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This collapsible brass telescope has an older history than any other of my Holwell items.  My note from 
Grandma states that it came over from Ireland with her grandfather, James Holwell, in the mid-1800s.  Now, 
that's exciting!  James was from Roscommon, Ireland and may well have emigrated due to the terrible potato 
famine during that time.  He is Linda's and my great-great-grandfather.  Unfortunately, I do not have any 
pictures of him.  
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This Holwell treasure has been displayed on the console table in my living room ever since Grandma (Sallie 
Marie Holwell Moore) turned it over to me.  James was her grandfather.  The telescope will now go to second 
cousin, Patrick Holwell.  

I have some information on James, and 
Patrick has written extensively on him.  While 
we do have events of his life after coming to 
America, this story will focus on what we 
know about him while still in his home 
country. We are fortunate to have what we do!   
 
I will start by telling how the Hendee family 
visited our Irish homeland, which brings the 
telescope even closer to us today.  The charts 
on page two are what Patrick acquired from 
online, "1840 Search, Griffith's Valuation for 
Ireland."  In Genealogy Class, our teacher, 
Lavonna, had stressed the importance of this 
resource. 



 

1840 Search, Griffith's Valuation for Ireland 
Source  Surname First Name   Townland County Parish 

Griffith Holwell John Agagower  Co. Roscommon  Fuerty 

Holwell Anne Agagower  Co. Roscommon  Fuerty 

Holwell James Agagower  Co. Roscommon  Fuerty 

Holwell Patrick Agagower  Co. Roscommon  Fuerty 

Age 

43 

40 

15 

13 

Source Surname First Name Year County 

Civil Birth Holwell Mary Jane    1880     Co. Roscommon 

Civil Birth Holwell John 1881   Co. Roscommon 

Church Baptism    Holwell John 1881   Co. Roscommon 

Civil Birth Holwell Catherine  1882    Co. Roscommon 

Church Baptism    Holwell Catherine     1882     Co. Roscommon 

Civil Birth Holwell James 1883  Co. Roscommon 

Civil Birth Holwell Brigid 1885       Co. Roscommon 

Church Baptism    Holwell Brigid 1885       Co. Roscommon 

Married 

Civil Birth Holwell 
Margaret 

Anne 
1888 Co. Roscommon 

Church Baptism Holwell 
Margaret 

Anne 

O'Leary, kept 

original 

Holwell 

acreage 

Met Cynthia in 

1888 Co. Roscommon  1964 at 

Roscommon 

Civil Birth Holwell Elizabeth 1891 Co. Roscommon 

Church Baptism Holwell Elizabeth 1891 Co. Roscommon 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source Surname First Name Year County Age 

Church Marriage Holwell Mary 1795 Co. Roscommon  

Church Marriage Holwell James 1846 Co. Roscommon 21 

Civil Marriage Holwell Henry 1879 Co. Roscommon to Maggie 

Church Marriage Holwell Hugh 1879 Co. Roscommon  

 
Source Surname First Name Year County Age  

Civil Death Holwell John 1878 Co. Roscommon  81 

Civil Death Holwell Anne 1880 Co. Roscommon  80 

Civil Death Holwell James 1890 Co. Roscommon  7 

Civil Death Holwell Mary 1901 Co. Roscommon  86 

 

 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
"Griffith's Valuation was a boundary and land valuation survey of Ireland completed in 1868.  Richard John 
Griffith started to value land in Scotland, where he spent two years in 1806-1807 valuing terrain through the 
examination of its soils. He used 'the Scotch system of valuation' and it was a modified version of this that he 
introduced into Ireland when he assumed the position of Commissioner of Valuation. The valuation is a vital 
document in genealogical research, since, in the absence of census records in Ireland before 1901, the valuation 
records in many ways can act as a substitute." 



 

Patrick inserted in yellow on page two that I, along with my parents and sister (Linda), visited Roscommon.  
Also in yellow is Margaret Anne Holwell O'Leary, discussed below.  
 
Our Holwell roots are in Roscommon County (Contae Ros Comáin), 
underlined in red on the map.  It is in the province of Connacht.   
 
In 1964, Linda's and my parents took us on a trip around the British Isles 
and four cities on the continent.  While in Ireland, we visited the Holwell 
homeland of Roscommon and the home of a Holwell cousin.  
 
Living in the house were Margaret Anne Holwell O’Leary, her husband, 
James O’Leary, and their son, Harry (age 39).  Harry (Henry) stayed out 
in the peat field, and we did not see him again after he gave directions; 
when we needed to ask how to get to the home, by chance it was Harry 
we stopped in town!  He married Brydie about a year after our visit.  
Margaret and James had another son, Thomas, and a daughter, Mary.  
Margaret served us sherry and cookies.  Margaret was born in this home, 
along with her father, Henry.  I thought my own ancestors were also born 
here, but now I am not sure.  The house was very clean.  It had a hard-
packed dirt floor, and Margaret cooked over the open hearth with a kettle 
using peat dug from the farm for fuel.  

