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Canada’s Worst Summer Ever 

By David K. McDonnell (© David K. McDonnell) 

 1847 is “Black 47” in Ireland -- the worst of a short span of years in which well over a 

million Irish died of starvation and famine-related diseases and an equal number left the island 

forever. Thousands of Irish were forcibly evicted from their peasant huts and small potato fields, 

and placed aboard ships bound for Canada. They arrived in the summer of 1847, bringing 

contagious diseases with them. Canada never had a worse summer. 

The Famine 

 Centuries of English efforts to subdue the Irish led to a continual cycle of Irish rebellion 

and defeat, and English confiscation of rebel lands after each Irish defeat. Irish were pushed onto 

ever smaller parcels and onto land not especially suitable for agriculture. Such small parcels had 

to somehow support an extended family of three, sometimes four, generations living in the same 

peasant hut. Nearly all of Ireland was owned by English landlords, with the Irish living as tenants 

on their own island, at atrociously high rent. 

 For the Irish tenant farmer, only one crop could grow on a few acres with sufficient yield 

to sustain a large family -- the potato. Potatoes are incredibly rich in calories, protein and 

essential nutrients. The rural Irish didn’t live on potatoes because they liked them, but because 

they didn’t have income with which to buy anything else to eat. 

 The potato diet kept the Irish hovering around the subsistence level for over a hundred 

years. This is a polite way of saying that rural Irish starved when crops failed, and lived when the 

crops did not. The island saw many crop failures before, but never what occurred in 1845 and the 

several years thereafter, in what some call the “Potato Famine”. In Ireland, it’s An Gorta Mor – 

the Great Hunger. 

 The culprit in 1845 was a fungus-like critter called Phytophthera infestans, and if 

conditions are right, these critters are potato eating machines. Conditions were perfect in Ireland 

during the Hunger years. About one-third of Ireland’s potato crop was destroyed in 1845 but 

1846 was worse. Every potato field, anywhere in Ireland, was destroyed.  

 The winter of 1847 was especially harsh -- one of the coldest of record. The starving Irish 

(or at least, those who survived that long) wore every item of clothing they had and huddled 

together for warmth under a single blanket. Every other article of clothing or bedding, and every 
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other personal possession, had been pawned long before. Strangers, roaming the countryside 

scrounging for food, joined in to keep warm. 

  

A boy and a girl in County Cork turning up the 

ground, hoping to find an edible potato. Drawing 

February 20, 1847, for The Illustrated London 

News. 

Irish peasant home during the famine. Illustration from Hulton 

Picture Library, London. 

 

 

 One creature did reasonably well in this environment – the body louse. Lice live quite 

nicely on dirty clothes. They freely move from person to person, and feed off human blood. Lice 

are bothersome, in and of themselves, but they are also vectors of other organisms. Lice pick up 

a microorganism by sucking the blood of an infected human, and transmit it when biting the 

next.  

Typhus is caused by one such microorganism, but there are a few others. Bacterial 

dysentery, hunger edema, cholera, scurvy and others prey on the starving and malnourished. The 

Irish didn’t know much about microbiology. All of these diseases were called “famine fever”. 

Hundreds of thousands died from one famine fever or another. 

Some Irish died from starvation. Others from famine fever. Somewhere between one and 

1 ½ million died in the several years of the Hunger 

The Evictions 

On an island of over eight million people, fewer than 10,000 families owned all of the 

land in Ireland. Even this number is overstated -- most of Ireland was owned by several hundred 

wealthy families. These were the descendants of the English who acquired the land confiscated 

centuries earlier from the Irish. Some of these estates were large farming operations, growing 



3 

 

oats, barley or wheat or raising cattle or sheep, with Irish laborers. Others were subdivided into 

small tenant farms.  

To the Irish landlords, conditions in Ireland became intolerable in 1847. It wasn’t the 

starving, diseased Irish that distressed them so. It was that the starving, diseased Irish weren’t 

paying rent. And it was apparent that Irish tenants never would be able to pay sufficient rent to 

support the landlords’ lavish lifestyle. 

The landlords came up with a solution. The Irish had to go. The Irish tenant and the small 

potato fields would be replaced with open graze land suitable for cows and sheep, or plowed 

over and replaced with oats, barley or wheat. These other crops continued to grow well in Ireland 

– the only crop affected by the blight was the potato. 

What followed was massive, wholesale eviction of Irish tenants. Tenant cottages and 

entire villages were torn down. Cottages infected with fever were burned. Homelessness was 

added to the woes of the starving and diseased. 

 

A famine era eviction, from The Illustrated London News, December 16, 1848. 

The eviction process was ruthlessly efficient, but not efficient enough for some. The 

landlord had to hire a crew to tear down the peasant cottage. And the homeless poor might be 

eligible for public relief, which the landlords as taxpayers would be obligated to support. 

The solution? Induce the tenants to tear down their own cottages and to leave Ireland 

forever. How? Offer to pay the tenants’ fare for a one way trip to North America. Landlords 

imposed two conditions for the trip: The entire family had to go, and the family had to “tumble” 
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(an interesting verb meaning to tear down one’s own home). About 180 landlords did this, 

inducing 80,000 Irish tenants to tumble in exchange for free Atlantic passage. The ten largest 

landlords accounted for 30,000 of these Irish tenants. 

