DUNDALK, COUNTY LOUTH, IRELAND
    It was spring, l846. The deadly famine’s grip on Ireland was not letting up.  James 
Mc Shane knew that the time had come to send the children of his and his late wife, 
Margaret McCartney Mc Shane, to America.  Six of the seven siblings, ranging in age 
from 27 to 13, would be going. Mary, 19, would remain in Dundalk.
     Plans for departure were discussed and decided upon at James Mc Shane’s Chapel  

Lane home in the center of Dundalk. Each of the young people would travel by water to 
Liverpool where they would board a ship bound for America.  

      The first to leave was Patrick, 23, who docked in New York City on the ship 
Espindola, June 1, l846. Following six months later was John, 21, who landed in New 
York on the Henry Clay, December 26, l846, continuing as Patrick did before him to 
Baltimore, Maryland, the family’s ultimate destination.  
      Henry, 16, boarded the Baltimore bark, Scotia, in Liverpool. He was met by his 
brother, John, when the Scotia docked in the Baltimore harbor, July 24, 1847. 
      James and Margaret’s oldest son, Peter, 27, brought with him aboard the ship Witch  
at Liverpool the two youngest children, William, 16, and Anne, 13. They docked in New 
York City April 7, l848, and went on to Baltimore to be reunited with their brothers.
 
     Although James had remarried following Margaret McCartney Mc Shane’s death, and 
now had two sons with Margaret Haughty or Hoey Mc Shane, Thomas, born in l843, and 
Matthew in l845, parting with his and his first wife’s children had to be heart wrenching. 
Yet, emigrating to America would give these young people an opportunity to begin life 
anew, one without the restraints so long put upon Catholics in  Ireland, the country of 
their ancestors back into time. 
     John Percival, author of  The GREAT FAMINE, Ireland’s Potato Famine, l845-51,
comments on the colonization of Ireland by the British:

About three-quarters of the Irish people remained doggedly Catholic, while

their rulers made clumsy attempts to enforce the Reformation upon them. The English established the Church of Ireland with its own Anglican priests and bishops throughout the land, and made the people pay tithes to support it. …..the government tried to suppress Catholicism by force. Under a series of Penal Laws, dating from l695, Catholics were denied freedom of worship. No Catholic could hold office or practice law. No Catholic could bear arms or serve as an officer in any of the armed forces of the Crown….Catholics were also prohibited from serving an apprenticeship, from attending a school, and even from going abroad to study. The priests themselves were outlawed and threatened with branding or even castration….Priests went into hiding and were sheltered by members of their flock, sometimes at great risk to those providing shelter. Mass was said in secret. In the countryside priests often held services at “mass rocks’ where soldiers or informers could be spotted at a distance. Catholic teachers taught children covertly at ‘hedge schools’… The Penal Laws were relaxed in l792 and abolished altogether in l829, but by this time it was too late. (Percival l995, 20-21) 
     The James Mc Shane family was native Irish. The surname Mc Shane in Ulster and 

County Louth was a branch or sept of the clan O’Neill, whose ancient territories included 

the counties of Tyrone, most of Derry and part of Donegal. 

     In the l983 guide to Dundalk and County Louth, a portion of a 1609 map of Dundalk, 
Newry, Carlingford and other locales, shows Mc Shane’s in the Coolie (Cooley) 
Mountains north of Dundalk Bay. A citation in the same source indicates that the  

O’Hanlon sept owned the whole of Cooley Peninsula at this time,
 but at the Plantation of 
Ulster, which began in 1611, part of the peninsula was granted to Henry Mc Shane (son 
of Shane) O’Neill, as it was felt by the commissioners of land distribution that “the more 

influential of the Irish must receive sufficient land to give them a vested interest in the 

settlement.”
  
  
     According to the Catholic parish records of County Louth, James Mc Shane was 
baptized March 11, l798 in Dowdallshill, north of Dundalk Harbor.
 His father’s name 

was Peter and his mother’s Mary or Mary Ann, possibly, Mary Ann Lennon. James had

nine siblings, three sisters and six brothers.
 

     James Mc Shane married Margaret McCartney, the daughter of Esther and Patrick

McCartney, July 20, l820. James was twenty-two years old, Margaret, twenty-one. In 
In keeping with Irish tradition they named their first son, Peter, after James’ father, and 
their first daughter, Mary, after his mother. James and Margaret would have together 
seven children, two daughters and five sons.  All of James and Margaret Mc Cartney’s 
children were baptized at St. Patrick’s Church in Dundalk where their records can be 
found today.

      James Mc Shane was a farmer.
 In the Tithe Applotment Books of l833, which 

recorded the tax payable by persons who occupied land to the Established Church, he is 

listed as having 1 rood or ¼ acre of  arable land in Dowdallshill. He paid his rent to

Robert Jocelyn, Earl of Roden, the resident lord who represented the Established Church 

and the English crown in the area.
 