 
                                                                      Cynthia, Margaret, James, Linda and dog  

Roscommon, Ireland    1964 

 
 



 

Back to James, I wonder how these Roscommon scenes compare with those he and our other Holwell relatives 
experienced 100+ years before.   
 
The top chart of Griffith's Valuation tells us that at age 15 James was living in Agagower Townland, County 
Roscommon, Parish Fuerty.  John and Anne were his parents.  Patrick was his brother.  Of significant 
importance is that Patrick was also Linda's and my great-great-grandfather.  After James and Patrick immigrated 
to America, they married Mary Louisa Desdemona White and Cassandra Jane Johnson, respectively.  Mary and 
James produced Mary Louisa Desdemona Holwell, and Patrick and Cassandra Jane produced Robert Emmet 
Holwell.  Mary and Robert, first cousins, married.  So, Patrick is also our great-great-grandfather.  
 

On Cousin Patrick's charts on page two, the second chart 
is of great interest.  It shows that James actually married in 
1846 at age 21 while still in Roscommon.  Patrick 
addresses this mysterious wife below, but the issue 
remains unresolved.  And, he set sail for America the 
following year.   
 
 
Patrick and Cassandra Jane Johnson Holwell  

 
 

Another mystery is that the family lore on my branch, coming from Grandma, says that James was shipwrecked 
on either the Isle of Man or the Isle of Skye for a year.  Patrick has been unable to verify this and continues to 
question the story.  Where did Grandma get it from?  This is a good time to use a quote from my genealogy 
collection, "Family lore is more like a game of telephone tag than a source of reliable genealogy."    
 

And, yet another point, it appears that the name "Holwell" is actually of English origin, not Irish-based.  Some 
research has shown that it means "holy well" or "holy spring."  

Another online search revealed, "Holwell is a village and civil parish in the county of Dorset in southern 
England, situated in the West Dorset administrative district.  Its name derives from the Old English hol and 
walu, meaning a bank or ridge in a hollow." 

Cousin Patrick Holwell, who lives in Littleton, Colorado, is an enthusiastic Holwell family historian.  He has 
written wonderful documents and stories about our line.  His daughter, Kathleen Holwell Whipple, is following 
in his genealogical footsteps.  
 
While we do not have evidence that James emigrated from his homeland due to the potato famine, it was during 
this bleak period that he made the journey. 
 
"The Great Famine or the Great Hunger, was a period in Ireland between 1845 and 1849 of mass starvation, 
disease, and emigration.  The worst year of the period, that of "Black '47", is known in Irish as Bliain an 
Drochshaoil. During the famine, about one million people died, and a million more emigrated from Ireland,  
causing the island's population to fall by between 20% and 25%." 
 
There is information online specifically pertaining to this horror in Roscommon.  One source is a magazine, 
Irish America, with a column titled  "Roscommon, Part III:   The Hungry Years."  It reads, "Roscommon was 
one of the hardest hit counties during the Famine, losing 31% of its population.  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 additional 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, had to refuse relief to other 
applicants regardless of their need." 

The reader can also refer to another online source, "The Wild Geese   Exploring the Heritage of the Irish 
Worldwide."  The article, "'The Great Hunger' in County Roscommon," was published on January 20, 2015.  It 
ends with "In Roscommon, deaths by famine are so prevalent that whole families who retire at night are corpses 
in the morning." 

There are numerous books on this grim 
topic, including about the voyage.  I just 
ordered Robert Whyte's Famine Ship 
Diary 1847: The Journey of an Irish 
Coffin Ship by Patrick Conroy. Robert's 
ship was the Ajax, likely a similar 
journey to that of James on the Albion 
and in the same year.  

While at this time, we do not have 
information pertaining to our Holwell 
family's plight, there is certainly enough 
information to give us an idea of life in 
Ireland and in Roscommon during the 
time of our ancestors, and we know that 
great-great-grandfather, James, chose to 
leave his parents forever.   

                                  loading up in Liverpool    1850  

Another quote from my collection is a poignant reminder:  "Emigration is one half death."   This comes from a 
DVD on the amazing story of Germans from Russia.  

Awhile back, Patrick wrote the following:  "I have continued researching some about James and Patrick 
Holwell and James’ immigration to America in 1847 on the coffin ship Albion, a 600-ton barque that shipped 
nearly 140 Irish immigrants in steerage to the wharves of New York (the Gardens processing center didn’t even 
exist back then, let alone Ellis Island. They just dumped them off on the docks). I’m attaching a spreadsheet 
(page two) that has what I know about James and Patrick. I found out their dad and mom’s names (John and 
Anne) as well as some other really interesting things.  
 
"James must have been a pretty tough boy. He was 23 on April 20, 1847 when he landed in New York, and 
there’s a big gap in the story in that we have no idea how he first ended up in Tennessee, how he met Mary 
Louisa (who may actually have been his 2nd wife!) and then moved west to Johnson County, MO.  
 
