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Nothing like reading about a horrific experience from someone actually there….which 
Robert Whyte was, on the Ajax "coffin ship" coming from Ireland in 1847.   
 
And so was Linda's and my 2x 

great-grandfather, James Holwell, who came over from 
Ireland that same year at age 16. This information is 
thanks to second cousin, Patrick Holwell, who wrote the 
following:  "I have continued researching about James 
and Patrick Holwell and James’ immigration to America 
in 1847 on the coffin ship Albion under Cmdr. Wallace, 
a 600-ton barque that shipped with 137 Irish immigrants 
in steerage to the wharves of Manhattan.  They just 
dumped them off on the docks.  It arrived in April 1847 
at the State Street Pier in NYC." 
 
To the right is the ship manifest that Patrick tracked 
down with James' name, I assume in his own 
handwriting!  Very exciting!  
 
Well, the term "coffin ship" certainly caught my 
attention, and I proceeded to do some research, with 
Robert Whyte's 1847 Famine Ship Diary (The Journey 
of an Irish Coffin Ship) landing in my lap from 
Amazon….more on this first-hand story a bit later.  

 
I also looked into the Albion, but remain puzzled about 
what I found with this entry from 
 www.theshipslist.com/1847/ 
 
"Just to add to the misery, the northern U.S. and Canada had 
a hard winter in 1846 - 7, and the snow and ice were causing 
delays for many of the vessels. There are reports of gales and 
of vessels being stuck in the ice for weeks. The Albion, from 
Greenock, for example, sailed on March 25, 1847 and on 
April 10 hit the ice about 40 miles off Cape Ray.  The vessel 
did not arrive in Quebec until June 4, 1847!" 



Greenoch is in Scotland.  Cape Ray is a headland located at the southwestern extremity of the island of Newfoundland.   
 
So, some information is not matching up, which Patrick says he may eventually work on.  But, we do know that three 
Holwell brothers emigrated from Roscommon, Ireland to the United States in the mid-1800s, each separately it is 
believed.  Both James and Patrick were Linda's and my great-great-grandfathers, as their respective offspring, Mary and 
Robert, married each other.  These first cousins were our great-grandparents.  The third brother was John.   
 
Their major decision may have been to escape The Great Famine, or the 
Great Hunger, a period in Ireland between 1845 and 1849 when the 
potato crops failed, bringing emigration to 1,000,000.  The worst year 
was 1847.  The website IrishAmerica.com states, "Roscommon was one 
of the hardest hit counties during the Famine, losing 31 percent of its 
population." Refer to that website for more information…quite 
interesting.  Or, Patrick and John may have just followed James.  
 

 I don’t have any photos of James, but 
here is his wife, our great-great-
grandmother, Mary Louisa Desdemona 
White Holwell Jenkins, and others mentioned here.   
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Miss Kennedy Distributing Clothing at Kilrish                                 
                        1849  

 
We can assume the voyage for each Holwell 
brother was miserable, the norm during 
those times, even if not as awful as Robert 
Whyte writes, but we don't know either 
way.  

The following website, 
personal.uwaterloo.ca/marj/genealogy/voya
ges/ Immigrants to Canada, provides 
information on the Albion, its issue of the 
moment being ice.  

 
 

"Locked In The Ice - Voyage of the Albion, 1847" 

The following passage is taken from pages 41- 45 of Ravenscrag: the 
Allan Royal Mail Line, by Thomas E. Appleton. The Albion left 
Greenock, Scotland on Thursday, March 25, 1847, heading for Quebec.  
Bryce Allan was the Master of the vessel. The voyage was going well 
until April 10 when they encountered ice about 40 miles from Cape Ray 
("gatepost to the Cabot Strait").    

