The Enniskillen Poor Law Union “Outdoor” Relief

The records of the Poor Law Unions can provide a substitute for some of the pre-1901 Irish census records that were mostly destroyed in the Four Courts fire in Dublin in 1922.  The Poor Law Unions in Ireland were established by the British government in 1838 to administer relief to the poor.  To receive aid, one had to sign themselves into the local workhouse.

When the Great Famine hit Ireland in 1845 entering the workhouse (indoor relief) was the only government sponsored way to get help.  Many people refused to go to the dreaded workhouse because entering them was virtually a death sentence due to overcrowding, poor sanitation, and contagious illness.  By December 1847 the conditions throughout the countryside were very desperate from the famine and the workhouses were filled with about a million inmates.  The government decided expand into “outdoor” relief -- giving help to needy people “outside” of the workhouse, people who remained in their own homes.

To get help people had to apply to the local seat of their electoral district.  Relief would then be distributed several days or a week later.   Most of the people who applied were women and they were often widows.   The records indicate the number of dependants for which they were responsible.   Sometimes children on their own also applied for aid.   This record reveals only a glimpse into the horrendous conditions under which people lived during the Famine.

The Enniskillen Poor Law Union covered parts of three counties: Fermanagh, Cavan and Tyrone.  It also contained some people from Bawnboy Poor Law Union that served parts of Cavan.

People who registered for relief had to give the name of the townland on which they lived.  Townlands varied in size from one to hundreds of acres.  They were essentially rural addresses, although towns were also found within townlands. Townland names were sometimes duplicated within the counties and were also found in other counties, making identification of the civil parish difficult.   There were also homeless people who obtained “outdoor” relief.

We must remember that many of the people who received relief were illiterate – they could not read or write.  Also most of the names of the townlands have Gaelic origin. The relief clerks would have had an English background and spelled the townland names phonetically as they were pronounced (correctly or incorrectly) by the heavily accented people seeking relief.  Hence there is quite a variation from the official spelling of the townland names.    Even the spellings of their last names were recorded as they sounded.

The large ledger book for the Enniskillen Poor Law Union Outdoor Relief was created from the forms which had been sent in the from the electoral districts.  The information was then copied into the large ledger by a clerk.   Undoubtedly, there may have been transcription mistakes made for surnames and townlands as the relief ledger was created.   We have to work with what we have.

Vynette Sage transcribed the Outdoor Relief register from a very poor photocopy that had come from PRONI.  She turned the transcript and the photocopy over to me for checking.  I consulted the original microfilm of the document that had been microfilmed by the LDS.  It is film # 259148.

To make this database more useful, I have tried to determine the civil parish and county for each townland using the boundaries of the electoral districts as a guide.  Even then there were some townlands whose parish could not be determined easily and I have indicated so. There were some townlands that could not be identified because pseudo names for places appear to have been used, such as  Foxwood.


I have followed the official spellings for the townland names as found in the 1861 Index to Townlands and Towns, Parishes and Baronies of Ireland. I also used the IreAtlas Townland Database.  Where two of more townlands had the same name within the county, I have indicated so.  Where I could not make out the spelling of a surname or townland I put a (?) behind the name that appeared on the microfilm.  Readers should consult the original to verify identifications.


We, no doubt, have made some mistakes in transcribing this record. Interpreting other people’s handwriting is difficult at most times.  We trust that it will be an aid to finding your ancestors during that most difficult period of Irish history.  If you find names here that interest you, it would be wise to try to find them in the Tithe Applotments, Griffith’s Primary Valuation, and the Civil Registrations for marriages that began in 1845.   Births and deaths were recorded beginning in 1864.
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