    James’ wife, Margaret Mc Cartney Mc Shane, died sometime between l835 and l837. 

As no formal records of deaths and burials were kept at this time, it is impossible to 

know what led to her demise, or where she was buried. James and Margaret’s daughter,  

Anne, was born in 1835, so there is the possibility that Margaret died in childbirth.

      James married Margaret Haughty or Hoey at St, Patrick’s Church, Dundalk, October 
20, l837.

     From a copy of the article “Dundalk Townspeople in l838” from the “Tempest 

Annual” 1931, there is a printed Assessment Account of the year ended July 31, l838.

Among the names “of prominent people of the time who figure in the list as residents in

the town” is that of James Mc Shane whose home was No. 65, Chapel Lane. At this 

time, Chapel Lane had a total of 70 homes primarily built of stone or brick. 
On the average, the houses were 20x23x16. The Mc Shane home varied somewhat with a 
height of 11ft 6 inches.
 
     It is said that Dundalk was “in existence as far back as record and tradition can 
reach.”
  During its early history it was demolished nine times. Strategically located on 
the east coast of Ireland at the head of Dundalk Bay, Dundalk formed with the Cooley 
peninsula to its north a sheltered harbor, one favored by the Vikings and Danes as they 
came ashore to raid and burn the mainland.  
      Early on, the Town of Dundalk was built around the pivotal road running between 
Dublin in the south and Ulster in the north. The most northern outpost of the English 
Pale, Dundalk was given the distinction of being the way to enter and conquer Ulster.
 
    The Dundalk that James Mc Shane’s children grew up in was long a bustling port and 
commercial center. Both markets and fairs were authorized in Dundalk as far back as  

1338. The market “abundantly supplied”, was held every Monday. There was a horse and 
cattle fair on the third Wednesday of each month. In 1841, there were a total of 13,204
 inhabitants, the town comprising 10,782 of these. Daniel O’Connell, the Great 
Emancipator, would visit Dundalk in l842 to speak before 60,000 at a meeting for repeal 
of the Union. He would come again in 1846 to support his son’s candidature for the 
Borough.  Another prominent visitor was the writer, William Makeplace Thackeray, who 
was a relative of the rector at the time, Rev. Elias.

      Slater’s National Commercial Directory of Ireland, 1846 provides an overview of 

the history and commerce of the town: 

(Dundalk) is an ancient maritime assize (court) and borough town, in the parish and barony of its name, and the capital of County Louth, 51 miles north from Dublin, the like distance south-south-west from Belfast. It is seated on the south side of the Castletown River, near the shore of a fine bay, to which it gives name, and in a valley surrounded by rich enclosures, backed by a bold outline of mountains, particularly those of Carlingford to the east and north. The river is crossed by a good bridge, erected in l822….Dundalk was anciently a walled and fortified town, having towers and castles, which have long since been superseded by modern and more commodious, if not substantial dwellings….The houses are either of stone or brick, the principal street being a mile long near the centre of which is an old building….now modernized, and is occasionally the residence of the Earl of Roden. The town is well lighted with gas. The chief buildings, exclusive of the places of worship, are the courts of justice, the county infirmary, the union poor house, the goal, the market house, the guild hall, the linen hall, the endowed schools, the barracks, and gas works. 

    The principal imports of the port are coal, iron, flax seed, tobacco, and various merchandize; its exports, which are very considerable, consist of barley, wheat, oats, meal, beef, butter, live cattle, hogs, and plain linen. The number of sailing boats that entered the port in l843, was five hundred and eighteen, and, of steamers, one hundred and eight; the number that left the port in the same year was, sailing vessels, three hundred, steamers one  hundred and eight, where of fifteen of the former and two of the latter belonged to the port….The principal manufactures established here are those of salt, soap, candles, and tanned leather; there are moreover two large distilleries, and extensive iron works…..  

    The Directory goes on to list among the conveniences a Post Office that saw that

letters from Dublin and Belfast arrived each morning and afternoon, with letters 

dispatched to each locale on a similar schedule. There were coaches and cars to Dublin 

daily, as well as to Belfast, with the latter also being serviced by Omnibus. 

Transportation services were available to Castletown, Blayney, and Monaghan, and to 

Drogheda and Louth. In addition, railroad lines were rapidly expanding east to west and 

north to south. Steamships and freighters were available by water to Liverpool

and seven other ports. 