                         Jeanie Johnston --- The Most Famous Emigrant Ship of the Irish Famine 

 

"Tuesday, 13th April. For two days we continued boring through it with a fair wind but last night a gale from 
the East springing up with snow caused us to lay the ship and furl all sail. Today the wind is right ahead, 
blowing a gale, and we are still drifting in the ice without a stitch of canvas set. We are all heartily sick of it and 
would be thankful for a glimpse of clear water. Four of us entered the ice in company, the Great Britain, 
Eromanga and St. Andrew. I hope, if we all get out safe, this will be a warning not to dispatch ships so early in 
the Spring.  

Wednesday 14th April. This voyage hitherto has been one full of adventure. On Monday night we succeeded in 
getting the good ship into clear water. About 40 miles from Cape Ray we found a clear passage of 30 miles 
between the ice and Newfoundland, but as we approached the Cape the passage became narrower until I 
scarcely found room to work the ship, and had last night not been calm, I do not know what we would have 
done as the land being white with snow it is very difficult to ascertain our distance off at night. We therefore 
this morning came in here, Port-aux-Basques, where we now lie at anchor. This afternoon I went to the top of a 
high hill where I had a view of the Gulf and found, by the aid of a good glass, that there was nothing to be seen 
but ice, ice as far as the eye could see.  
 
Thursday 15th. Here we are still lying in Port-aux-Basques harbour, although I would much rather be again at 
sea if the ice is cleared away, but as I see that there is come slight damage to the vessel, I am afraid to attempt 
the ice until I see a prospect of getting through. Oh that the Great God who has hitherto been so kind as to take 
me out of my difficulties may yet carry me in safety to my place of destination.  
 



 
Friday 16th. I am afraid my troubles are not yet at an end. Last night it came on a strong gale from the east 
which brought in a large body of ice into the harbour and caused our anchor to drag, and the ship took the 
ground by the heel. I assure you I spent a very miserable night; it rained a great deal and I was on deck until 

three o'clock this morning. The 
ship floated whenever the tide 
rose and came off herself the 
wind having changed, but today 
we are hemmed in on all sides 
with ice, and we can neither 
move the ship one way or 
another, nor communicate with 
the shore. I have now made up 
my mind to leave this place as 
soon as I can get out for I 
would rather be in the ice than 
here.  
 

                                         Scene Between Decks 

The ensuing period was the most miserable in Bryce Allan's life at sea. He was able to get ashore occasionally 
but his climb to the hilltop brought only the sight of other ships driving about in the ice outside with the 
unsettling thought that they might get out while he remained safe but imprisoned. Meanwhile the passengers 
amused themselves as best they could. There were six men, eight women and two children at the cabin table and 
one servant. The gentlemen of the party caught trout, speared flounders and shot ducks, none of which was of 
much comfort to the anxious captain, except to liven up the menu as supplies ran lower and lower. With the 
need to conserve food and candles, life on board was becoming cold and dark. 

Ten days later the mate made the daily trip to the observation point ashore and hurried back with the news of 
clear water outside. All hands were called on deck, the topsails were loosed. Manning the capstan with a will 
after eleven days at anchor, the crew of the Albion toiled at halliards and braces as they made sail and tacked out 
to the Cabot Strait, only to find that they had joined the ships Eromanga and Belleisle to form a captive trio in 
heavy ice and bitter cold - all very discouraging.  

Tuesday 27th. I daresay you will be 
calculating that I am by this time 
safe in Quebec, but we are still 
some 600 miles from it and no 
prospect of getting there for some 
time to come. We are only 100 
miles nearer than we were on the 
8th. I feel very dull at our long 
detention. We are already 32 days 
out and very little prospect of 
getting out of this ice. We were 
trying today to cut it with an axe 
but could make no progress and had 
to give up in despair. The steward is 
already telling me that his stores are 
nearly out. I was obliged to tell the 
passengers last night to be more careful of candles. One great blessing is we have plenty of water having filled 
six casks at Port-aux-Basques where we had little else to do.  



