
Search Results: Overview Search Browse

Search eCatalogue

First Previous [15 - 38] Next Last

Repository : Public Record Office for Northern Ireland

PRONI Reference : D1606/5/2

Level : Item

Access : Open

Title : Extracts from a copy out-letter book of

Dates : 1835-49

Description : Extracts from a copy out-letter book of William Blacker, showing the effects to The Great
Famine.

William Blacker to William Cotter Kyle Esq., Clare Street, Dublin. Letter referring to
conducting experiments according to the wishes of the Board of Commissioners, and
petitions from tenants for help to put in crops.

'... you do not say anything in regard to petitions for assistance to put in crops which I fear
will be pretty numerous for the wages for weaving are but very low at present.' 20 March
1846

William Blacker, Armagh to William Cotter Kyle Esq. [Clare Street, Dublin].

'I have had several applications both for assistance in seed and also provisions and I
really am very much at a loss what to do or what advice to give but I think at all events it
would be very desirable if you would apply to the relief committee and enquire whether
they would furnish the Indian corn meal at cost price and what that price would be. I have
used the Indian meal in stirabout myself for breakfast and think it perfectly good and
palatable.

'It does not do at so late a season as this to be obliged to refer applications to you and I
shall thank you to bring it before the Board whether it would not be better to permit me to
act on such information as may come before me to some extent, but I must at same time
say that I have great fears about being able to obtain repayment.' 26 March 1846

William Blacker [Armagh] to J. MacKenzie Esq., Eileanach, Inverness, Scotland.

'If the potatoes you offer should arrive at Newry in all the month of April in perfect sound
condition I should be willing to take the quantity mentioned in yours of 24th inst. at 3s. 6d.
per cwt. of 112 lbs. I should have given 4s. 6d. a fortnight since but there now appears a
much better supply in this country than was thought to exist. There must be at least 8
working days for delivery after notice of arrival. The price I now offer is above the selling
price at present and you will therefore be very particular as to the soundness, for if they
should arrive in any partial degree diseased they would not be bought for seed, and I
could not of course be expected to take them, but I don't apprehend there would be any
loss in selling them for food on account of the owners, if no very much diseased. The
cargo to be delivered on the quay free from all charges.'

P.S. 'Pray answer by return of post to say what time the cargo may be expected but I
rather think these terms will be under what you may be able to get elsewhere.' 29 March
1846

William Blacker, Armagh to William Cotter Kyle Esq., Clare Street, Dublin. Letter noting
that 60 or 70 tenants on the Dungannon school lands will not be able to put in their crops
without assistance and suggesting a depot for Indian meal to restrain price rises.

'... Generally speaking I am well convinced there is food enough in the country but people
who have it will not bring it to market, being in expectation of getting higher prices a
month or two hence. It would therefore be a great advantage to have a depot at
Coalisland (to which place there is water carriage) of the Indian meal which if retailed in
some quantities at one penny per pound would have a great effect in keeping down



prices.

'I have perfect confidence in Mr. Perrie's honesty and capability and if you could get a
grant for the school lands I think I could be answerable to have it correctly accounted for
according to whatever rules should be laid down for the delivery of it. There being no
gentleman living on the estate or in the neighbourhood who would be likely to take an
interest in the matter I should hope the Relief Commission would not refuse the
application.

P.S. 'In regard to the seeds the ground is now fit for sowing and there is not a moment to
be lost.' 1 April 1846

William Blacker, Armagh to William Cotter Kyle Esq., 8 Clare Street, Dublin. Letter
resigning the agency of the Dungannon school lands and suggesting that he be replaced
by his assistant William Wann who has been working with him for 21 years and is
personally acquainted with every tenant.

'My first inducement to apply for the agency of the Dungannon school lands was not for
the sake of the emolument but to see whether I might not be able to improve (?) the
condition of the people and the property but for some time past any satisfaction to be
derived from motives of that kind has been completely put an end to, by finding that my
agriculturist had twice narrowly escaped assassination, without any apparent anxiety on
the part of the tenantry having been manifested to discover the assassins or bring them
to justice. I am therefore anxious to resign the charge of the property which I think may be
more conveniently done now when the annual accounts have just been settled than at
any other time.