      Slater’s l846 Directory also lists the trades people which, in addition to reflecting 
commercial aspects of the city, reveals the needs and pleasures of  Dundalk’s population:

Fishing and Tackle Makers, Glass Merchant, Grocers, Gun Makers, Haberdashers, Herring Merchants, Inns and Hotels, Iron Founders, Ironmongers and Hardwaremen, Leather Sellers, Linen & Woollen Drapers, Maltsters, Masters in Chancery, Millers, Milliners & Dressmakers, Millwrights, Newspaper, Notary-Public, Nursery and Seedsmen, Oil & Colour Merchants,  Painters and Glaziers, Pawnbrokers, Physicians, Plumber & Coppersmith, Printers-Letter Press, Professors & Teachers, Provision Dealers, Rope Makers, Saddlers and Harness Makers, Salt Manufacturers, Ship Brokers, Ship Chandlers, Slate Merchants, Soda Water Manufacturers, Spirit and Porter Dealers, Stone and Marble Masons, Straw Bonnet Makers, Surgeons, Tailors, Tallow Chandlers & Soap Boilers, Tanners and Curriers, Timber & Slate Merchants, Tobacconists, Turners & Block Makers, Watch & Clock Makers, and Whitesmiths.
   

       The Dundalk and County Louth l983 guide states that “tanning was a very large
business in Dundalk in the first quarter of the nineteenth century and the sunken tan-pits 

are still in existence….In l824 nine tanneries were at work.” Henry Mc Shane stated on 
his record of arrival at the Port of Baltimore under the heading “Occupation”, that he 
was a currier.  He undoubtedly learned this trade from the local tanners as he was 
growing up. 

      Thomas Lawless of Dundalk was not only one of four whitesmiths listed in the l846 

Slater directory
, but in parentheses after his name is added “bell-hanger”, 22 Church

Street. Chapel Lane, where the Mc Shane’s lived, was off Church Street. It would be
natural for a curious young boy to want to know what those bells, boards, pulleys, 
ladders, and ropes in Mr. Lawless’ yard were all about.  There is the possibility that 
as a young boy Henry helped Mr. Lawless, and that here was the beginning of Henry  
Mc Shane’s love of bells, the bells bearing his name today throughout the world.
     Henry Mc Shane’s educational background while growing up in Dundalk is a matter 

of conjecture for there are to date no records that are available.  We can only 
surmise what his educational experience could have been based on the opportunities 
present at the time. 

     In l831, the Irish national system of education was founded by F. G. Stanley, secretary 

of education from l830-33:

Stanley’s plan was a mixture of central control and local initiative. At the centre, he created the commissioners of national education in Ireland to oversee the new system….The superintendence of the new system by a board of distinguished citizens gave it a prestige no group of civil servants would have been likely to match, and the unpaid board was able to be more independent in thought and action than professional civil servants….the daily administration chores were performed by full-time professionals, but the commissioners kept full control of policy.
 

     The program was open to both Protestants and Catholics with each school having a 

local manager. The manager in the protestant schools was generally a rector, minister or 

landlord. The parish priest would most often serve in this capacity in the Catholic 

schools.  One of Mr. Stanley’s goals “was that catholic and protestant children would be 

educated together, for the instructions urged that not only should the schools be open to 

children of all faiths, but that a positive effort should be made to mix the children as a 

remedy for the denominational estrangement and strife that so marred Irish social and 

political life.” 

     Mr. Stanley’s hope of uniting the Irish denominations failed. Instead of integration, 

the plan gave way to further segregation.  D. H. Akenson in his article on “Pre-

university Education, 1782-1870 concluded: “Although the national system failed to heal 

Ireland’s sectarian wounds, it deserves credit for making Ireland a country of literates.”

     There was, however, another educational option for Catholic children in Dundalk. In 
1833, three years after Henry Mc Shane was born. The Dominican Order that had served 
this area since the seventeenth century, opened schools “which, for seventeen years were 

the only Catholic primary schools in Dundalk, while “Friar Dunne” – V. Rev. Patrick 

Patrick Dunne, D.D. – had a famous class for high studies.” 
 Henry Mc Shane was
 known in Baltimore for his mathematical expertise, and his love and understanding of 
music. It can only be surmised  the role a V. Rev. Patrick Dunne, D.D could have had in 
this young man’s development. 

      In 1845, the European potato fields were stricken by a new fungal disease, 
Phytophthore infestans.  The United States potato crops of 1843 and 1844 were 

ravished. Winds and rains further heightened the spread of the blight. A third of the tilled 
land in Ireland was planted in potatoes and its nutritional value was the main sustenance 
of the Irish people. The first fungal spores in Ireland appeared in June of l845, followed 

by an equally devastating crop failure in I846.  The following year would be the  

worst year of the famine and would hereafter be referred to by the Irish people as 

Black  ‘47.     
      The “Laissez faire” approach of the Whig government remained steadfast that there

was to be no Government importation of food from abroad and no interference with the  
laws of supply and demand. Whatever might be done by starting public works 

and  paying wages, the provision of food for Ireland was to be left entirely to private 
enterprise and traders.
      It soon became clear that the relief measures established by Prime Minister Robert 

Peel were totally inadequate to meet the needs of the more than I million of Ireland’s 

people who would die from starvation and disease between 1845 and 1851.  These were 

among the most destitute who for the most part came from the impoverished West. 

