5

O
n 10 January 1843 the Board of Guardians, in accordance with 
their decision of the previous July, confirmed the officers to be 
appointed and the salaries to be paid. The Clerk was 
instructed to advertise the posts and on 7 February 1843 the Board 

met to consider the various applications.

For the position of Master of the Workhouse there were eight 
applicants and William Bryan was unanimously appointed. Elizabeth 
Quinn was the successful applicant of the six who applied for the 
position of Matron. The Porter's job went to James Butler, leaving 
seven disappointed applicants. All these appointments were made 
with the unanimous approval of the Board but, when it came to 
appointing the Medical Officer, there was a division within the Board. 
Three local Doctors applied for the position. Dr Ferris received no 
votes while Dr Clayton received thirteen votes and Dr Thomas Kynsey 
received sixteen votes. Dr Kynsey was to continue as Medical Officer 
to the Workhouse until his death in 1874.

In March 1843 Sir Anthony Weldon was re-appointed Chairman and 
the Poor Law Rate of five pence in the pound was struck to finance the 
work of the Board of Guardians. Collectors were appointed to collect 
the Poor Rate in all Electoral Divisions within the Union Area. John 
Mulhall was appointed for Athy. During the year contractors were 
appointed to supply clothing and bedding for the Workhouse. One 
hundred sets of bed clothes, blankets, sheets, coverlets and bed ticks 
were purchased and seventy-five frieze jackets/trousers and waistcoats 
in three sizes were ordered at an average cost of 9/lld each.



A large table for the Boardroom was acquired in May 1843 at a cost of 
£6.3.0. Advertisements were placed for the supply of provisions to the 
Workhouse which was originally scheduled to open on 20 December 
1843. However, the small amount collected by the Poor Rate Collectors 
caused the opening to be postponed to January 1844.

On 7 November 1843 Jeremiah Dunne was appointed Clerk to the 
Board, defeating by one vote Mr Goodwin who had the support of the 
ex-officio members of the Board. On the same day the following 
tenders were approved -

Mr Budd - 
Mr Cross - 
Mr Dillon - 
Mr Whelan -

Mr Keating - 
Mr Keating - 
Mr Keating - 
G. Lawler - 
Mrs Goold -

Supply of oatmeal @ £9.19.0 per ton 
Supply of coal at 19/- per ton 
Supply of beef/mutton @ 33Atd per pound 
Supply of candles dipts @ 5V2d per pound 

moulds @ 6XM per pound 
Supply of oaten straw @ £1.5.0 per ton 
Supply of soap @ 4/4d per stone 
Supply of potatoes @ 3V2d per stone 
Supply of buttermilk @ 3d per gallon 
Supply of sweetmilk @ 7d per gallon

Bread was to be supplied at 672d per 41b loaf.

Chapter 6

In S^jhe Workhouse, which was insured with the Sun Fire Assurance 
Company for £6,000, opened on 9 January 1844. Before the 
opening, the Board of Guardians met and decided on the meal



times and the diet for the inmates. Adults were to have breakfast at 
9.30 am and dinner at 4 pm. Children would eat at 9 am and 2 pm 
and would have an additional meal at 7 pm.

The diet laid down by the Board was in keeping with the Poor Law 
Commissioners' policy of providing minimal sustenance so as not to 
encourage people to come to the Workhouse.

Adult inmates were to receive for breakfast seven ounces of oatmeal 
made into stirabout with one pint of mixed milk and for dinner three 
pounds of potatoes with one pint of buttermilk. The harshness of this 
diet was marginally improved when the Board of Guardians agreed, 
on 15 February 1844, to allow each adult inmate an extra ounce of 
oatmeal for breakfast. The Guardians, however, reviewed this decision 
within a fortnight and, on 29 February, returned the adults to their 
original breakfast of seven ounces of outmeal but, in addition, allowed 
each man and woman to have supper in the evening consisting of two 
pounds of potatoes with a half-pint of buttermilk.

Young persons between the ages of three years and fifteen years were 
to receive a breakfast of four ounces of oatmeal made into a stirabout 
with a half-pint of sweetmilk. For dinner, each got five pounds of 
potatoes with a half-pint of buttermilk and supper consisted of a 
quarter-pound of bread with a half-pint of buttermilk.

Infants up to three years had for breakfast two ounces of oatmeal 
made into stirabout and each day received a half-pound of bread with 
one pint of sweetmilk. Women nursing children, in addition to the 
adult fare, also got one pint of sweetmilk each night while infants 
without mothers were to get a half-pound of bread and one quart of 
sweetmilk until they were one year old.



The Board of Guardians then proceeded to admit the first paupers to 
Athy Workhouse and, on 9 January 1844, twenty-five were admitted 
comprising five men, four women, ten boys, five girls and one infant.

On entry the paupers, as they were classified, were bathed, had their 
clothes removed from them and were supplied with the Workhouse 
uniform. Men and women were segregated as the separation of the 
sexes was seen as a fundamental requirement to maintaining 
discipline in the Workhouse.

Chapter 7

n ^Jhe Guardians met each week thereafter to approve admissions 
to the Workhouse. On 16 January, forty-one more paupers were 
admitted and on 23 January fifty-two luckless individuals

including twenty-seven children were to don the Workhouse uniform. 
Admissions ran at an average of fifty a week until the end of 
February.

On 15 Feburary, George Carmichael and his wife Elizabeth were 
appointed Schoolmaster and Schoolmistress to the Workhouse 
children on the strict understanding that their own children would 
not be brought into the House. In the same month, Michael Byrne 
was employed as a Shoemaker with an allowance of 6d per day and 
shoemaking fees for instructing Workhouse boys in the trade. Also 
employed was a Master Weaver at a salary of £45 per annum to teach 
handweaving to the children. In 1857 the Board of Guardians agreed 
to do away with the Master Weaver's position, deeming it to be a 
useless trade for boys at a time when loom weaving was superseded 
by machinery.