'In making the Board acquainted with this decision I am anxious to refer to the merits of
the young man Mr. William Wann who has had from the first the charge of keeping all the
accounts of the estate and who for 3 years when the state of my health rendered me
unable to attend to it had the entire management ...' 30 March 1846

William Blacker, Armagh to Thomas Anderson, Flowerdale, Poolewe (?), Rossshire.
Letter concerning a delivery of seed potatoes at Newry.

'I am favoured with yours of the 7th which appears to me to have been a long time on the
way and if this is as long getting to hand unless you use great dispatch it will be
impossible to have the potatoes here in time for seed. I am willing however to comply with
your terms that is to pay £3 6s. per ton on 20 cwt. delivered on the quay of Newry all
perfectly sound on or before the 12th May. The price here is in general 5d. to 5½d. the
stone of 14 lbs. but I wish them for a change of seed. However I don't think if they arrive
too late for selling for that purpose there can be any risk of your being at a loss by them
for there is no chance I think of sound potatoes being cheaper than these prices. You will
give the master directions immediately on arrival to write to Mr. John Mitchell, Markethill
letting him know of his arrival when immediate attention will be paid to his delivery and do
you write me by return of post to Armagh letting me know whether you are positively
determined on sending them as I may be able to persuade some people to wait a day or
two for them. Write to me by return at any rate ...'

P.S. 'If the vessel can be dispatched before 1st May W.B. will take chance of it being in
time if sound but he begs every expedition will be used.' 15 April 1846

William Wann [Markethill] to Rev. William Atwell, Clonoe Rectory, Stewartstown. Letter
referring to the distress of some tenants on the estate of the Dungannon school lands in
his parish suggesting the formation of a local relief committee to get Government aid.

'I think a number of the school land tenants in your parish will stand in need of some relief
soon and it has occurred to me that it would be very desirable to try and get from
Government some help in the way of Indian meal.

'Mr Blacker is willing to render any aid he can but I believe none will be granted unless to
local committees and I think one might be formed in your neighbourhood. Coalisland
would be a good depot for it. I shall be glad to hear from you on this matter ...' 4 May
1846

William Blacker, Armagh to J. MacKenzie Esq., M.D., Colleonard near Inverness. Letter
acknowledging the arrival of a ship load of potatoes and discussing arrangements for
sending 25 tons of oatmeal on the return journey as required. He refers to the new edition
of his pamphlet and asks him to have it translated into gaelic 'the landlord's edition is the
best and contains a good many important considerations and debatable matter.' [1846]

William Blacker, Markethill to The Secretary's Education Office, Marlborough Street,



Dublin.

'I beg to call your attention to the payment so long due to the Earl of Gosford for the
outlay upon the school and teacher's house here. I believe all forms have been complied
with and the extraordinary expenses of this year in giving employment to labourers,
purchasing seeds, meal and other assistance to the poor have been so extensive that I
should be very considerably convenienced by a remittance of whatever amount the Board
think proper to contribute.

'I am happy to tell you the agricultural department seems to succeed and we have now as
many scholars as the accommodation is adequate to. I allude to boarders. There is still a
great unwillingness in the day boys to work, and I am only waiting to let there be more
visible advantage from the tuition to discharge such from the agricultural class as will not
give their personal labour for the time appointed. Perhaps it might be attended with some
good effect if your inspector was to assemble the class at his next visit and lecture them
upon the necessity of it and dismiss those who would not give the labour required ...' 17
June 1846

William Blacker, Armagh to Messrs. John McCall & Co., Glasgow. Letter sending a small
sample of a cargo of 40 tons of oatmeal which he has for sale.

'... I should be willing to deliver it free on board at Newry for £13 10s. per ton should you
be unable to get more for it. If put in bags the purchaser to pay the cost of them. The
meal has been bought for the use of the poor but not having been wanted I am desirous
of disposing of it and this offer is made subject to its being on hand when answer arrives
...' 12 July 1846

William Blacker, Armagh to M. S. Small, Markethill.