In 1846 and 1847, destitute Irish headed for the coast and the ports – any coast and any 

port. Before the Hunger years were over, more than a million Irish had left – most of these for 

North America. 

The Coffin Ships 

.  What made the fever tragedy especially ironic for both the Irish and the Canadians is that 

the Irish aboard the trans-Atlantic ships really did not want to go to Canada. If they had to leave 

Ireland, they wanted to go to the United States. It wasn’t that the Irish had anything against the 

Canadians. It was simply that the vast region north of the United States was not universally 

known as “Canada.” It was “British North America.” The Irish fleeing Ireland were not 

particularly excited to go any place in the world with “British” in its name. 

The Irish who chose Canada, and the landlords who chose Canada for their tumbled 

tenants, did so for the same reason – the fare was much cheaper than to the United States. The 

prices varied, of course, but at one time during the early famine, it cost fifty-five shillings to sail 

to Canada and seventy to a hundred shillings to go to the U.S. 

 There were several reasons for this. The United States regulated American passenger 

ships and those arriving in American ports. The regulations limited the number of passengers and 

required minimum provisions and thus made the voyage more expensive. Violations of 

American shipping laws resulted in heavy fines and possible confiscation of the ship. British 

regulations were far less strict and loosely enforced. 

 But the most significant reason for the lower fares to Canada was lumber. 

As England became more urban, its demand for timber grew. England itself had fewer 

forests to meet the demand, and sources in northern Europe became less available. Canada has 

many, many natural resources. Certainly one thing Canada had plenty of in the 19
th

 century was 

trees. 

Canada provided the British with nearly all of its lumber needs. But Canada was sparsely 

populated and had little need for British imports. Ships built for the transport of timber sailed full 

from Canada to Britain, and returned nearly empty. 
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Map of eastern Canada. Ships from Europe generally entered the Gulf of St. Lawrence north of Nova Scotia, sailed 

to the St. Lawrence River, and finally sailed up river to Quebec City. 

 

The poverty in Ireland, even before the Hunger, solved the problem for ship owners. 

Instead of returning empty to Canada, the ships returned with Irish people. The ships were not 

designed to carry people, but the impoverished are not difficult to please. Construction of 

wooden beds, neatly in a row dormitory style, stacked four tiers high, and the construction of a 

few privies, were all that was required. There was some symmetry to the scheme as well – stacks 

of timber in the hold for the trip east, stacks of people in the hold for the trip west. From a North 

American perspective, it was “Lumber out, Irish in.” The British perspective was the exact 

opposite: “Irish out, lumber in.” 

These ships became known as “coffin ships”, and they earned the name. 

 
Below deck of a coffin ship. Image from Illustrated London News, May 10, 1851 

 

The ships carried barrels of water, but the water may have been stored in a barrel that had 

carried oil or turpentine on a prior journey. Passengers were provided a modest allotment of 



6 

 

food, but the food was typically stale, and sometimes rotten, food purchased from port stores. 

The food provided by the ship was intended to supplement the food brought on board by the 

passengers, but the Irish passengers were famine victims. Some of them brought food with them; 

many did not. 

The ship owners sold “space” in their ships to agents. The agents in turn sold tickets to 

passengers. The agents were not at all concerned with the number of people who could fit within 

the allotted “space.” The agent’s only interest was to sell as many tickets as possible, and this 

became the ship capacity. Some of them carried two or three times the number of passengers 

who would have been permitted on a trip to the United States. 

The problems with the coffin ships were many. They were built for cargo, not people. 

The passengers were crowded below deck, often four to a bed. One or two privies (perhaps one 

for every hundred or so passengers) were added for the westward voyage, typically a “hole” on 

the deck enclosed with a door, three walls, and a roof. The privies were hastily constructed, and a 

strong wind sometimes collapsed the entire structure. Modest Irish women refused to use the 

facilities on deck, in full view of the male passengers and crew. They relieved themselves in any 

nook or cranny below deck. 

The vessels during the Hunger were sailing ships. Typically, they were barques, ships 

with three masts that could be operated with much smaller crews than the larger squared-sailed 

ships of the era. Four thousand miles separate Ireland from Quebec. A fast sailing ship could 

make the trip in as little as four weeks. The coffin ships took forty days to three months, 

depending upon the ship, the weather, and the competency of the captain. These are weeks 

sharing a small ship with two hundred or more people, with little or no fresh water, and little or 

no food, in overwhelming stench. 

One of the most descriptive accounts of a coffin ship voyage came from a County 

Limerick man: 

Before the emigrant was a week at sea, he is an altered man … How can it be 

otherwise? Hundreds of poor people, men, women, and children, of all ages from the 

driveling idiot of 90 to the babe just born, huddled together, without light, without air, 

wallowing in filth, and breathing a foetid atmosphere, sick in body, dispirited in heart … 

the fevered patients lying between the sound in sleeping places so narrow, as almost to 

deny them … a change of position … by their agonized ravings disturbing those around 
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them … living without food or medicine except as administered by the hand of casual 

charity, dying without spiritual consolation and buried in the deep without the rites of the 

church. 