The local Clockmaker, James Plewman, supplied a clock for the sum 
of £5.10.0. while the Guardians, obviously surprised at the number of 
children being admitted, ordered one hundred tablet boards for use in 
the schoolrooms. At 22 February there were one hundred and fifteen 
adults in the Workhouse and one hundred and seventeen children.

Michael Lawler was appointed Tailor to the Workhouse in March 1844 
at a salary of £12 per annum. Part of his duties included instructing 
the young boys in tailoring. On 21 March the Guardians urgently 
sought quotations for coffins and the contract was awarded to Thomas 
Peppard to supply large deal coffins at 5/- each and smaller sizes at 4/- 
each.

In 1844 there were several changes made in the Workhouse personnel. 
The returns for that year showed J.B. Pilsworth as Clerk of the Union 
and Richard Ivers as Workhouse Master. Elizabeth Quinn was still 
Matron, a position she held until she retired on age grounds on 26 
March 1853.

Built to accommodate 360 adults and 240 children the Workhouse had 
300 inmates on 2 January 1845. On 7 October of that year, the 
numbers had increased to 390 but, within two months as the potato 
famine worsened, the number of inmates totalled 615. Athy appears to 
have been spared the worst excesses of the famine years even though 
a constabulary report for 18 September 1846 stated that "the 
inhabitants of Athy have pawned everything and cannot bear it much 
longer."



Chapter 8

n January 1847 the Poor Law Commissioners wrote to Athy Board 
of Guardians seeking a review of the list of inmates as it seemed 
there were many women and children in the Workhouse whose 

husbands and fathers were supposed to be at work in the Union. The 
Commissioners also informed the Board that they would be happy to 
sanction such measures as may be necessary for providing increased 
accommodation in the Workhouse. The Board replied that it was 
satisfied that the "present number of inmates can be safely 
accommodated."

On 26 December 1846 the number of Workhouse inmates totalled 732 
of which 65 were in the Infirmary and 482 were children under 15 
years of age. The average weekly cost of maintaining each inmate in 
the Workhouse was l/lUAid. The returns for Athy for the four months 
to 1 May 1847 show that 174 inmates died in the Workhouse in that 
period. The number of inmates during that time varied between 737 
and 583.

Local tradition relates that "priseach” which grew in the fields in the 
present Ashville area provided a source of nourishment for the hungry 
townspeople during the famine. The Irish Relief Association provided 
a boiler for a soup kitchen operated in the town by the Church of 
Ireland Minister, Rev. T. Jameson. Indian meal was imported from 
America through Cork Harbour and food depots were established 
throughout the country in areas accessible by canal. Athy was the 
location of one such depot in 1847 and, by 1 June of that year, it was 
opened. Meal was supplied to individuals in two-pound bags,



consisting of a mix of one-quarter oatmeal and three-quarters Indian 
meal. The local Relief Committee was not allowed to give out meal 
free of charge unless the Workhouse was full, in keeping with the Poor 
Relief Act which only provided for relief at the Workhouse.

Despite the services of the Soup Kitchen in the town and the 
reluctance of Irish men and women to go to the Workhouse, the 
number of inmates showed substantial increases towards the end of 
the famine period. In the first week of 1849 the number of Workhouse 
inmates had jumped to 1,399. During that same week 13 persons died 
in the Workhouse. The overcrowding in the Workhouse was alleviated 
by the opening of two auxiliary Workhouses in the town. One, located 
in Barrack Street, occupied a row of five houses immediately adjoining 
the former residence of the local curate. The second auxiliary 
Workhouse was a store belonging to the Grand Canal Company at 
Woodstock South.

Chapter 9

'v3nder the Poor Relief Extension Act 1847, the power to grant 
outdoor relief subject to the Quarter Acre Clause was allowed 
to the Board of Guardians. The one restriction was that 

occupiers of land of one-quarter of an acre were excluded from 
receiving such relief. During and after the famine this rule was 
interpreted somewhat liberally by the Board of Guardians and 
outdoor relief in the form of seed and provisions was given to an 
increasing number of persons who would not otherwise be entitled to 
outdoor relief.

In 1851 the Board of Guardians were empowered to give outdoor relief



to the families of prisoners. Generally the amount granted did not 
exceed £1 per week per family. In the same year, the Medical 
Charities Act transferred responsibility for the dispensary system to 
the Board of Guardians. A voluntary dispensary committee had been 
established in Athy in 1818 and had operated on voluntary 
subscriptions only in the intervening period. The Committee would 
continue in operation after 1851 as a sub-committee of the Board of 
Guardians.

A large number of Workhouse inmates were children under 15 years 
of age. Many were orphans or had been abandoned in the Workhouse 
by parents who could no longer feed them. With little to encourage the 
inmates to leave the Workhouse, the Board of Guardians welcomed an 
Orphan Emigration Scheme launched in March 1848. This Scheme 
provided for the voluntary emigration to Australia of Workhouse girls 
between the ages of 14 and 18 years. The Board of Guardians were 
responsible for outfitting the girls and paying their passage to 
Plymouth, England, from where they were transferred free of charge 
to Australia.

A report of a meeting held in Narraghmore Schoolhouse on 26 
February 1849 to discuss the raising of a rate to assist emigration was 
typical of similar meetings held throughout the country. Chaired by a 
member of the Athy Board of Guardians, the meeting heard of 
families from the Narraghmore area who were inmates of the Athy 
Workhouse for two and three years previously.

One speaker at the meeting declared that, unless the Workhouse 
inmates were encouraged to emigrate, they would remain a burden on 
the community for another fifty years. Similar fears were expressed in 
many other areas where such meetings were held and the striking of 
rates to assist orphan emigration was readily agreed.