'The appearance of disease in the potato crop and the constant wet weather has made
doubt as to the propriety of selling the oatmeal at so great a loss as I was willing to suffer
when I spoke to you last. I hear Indian meal and oatmeal have both advanced in
consequence of above circumstances but I think that I would still be inclined to sell at £13
per ton deliverable here [Markethill]. 22 July 1846

William Blacker, Gosford Castle, Markethill to Maxwell Close Esq., Drumbanagher. Letter
discussing an abatement of rent because of the failure of the potato crop.

'My dear Close, I am informed through a circular channel, but one on which I place some
reliance, that some of the party at tomorrow's dinner will bring on a discussion about the
potato crop and you are likely to be called on to say whether you intend to make any and
what abatement.

'I think it best to mention this that you may not be taken unprepared. You know my
sentiments but I do not pretend to urge you to adopt them. Matters may get better or
worse, but taking the actual state of things I should be most happy if Lord G[osford]'s
abatement should have the effect of securing the rest and you have still the power of
saying you reserved your declaration for the present occasion. If money could be raised
to be laid out in draining I should be anxious to do still more but I don't know what
capability there is of this in your case.

'I hope we shall not get into the same state as the south appears to be in by yesterday's
Mail, but I don't like to do anything that might appear like intimidation and would rather
anticipate demands than yield to them. I most sincerely hope you will decide for the best
yours very affectionately.' 30 September 1846

William Wann, Markethill to Dan Scallan Dooish, Drumquin. Letter informing him that Mr.
Blacker is sending down a Mr. Ringland to advise tenants on his estate how to make
drains etc.

'... He will be able to state the depth of the drain, width and price by the perch as well as
to lay out the fields most desirable to be drained and the way they should be made but
Mr. Blacker is strongly of opinion that grain will be cheaper after some time and advises
the tenants to sell their corn and pay their rent and he will, if they choose, afterwards pay
them in money for making the drains, merely charging 5 per cent on it till the sum is
repaid. I send you a printed notice as to draining written by a Mr. Smith the best drainer in
the 3 Kingdoms ...' 5 October 1846

William Blacker, Markethill to Chairman, Board of Works, Dublin. Letter forwarding an
application from the Earl of Gosford and Viscount Acheson for an advance of money to
drain a portion of the demesne of Gosford, the former being tenant for life in possession
and the latter in remainder, which is thought to be a sufficient ownership to qualify under



the Act.

'... The estimate is higher than the wages which we have heretofore usually paid for
similar work but as it appears to me an able-bodied man will not be able to earn more
than 13d or 14d in one of these short days, which is scarcely sufficient to support a small
family at present price of provisions I consider that the rates proposed are as low as can
be reasonably offered ...' 30 October 1846

William Blacker, Chairman to the Relief Committee of Markethill to Sir R[andolph] Routh
[Relief Commission], Dublin.

'I have been requested to forward the enclosed statment which I can confirm by stating
that I found it impossible to get machinery to work out any system of relief in the relief
district owing to its extending into portions of four or five parishes which so divided the
attention of the clergy that they could not devote themselves to the distribution of such
funds as might be collected and without their assistance the business could not be
carried on. In consequence of this it has become very general that the clergy in every
parish have collected funds and distribute relief within the bounds of their respective
parishes which seems to work extremely well.

'Very great exertions have been made in this parish which comprises very nearly the
entire of the relief district originally marked out according to the limits of the Petty
Sessions of Markethill. You will perceive from within that the extent is fully as large as any
one committee can attend to efficiently and that funds collected being monthly the entire
contribution may be considered fully equal to between £600 and £700 and
notwithstanding the relief afforded, distress is found to be augmenting and must continue
to augment for several months to come. Under such circumstances I trust we may hope
for some assistance from government through your recommendation.

'There have already been some attempts at violence and it is impossible to foresay (?) to
what extremities the population may be driven.

'All those signing the within are members of the relief committee as constituted by law.' 11
January 1847

William Blacker, Markethill to Mr. Fyffe, Arvagh, Cavan. Letter on behalf of Lord Gosford
who is ill stating that his Lordship is very conscious of the ingratitude of tenants on his
Cavan estate who have entered into a combination not to pay rent after his expenditure
and assistance given them.