For example, the Larch left County Sligo in 1847 with 440 passengers – 108 died on the 

voyage and 150 arrived in Canada sick. The Virginius left Ireland with 496 passengers – 158 of 

them died on route and the remainder (including the captain and entire crew) were ill. At first, 

those who died on board were buried at sea in solemn ceremony. The ship’s captain said a few 

words and all of the passengers and crew attended the service. As the voyage continued, the 

deaths became more frequent and the burials less ceremonial. As the ships got closer to Canada, 

the deaths became a daily occurrence. Those who died were unceremoniously dumped 

overboard. 

An Irish passenger did not start the voyage as a healthy, well-fed adult. Many were old. 

Many were children. All of them were hungry, and nearly all of them were afflicted with one 

famine-related disease or another. They came on board with only the possessions they could 

carry. Their homes had been tumbled. They walked, perhaps a hundred miles, to the nearest port. 

They expended every resource they had, including every ounce of energy still in their bodies, to 

get to the port and on board the famine ship. 

 And the Irish passengers did not come to the coffin ships alone. They brought with them 

Irish lice. 

 The Irish people and Irish lice, together below deck of the coffin ships, lived in an even 

better environment for the fevers. It took only one infected Irish human or one infected Irish 

louse to board a ship at an Irish port. Within a few days, the Irish person was in fever. A parasitic 

louse moved to the body of someone else and soon one more person was in fever. In the voyage 

across the Atlantic, everyone was exposed, passengers and crew alike. 

The infected Irish and the Irish lice arrived in Canada in the spring of 1847. 

Grosse Île and Quebec City 

Canada saw a steady stream of immigrants in the first four decades or so of the 19th 

century. The numbers reached thirty thousand each year in the latter part of these decades, and 

many of these people were from Ireland and Scotland. Quebec City was the port of entry for 

nearly all of them. Some immigrants stopped and settled at New Brunswick and Nova Scotia but 

most were heading for the interior. Immigrant ships sailed past the maritime colonies and up the 
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St. Lawrence River to Quebec City. Once in Quebec, they either stayed or more likely headed up 

river over land or by barge to Montreal, Kingston, Toronto, or beyond. 

Quebec established a quarantine station in 1832 to deal with the immigrants. It was a 

modern concept for the era and the facility was quite modern as well. The notion was simply to 

establish a processing facility in which ships arriving from Europe would be stopped and 

immigrant passengers inspected for communicable diseases. Those who were ill would be 

quarantined or treated at a fever hospital and the others would be allowed to pass through. 

 
Map of the city of Quebec and the downriver island of Grosse Ile, north and east of the city. Map from Grosse Ile 

and the Irish Memorial National Historic Site, A Case Study, by the Getty Conservation Institute for Parks Canada, 

and © Parks Canada, with permission. 

 

Quebec chose the island of Grosse Île for its quarantine station and fever hospital. 

Despite its name, Grosse Île is not a big island. It is nearly five kilometers long and 1.6 km wide, 

and is located less than 50 km east and downriver of Quebec City. 

 
A View of the Quarantine Station at Grosse Isle by Henri Delattre. The setting looks quite peaceful in this painting, 

which it probably was by 1850. The painting is in the Henri Delattre collection. Image courtesy of Library and 

Archives Canada (AC # 1983-121-1). 
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The biggest fear in 1832 was cholera. A cholera epidemic spread through Europe in prior 

years and immigrants afflicted with cholera had arrived in Canada on a regular basis. An 

inspection of the incoming ships by medical personnel, with the quarantine of cholera patients on 

a St. Lawrence River island, would prevent the spread of cholera to Quebec and points west. So 

it was thought. 

In fact, the Grosse Île facility was built too late in 1832. Thousands of immigrants arrived 

in Quebec in 1832 and many carried cholera. Over three thousand people died of cholera in 

Quebec City and in Montreal that year. The quarantine station did stop some of them, and most 

of these were buried on the island. The epidemic ended that same year. Grosse Île remained busy 

thereafter but escaped catastrophe until 1847. 

 
Scene at Grosse Ile, probably painted c. 1837–1840 by Henry Hugh Manvers Percy. It shows some of the additional 

facilities on the island as well as a boat landing. 

 

Grosse Île had a large wharf for the incoming ships and a reasonably well-equipped fever 

hospital with capacity for 150 fever patients and an overflow area for 50 more. It had 

comfortable, temporary housing for the immigrants awaiting quarantine and permanent housing 

for the inspection and medical personnel. Overall, it was reasonably well equipped to handle 

“normal” immigrant traffic. 

1846 was the first year Grosse Île faced “abnormal” immigrant traffic. Many Irish 

immigrated to Canada before the Hunger, but most of those who crossed the Atlantic went to the 

United States. 1846 was quite different. With a few exceptions, the ships arriving from Ireland in 
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1846 were not overloaded. The passengers were reasonably well off and reasonably free of 

famine fevers. The exceptions, though, were atrocious.  