At a meeting of the Athy Board of Guardians in February 1849 
chaired by Captain Lefroy, a group of twenty females who were about 
to leave Athy Workhouse under the emigration scheme were 
introduced to the Board. As a report of the meeting records - 

"Their appearance both as to good looks and 
comfortable clothing spoke well for the care 
they had received at the Workhouse. Captain 
Lefroy addressed a few appropriate observations 
to them. 'They were going,' he said, 'to a 
foreign country, provided with every requisite 
for their comfort and a more favoured land than 
their own having been selected for them, they 
had the best chances of independence and 
happiness if they discharged their duties 
with honesty, industry and zeal.. they should 
feel grateful for the kindness they had received 
in the house and he trusted the accounts 
from Australia would be always in their favour."'

The report concludes with a description of the girls' withdrawing from 
the meeting with "many respectful courtesies."

How many orphan girls were sent to Australia from the Athy 
Workhouse the writer has been unable to ascertain. In all, 4,175 
orphans were sent out from Irish Workhouses during the two years of 
the scheme’s operation. When the last boat sailed in April 1850 there 
were no less than 104,000 children under the age of fifteen remaining 
in Irish Workhouses.



|n r^jhe Workhouse, intended to provide indoor relief for the needy, 
was very soon receiving mentally defective people who were not 

J L being catered for by the District Asylums of which there were 
then very few. Workhouses, as Joseph Robins noted in his book Fools 
and Mad were settling into a supporting role for the asylums and it 
was a role they were to continue to have over the next century. Indeed, 
in his report on Athy Workhouse in March 1907, the Local 
Government Board Inspector noted that "idiots in the Workhouse who 
were boys had a special attendant but that they slept with the healthy 
boys which could not be considered desirable.'

In keeping with the stated policy of ensuring that able-bodied paupers 
were not allowed to succumb to idleness, all inmates who were capable 
of work were required to do so. Generally this consisted of stone 
breaking although, at Athy Workhouse paupers were also required to 
help on the Workhouse lands which in 1853 amounted to 34 statute 
acres. By 1861 the area had been reduced to 11 acres, 3 roods and 23 
perches.

In October 1853 the Workhouse Master summoned four paupers at 
Athy Petty Sessions for refusing to work and for disobedience to 
orders. They were sentenced to one month's imprisonment with hard 
labour. Prosecution of vagrants was a common action taken by both 
Athy Town Commissioners and Athy Board of Guardians at different 
times during the latter part of the 19th Century. The Workhouse may 
have contributed to the town's problems in terms of unwanted 
vagrants and paupers and a local citizen was moved to write in

Chapter 10



February 1862 - "Athy ratepayers .. have their doors constantly 
besieged by troops of beggars in every grade of wretchedness." On 24 
June 1886 ten tramps admitted to the Workhouse on the previous 
evening were prosecuted at Athy Petty Sessions for vagrancy. Four of 
them were sentenced to two weeks' imprisonment with hard labour.

In 1906 the Clerk reported that a large number of tramps were 
visiting the Workhouse. "Twenty-five this week, forty-five last week, 
and forty-seven the previous week." Mr Minch, a member of the 
Board of Guardians, claimed that formerly fifteen hundred tramps 
visited Athy Workhouse in one year but immediately the Board of 
Guardians had instituted prosecutions the numbers fell to five 
hundred. It was also noted that a number of vagrants arrested in the 
locality of the Workhouse had notebooks giving the names and 
addresses of the good Workhouses and those to be avoided. Clearly, 
despite the efforts of the Board of Guardians to discourage them, the 
Knights of the Road were attracted to Athy Workhouse. Perhaps it 
was the meat dinners which the Board of Guardians first authorised 
for the inmates' Christmas Dinner in 1859 and for Easter Sundays 
from 1862 which were the big attraction.

Foundlings were another group catered for by the Workhouse and 
over the years many young babies abandoned at birth were to live out 
their early years in the Workhouse. Names were attributed to these 
babies by reference to the Saints' Day on which they were found and, 
perhaps, also the place where first located. A child wrapped in hay 
was named Hayes while another infant found in the People's Park 
was given the surname Parker. A boarding-out system for children 
was first introduced in 1862 thereby ensuring that, as far as possible, 
these youngsters would not spend all their formative years in the 
grim surroundings of the local Workhouse.



Chapter 11

The number of Workhouse inmates fell dramatically after the Great 
Famine and was never again to reach four figures. This was 
principally due to the outdoor system of relief coupled with the mass 
emigration from Athy and district during the 1850s. In 1855 there 
were 516 inmates in the Workhouse and, six years later, the numbers 
had dropped to 296. Thereafter there were seasonal fluctuations in 
the number of inmates with the highest numbers usually registered 
in January and February each year when employment was 
unavailable and the weather at its worst. For instance, in February 
1862 the inmates numbered 392, an increase of almost 100 over the 
pre-Christmas number. Poverty in the town of Athy was endemic. On 
10 January 1863 it was reported that the mortality rate in Athy from 
various causes had been unusually great - six persons having died on 
Old Christmas Day. The extensive use by the poor and the labouring 
classes of a cheap American bacon was considered to be the cause. 
That month the Board of Guardians, as part of its outdoor relief 
scheme, employed thirty local men to dig the Workhouse lands at one 
shilling per day each.

In the first quarter of 1863 there were 107 cases of fever reported in 
Athy. The Fever Hospital had been built in 1836 at a cost of £300 
with monies collected by the local townspeople for a Mr Keating of 
Market Square whose shop premises had been burnt down. A 
respected and obviously well-liked individual, Keating donated the 
money for the building of a Fever Hospital in Athy. Officially 
designated a District Fever Hospital under the Fever (Ireland) Act



1847, the Athy Hospital remained independent of the Board of 
Guardians until 1854. In that year it was put on the Union which 
meant that the Poor Law Union of Athy was in part, at least, 
responsible for its running costs. The Board of Guardians fulfilled 
their obligations in this regard by agreeing to pay the sum of one 
shilling per day for each Workhouse patient maintained in the Fever 
Hospital.

