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KINLOUGH IN THE 1901 & 1911 CENSUSES
OBSERVATIONS OF DEMOGRAPHIC & SOCIETAL SHIFTS

North Leitrim Jo Holmwood

EVEN A CURSORY glance at Ireland's
census forms from 1901 and 1911, will
highlight some of the dramatic differences

between society in Leitrim today and that =

of one hundred years ago.
As is perhaps to be expected in our
current ‘information era’, the forms that

we filled out in 2011, were longer than ever <

before and requested more information
about our personal circumstances and
economic set-up than in previous years.
The understanding is that this will help to
build a clearer picture of Ireland's make-up
and evolution as we move forward, while
also perhaps giving future generations
more knowledge of their predecessors
than we have now about ours.

Nevertheless, for anyone who is
interested in family and social history in
Leitrim, the two online databases from
the 1901 and 1911 censuses give small but
fascinating insights.

First of all, the structure of the forms
themselves is very interesting. Households
are requested to list every member present
by Christian name and surname, and
whether they are the “Head of Family”,
“Wife”,"Son’; “Daughter’; or other relative,
“Visitor', "Boarder’; “Servant” etc.

Many families listed in the census have
one, two or even three servants, but in
the Leitrim of 1901 and 1911, it seems that
this was less a symbol of wealth as we
imagine it, and more indicative of economic
structures and types of industry. Farms
required many hands all year round, and
families with lots of young children would
have needed domestic servants. People
of all ages are listed as servants in the
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two censuses, but often they are as
young as fourteen and fifteen, and as can
be seen from the forms, also oftentimes
lived in with their employers.

The education of household members
is divided into three categories: “can read
and write”, “can read only”, and “cannot
read"”. In this regard, a random glance at
individual forms suggests that there was
quite an even balance between those
who were literate and those who were
illiterate, but the categorising of “educa-
tion” in this way, points to a very marked
difference between Irish society in the
early 20th Century and society today. It
would be interesting to observe at what
point during the 20th Century, the ques-
tions on the Census form were altered to
reflect these dramatic changes within the
societal make-up of the country.

Another column on the Census form,
highlights some of the linguistic differ-
ences between that time and this, and
there is no trace of the political correct-
ness or more considered language, that
we would later adopt within a more
'inclusive’ and equality-conscious society.
Household members can be declared
“Deaf and Dumb;" “Dumb only;" “Blind;"

“Imbecile or Idiot;" or “Lunatic”. Despite
these latter terms being ones that we no
longer use, it does not necessarily imply
that attitudes towards people with learn-
ing or mental disabilities were any harsher.
This was simply the language of the time.
| have yet to discover a form in which
a household member has been declared a
“lunatic,” but have seen the word
“imbecile” marked clearly in one instance.
In the case of Kinlough, it is also inter-
esting to note its cdlassification within
the Barony of Rosclogher. The baronies
are ancient land divisions, rarely refer-
enced these days apart from perhaps in
legal or land ownership documents. In
the case of Rosclogher, this is a little-
populated townland on the southern
shore, and west-end, of Lough Melvin,
but holds great importance as the once
seat of MacClancy, a Chief and contem-
porary of Brian O'Rourke, King of Breifne.
Its categorisation as a Barony surely
dates back to the time when it was the
site of this great Chieftain’s castle. This
is one of five baronies in Leitrim—
Rosclogher, Dromahair, Carrigallen,
Leitrim and Mohill.
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An observation of citizens' “Religious
Profession”, as it is referred to in the old
census forms, not surprisingly shows a
far greater number of Roman Catholics
than members of the Church of Ireland,
or Methodist or Presbyterian Churches.
Nevertheless, certain townlands show
concentrations of families, with protestant
surnames, who are clearly settler descen-
dants. The Johnstons, who owned
Oakfield House in Kinlough, are a case in
point. As are the Whittens—my own
ancestors. Other surnames to be found in
1901 are: Hamilton, Strong, Brooks, Green,
Trotter, Whiteside, Singleton, Miller,
Smith, Jackson, Hill, Maxwell, Coulter,
Elliott, Mulholland, Bradshaw, Bell,
Hughdye, Parke, Pye, Carter, Lyttle, Irwin,
Duncan, Dickson, Barber, Walker, Boyd
and the French-originating Molyneaux.

While the actual numbers of protestants
in and around Kinlough does not diminish
in particular in the ten years between 1901
and 1911, the growth of some families
(with the birth of children) is balanced by
the complete disappearance of others.
And the numbers will certainly lessen
over the following decades until very few
of these surnames are traceable to existing
residents within the area. The Whittens in
Kinlough are representative of this fact.

In 1901, there are two Whitten families in
Kinlough Town and two families in the
townland of Laghta. By 1911, there are still
two families in the town—which have
both grown with the birth of children—
but the two families in Laghta can no
longer be traced. By the 1970s, only one
member of the family remained, keeping
up the old farm. Similarly, in 1911, the

Johnstons at Cloonawillin (cousins of the
Whittens) had a growing family, which
would number thirteen children by the
1920s. Within twenty or thirty years, all
would be gone again, having moved
overseas in search of more prosperous
livelihoods. Only the youngest son
remained to work the farm. Over the
course of the 20th Century, of course,
emigration from areas like Leitrim—and
from all over Ireland —was very high.
Now, many of us who are descendants
of those who moved away, have come
back. And the online censuses
provide a great opportunity to track our
antecedents and find out something
about their domestic arrangements. All
too much information is missing, of
course, and then we can only resort to
our imaginations to fill in the gaps.
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perform Sean Nos dancing for their fellow award
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