The Canadians struggled at Grosse Île during the summer of 1846 but were able to handle 

the influx of Irish. They maintained the quarantine, treated the fever patients, efficiently and 

humanely processed the healthy arrivers, and buried the dead. Ice formed on the St. Lawrence 

River in late autumn, and the coffin ships stopped coming. The important thing, from the 

Canadian perspective, was that Grosse Île had done its job. Irish immigrants arrived with typhus, 

but a typhus epidemic did not hit Quebec or elsewhere in Canada in 1846. 

Such was not to be the case in 1847. 

Canadian officials were extremely nervous during the winter of 1846–1847. They 

received a steady stream of information about the Hunger. Quebec braced itself for the worst in 

the spring of 1847, but no one in Quebec could have anticipated how bad it would become. 

The first ship to arrive was the Syria, on May 17, 1847. The Syria had left Liverpool 

several weeks before with 241 passengers, all of them Irish. Nine passengers had died en route 

and were buried at sea. Eighty-four passengers arrived with typhus. Within a few weeks of their 

arrival and while in quarantine, a few dozen more developed typhus. The Grosse Île fever 

hospital was designed for 150 patients. It was at two-thirds
 
capacity with the first ship in port. 

Four days later (May 21), eight more ships arrived at Grosse Île. These eight ships carried 

430 fever patients. More than half of them were admitted to Grosse Île and the others were 

required to stay on board. 

Grosse Île had no place for these additional patients. The buildings intended as quarantine 

housing were immediately converted into hospitals, but this was as much a name change as 

anything else. The facility didn’t have the medical staff to take care of 430 additional patients. 

And of course, the numbers grew. Within a few days, the “healthy” passengers on board these 

eights ships were as sick as those in the island’s fever hospital. 

Five days later (May 26), thirty more ships arrived carrying ten thousand more Irish. The 

wharfs at Grosse Île were already full and none of these arriving ships were permitted to dock. A 

larger wharf wouldn’t have helped anyway, since the staff at Grosse Île had yet to examine 

everyone on the ships that had arrived previously. The 30 ships were ordered to anchor in the St. 

Lawrence and wait their turn. 
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1996 illustration by Bernard Duchesne, showing ships in cue at Grosse Ile.  Illustration © Parks Canada, with 

permission. 

 

Three days later (May 29), six more ships arrived carrying three thousand more from 

Ireland. Two days later (May 31), four more ships from Ireland arrived. There were now 40 ships 

in the St. Lawrence River. They were each anchored, awaiting their turn to dock at Grosse Île. 

The line of ships extended two miles down the river. 

Medical personnel from Grosse Île briefly examined these 40 ships. They found typhus or 

dysentery or both on every one of them. The dysentery was of the bacterial kind and highly 

infectious. The Grosse Île staff also spoke with the captains of these vessels (many of whom 

were infected as well), and received an update on news from Ireland. What they learned was 

frightening. 

What they learned was that many more ships were on their way to Quebec, carrying with 

them another fifty thousand Irish. Within a few weeks, there were 88 ships anchored in the St. 

Lawrence, cued for their turn at Grosse Île. 

 

Quebec harbor. Date of photograph unknown, but it has been used to show the line of ships waiting for entry in 

1847. Image from University College Cork. 
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Officials and the citizens of Quebec scrambled to make do in an impossible situation. 

New buildings were constructed on Grosse Île almost overnight. They included “Lazarettos” or 

quarantine stations (which were immediately converted into hospitals), kitchens, residences for 

cooks and nurses, washhouses, laundries, latrines, various outbuildings, and even a police 

station. The facilities still were not enough, and patients were housed in tents or exposed outside.  

 
A lazaretto of Grosse Ile. Photograph © Parks Canada, with permission. 

 

Grosse Île did not have nearly enough staff. Nurses were particularly in short supply as 

was medicine of any kind. Most of the care was provided by volunteers from Quebec. Almost no 

medical care was provided, since there were so few medical personnel available for so many 

patients. Care consisted of keeping patients as comfortable as possible and was provided 

wherever patients could be placed. 

Once a ship was cleared for docking at Grosse Île, the staff went through the triage 

process of removing the sickest. The rest were supposed to wait on board for their turn. Those 

who could walk or crawl ignored the instructions. They left the ship as best they could to finally 

reach dry land. Often they didn’t make it. They simply lay down on the wharf and died. 

 The Virginius was one of the few coffin ships that ended its career in 1847. It left 

Liverpool with 496 passengers, but 158 died before the ship reached Grosse Île. All of the 

remaining passengers were in fever. The ship’s captain died and most of the crew died on the 
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voyage as well, and the remaining crew members were ill upon arrival. When the ship reached 

Grosse Île, everyone got off and the ship was abandoned completely. 

 Officials and newspaper reporters in Quebec City diligently tried to identify those Irish 

buried at sea while in route and in Quebec, but ship manifests were incomplete and inaccurate. A 

variety of Irish names are represented in the list of the dead at Grosse Île. But a number of people 

on these death records shared the same name. By far, this single name was more common than 

any of the other names of the dead at Grosse Île. This name was spelled two different ways, 

depending upon whether the person recording the death spoke French or English as a native 

language. 

This name was recorded as inconnu by the French speakers of Quebec. It was recorded as 

unknown by the English speakers.  