Early in 1846 the Board of Guardians were required to equip 
Hospitals and Dispensaries for the sick poor. A voluntary dispensary 
committee had been operating in Athy since 1818 and it now became 
a sub-committee of the Board of Guardians. A small Infirmary was 
provided within the Workhouse to meet the responsibility of the 
Board of Guardians with regard to hospital services for the poor. It 
was in this Infirmary that the Sisters of Mercy were to come as 
nursing sisters in October 1873.

Chapter 12

^lizabeth Silke, who had been appointed Matron of the 
J Workhouse in 1867, was responsible for looking after the 

female inmates but there were no nursing services available to 
her for her work in the Infirmary. The Sisters of Mercy apparently 
began to visit patients in the Infirmary on Sundays and over time 
they built up a relationship and an understanding with the patients 
which led the Board of Guardians to making an approach to the 
Sisters to take over responsibility for the Infirmary. This they did 
and, by March 1880, they were looking after the needs of 89 patients 
in the Workhouse Hospital. In November 1885 John McLoughlin, a 
member of the Board of Guardians, referred to the time then passed



"when the Board was a hostile camp composed of rabid Tories with a 
strong mixture of brutal Whigs .. we may feel justifiably proud of 
what has been done. Look to the Chapel, look to the officers of the 
House and compare them to the officers of twenty-five years ago 
when we had not a Catholic officer at all and see how we have 
sanctified the place with the holy women introduced into the House 
instead of drunken nurses as in olden days." His speech met with the 
approval of his fellow Guardians.

In June 1886, the Workhouse advertised for a Midwife to be employed 
in the Infirmary at five shillings per case attended. While the Sisters 
of Mercy continued to work in the Infirmary during daylight hours, 
there were no qualified Nurses employed to look after the patients at 
night time. This was the era of pauper nursing when female inmates 
were locked into the Hospital Wards with the patients at night and 
were required, as best they could, to look after them. This situation 
did not change until August 1897 when the Board of Guardians 
agreed to appoint a trained Night Nurse at a time when there were 
up to 80 patients in the Infirmary.

Only one of the Board of Guardians objected to this. Martin Doyle, 
father of P.P. Doyle of Woodstock Street, both of whom were later to be 
litigants in proceedings against the Workhouse Medical Officer, Dr 
Jeremiah O'Neill, saw the appointment "as a piece of sentimental 
philanthropy and the thin edge of the wedge to get out the nuns."



Dr P L O’Neill 
Medical Officer 1874-1897

Dr Jerry O’Neill 
Medical Officer 1897-1952



Retirement of Dr Joe O’Neill. 1991



Chapter 13

n June 1888 Athy Board of Guardians were dismissed by the Local 
Government Board and two Vice-Guardians were appointed in 
their place. Charles Fitzgerald, D.C., Castlebar, Co. Mayo, and 

William Burke, J.P of Headford, Co. Galway, were to be paid the sum 
of £250 per annum each out of the rates of the Union while acting as 
Vice-Guardians for Athy Union. During the Luggacurran evictions, 
which commenced in 1887, Athy Board of Guardians granted what 
they considered to be necessary outdoor relief to the evicted tenants. 
The cheques in payment were signed by the Board's Vice-Chairman, 
Daniel Whelan of Barrowhouse. During a subsequent audit of the 
accounts, the Auditor disallowed the payments and surcharged Mr 
Whelan in the sum of £136. The Board of Guardians immediately met 
and agreed to recoup this money to Mr Whelan and a cheque was 
drawn on the Board's account and signed by Mr M.J. Minch, J.W. 
Dunne and James McLoughlin. All three men were subsequently sued 
for the recovery of the money by the Local Government Auditor at 
Athy Petty Sessions in January 1888. The case was dismissed and the 
Local Government Board felt it necessary to dismiss Athy Board of 
Guardians and appoint two Vice-Guardians to exercise the Board's 
functions.

A public meeting was called for the Town Hall, Athy, on 25 June at 7 
pm to protest against the action of the Local Government Board and 
to support the local Board of Guardians. On the following day a large 
crowd congregated in Emily Square shortly before 1 pm. About one 
hour previously, the two newly appointed Vice-Guardians,
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accompanied by Mr Robinson, Local Government Board Inspector, 
arrived at the Workhouse. A strong force of police under the command 
of County Inspector Locke had arrived in Athy on the morning train 
and these, with the local constabulary, were put in charge of the 
Workhouse and grounds. The resident Magistrate, Mr Kennedy, was 
also in attendance. The Porter received strict instructions not to admit 
anybody to the Workhouse.

Shortly before 1pm the dismissed Guardians formed into processional 
order outside the Town Hall and, accompanied by about a thousand of 
the townspeople, marched to the Workhouse. They included J.W. 
Dunne, (former Chairman), M.J. Minch, M.Hickey, T.P.Lacey, James 
Dolan, P. Cleary, P. Walters, James McLoughlin, John McLoughlin, T. 
Orford, Richard Lawler, William Murphy, T. Dunny, Edward Neill, J. 
Toole, John Brennan, J. Julian, John Nowlan, Stephen Hayden, John 
Gannon, Michael Doyle, D. Whelan, (Vice-Chairman), and Michael 
Treacy.

Also marching with the Guardians were two local Curates, Rev. J. 
Staple, C.C., and Rev. J. Carroll, C.C. Arriving at the entrance gates 
to the Workhouse Mr Dunne addressed the Porter who stood behind 
the locked gates: "As Chairman of the Board I demand admittance for 
myself and my brother Guardians. We are the elected Guardians and 
as such the representatives of the people.'1 Refused admission, Mr 
Dunne penned a note which read "The Guardians having arrived to 
transact the business of the Board find the gates closed against them 
and in the charge of a force of police. Kindly explain the reason why. 
Signed J.W. Dunne, Chairman of the Board."