'... He is however unwilling to put the law in force if by dividing the payment it can be
avoided. He considers that those who have had anything to sell are as well able to pay
rent as ever they were, and who have followed your advice and hold 10 or 15 acres
should have as much to take to market as would have sufficed. Half an acre of turnips
would sell for more than a year's rent and leave stock and crop to the family. From such
as have not been able to spare anything for sale he is willing for the present to allow them
to lodge the half year's rent according to your letter, the abatement of potato land not to
be given until the other half year is paid which must be before the June sessions ...

'I am surprised they don't incline to earn money levelling their own ditches which with the
potato rent would be nearly a half year's rent. I beg you will tell them from me that not a
tenant on the estate will be able to hold his land unless he levels his ditches and keeps
his cattle in the house so as to manure a larger portion of his land and have more turnips
and more cattle. They may as well just sell and go to America at once for they will get
more now than ever they will get again if they don't choose to follow this plan. Secure the
names of those that will drain.' 11 January 1847

William Blacker, Armagh to W. Stanley Esq., Commissariat Office, Dublin Castle.

'I am favoured with your letter of 3rd inst. notifying a recommendation for £186 8s. 4d. to
be granted to the relief committee for Mullabrack and Kilcluney which however is much
short of the amount of subscriptions last forwarded to you. I apprehend this must arise
from some clerical error as Sir R. Routh's letter to me of the 19th February enclosing a
donation of £15 from the British Relief Association distinctly states that an equivalent
would be granted for that, and any other subscriptions that could be obtained. The
committee therefore trust that on referring to said letter you will have the goodness to
recommend a full equivalent in conformity therewith. Should this not be complied with the
committee are anxious to know what subscriptions are disallowed.

'The outlay in relief is daily increasing and likely still more to increase and they hope the
grant will not be curtailed upon any slight grounds.



P.S. 'I am sorry to state that fever of a very malignant kind has been brought into this
parish (Mullabrack) by persons leaving the Armagh workhouse and there is every
probability of its spreading in every direction.' 6 March 1847

William Blacker, Armagh to Messrs. Gladstone and Serjeantson, Liverpool. Letter
concerning a cargo of 60 tons of guano for delivery at Newry for the Earl of Gosford.

P.S. 'I am assisting a poor man of the name of James McConnell to go to America by way
of Liverpool and when he shows you that he has paid his passage money or part of it so
as to ensure there is no trick played, I shall thank you to advance him four pounds and
add it to the guano invoice. 20 March 1847

William Blacker to the Commissioners of Public Works [Dublin]. Letter pointing out the
practical difficulties in seeking to carry out land drainage schemes under the Land
Improvement Act for the purpose of giving employment to tenants.

'I am informed by Mr. Griffith that before any grant under the Land Improvement Act can
be sanctioned by you everything must be complied with according to the letter of the Act,
and that a report stating the present and improved value of the fields to be drained with a
plan estimate and specification must accompany the application and further that the fields
intended to be drained should be marked upon the ordnance survey. If such requirements
are insisted on, I apprehend the present Act will be as great a failure as its predecessor
the Million Act as far as the North of Ireland is concerned but seeing that by sections 16
and 18 full power is given to you to alter these requirements in any manner you may think
proper I take the liberty with great respect on the part of the Earl of Gosford (to whose
application Mr. Griffith's reply referred) to lay before you some particulars which I have
some hopes may induce you to issue such instructions as may be more practicable and
attended with less expense and delay.

'In the first place the ordnance survey of the County Armagh has not been laid down in
fields and the scale is so minute that it will be exceedingly difficult so accurately to specify
each particular field (which in this part of Ireland seldom exceeds in extent an acre or an
acre and a half statute measure) and the drains to be made thereon, with such precision
as to form any satisfactory or correct record of the work proposed to be done and as it is
his Lordship's object by the application to afford to each of his tenants the option of
remunerative employment upon reproductive work upon his own farm, some of whom
may and others may not be inclined to avail themselves of said option, there is not only
the difficulty upon stated of accurately inserting the fields and drains upon the ordnance
survey but there is the further objection that if this even was accomplished the record so
made would not be of any certain value as the proposed drainage there stated might
never be carried into effect by the tenant.