.  There was at least one birth on Grosse Île. Hugh McDonald was born on July 28, 1847, 

the child of Duncan McDonald and Christina McMullen McDonald. Duncan and Christina sailed 

from Cork to Quebec aboard the Sir Henry Pottinger.  

Of the 399 passengers on board when the Pottinger left Cork in early June, 98 died 

before the ship reached Canada. Seven more died while the Pottinger was waiting in line on the 

St. Lawrence. Once at Grosse Île, the surviving passengers – including Duncan and Christina – 

finally got off the ship. Of these, 112 were afflicted with typhus. The number of dead before 

arrival, plus the number of afflicted at arrival, adds up to 210 – over half of the passengers. 

The sick were cared for somewhere – probably not at the fever hospital since it had filled 

to capacity weeks before. Likely, the sick from the Pottinger were taken to storage sheds on 

Grosse Île. Another 22 passengers from the Pottinger died in these sheds. It must have been a 

horrific voyage for the Pottinger passengers. It must have been especially difficult for the 

pregnant Christina. 

Hugh was born within a week or so of the Pottinger’s docking at the Grosse Île wharf. 

Little Hugh McDonald died on August 28, 1847, at the Grosse Île quarantine hospital. He was 

exactly one month old. 

Up River Communities 

As chaotic and difficult as it was on Grosse Île, it was worse for those on board ship, 

waiting in line on the St. Lawrence. The healthy got sick and the sick got sicker. An untold 
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number died on these ships. They were merely tossed overboard. “Burial at sea” became “burial 

at river,” and the infected bodies soon drifted to shore. 

Ships ran out of drinkable water, some before they reached the Canadian coast. The water 

in the St. Lawrence is normally fresh and drinkable, but foul in the summer of 1847. Ships 

waiting in line had already cleaned their holds. Filthy straw from bedding, barrels of vile matter, 

tattered clothes and rags, and everything else wretched, had been thrown overboard. This does 

not even include the dead bodies. The ships waiting weeks in line could not even dip buckets into 

the St. Lawrence for fresh water. 

Three doctors, two from Montreal and a third from Quebec, were appointed 

“commissioners” in June. Their task was to board the coffin ships on cue in the St. Lawrence and 

to figure out what to do. Their report included these findings: 

We found these unfortunate people in the most deplorable condition for want of 

necessary nurses and hospital attendants; their friends who had partially recovered 

being in too many instances unable and in most, unwilling, to render them any 

assistance, common sympathies being apparently annihilated by the mental and bodily 

depression produced by famine and disease.  

At our inspection of many of the vessels, we witnessed some appalling instances of 

what we have now stated – corpses lying in the same beds with the sick and the dying, the 

healthy not taking the trouble to remove them. 

 The doctors suggested that the ships on the St. Lawrence be allowed to pass Grosse Île. 

This could not have been an easy recommendation, knowing as they must have that passing 

Grosse Île would only lead to an epidemic up the river. But as the doctors noted: 

We entirely disapprove of the plan of keeping a vessel in quarantine for any 

period, however prolonged, whilst the sick and healthy are congregated together, 

breathing the same atmosphere, sleeping in the same berths, and exposed to the same 

exciting causes of contagion. This year’s melancholy experience has, in many instances, 

proved that the number attacked and the mortality of the disease increased in direct ratio 

with the length of time the ship was detained under such circumstances. 

Thus Quebec gave up on the quarantine. It couldn’t keep up with any meaningful triage, 

and those on board the ships in cue merely became sicker. One by one, ships were allowed to 

pass Grosse Île and continue up river. 
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This did not, of course, solve the problem. It simply passed the problem further up river. 

Montreal, Bytown (Ottawa), Kingston, and Toronto quickly set up their own fever hospitals, 

soup kitchens, poor houses, and orphanages, and staffed them the best they could. They cared for 

the sick, but they couldn’t stop them from dying. 

Canadians died as well. Medical personnel, other staff, and volunteers on Grosse Île 

suffered the highest ratio. Seventy-one Catholic and Protestant clergy went to Grosse Île in 1847; 

26 of these contracted the fevers and seven of them died.  

In some cases, the ships anchored off Grosse Île were allowed to pass up river. In others, 

passengers were moved to steam-powered riverboats. Each riverboat carried 1,000 to 1,400 

passengers and thus the passengers of two or more transatlantic ships became passengers on a 

single riverboat. So the infected passengers from one coffin ship quickly infected the healthy 

passengers from another. 

Canadians hastily built Grosse Île-type facilities all the way up the St. Lawrence to Lake 

Ontario. The sick were treated in these fever sheds as best as the staff and volunteers could 

provide, but they couldn’t provide much. The sick were made as comfortable as possible, 

provided clean bedding and clothing, and given water. Not much else could be done.  

About 5,300 Irish passengers died and were buried on Grosse Île. Quebec City was 

spared much of the disaster. Its disaster was at Grosse Île. It was not so for the upriver 

communities. More Irish died upriver than at Grosse Île. 

Montreal was the least prepared. The city formed its first board of health in 1847 when 

officials realized that the Irish would soon be coming. The board  immediately issued a series of 

“recommendations.” It couldn’t do anything else, since the city hadn’t gotten around to funding 

the board. The recommendations were largely followed though and this process included 

cleaning the city and closing boardinghouses and lodges. When they arrived, the immigrants 

were channeled to Windmill Point, where they were segregated from the rest of the city. 

