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In 1845, County Roscommon was one of the first counties to record the appearance of the blight in the
locality. The return of the disease the following year – earlier in the season and more lethal – resulted in an
immediate increase in distress. On 12 October 1846, the local constabulary stated that 7,500 people were
existing on boiled cabbage leaves only once in 48 hours.

The second failure of the potato crop in 1846 also brought a number of voluntary relief workers to the
country. A young Quaker from Liverpool, Joseph Crosfield, passed through Boyle in December and
reported:
In this place, the condition of the poor previously to their obtaining admission into the work-house is one of
great distress; many of them declare that they have not tasted food of any kind for forty-eight hours; and
numbers of them have eaten nothing but cabbage or turnips for days and weeks.
As was the case elsewhere, the potato failure put pressure on the local workhouses. To cope with the
increase in disease, a 40-bed fever hospital was erected near to the Roscommon workhouse and an addition
house was rented to accommodate fever patients, while local stables were fitted up for the reception of
patients. However, at the beginning of 1847, the Roscommon workhouse was full and, under the terms of
the 1838 Poor Law, has to refuse relief to other applicants, regardless of their need. The suffering of the
local poor was captured in the Dublin-based newspaper, the Nation in March 1847:
In Roscommon deaths by famine are so prevalent that whole families who retire at night are corpses in the
morning.
The town of Strokestown achieved grim notoriety at the end of 1847 when the local landlord, Major Dennis
Mahon, was assassinated. Mahon was an "improving" landlord, and he used the dislocation caused by the
Famine to make changes to his estate. The resulting evictions and assisted emigration (a large portion of
whom died during the voyage) made him deeply unpopular within the community. Mahon’s death caused
outrage in Britain, confirming, in the eyes of some, the lawlessness of the Irish and their ingratitude It may
have contributing to a hardening in attitudes in terms of providing further relief – either government or
private – the Irish poor.
The impact on the county was devastating, with Roscommon losing 31 per cent of its population in the
decade after 1845. This makes it one of the highest losses in the whole of the country. Moreover, in the
post-Famine decades, the population continued to fall dramatically: in 1841, the population of Roscommon
had been 252,118, in 2011, it had fallen to 64,065.
Today, Strokestown is associated with the Famine Museum, which was opened in 1994. The Museum is
located on the grounds of the Strokestown House estate, thus providing a compelling contrast between the
lives of the poor and the lives of the wealthy Anglo-Irish elite during the Famine. It is also home to the
Strokestown Park Archive, which contains over 50,000 original documents describing life on the estate in
the mid-nineteenth century. A large part of the collections relates to the period of the Great Hunger.