'The importance of the foregoing is much heightened by the fact that the number of his
Lordship's tenants in the county of Armagh are somewhere about 1,100 each of whom
would have the privilege of draining one or two fields, besides which in his estate in
county of Cavan there are 400 to 500 more. You must therefore be aware gentlemen that
to insist upon such a condition as this if the Bill is to be a practical measure and generally
acted on, is at once to put a veto upon the whole operation of the Act, for the surveyors
could not be found to comply with the demand in any reasonable time and the expense
and delay in the first instance and again in the verification survey to be made by your
officers will naturally deter most people from embarking in any improvement subject to
such drawbacks.

'In the second place as there does not appear to be any authority under the Act to
improve the outfall for the water by the deepening of the streams which generally forms
the boundaries of properties, the drainage improvements will in general be confined to
what is commonly known under the name of frequent or thorough drainage and for this it
would seem that to make detailed plans estimates and specifications for 2,000 or 3,000
distinct fields would seem to be an unnecessary and unreasonable requirement inasmuch
as the drains are universally made up and down the slope at different depths and
distances apart, according to the nature of the soil when opened up, until which is done
neither depth distance or expense of making the drains can be accurately ascertained ...'

'In the third place as to the valuation of the improvements to be effected, is not the
consent of the landlord and tenant to submit to a levy of 6½ per cent upon the sum
advanced the very best evidence that the nature of the case will admit of that the
improvement will be equal to the outlay, and are not the people who live on the lands, and
are locally acquainted with their nature and quality as competent judges of the prospect
of improvement as any inspectors you can send, be they who they may ... it does seem
that the expenses and delay of a separate valuation of so many detached patches of land
might be dispensed with and why should the landlord be supposed to be likely to throw
away money borrowed from government in draining land that did not require it, more than



money borrowed from any other creditor in the outlay of which he is no way restricted.

'All that government can claim interference in is to see that there is actual work done for
the money and that it is laid out for the object stated in doing which there can be no
difficulty as the drains will speak for themselves and any competent person can easily
judge whether they should cost the sum charged for them.

'I believe I was the first person who ever proposed that government should advance
money to individuals for the purpose of thorough drainage and for this reason that no
imposition could be practised in this respect and that if there was any other the parties
could only cheat themselves as the security would always be undeniable ...

'Supposing the grant to be limited took two year's rental of the property so that each
tenant might be enabled to consume in the support of himself and his family the entire
produce of his farm and earn the amount of his rent by his labour in improving his land,
by drainage I should hope that in the third year the produce might be so far increased that
he might then be able to support himself upon his grain crops even supposing the failure
of the potato crop to continue, and be able to meet the payment of his rent and all other
demands against him without further assistance and in order to facilitate this desirable
state of things I venture to propose that the Board of Works should ... only require ... the
names of the townlands in which the proposed drainage was intended ...' [April 1847]

William Blacker, Parthenon Club [London to Richard Griffith Esq., Board of Works, Dublin.
Letter detailing the difficulties and delays in getting a grant to carry out drainage work on
Lord Gosford's estate for the employment of the tenants. He points out that Mr.
McDonnell agent for the Earl of Antrim's estate at Glenarm has been allowed 22 years for
repayment of loans under drainage presentments but in spite of this is stated 'there was
no power given by the Act to prolong the repayment beyond 10 years.

'... On the whole I am so vexed and dispirited by seeing the way things are carried on and
the money spending to promote idleness, most likely never to be repaid and that
difficulties put in the way of promoting employment the repayment of which is amply
secured, that I am almost tempted to give up my agencies and not fret myself any longer
about the matter and I certainly should do so only that I dread the thought of being left
without anything to do.

'I can't send you a fresh application without having a regular form sent me. If you will do
this I will send it to Markethill with the necessary instructions as to filling it up but as to
mapping the fields on the ordnance survey it could not be done at a less expense of time
and money than a new survey and when it was done what would be the use of it. It would
be no record of what was actually done.' 12 June 1847

William Blacker, Mullabrack to the Earl of Gosford, Gosford Castle. Letter discussing a
government loan for drainage work.