By this time the passengers were walking on the ice for their daily constitutional, visiting the imprisoned 
Belleisle for a couple of hours and the Albion in turn was boarded by two men from Cape Breton who had come 
from a sealing schooner on the ice edge, not much more than a mile distant. They brought news which was 
hopeful but exasperating - the Gulf was clear of ice. 

We have only about a mile to go but that mile will cost us some trouble and we must have a fair wind. We are 
farther from Quebec now than we were on Sabbath last. I am getting more dispirited every day but am confident 
that it is very sinful as I ought to put my trust in God...who afflicteth not willingly, and I have no doubt that my 
trials and detention are sent to try my faith. O that they may produce a more beneficial effect and, instead of 
despairing, may my faith become stronger and stronger. Tomorrow will be the 1st of May, a day of enjoyment to 
many thousands in Scotland. God grant that it may be a day of enjoyment for me but if we are still in the ice I 
am afraid that there will be very little to remind me of May Day.  

In a few days the three ships were seriously short of provisions. Always willing to help those worse off than 
himself, Captain Allan sent 100 pounds of beef across to the Belleisle, all that could be spared. On 5th May the 
wind came on to blow from the west, the ice drifting remorselessly under enormous pressure towards a lee 
shore on the west coast of Newfoundland. 

At 9 o'clock I ordered all hands to be called and the boats to be got ready and in the meantime made the steward 
fill some bags with biscuit, and the passengers to put on warm clothing. It was a fearful time of excitement, 
expecting every minute to strike upon a sunk rock which lies about a mile from the shore, but we were 
providentially delivered and the wind has died away since, so that I have great hopes we will have a fair wind to 
carry us off this barren coast. Not a house have we seen for miles. O that God may grant me the strength to 
carry me through, and enable me to act the part of a Christian in every trial.  

By this time Bryce Allan and his passengers had restricted themselves to two meals a day and the crew had been 
put on short allowance. Captain Ramsay of the Eromanga walked across the intervening ice with one of his 
passengers who as a Free Church minister, a visit which nearly ended in tragedy: 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Emigrant Vessel Between Decks               1851 

 
We joined in prayer and were all much refreshed. I think they were very rash in attempting to come; as the ice 
was so bad they had great difficulty in reaching us and when they were returning the ice gave way and I was 
obliged to launch my lifeboat and get them safe on board, for which we were very thankful.  



On 10th May crew and passengers were put on an allowance of half a pound of biscuit a day. The captain kept 
some beef for his sailors, for the strength of their muscles was the machinery on which all depended. On 12th 
May he noted: 
 
I daresay you have never experienced what it is to feel very hungry and have nothing to satisfy the craving and I 
trust you never may. I can now sympathize with the poor starving Irish and Highlanders, Although we are not 
so badly off as many of them with half a pound of bread. I am trying to save some for fear of being obliged to 
reduce still further and frequently feel hungry when I have to refrain from eating.  

On the following day, 10th May, the ice was again solid and found to be six feet thick. The Albion was as firm 
as if in drydock and although it was four miles to the Belleisle Captain Ramsay again paid a visit. The two 
masters talked things over and when Ramsay left, Bryce remarked, "He is, like the rest of us, very anxious to 
get out and heartily tired of the Canada trade." 

On 17th May all hands were put to work at cutting round the ship with axes and saws, at best a hopeless 
proposition but a least a positive activity. In three days they moved the Albion four feet, the crew working to 
exhaustion in wet and cold, their hands and feet numb from constant exposure. On the 21st the Belleisle 
unexpectedly got clear and in full view from the Albion romped away as she set sail above sail to a strong 
breeze which blew up to a gale that night. Next morning, with the wind whistling in the rigging, it was snowing 
again and very cold. The ship remained motionless in the ice as firmly as ever. The Eromanga had got out on 
the 15th and the Albion was now alone in her long drift up the north-west coast of Newfoundland toward Point 
Rich. It was anything but a cheerful prospect as food ran out, far away from the track of other ships approaching 
the Strait of Belle Isle. At last came the day of deliverance: 

Monday 24th May. It blew a gale yesterday from the South which broke up the ice and caused a heavy swell to 
come up. The ship made a fearful noise; the heavy ice beating alongside caused us to shake and quiver all over. 
Today I am thankful to say we have at last got into clear water. We were 46 days from the time we entered the 
ice until we got out again and 28 of these we never had a man at the helm; the ship was frozen so hard that it 
would not move.  