Not everyone followed the recommendations, and typhus carriers infected major portions 

of the city. Immigrants not yet sick merely walked out of the segregated areas and into the city. 

Perhaps as many as eleven thousand people in Montreal contracted typhus that summer. At least 

eight more priests and seven nuns died of fever in Montreal. The dead of Montreal included the 

city’s mayor, who caught the fever after visiting one of the city’s temporary hospitals. 
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Further upriver at Bytown (present-day Ottawa), a thousand people became afflicted with 

typhus and about two hundred died. It took two days for the steamboats to make it up the St. 

Lawrence to Kingston. Two days was all that was necessary for everyone on board to become 

infected. Kingston treated the patients on the grounds of Kingston General Hospital. One 

thousand four hundred Irish died there and were buried in a common grave on the hospital 

grounds. 

Toronto’s board of health and general hospital took immediate steps in preparation for 

the anticipated tide of famine patients. These measures included construction of new famine 

sheds on hospital grounds. The Irish immigrants didn’t arrive until later in the summer, and the 

city was reasonably prepared. Officially, 863 Irish died of typhus at Toronto, although it may 

have been over a thousand, but this death toll was far lower than in the cities along the St. 

Lawrence. It was especially low considering the number (some 38,000) of Irish who made their 

way to Toronto.  

It is difficult to obtain a reliable estimate of the number of Canadians who died of typhus, 

dysentery, and other diseases contracted from the immigrant Irish in 1847. Some sources mix the 

numbers of Canadians and Irish with the fevers. The absolute numbers may not be 

astronomically high, but the percentage is atrocious. This is simply because Canada was far from 

urban in the 1840s and the population of its cities was still relatively small.  

The population of Quebec at the time was about 32,000; Montreal was about 25,000. 

Kingston had about 10,000 people and Toronto about 15,000. There were as many Irish aboard 

the coffin ships on the St. Lawrence in 1847 as there were in all of these Canadian cities along 

the river’s shores! 

St. John 

 The experience at St. John, New Brunswick, wasn’t much different than in Quebec. St. 

John established its own quarantine station in the late 18th century on Partridge Island, a small 

(about 24 acres) island in the harbor. Several thousand Irish entered Canada each year by way of 

Partridge Island in the decades before and after the Hunger. The peak, though, was 1847 when 

5,800 Irish arrived. 

 The death toll at Partridge Island was less than that of Grosse Île but only because Grosse 

Île took in more vessels from Ireland. Some 800 died on board ship on their way to St. John. 

Another 600 died on Partridge Island and at least that many more in the city of St. John.  
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 One landlord who sent his evicted tenants to both Quebec and St. John was Henry John 

Temple, Lord Palmerston. An earlier Temple in the Cromwell era was given thousands of acres 

in County Sligo that were confiscated from the O’Connor Sligo clan. The Temple family hired 

agents to manage the estates and forward the rental income to the family in England. Although 

the family owned the land for nearly two hundred years, Henry John Temple was the first person 

in his family to ever visit the property. The Temples were, quite clearly, absentee landlords. 

In 1847, Temple sent nine vessels carrying several thousand of his tenants from Sligo to 

Canada. The Eliza Liddell arrived in St. John, New Brunswick, filled mainly with widows, 

orphans, and the elderly. The Lord Ashburton left for Quebec with 477 passengers -- 107 died 

from fever or dysentery on the voyage.  

 
Lord Ashburton, which arrived in Quebec in October, 1847. This painting, by Joseph Heard, depicts the ship in a 

nor’easter in 1857 in which she sunk in the Bay of Fundy within sight of its St. John destination. 

 

The Aeolus did double duty as a coffin ship in 1847. It dropped off a load of Sligo tenants 

in Quebec earlier in the season and tried to fit in a second trip. It reached the St. Lawrence River 

on the second voyage on November 2, but the river had already begun to freeze up. Residents of 

Quebec had already replaced their carriages with horse-drawn sleighs for ease of travel on the 

snow-filled roads.  

This second voyage was likewise filled with the tenants of Temple. Denied entry into the 

St. Lawrence, the Aeolus landed at St. John. Winter had already reached New Brunswick as well, 

but the Irish passengers of the Aeolus were “almost in a state of nudity.” No one on board was 

self-sufficient. They were widows, children, the aged, or those “riddled with disease.” 
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The St. John city council wrote an open letter of protest to Henry John Temple, who was 

then a member of the British Parliament. The city expressed its fury that Temple: 

 … should have exposed such a numerous and distressed portion of his tenantry to 

the severity and privation of a New Brunswick winter ... unprovided with the common 

means of support, with broken down constitutions and almost in a state of nudity ... 

without regard to humanity or even common decency.  

The British government asked Temple to provide an explanation to the Canadian colonial 

officials and to the rest of Parliament. Temple was oblivious to the entire affair. He knew nothing 

of the Aeolus or any of the Sligo evictions. His Sligo estates were operated by his agents, and he 

was unaware of anything going on there. He was typical of many absentee landlords – his only 

interest in Ireland was collecting rent from the poor Irish tenants. 