'... I wish you would give me in a letter what your opinion is as to drainage with the
government money. I can't get a proposal from a surveyor as to his terms for preparing
the documents required by the Board of Works and they will only say they will be as
reasonable as possible. I don't like to engage anyone without knowing your determination
which I should like to send Lord Acheson for his approval. In his last he was apparently
against it and there is no doubt that to pledge yourself for 800 or 900 a year to be paid
punctually is in these times a matter requiring very great consideration notwithstanding
that tenants may undertake to pay the greater proportion of it, nevertheless if I was in
your place I should do it as the best thing to be done under present circumstances.

'... Take a little time to consider of these matters and write me some directions that I can
act upon. I shall call upon you in your room between 11 and 12 tomorrow. I am able to go
about a little in the morning but in the evening I get very bad.' 15 August 1847

Lord Gosford, Gosford Castle, Markethill to William Blacker.

'My dear Blacker, I certainly am very desirous to make some improvements on my
property in the way of draining. I see no other plan more likely to enable the tenants to
pay rent but before I embarked I should like to ascertain what I am about, not to run risks,
but to know the extent of my liabilities before I commence. I have heard so many
contradictory statements on his head that I find that it is no easy matter to come to
anything like a conclusion.

'I apprehend the tile manufactory may be an expensive concern. However if I can be
certain to keep within certain bounds and you can contrive to let me know the worst that
can happen I should like to get a portion of the loan as the best mode that appears open
to weather impending difficulties. 17 August 1847



William Blacker, Armagh to Lord Acheson, Worlingham Hall, Beccles, Suffolk. Letter
enclosing copies of his letter to Lord Gosford and his Lordship's reply.

'I have been urging Lord Gosford for some time to come to some conclusion as to the
expediency of borrowing from the Board of Works for drainage but he has always such a
difficulty in making up his mind that I have been unsuccessful and must apply to you for
assistance. I enclose a letter I wrote to him and his reply which I shall thank you to read
and return to me with your observations.

'It appears to me it would be a great means of enabling the tenants to pay their rents but
there is the greatest possible difficulty in getting stone drains properly executed and I
recommend the establishment of a tile work. Reference however must be had to the
means which may be available.

'You were saying I think you had thoughts of selling two livings; there is nothing here I am
afraid. Will you let me hear from you with the least possible delay.

'Our weather is very fine and the potatoes are still very generally well spoken of but I
have little expectation of the bulk of the crop keeping through the winter. Several fields
that were sound 3 or 4 days ago are infected now and what is curious there is scarce an
instance of the blossoms producing seed.' 18 August 1847

William Blacker, Markethill to Col. Close, 9 Leinster Street, Dublin. Letter enclosing his
final statement of account as agent with a cheque for £840 17s. 1d.

'My dear Maxwell ... I lament mostly exceedingly that I have not been able, with the
utmost exertion that could be used to return a smaller sum in arrear but it has not been
possible and I doubt whether it will ever be reduced unless some change comes over the
times or that you adopt some measures to enable the tenants to work it up by drainage
and levelling ditches. In which case I think some better and stricter superintendence than
(?) Miline (?) can give will be necessary to see that the work is carefully and perfectly
performed.

'You will see that the Drumbanagher estate has paid a full year's rent and a trifle over and
the Acton has only fallen short about £200 but the Brootally arrears are increased to a
great extent notwithstanding that the land is much lower let there than the Acton and
Drumbanagher lands which shows very forcibly the advantage derived from the better
cultivation of the land.

'The Brootally estate was improving rapidly as the bailiff will tell you from the time I got
the management of it up to the time of the potato failure which ruined a large proportion
of the tenants and as I have already said I don't think it will be possible for them to
liquidate their arrears except by working it up in permanent improvements.

'Upon examining the list of ejectments you will see my serving more would have only
been putting money into the pockets of attorneys without benefitting you for the
ejectments taken out in January last are almost every one unsettled and if the parties
were turned out the land in most cases would have remained waste which would have
had a very bad effect as an example in the estate and would have been a certain loss to
you whereas by letting them remain there is a chance they may yet recover as the actual
arrear is not so great as it appears, the Brootally rental being made up to last November
whereas the Acton and Drumbanagher is made up to last May ...' 18 April 1848
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