On Friday 4th June at four in the morning the Albion arrived at Quebec.... 

---------------- 

Here is the national monument to the famine of 1845-1848. It was unveiled by President Mary Robinson in 1997, the 
150th anniversary of the worst year of the famine.  It depicts a coffin ship, one of many overcrowded ships that people 

used to get away, usually to Canada. The choice was 
"stay here and die" or "take a ship and probably die." 

 Whether or not James Holwell was on this voyage of 
the Albion, he likely was having his own travel 
travails in 1847.   

It is interesting that Whyte's book tells of the dreadful 
journey in the same year James sailed, giving us a 
contemporaneous account of one such ocean voyage.  
It is fortunate that James did not take the Ajax,  
fraught as it was with "fever," or our line might well 
not be here.  It is amazing we are here at all, anyway, 
when looking at the circumstances of most of our 
ancestors. 

       Famine national monument at Murrisk, Mayo County, Ireland 



 
Back to 1847 Famine Ship Diary (The Journey of an Irish Coffin Ship) by Robert Whyte~~~ 
 
 
 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

This was a very interesting book that brings to life the horrors aboard the Ajax, providing details of the ravages 
and tragedy of "ship fever" (typhus).  It can be read online at Google Books.  It was preceded by The Voyage of 
the Naparima by James Magnan (if you wish to spend $30 for a used copy from Amazon---not me!).  

  

"Recounts the tale of a family, a young married couple, an uncle and two cousins of the groom, who travel from 
County Sligo to Dublin during the Famine to take ship for Canada. Drawn from several sources and embellished 
by Mangan, the book enthralls the readers with the day-to-day grind of surviving the vicissitudes of watching 
the village die, watching shipmates die, watching one's bride die. It is a book to help today's readers, especially 
those of Irish descent, in these years of commemoration of the Great Famine (1845 - 1850) to understand the 
pathos of a devastated country." 



 

"The cause of Famine is 
blamed on a potato 
disease commonly 
known as potato blight. 
Although blight 
ravaged potato crops 
throughout Europe 
during the 1840s, the 
impact and human cost 
in Ireland, where one 
third of the population 
was entirely dependent 
on the potato for food, 
was exacerbated by a 
host of political, social 
and economic factors 
which remain the 
subject of historical 
debate." 

       

Famine Memorial Bronze Sculptures on Custom House Quay in the Dublin Docklands 

The Ocean Plague – A Diary of a Coffin Ship Voyage, AKA  

1847 Famine Ship Diary (The Journey of an Irish Coffin Ship) 

"This book, subtitled A voyage to Quebec on an Irish Emigrant vessel, was written by Robert Whyte who sailed 
from Liverpool on 30 May 1847 as a cabin (i.e., first class) passenger. It delivers a graphic and uncomfortable 
account of the hardships endured by over 100 Irish passengers, most of them from County Meath and traveling 
at the expense of their landlord.  

"The book is highly recommended to those who wish to truly understand what their Irish ancestors endured 
when they left Ireland on one of the coffin ships during the famine.  



"Here are two extracts:  

 Whyte describes the symptoms of what the emigrants called 'ship fever':  " The first [symptom] is 
usually a reeling in the head, followed by a swelling pain, as if the head were going to burst.  Next came 
excruciating pains in the bones, and then a swelling of the limbs, commencing with the feet, in some 
cases ascending the body and again descending before it reached the head, stopping at the throat. The 
period of each stage varied in different patients, some of whom were covered with yellow, watery 
pimples, and other with red and purple spots, that turned to putrid sores."  