The Porter accepted the note and brought it to the Workhouse Master, 
Mr. Hyland, who in turn brought it before the Vice-Guardians and the 
Local Government Inspector. A reply was penned and handed to the



Master, it read "Mr Hyland is to inform the late Board of Guardians 
that the Vice-Guardians are at present engaged in transacting Union 
business and cannot therefore now authorise the admission to the 
Workhouse or Boardroom of any persons who have not got legal 
business to transact.' The dismissed Guardians returned to the Town 
Hall where a protest meeting was held. They were to remain out of 
office until the next scheduled elections for Guardians to Athy Union.

Chapter 14

pTT^jhe position of the Sisters of Mercy who were working in the 
Workhouse in February came under scrutiny during the period 

J L of office of the Vice-Guardians. In January 1889 the Workhouse 
Master was required to investigate an allegation of proselytism in the 
Infirmary to which he duly reported "In reply to your order requesting 
me to furnish a written explanation regarding proselytism in the 
Workhouse Hospital I beg to say that I have no official knowledge of 
any such occurrence.'

Under the 1898 Local Government Act which established County 
Councils, Poor Law Unions were abolished and while Board of 
Guardians were retained they were left with responsibility for Poor 
Relief only without any power to levy Poor Rates.

In September 1900 the Local Government Board authorised the 
purchase of an ambulance by the Athy Board of Guardians for the 
Infirmary from John Smith, Athy, for the sum of £55. The decision 
drew an angry response from Charles O'Neill, Coach Builder in Naas, 
who felt that his quotation did not receive adequate or proper



consideration from the Board of Guardians. Around the same time the 
Board decided that inmates should, in future, be interred in coffins 
varnished and stained at an extra cost of l/6d per coffin. Up to then 
plain deal coffins were supplied for the pauper dead who were buried 
in their hundreds in the graveyard across from the Workhouse. It was 
a local Urban Councillor, Tom Carbery who, in the 1950s, highlighted 
the fact that paupers dying in the County Home, as it was then called, 
were buried in the Workhouse graveyard without the attendance of a 
clergyman. His protests led to a change in that practice.

|
In 1907, ten years after the employment of the first trained Night 
Nurse in the Workhouse Infirmary, the Board of Guardians considered 
the employment of a second Night Nurse. This discussion was 
prompted by a recommendation from the Local Government Board of 
"affording relief to trained Nurses from the continuous strain of night 
duty." Dr Charles Ronayne of Youghal wrote to the Board of 
Guardians quoting a recent article entitled White Slavery in which 
reference was made to a Night Nurse who "after a day of regular 
meals, listless recreation and fitful sleep, comes on night duty about 9 
pm to remain up and keep awake during the long cold winter nights 
watching the sick, attending to the serious cases, listening to the 
mutterings and ravings of delirious ones and paying the last sad 
duties to the dying. And then tired and nervous she retires about 9 
am to go through the same weary fitful day as before.' At that stage, 
four Nurses were employed in the Infirmary during the day while two 
other nuns worked there without pay. A second Night Nurse was 
eventually employed.

.
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Chapter 15

n ^jhe Workhouse Schools, which commenced in 1844 under George 
Carmichael and his wife Elizabeth as School Master and
Mistress, had seen a number of changes in personnel over the 

years. In 1860 Miss Watson, School Mistress, was appointed Matron 
of the Workhouse. In 1880 John Hyland was the School Master while 
Sarah Conroy was the School Mistress.

On 16 July 1896 the Commissioners of National Instruction reported 
to the Board of Guardians on the Athy Workhouse School which were, 
by then, under the charge of the Sisters of Mercy. "The School is in a 
high state of efficiency and the course of instruction is carried out by 
the Sisters in charge with earnestness, zeal and ability. The character 
of answering in the various classes is very good and needle work 
continues to be carefully and successfully taught. The girls of Second 
and higher classes received instructions in shirt making, dress 
making, underclothing, knitting and darning and in the use of the 
sewing machine. A most satisfactory moral tone prevails amongst the 
pupils and discipline is well maintained. Both boys and girls are 
brought up in habits of cleanliness and neatness and of good manners 
and language and are impressed with the importance of cheerful 
obedience to duty and of honour and truth in word and act.'

A further report in 1907 noted that "The Teachers are skilful and 
energetic and in most subjects of the school programme the pupils are 
making satisfactory progress. Oral English, arithmetic and drawing 
will require increased attention. Kindergarten occupation for a large



number of infants attending are urgently required. The schoolroom 
and premises are kept in very good order."

While the nuns were in charge of the Workhouse School it would seem 
that lay people were employed as Teachers. In the 1920s Mrs Lawler 
of St. Martin's Terrace taught in the Girls School. The School 
continued to operate until the 1940s when the remaining children 
were sent to the local Primary Schools.

Chapter 16

3 edical Officers to the Workhouse, unlike the Masters and 
other officials and staff, have been fully identified. Dr 

3 Thomas Kynsey, appointed in 1843, remained as Medical 
Officer until his death in 1874. He was replaced by Dr P.L. O'Neill, a 
native of Castledermot. He was an outspoken man who played an 
active part in local politics. President of the local branch of the Irish 
National League, he was to resign that position in November 1885 
after writing a letter to Athy Board of Guardians which was critical of 
a colleague in the National League. The colleague was Martin Doyle, 
whose son P.P. Doyle was in 1906 to bring an unsuccessful legal action 
against Dr O'Neill's son, Dr Jeremiah O'Neilll, in what was generally 
perceived to be a continuation of a family vendetta which had its roots 
in the events of 1885. The case ended up in the King's Bench division 
before the Lord Chief Justice and Mr Justice Kenny.