Gearoid o Tuathaigh, in Ireland Before the Famine 1798-1848 found “that the
labourer and cottier classes were the chief victims of the famine, and the small-farmer 

class scarcely fared much better. Those most heavily depended on the potato for 

subsistence , and most vulnerable (through poor housing, bad sanitation, defective 

diet) to fever, were those likely to feel the full devastation of the famine.” 
    
     County Louth fared better than the impoverished West as it had some of the        

finest agricultural land in Ireland, along with several centers of industry. But 
there was distress nonetheless. The l983 Dundalk guide states that the famine and 
the resulting fever arrived  and “Dundalk suffered as elsewhere from destitution 
and death; business was at a standstill, the population unemployed. It was hard to 
do much to alleviate the sufferings that prevailed, but what men could do was 
done.”

By the first week of November l847, there were 628 inmates and 6 died in the Dundalk Workhouse. At the end of December l847, there were 793 inmates in the Workhouse. Deaths were now averaging five per week. At the end of November the number on outdoor relief was 900…and by late December of l847 there were 1075 on outdoor relief. The Dundalk Democrat of 30 January 1904, reflecting on the period of the Great Famine in Louth, reported how in the second week of November l847, Dr. Laurence Marten, a young Dundalk doctor, who was attending the fever patients in Wright’s Lane contracted typhoid and died…
 
     Emigration was the only alternative, forcing over a million people to leave 
Ireland between l845 and 1850 for destinations around the world. The majority of 
these went  to North America with others scattered throughout the world. Many 
would die before they reached their destination from fever, starvation, and 

shipwreck. 

     John Percival reflecting on the devastating famine presents an interesting picture of
 the exodus of Ireland’s people seeking a new life in Canada and the United States:

Some accounts of the famine emigration across the Atlantic have laid great stress on the appalling poverty of the Irish people who landed in Canada and the United States. There were paupers on some ships, especially in those comparatively rare cases where a landlord or even one of the Poor Law Unions had paid for the passage….most of those who set out on the voyage were not utterly destitute. The utterly destitute died in Ireland, or at best made their way to England. All things are relative, but in Irish terms it was slightly more prosperous people, small tenant farmers, small tradesmen, or those whose relatives had sent them the money for the fare, who made up the bulk of the Atlantic emigrants. By the standards of most European countries they would certainly have been poor and many were indeed penniless by the time they had paid their fares, but in Ireland many of them were regarded as well off. In fact landlords began to lament the departure, not of the destitute whom they were hoping to be rid of, but of those whom they regarded as able-bodied and useful tenants. (Percival 1995, 125).

      Chapel Lane was the next lane running parallel with Wrightson’s Lane where Dr. 

Marten had died from typhoid. As the epidemic spread throughout Dundalk, it was 

recommended that residents of the Town who lived in the heavily populated areas where 

conditions were unsanitary and fevers, including smallpox and typhoid, were rampart, 

move out from these congested areas into sparser locales where there was less 

of a chance of being infected. It is very likely that those children of James Mc Shane 

still in Dundalk, along with him and his wife and two young sons, did so.  

     On a rate assessment of the Town of Dundalk for the year ending July, l847, James  

Mc Shane was listed on Chapel Lane, but with the assessment unpaid. Since there is no 

further mention of him in public records, newspapers, directories, etc., it is possible that he 
died of the fever at this time, or perhaps some other illness that led him to see that his and 

Margaret Mc Cartney Mc Shane’s children would have the opportunity to begin a new 

life in America. As no official records were kept at this time of deaths or place of burial, 

it remains an enigma. 
     In the Griffith’s Valuation of l854, Margaret Hoey Mc Shane, is listed in marches 

Upper in the south east of the Town of Dundalk, occupying a house, out offices and 5 

acres, 3 roods and13 perches. She is also listed as the immediate lessor of the neighboring 

house.
  

     Henry Mc Shane left Dundalk for America in late April or early May of l847. When  

Henry’s mother died he was five or six years of age. He missed his mother and kept asking  

for her. Henry never got along with his stepmother. When he was departing for 

Liverpool, his father gave him his mother’s wedding ring, a St. Patrick’s snake ring of 

coiled gold with a diamond head.  When going out for the evening, Henry Mc Shane 
would wear it on his little finger for the rest of his life.  
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