But Temple nevertheless responded to the St. John officials and to the British Parliament. 

He wasn’t apologetic at all. The Irish tenants, he said, went willingly. Temple would not have 

sent them had they been able to pay their rent. They were, after all, paupers anyway, and they 

were naked because they were accustomed to inferior clothing. Temple took no responsibility for 

the fact that his tenants were paupers or that they had no options but to leave Ireland or that they 

were “accustomed” to inferior clothing. 

The explanation made perfect sense to Temple. He actually thought, quite sincerely, that 

he was doing his Sligo tenants a favor. His colleagues in the British Parliament must have 

accepted his explanation. Seven years later, Temple was elected prime minister by his colleagues 

in Parliament. No one held his handling of his Sligo tenants against him. 

The conditions at Partridge Island were as horrific as those at Grosse Île. Dr. James 

Collins, an Irish immigrant from County Cork, came to New Brunswick with his family when he 

was a young boy. He studied medicine in London and Paris as a young man and returned to St. 

John and set up practice. He had an established medical practice in St. John when the coffin 

ships arrived in 1847. With the medical staff on Partridge Island overwhelmed, Dr. Collins 

volunteered to help. He was only on the island for about a month when he too contracted typhus 

and died on Partridge Island. He was only 23 years old. 
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Painting by Ray Butler depicting Dr. Collins treating a patient at St. John in 1847. Note the bad weather in the 

background and the patient lying outside on bare ground. The painting, c. 1997, was one of a series done for the 

150
th

 anniversary of the famine years, completed with the assistance of local historians to ensure accuracy. Painting 

© by the family of the late Ray Butler and used with permission. 

 

The Aftermath 

 There are many memorials to the Irish during the Hunger. One of the most moving 

tributes to the Irish who died on the coffin ships is the famine memorial in County Mayo. It is a 

sculpture by John Behan of a sailing ship with riggings of human skeletons and bones. It is 

impossible to view it without being moved. 
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Coffin ship memorial in County Mayo, Ireland. It’s a sculpture by John Behan of a sail ship with riggings of human 

skeletons and bones. Photographs by Linda McDonnell, © Burrowing Owl Press. 

 

 The first memorial on Grosse Île was erected in 1849. Officially, it’s the Monument to 

Physicians but is as often called the Doctors’ Memorial. Inscribed are the names of the four 

physicians who died of typhus in 1847, a doctor who died of cholera on the island in 1834, and 

another who died of typhus in 1837. The monument was erected by Dr. George M. Douglas, who 

deserves his own monument. 

 
The Monument to Physicians at Grosse Ile. Photograph by L. Delisle © Parks Canada, with permission. 
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Douglas was the superintendent of the Grosse Île quarantine station in 1847 and the 

several years before and after. He was tireless in his efforts to help the sick and in supervising 

others with the same mission. Grosse Île was terribly underfunded and understaffed but through 

no fault of Dr. Douglas. He was one of the few in Quebec who foresaw what was coming and 

knew what was needed.  

Dr. Douglas was born in Scotland in 1809 and was 38 years old when the coffin ships 

arrived. He had immigrated to Utica, New York, as a boy and lived with his elder brother, who 

was already practicing medicine there. George learned the profession by dissecting cadavers 

which, unfortunately, was illegal in New York at the time. Fearing prosecution, he fled New 

York and moved to Quebec. He practiced medicine in Quebec for several years before becoming 

the superintendent at Grosse Île in 1836. 

Dr. Douglas suffered from his own personal issues after 1847. In June of 1864, he 

stabbed himself and died the next day. The coroner called it “death by suicide while temporarily 

deranged.”  

 Grosse Île’s burden and role changed in the years after the coffin ships. Quebec increased 

the capacity of Grosse Île in 1848 and in the several years thereafter. But fortunately, Grosse Île 

never again faced the onslaught of starving and diseased immigrants that it faced in 1847. 

Immigrants continued to arrive, but fewer of them were from Ireland. They came from England, 

Scandinavia, and the rest of Europe. These people left Europe less desperate than the Irish, 

traveled across the ocean better fed and accommodated, and arrived in Canada in far better 

health. The steamships of the latter eras cut the time of the voyage to twelve days. Cholera once 

again arrived at Grosse Île in 1854, but it was successfully contained on the island and did not 

spread into Quebec. 

By the end of the 19th century, Grosse Île became less the focal point for Canadian 

immigration, though it continued as an immigrant quarantine station until 1937. It had a variety 

of other uses after that: it was once a biological weapons development center, an animal 

pathology research facility, a livestock quarantine station, and a radio communications station.  

Canada’s attitude towards Grosse Île also changed as the 19th century turned into the 20
th

 

and again as the 20
th

 turned into the 21
st
. The change began in 1897, when hundreds of Irish-

Canadians made a pilgrimage to the island to commemorate the 50
th

 anniversary of Black 47. In 
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1909, a group of Irish-Canadians erected a memorial near the Irish Cemetery, a Celtic cross 

nearly fifteen meters tall.  