Dr P.L. O'Neill resigned his position as Workhouse Medical Officer in 
1897 and he was replaced by his son, Dr Jeremiah, who received 25 
votes to 16 votes for Dr James Kilbride at a meeting of the Board of 
Guardians. Dr P.L. O’Neill died in September 1901 and his son, Dr



Jeremiah O'Neill, continued as Medical Officer for an unprecedented 
fifty-one years. Following on his father’s active involvement in 
politics, Dr Jeremiah was Chairman of the Athy Branch of Fine Gael 
for twenty-five years and was also Chairman of Athy U.D.C. for three 
years from 1912. He died in 1954 aged 81 years. He had been replaced 
as Medical Officer to the former Workhouse, then the County Home, 
by his son, Dr J.T. O'Neill in 1952. The third member of the family to 
act in that capacity, the unique family record was continued on Dr. 
Joe's retirement in 1991 when his own son, Dr Giles O'Neill, was 
appointed Medical Officer to St Vincent's Hospital.

Chapter 17

During the early years of the twentieth century the Poor Law System 
was twice investigated by Government Commissioners. In 1906 a 
three-man Vice-Regal Commission recommended the abolition of the 
Workhouse system of indoor relief. The Royal Commission on the Poor 
Law, which reported in 1909, proposed the abolition of Boards of 
Guardians with the transfer of their powers to the County Councils. 
No action was taken on either report. The Great War did more than 
any Royal Commission to effectively abolish the need for the 
Workhouse system of relief and, when the Irish Free State came into 
being, one of the Irish Government's early decisions was to pass the 
Local Government (Temporary Provisions) Act 1923 which put poor 
relief, now called public assistance, on a County basis.

County Councils first established under the Local Government Act 
1898 now replaced the Boards of Guardians and many of the country's 
workhouses were closed. In County Kildare only Athy Workhouse was 
retained to serve as a County Home to provide accommodation for the
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aged and infirm, poor and chronic invalids. In the absence of any 
special provision for them, the former workhouse continued to house 
unmarried mothers, their children and mental defectives in addition 
to the homeless.

In the early years of the new State, children were so numerous in the 
County Home as to require two classrooms catering for boys and girls. 
In time, their numbers declined leading to the amalgamation of the 
schools but, for many years, the County Home children continued to 
be taught in what is now the Day Care Unit. The last teacher 
employed in the school was Mrs Mina Lawler of St Martin's Terrace. 
In the early 1940s, the number of children in the County Home having 
declined, the school was closed and the children were sent to the local 
primary schools. The unfortunates were easily identifiable as they 
marched to and from the County Home each day. Apart from the 
almost rigid military formation which they maintained as they left the 
County Home each morning, their close cropped heads marked them 
apart.

Sr Angela was Matron of the County Home with Joe May as Chief 
Clerk. Joe, who lived with his family in the gate lodge, had been 
imprisoned in Ballykinlar Camp during the War of Independence. In 
the days before the installation of the telephone in the County Home, 
it was one of Joe's tasks to send telegrams through the local post office 
to advise the relatives and next-of-kin of the death of a patient.
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Chapter 18

O
n 6 November 1933 Kathleen McHugh of Ballycorman, 
Ballylinan, a few miles from Athy, entered the local Convent of 
Mercy. On 8 May the following year she made her first 
profession and received the name Sr Mary Dominic Joseph. She spent 

four years training as a nurse in the Mater Hospital, Dublin, before 
returning to Athy on 14 January 1940 to work in the County Home. 
Sr Dominic was to spend the next forty-one years working there, 
overseeing many changes and improvements to the former 
Workhouse.

Initially appointed assistant to the ageing Sr Angela, Sr Dominic was 
later appointed Matron of the County Home in 1957 to succeed Sr 
Vincent. One of her abiding memories of the 1940s and '50s was the 
role played by the County Home in providing temporary 
accommodation for the homeless. In those days there were few local 
authority housing schemes and privately owned rented 
accommodation was a common feature of town life. Evictions for non
payment of rent were not infrequent and it was to the County Home 
that dispossessed families were obliged to go for shelter. The strict 
separation of the sexes initiated on the opening of the Workhouse, 
ensured that husbands, wives, brothers and sisters were kept apart 
while living in the County Home.

Travellers or tinkers, as they were known, were frequent visitors to 
the Union or the Spike as the County Home was commonly called. 
Home confinements were the norm for the settled community but, for 
travellers, the maternity unit of the County Home was the alternative



to the camp site. During the week or so of the confinement period the 
members of the travellers' extended family either stayed in the Spike 
or else camped on the canal side at Cardenton.

Chapter 19

O
ne of the many kindnesses attributed to the Sisters of Mercy 
was their ingenious provision of necessities whether food, 
clothing or furniture, for families leaving the County Home to 
make a new life for themselves. Tea chests and butter boxes fulfilled 

the dual role of packaging the odds and ends required for life outside 
the County Home while later serving as table and chairs until 
furniture could be obtained. The tramps or vagrants who came to the 
County Home were always assured of kindness from Sr Dominic and 
her team. She was never known to turn away anyone deserving of 
assistance even if, occasionally, it took the help of her friends in blue 
from the local Garda barracks to calm the boisterous and well- 
lubricated behaviour of the gentlemen of the road before they could be 
admitted to the County Home.

Casuals, as they were called, were required to do some work before 
being discharged. Chores such as bringing turf to feed the open fires 
in the wards, or hot water from the laundry to the wards, inevitably 
were the lot of the able-bodied men. Sr Dominic recalls the difficulty 
she had in keeping an eye on the hot-blooded individuals who always 
seemed to spend a lot of time carting turf and water to the female 
wards.

Other problems were caused in the diningroom by the same casuals 
who, not content with their own meals, were quite happy to help



themselves to their neighbour's especially if that neighbour's 
attention was elsewhere. Many rows ensued and often the table 
knives were brandished, but this never worried Sr Dominic who 
admits that "the knives were never too sharp".

On Saturdays special passes were available to those men able to walk 
into town where they had every opportunity to spend the half-crown 
allowance given to them out of their pensions. Strangely, no such 
passes were available to the women. Those who over-indulged so as to 
require assistance on the journey back to the County Home availed of 
the wheelchair which always did duty for that purpose in the days 
before an ambulance was stationed in Athy.