 Whyte recalls a passenger bewailing the folly that had tempted him to take his family on the voyage: 
"We thought we couldn't be worse off than we war; but now to our sorrow we knowt he differ; for sure 
supposin we were dyin of starvation, or if the sickness overtuk us. We had a chance of a doctor, and if 
he could do no good for our bodies, sure the priest could for our souls; and then we'd be buried wid our 
own people; in the ould churchyard, with the green sod over us; instead of dying like rotten sheep 
thrown into a pit, and the minit the breath is out of our bodies, flung into the sea to be eaten up by them 
horrid sharks." 

From Amazon:   "The voyage of the 'coffin ship' 
Ajax, from Dublin to Grosse Île, the Canadian 
immigration quarantine station as described in the 
contemporaneous diary of one of the passengers, 
Robert Whyte. Whyte was a Protestant gentleman of 
education and position, as well as being a 
professional writer who intended to publish his diary. 
The diary appeared in 1848. It is signed in the 
author's own handwriting and features vivid 
descriptions of the spectacular scenery along the way 
and the striking delineations of the passengers, the 
crew and the suffering travelers." 

 
 

From xroads.virginia.edu/~hyper/SADLIER/IRISH/RWhyte.htm:  "Robert Whyte's immigrant diary, The 
Ocean Plague: The Diary of a Cabin Passenger, (AKA 1847 Famine Ship Diary [The Journey of an Irish Coffin 

Ship] appeared in print in 1848, one year after the author said he made his journey from famine-stricken Ireland 
to Canada. Whyte later crossed the border into the United States. Nothing is known about Robert Whyte. All 
that is left is this diary, published in 1994 by Mercier Press and edited by James Mangan under the title Robert 
Whyte's 1847 Famine Ship Diary. Mangan also edited the fictionalization of Gerald Keegan's famine journal. 
Unlike this earlier work (1991), however, Robert Whyte's 1847 Famine Ship Diary is an authentic reproduction 
of the original text, rather than a dramatization. One could assume, therefore, that Whyte's diary is a relatively 
more trustworthy account of the ocean crossing." 

---------------------------------------------- 
 
For anyone interested in learning more about the politics of the famine and the resulting coffin ships, here is 
additional online information. 

Coffin Ships:  Death and Pestilence on the Atlantic 

Not all ships that transported Irish emigrants from their homeland to Canada and America were coffin ships. 
The term "coffin ship" is reserved for those that set sail during the Famine of the 1840s, often unseaworthy and 
overcrowded and nearly always with inadequate provisions of drinking water, food and sanitation.  



This is not to say that those vessels that carried their human cargo across the Atlantic prior to the Famine would 
have been comfortable, hygienic or safe. After all, the history of transatlantic passage weighs heavy with 
disasters of all kinds, from shipwrecks in storms to starvation and dehydration in becalmed conditions. Let's 
face it. The Ocean has always been a dangerous place.  

But at the time of the Famine, when desperate and malnourished people were trying to flee poverty and 
starvation, the coffin ships represented the depths to which some people could stoop -– whether through cynical 
disregard for life, pure greed or uncaring ignorance.  

In 1845, potato blight seriously affected the potato harvest. For the majority of Irish people, this was 
catastrophic because the potato was their main, if not only, food.  

In 1846, the potato crop was completely ruined and it was clear that the Government needed to act. Rather than 
provide food aid, Parliament introduced new taxes (which landowners would have to pay) to raise money for 
"public works relief'." The latter was a two-pronged scheme. It created work for labourers so that they earned 
enough to feed their families with food other than potatoes. And it provided for workhouses to be built to house 
the absolutely destitute.  

But at the time of the Famine, when desperate and malnourished people were trying to flee poverty and 
starvation, the coffin ships represented the depths to which some people could stoop -– whether through cynical 
disregard for life, pure greed or uncaring ignorance.  