 
The Celtic Cross at Grosse Ile. The photograph was taken at the dedication of the cross in 1909. With the people in 

the foreground, the photograph shows the scale of the cross. Photographer unknown, and photograph courtesy of 

Library and Archives Canada (C-066294). 

 

 Almost 90 years later, another Irish memorial was constructed there. It is the Grosse Île 

Memorial and was completed in 1998. It consists of paths in the shape of a Celtic cross cut 

through an earthen mound. The sides of the paths are walled with shale. One side of the 

memorial is framed by glass, engraved with the names of those who died on the island. 

 
View looking down at the Grosse Île memorial, showing the path forming a Celtic cross. The glass panel, with 

names engraved, is at the top of the picture. The memorial overlooks the Irish Cemetery. Photograph © Parks 

Canada, with permission. 
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The entire island became a national historic site in the 1970s. It is now administered by 

Parks Canada, which has undertaken a considerable effort to restore and preserve facilities on the 

island. There were, and still are, a number of buildings on the island. They include the three 

hotels, which aren’t much in the way of hotels but were used to house travelers while in 

quarantine, as well as staff quarters, food preparation facilities, laundries, and chapels. 

Only one building remains on the island that was there in 1847. That building is the 

lazaretto, or quarantine station. There were dozens of lazarettos hastily built in 1847, but only 

one is still standing. This lazaretto is now a National Heritage Building. 

 Partridge Island has its own Celtic cross, erected in 1927 in memory of the coffin ship 

victims. The entire island is now a national and provincial historic site.  

Those Canadians who experienced the summer of 1847 probably wanted to forget it. In 

fact, it may have taken only a dozen years for those in Montreal to have forgotten about it 

entirely. 

The sick and the healthy Irish were herded to an area of Montreal then known as 

Windmill Point. The area was later known more often as Goose Village (or Village-aux-Oies). It 

eventually housed 22 fever sheds, cordoned off by troops to prevent the Irish from spreading the 

fever into the city. Thousands of Irish died there and were buried in a mass grave. 

In 1859, the city began construction of a railroad bridge across the St. Lawrence River. 

Windmill Point was chosen as the site of the Montreal side of the bridge, to be called Victoria’s 

Bridge. The bridge required a massive amount of excavation for its foundation. In the course of 

excavation, workers discovered a surprise: the mass grave and the remains of thousands of Irish 

typhus victims. 

It is difficult to fathom how no one who planned the construction of the bridge was aware 

of the mass grave, but construction proceeded as planned and no official monument was erected 

or official remembrance took place. But workers thought that something appropriate should be 

done for the dead. On their own, they moved a 30 ton granite boulder over the spot of the mass 

grave. On the boulder, they hand-carved the following inscription: 

To preserve from desecration the remains of 6,000 immigrants who died from 

ship fever AD 1847–48 this stone is erected by the workmen of Messrs. Peto, Brassey and 

Betts employed in the construction of the Victoria Bridge AD 1859 
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The Black Rock, Montreal. Photograph © douaireg, ccl. 

 

While Montreal bridge planners may have forgotten about the dead Irish, many in Canada 

did not. There were still survivors to take care of, and orphanages were set up in every 

community along the St. Lawrence. Within a few years, most of the Irish orphans were adopted. 

 The dead at Grosse Île were also buried in mass graves. The island had one cemetery in 

1847 (it later added two more). This first one was called simply “The Cemetery.” It was later 

renamed “The Irish Cemetery.” At the Cemetery, the dead from cholera and other diseases 

before 1847 were buried in individual plots. There were too many dead in 1847 to follow the 

same practice.  

The Irish Cemetery is only a few acres in size and is located near the island’s wharf and 

fever hospital. At first, the dead were placed in rough coffins, piled one on top of the other and 

side by side, with only a few feet of dirt placed above the top coffin. Later, workers dug much 

deeper trenches and placed the bodies inside without coffins. Grosse Île kept six men working 

full-time on this project during the summer of 1847. Today, one can still see the mounds of the 

trenches marking the mass graves of 1847. Over 7,500 people are buried at the three cemeteries 

of Grosse Île, six thousand of these in the Irish Cemetery. 



25 

 

 
Irish Cemetery at Grosse Ile. The crosses, by the way, were added years later for symbolism. Photograph by Mary Burns, with permission. 

 

Somewhere under those mounds are the remains of the Baby Hugh McDonald. 

 The mortality rate of the Irish in 1847 was abysmal. Some reasonably suggest that forty 

percent of those passengers died – either on board the coffin ships or shortly after their arrival in 

Canada. Officially, and according to the British government, the numbers were these: 

 104,738 left the British Isles in 1847 bound for Canada 

 6,093 died at sea 

 11,047 died on land 

 Over 30,000 were admitted to hospitals upon arrival to Canada. 

The latter three of these numbers are probably quite low. 

Many of the Irish survivors of 1847 left Canada, merely by walking across the border to 

the United States. Many who stayed were those who could not leave – the old, the young, the 

sick, the widows, the orphans. They and their descendants ultimately became Canadians. 

As many as 4 ½ million Canadians today are of full or partial Irish descent. Many of 

these are descendants of those Irish who arrived, and survived, 1847 – Canada’s worst summer 

ever. 

 