Before the revamping of the County Home kitchens in the mid-1960s 
the food was cooked in steamers and boilers. The potatoes were cooked 
in the steamers and the meat cooked to something like the consistency 
of a stew in the boilers. Eggs supplied during the week for sick 
patients on the direction of the medical officer were made available to 
everyone on Fridays. Poached in the steamer, they provided a 
welcome change in the diet which saw bacon and cabbage supplied as 
the main meal twice a week. A reliable male patient was always put 
in charge of the bread store. His job was to slice the bread and send it 
around to each ward in strict accordance with a list prepared each 
day. Men were allowed 8 ounces of bread with women receiving 6 
ounces. His deft handling of the breadknife in those pre-sliced pan 
days was occasionally a cause of dispute between neighbouring 
patients to whom a crooked slice of bread meant more or less of the 
nourishing dough. Butter was weighed out in three-quarter ounce 
sections for each meal. Each pound of butter was carefully divided in 
this way for distribution to the wards at mealtime.



Chapter 20

n 1949 an Interdepartmental Committee was set up to examine 
the future of the County Homes. In its report the Committee 
found that many of the old workhouses which were still 

accommodating the chronic sick, the aged, mental defectives, 
unmarried mothers and their children, were lacking in basic comforts 
and amenities. However, it was recognised that these old buildings 
could be refurbished or reconstructed to provide for the aged and 
chronic sick while mental defectives, unmarried mothers and their 
children, it suggested, should be accommodated in separate 
institutions to be specially provided.

The recommendations of the Committee were accepted in the 
Government White Paper issued in 1951 and funds were in time made 
available to upgrade a number of the County Homes including that at 
Athy. Kildare County Council embarked on a scheme of improvement 
to the County Home to replace the patient accommodation which was 
then located on the ground floor and first floor of the original 
workhouse building.

The County Architect, Niall Meagher, was responsible for the 
planning, design and construction of the new St Vincent's Hospital, 
ably assisted by Eric Wallace, a member of the staff of his department. 
In this they worked closely with the staff of the Department of Health 
under Architect Cecil Dowdall. The administration of the project and 
commissioning, equipping and staffing of the new buildings also 
involved the Matron, Sr Dominic, and Kieran Hickey, then a young



newly-appointed Staff Officer in the Health Section of Kildare County 
Council. Work on the construction of the new buildings by Bantile Ltd 
of Banagher commenced on 27 July 1966 and took almost three years 
to complete. The new hospital, which cost £250,000 contained two 
blocks for 100 female patients, three blocks for 168 male patients and 
a 14-bed maternity unit with two delivery rooms. A sparkling new 
fully-equipped kitchen was also included in the building project and 
this replaced what was, in effect, the old Workhouse kitchen.

The new buildings were occupied on 3 April 1969. The transfer of 268 
of the elderly residents from the old County Home to the brand new 
and spacious hospital ground floor accommodation was a major event 
for them and, of course, for the staff of St Vincent's. It was not without 
its moments of poignancy and mixed feelings at leaving the familiar 
surroundings of the old home. The following poem, written at the time 
by Mrs Ruth Wiley, aged 90 years, eloquently describes these mixed 
feelings.

From Old to New

The Sister said "Come all ye, get ready 
We are going off today 

From an old to a new spot 
Not very far away".

So we gathered up our toothbrush 
Just a toothbrush and a brush 
And felt that life began anew 

With an almighty rush.

New friend, new lounge, new bathrooms too. 
Oh, we felt mighty grand;

Just as the Israelites had felt 
When they reached the Promised Land.

Yet I think of the many cures 
Witnessed in the old block 

We have to ask the Lord to bless 
Every stone of that ancient spot.



Chapter 21

n 1971 the newly established Eastern Health Board took over 
responsibility for St Vincent's Hospital. The first visiting 
committee of the Board under the chairmanship of Clr Paddy 

Hickey met in the hospital on 20 May 1971. Like the Board of 
Guardians of old, the representatives of the Eastern Health Board 
expressed themselves pleased with the conditions in the hospital and 
the treatment afforded to the patients.

In the following year the Department of Health gave approval for the 
construction of a new convent building, a nurses' home and a 
mortuary. The Sisters of Mercy had retained a presence in the hospital 
and former workhouse since 1874 and on their first arrival they had 
occupied rooms at the back of the main building block. Later they 
moved to the front of the building where they occupied rooms on the 
first floor and where they remained until they moved into the 
purpose-built Convent.

The contractors for the new development were Messrs M Turley & Co 
and, in late 1974, the work was completed and the buildings officially 
opened on 25 June 1975 .

In 1981 Sr Dominic retired as Matron of St Vincent's and was 
succeeded by the present incumbent, Sr Peg Rice. In her forty-one 
years in the County Home and later in St Vincent's Hospital, Sr 
Dominic had witnessed an increase in staff numbers in keeping with 
the improved quality of care provided for the patients. In the 1940s
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the County Home employed three religious and three nurses and in 
1952 the first attendants were employed. Today, despite a reduction in 
the number of patients in the hospital compared to forty years ago, 
the staff employed include 60 nurses/medical, 92 attendants and 14 
administrative and support staff.

Chapter 22

|^1 p^jhe development of an active approach to the care of the aged, 
first pioneered in 1979 in St Patrick's Hospital, Cashel, led to 

J_L, an improved service for elderly people in their own homes and 
demonstrated the wisdom of providing assessment of elderly people 
seeking long-term care. This necessitated the setting up of a unit to 
assess, treat and rehabilitate patients referred by local doctors or 
discharged from general hospitals who would otherwise be 
automatically admitted to geriatric hospitals.

In February 1983 the Eastern Health Board decided to develop a 
geriatric assessment/rehabilitation unit at St Vincent's involving both 
hospital and community programmes. The unit was located in the 
former maternity unit which was scaled down to five beds. A small 
prefab building was provided for physiotherapy and occupational 
therapy and the new unit, called St Joseph's, was opened on 10 
October 1983.