In 1845, potato blight seriously affected the potato harvest. For the majority of Irish people, this was 
catastrophic because the potato was their main, if not only, food.  

In 1846, the potato crop was completely ruined and it was clear that the Government needed to act. Rather than 
provide food aid, Parliament introduced new taxes (which landowners would have to pay) to raise money for 
'public works 
relief'. The latter 
was a two-
pronged scheme. 
It created work for 
labourers so that 
they earn enough 
to feed their 
families with food 
other than 
potatoes. And it 
provided for 
workhouses to be 
built to house the 
absolutely 
destitute.  

 
 
 
      steerage passengers suffering from "Ship Fever" 
 
 
 



The gentry were more than a little alarmed since they could see this taxation level, which they considered 
onerous, continuing for years. Some decided to bring a conclusion to their local problems by removing the 
burden altogether: by shipping their tenants to North America. They calculated that the cost of transporting each 
individual was considerably less than supporting that person in the workhouse for a year.        

And so the first ships were commissioned and set sail, loaded with human cargo, for British North America 
(Canada). Many of these vessels were overloaded. Each held an average of 300 persons, some two or three 
times the number that would have been allowed by a port in the USA, and some were not seaworthy. 

Up to the middle 1840s, ships from Northern Europe sailed only in spring and summer to ensure they avoided 
ice and bad weather on their transatlantic voyage.  

But in 1846, the most severe winter in living memory, immigration ships continued to sail from Ireland. Most 
headed southwest, to US ports. Alarmed at the level of destitution and illness arriving with these vessels, the US 
Congress quickly passed two new Passenger Acts in order to make the voyage even more expensive. That 
following March, the minimum fare to New York rose to £7, an amount way beyond the majority of families 
facing starvation in Ireland. Even so, all tickets had been sold by the middle of April.  

That year, some 85,000 sailed directly from ports in the south and west, principally Cork/Queenstown and 
Limerick. Another 11,000 departed from Sligo while 9,000 left from Dublin and 4,000 crossed the Irish Sea to 
catch a ship from the English port of Liverpool.  

The numbers who sailed from tiny fishing harbours such as Baltimore, Killala and Tralee are not known, but we 
can be confident that the passenger acts were not being enforced and conditions for their passengers were 
horrendous.  

In time, these boats became known as "coffin ships" because, as the Irish Times described, their passengers 
"were only fleeing from one form of death." While they may have left starvation behind, many of these 
passengers were already in extremely bad health after a year or more of inadequate nutrition and exposure to 
illness.  

With their physical state already desperate, the last thing they needed was to be crammed into overcrowded, 
unsanitary conditions with hundreds of others.  

Just one case of typhus, which was rampant among the poor at this time, 
could spread like wildfire in the conditions on the coffin ships, and many 
were to die before, or shortly after, reaching the other side of the Atlantic. 
Others drowned when their ships were overwhelmed by ocean storms or 
fell upon rocks.  

The ships that survived the Atlantic crossing arrived at the quarantine 
station of Grosse Île, the Canadian immigration point and depot set up in 
the Gulf of St Lawrence (Ontario) in 1832, to contain diseased 
immigrants to British North America. Statistics for just one month - July 
1847 - indicate the horrors that were being endured. Ten vessels arrived 
that month; of the 4,427 Irish immigrants that had started their journeys 
(all had departed from either Cork or Liverpool), 804 had died on the 
passage while 847 were sick on arrival. 

                             Arrival Grosse Île  

           bronze statue  



By the end of 1847, the awful toll could be calculated from the 441 immigration ships that had made the 
crossing. Of 98,105 passengers (of whom 60,000 were Irish), 5293 died at sea, 8072 died at Grosse Île and 
Quebec, 7,000 in and above Montreal. In total, then, at least 20,365 people perished (the numbers of those that 
died further along in their journey from illnesses contracted on the coffin ships cannot be ascertained).  