 



 

"And there’s another HUGE gap for Patrick, who does not show up until 1865, when the US Army Provost has 
record of him complaining about Union soldiers cutting down trees on his property, particularly since James 
and Patrick both seem to have been loyal to the Union during the Civil War. 
 
"I also found out some juicy background from Roscommon, which was actually a refugee county and very 
overpopulated at the onset of the potato famine. When Cromwell invaded Ireland in 1641, he gave land to many 
of his soldiers and just kicked the Irish displaced by that into Roscommon and Galway counties. Roscommon 
was one of the hardest hit counties during the potato famine. AND, there was this guy named Major Mahon 
who got assassinated in late 1847 because he sent 1,000 indigent Irish tenants (usually those with one acre or 
less of land) on a ship to Quebec. Since he went with a cheap, disreputable travel agent, about 2/3 of these 
people died in the crossing. The ‘hit’ on him was probably from some family bereaved by the loss.  
 
"John and Anne Holwell, the parents of James and Patrick, had just over 14 acres in Agagower Townland, 
which was land owned by the Honorable & Very Reverend Henry Peckenham, a Catholic Irish lord. Agagower 
is right across the River Suck from the village of Athleague, and about 50 miles from the port of Galway, where 
James shipped on the Albion for a nice comfortable winter Atlantic crossing in steerage class. What was Patrick 
doing, I wonder, in late 1847 when Mahon was assassinated? And why is there NO record of him shipping out 
of any port in Ireland or England that I’ve researched? How come he suddenly shows up in Johnson County, 
MO just in time for the Civil War, and married to another girl from Tennessee? 
 
"And since James landed in New York at the tender age of 23 with only the shirt on his back, how in the world 
did he amass the money needed to move to TN and then to MO? How did he even get money for the passage on 
the Albion, which should have cost around 5-7 pounds when the entire Holwell holding in Agagower Townland 
was valued at only 9 pounds? And where was his first wife, whom he married according to 1845 church records 
in the Parish of Fuerty, when he was 21? Was he widowed? Did he leave her? Did she leave him?" 
 
Patrick continued with providing this most interesting information, expanding on the phrase above used in 
regard to James's chosen ship:   

"The term 'coffin ships' is used to refer to the ships that carried Irish immigrants escaping the Great Irish 
Famine. These ships, crowded and disease-ridden, with poor access to food and water, resulted in the deaths of 
many people as they crossed the Atlantic, and led to the typhus epidemic of 1847 at quarantine stations in 
Canada.  Owners of coffin ships provided as little food, water, and living space as was legally possible – if they 
obeyed the law at all.  While coffin ships were the cheapest way to cross the Atlantic, mortality rates of 30% 
aboard the coffin ships were common.  It was said that sharks could be seen following the ships, because so 
many bodies were thrown overboard." 

A very interesting book is Galway Bay by Mary Pat Kelly.  Note Patrick's mention of Galway above.   It is 
based on the author's own family history, making it all the more meaningful to our story.  Her ancestors escaped 
the Great Famine through immigration to America (which was hardly problem-free for Irish immigrants).   
"Potatoes were the only staple.  But when blight destroys the potatoes three times in four years, a callous 
government and uncaring landlords turn a natural disaster into The Great Starvation that will kill one million. 
(Kelly's) family joins two million other Irish refugees--victims saving themselves--in the emigration from 
Ireland." 

And, so, we have what we have on James and his major decision to depart his homeland.  In other family 
history, there is information that relatives who did make their way over saved money, as was common, to send 
for others to follow.  

 



 

While we do have information on James' life once over here, this story is focusing on thoughts of him during 
the first years of his life and on the otherwise-unknown history of this antique and historic telescope.  Did James 
purchase it solely for this trip?  And where?  To see what he could spot during the voyage?  What sights did this 
spyglass view?   What were James' thoughts as he set out, experienced a sea voyage, and landed in new territory 
to make his way? 

A similar telescope online, shown here, is 
described as, "Antique Brass Pirate Working 
Spyglass Telescope Vintage Nautical Marine 
Scope G." 

 

 
 

Since we lack pictures of James, here is one final tribute to his new life, 
his wife, Mary Louisa Desdemona White Holwell Jenkins.  My records 
show this marriage took place in 1856 when James was 32 and Mary was 
14.   After James died, she married Nathaniel Jenkins, dying in 1930 in 
Colorado Springs with much family by then in that area.  ("Louisa" is 
pronounced "Lew-eye'-za") 
 
And so, James and Mary's legacy lives on as their ancestors maintain the 
history we have of their lives.  
  
 
                      Mary Louisa Desdemona White Holwell Jenkins  

                            1876  

 Family treasures new and old,  

They all have memories to be told.  

 The hidden stories of yesteryear,  

Of trinkets that we hold so dear.  

 Recorded now with special care,  

Are all the heirlooms that we share.  

 Cherished treasures of the past,  

Now are memories that will last.    

                                                                                              tombstone of James Holwell 

                   Kepner Cemetery  