This development brought St Vincent's Hospital to the forefront of 
good practice in the provision of services for the elderly in Ireland. 
This is reflected in a publication by the National Council for the 
Elderly Institutional Care for the Elderly in 1985 and in the



subsequent Government policy report on services for the elderly The 
Years Ahead published in 1988. Both of these national reports 
comment favourably on the St Joseph's Assessment/Rehabilitation 
Unit and what it was setting out to achieve. Associated with both of 
these reports, whose authors visited St Vincent's Hospital, Athy, was 
Kieran Hickey who had, by then, again become involved with the 
hospital as a Programme Manager with the Eastern Health Board. 
Full credit for getting the St Joseph's Unit up and running must go to 
the team of Seamus O'Brien, Hospital Administrator, Sr Peig, Matron, 
Dr J T O'Neill, Hospital Medical Officer, and Dr Laura Murphy, 
Director of Community Care, assisted by Dr Rosaleen Corcoran.

In October 1986, much to the consternation of the local people, the 
scaled down maternity unit was closed. Members of Athy Urban 
District Council led a group of local people from Emily Square to St 
Vincent's in a protest march reminiscent of the Board of Guardians' 
march to the Workhouse almost 100 years previously. This time, 
however, the elected representatives gained access to the grounds of 
the hospital but their protests were as ineffective as those of the 
Board of Guardians in 1888 and the Eastern Health Board's decision 
to close the maternity unit remained unchanged. As a result, an 
additional four beds were made available for the assessment/ 
rehabilitation unit. This unit operated in close association with the 
then developing community care system. It resulted in the number of 
long-stay beds in St Vincent's being reduced from 310 to 254 and led 
to the virtual abolition of the waiting list for admission to the hospital.

The basic concept underlining the operation of the unit was that all 
persons would be assessed from a medical, nursing or social viewpoint 
in their own home environment prior to admission, with the emphasis 
on retention in the community with appropriate supports. For those 
admitted, the process of assessment allied with rehabilitation



continued so that as many persons as possible returned to their 
own homes. The average length of stay in the unit is now generally 
not more than two weeks.

The necessary co-operation between hospital and community care 
staff is achieved through a joint team approach consisting of- 

Hospital Medical Officer 
Hospital Matron 
Hospital Administrator 
Unit Sister 
Physiotherapist
Area Community Medical Officer 
Superintendent Public Health Nurse 
Liaison Public Health Nurse

This team meets weekly in St Joseph's Assessment Unit in St 
Vincent's Hospital to evaluate and authorise admissions to the 
long-stay beds in the hospital. The success of the Assessment Unit 
has given St Vincent's the flexibility to allocate a number of beds in 
the hospital for young chronic sick patients, for the terminally ill 
and for respite and intermittent care patients.

Chapter 23
A nother important element in the community care 

/_\\ programme at St Vincent's was the provision of a Day Care
A, AAfacility, opened in 1982. This allowed people living in the 
locality to attend the Centre for medical/social care while still 
retaining their independence.



Those attending receive a full range of services including medical, 
nursing, physiotherapy, occupational therapy and chiropody as 
required. A meal and a range of personal services are provided for 
everybody attending the Day Care facility which is located in the 
main block of the original workhouse building.

Towards the end of 1983 the gate lodge, occupied up to 1961 by Joe 
May and his family and later used as a nurses' home, was adapted 
to accommodate seven male welfare-type patients. In 1991, given 
the reduced demand for a nurses' home in the hospital, the Eastern 
Health Board decided to adapt it for use as a female group home to 
accommodate female welfare-type patients. Linked by a corridor to 
St Joseph's Assessment Unit, the female unit, called Nightingale 
Group Home, was officially opened on 12 December 1991 and 
provided accommodation for eleven females with communal 
sittingroom, kitchen, diningroom and oratory.

Chapter 24

TP n the previous year, the provision of sheltered housing for 
elderly people requiring minimal hospital care resulted in a 

cLLmeeting in the County Manager's office, Naas, between 
representatives of the Eastern Health Board, Dr Rosaleen 
Corcoran, County Medical Officer, Gerry Ward, Kildare County 
Manager, and Frank Delaney and Frank Taaffe of Athy Lions Club. 
With the support and co-operation of the Health Board and Kildare 
County Council, Athy Lions Club assisted by other Lions Clubs in 
the county, entered into a contract for the construction of ten 
independent housing units in the grounds of St Vincent's Hospital.



With grant assistance of £230,000 from the Department of the 
Environment and the balance of the contract price paid through the 
Lions Clubs of County Kildare, the units were constructed by P.C. 
Boyd & Co Ltd of Tullamore. The architect for the scheme was Denis 
Cogan, County Architect, Kildare County Council.

The units, which also included a communal room, were officially 
opened on 6 June 1991 by the Chairman of the Eastern Health Board, 
Clr Ivor Callely, the District Governor of Lions Club of Ireland, 
Thomas Farmer, and the Chairman of Kildare County Council, Clr 
Jim Gallagher. The complex was named McAuley Court after the 
foundress of the Sisters of Mercy, in recognition of the role played by 
the local Sisters of Mercy in the provision of geriatric care in the 
Workhouse, the County Home and the present St Vincent's Hospital.

Chapter 25

Six years short of the second millennium, we celebrate the 150th 
anniversary of the opening of the Workhouse in Athy. The dark 
forbidding building of George Wilkinson has changed beyond 
recognition in the intervening years. The corridors which once echoed 
to the shuffling sound of barefooted men, women and children have 
been replaced by modern wards where the elderly and sick are 
comforted and cared for with compassion and skill.

The names 'Workhouse', 'County Home' and 'St Vincent's Hospital 
each mark a stage in the transition from the misery and hunger of the 
Famine years and indoor relief to the dignity and independence which



today's community care programmes afford the elderly. The story of 
the Workhouse is ended, the future of St Vincent's Hospital remains 
bound up with the lives and hopes of the people of Athy and County 
Kildare.
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