------------------------------------ 

Ships in Grosse Île, 9 August 1847 

The table here shows the vessels at the Canadian immigration point and quarantine station of Grosse Île, on 9 
August 1847. The coffin ships from Ireland are easy enough to identify.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare them with the German ships from Hamburg and Bremen whose emigrants reportedly arrived 'healthy, 
robust and cheerful'. These statistics provide a snapshot of just one day in that dreadful year when so many 
coffin ships sailed to North America.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coffin Ships: Legal Standards, Fares and Conditions Onboard 

In the early 1800s, Passenger Acts were continuously being introduced by the British Government, then relaxed, 
then reintroduced. They set the minimum standards that passengers could expect, and laid down penalties for 
ship owners who did not comply.  



The Passenger Act of 1842 was the one under which the Irish potato famine exodus took place. It stipulated that 
the height between decks, where emigrants lived and slept during their voyage, had to be at least 4'. No 
passenger deck was allowed beneath the water line and lifeboats were compulsory. In addition, a stock of 
medicines (but no doctor) had to be carried and minimum provisions per passenger were set at 7 lbs of food 
weekly, plus 3 quarts of water per day.  

Although this Act improved conditions in British ships, they were still inferior to the mimimum legal 
specifications in ships from the USA. But the object of the low standards was to keep the price of voyages to 
Canada down, and this was achieved. Crossing the Atlantic in an American ship to a US port was more 
expensive because their rules were stricter and passenger density was much lighter.  

Conditions aboard the coffin ships were awful. The story of the Elizabeth & Sarah, which left Killala in May 
1847, gives an idea of just how awful. The ship was 83 years old, having been built in 1763 for a legal 
maximum passenger load of 165 but it set sail with 276 who had to share just 36 berths. No food was given to 
the passengers on the voyage. They had to survive on what little (if anything) they had brought onboard. Their 
sole provision from the ship owners was a maximum of just two pints of water a day.  

After a journey of 41 days, the vessel arrived in Quebec. All the 
water onboard was unfit to drink, and all the surviving passengers 
were starving. The ship's master plus 17 of his passengers had 
died on the crossing.  

On some ships the death rate was 30% and more.  

In response to the dreadful toll of the coffin ships, a new 
Passenger Act was introduced in the summer of 1847. Under this 
act, conditions were slightly improved, but still horrific.  

             Grosse Île and the Irish Memorial National Historic Site 

The only space steerage passengers could call their own was a bunk measuring no more than 6' x 18" and was to 
be home for the duration of the voyage which could last from 5 - 10 weeks. To keep costs down, these bunks 
were sized 6` x 6' and were shared by 4 people, often total strangers.  

The bunks were tiered. With little more than a few wooden slats and a thin layer of straw between the bunks, 
vomit and other fluid and matter could fall on those lying on the lower bunk.  

In stormy weather sickness and dysentery were common, so passengers often lay in 
their neighbours' as well as theirr own vomit and excrement. 

----------------------------------------- 

Such tragedies that apparently were avoidable by different handling of the 
government…  I have no information of what my own relatives endured during the 
potato famine, The Great Hunger.   Those who remained did survive to produce heirs 
in Roscommon.  I know first-hand, as Mother and Daddy took Linda and me to visit 
our relatives there in 1964, and I have been in touch with some in past years.   

 

  



Below are photos of Roscommon that Mother took a little over 100 years after the three Holwell brothers 
emigrated from there.  

   sheep cart  

Here we are with our cousin, Margaret Anne Holwell O'Leary, and her husband, James---and dog.  This was a 
Holwell home, which had a hard dirt floor and an open hearth with a large kettle.  Margaret served us sherry 
and cookies.   

 

I am very grateful to my parents for providing us with this wonderful 
opportunity to see the place and people of our roots and now to learn more 
about what it was like for our Holwell branch to make its way to America.  

 

 

           Our ancestors want to be found.    

  
 


