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A family history approach to Irish migration 
 
There are a number of issues that recur in studies of Irish migrants and settlers in the nineteenth century.  
In summary these are:- 

 What happened to the Irish in the long-term and down the generations? 

 Who were the ‘Irish’ immigrants? The question of ethnicity. 

 What were their gender roles and, particularly, what were the experiences of Irish women, often 
neglected in the traditional literature? 

 To what extent was identity determined by Irish ethnicity or by other factors and what was the role of 
the family in moulding identities? 

 What were the origins and attitudes of the emigrant Irish and how did these affect their subsequent 
experiences? This issue is commonly summarised as ‘exile’ versus ‘opportunism’ in explanations of 
migrant behaviour. 

 How were migrants’ experiences moulded by the specific localities in which they settled and to what 
extent were these forces counteracted by diasporic consciousness and transnational contacts? 

 
This paper suggests that a family history approach can throw revealing light on all of these issues. It can 
bridge the gap between generalised perspectives on the Irish and studies of obtrusive individuals or 
associational groupings.  Historians have tended to underestimate the potential for cross-fertilisation 
between genealogy and professional social history.1 This paper reports research that demonstrates there 
can be a fruitful synthesis between the two. The overall method can be described as collective family 
biography or family prosopography. It fuses the methods of digital historians, genealogists and ‘traditional’ 
documentary historians. It would have been impossible without modern digital technology.  
 
Background to the research 
 
The study focuses on the Irish families who settled in Stafford in the West Midlands of England between 
the 1820s and 1900. The approach could, however, in principle be adopted anywhere and it is hoped the 
reported work will stimulate others to carry out comparative studies to either corroborate or contradict the 
findings here.2  
 
The research had a very long gestation. It originated in the 1980s and the choice of Stafford was pure 
serendipity. It arose because the writer was researching the history of his mother’s family in the town and 
the work revealed as a by-product that significant numbers of Irish people were living there in the mid-
nineteenth century. The town proved, indeed, to be a good case study location. It was then decided that 
the census enumeration returns covering Irish households would be a useful source to experiment with 
database techniques that were becoming available to historians at that time.  
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The early output from this work followed the lines of many studies of the Irish in that it largely considered 
them as a mass whose experiences could be illustrated by reference to particular individuals.3 The 
expansion of the database to include returns from 1881 to 1901 increasingly revealed, however, the 
persistence of family units in the population, an obvious point but one that had been neglected by previous 
historians of the Irish. The focus therefore shifted to examining the histories and experiences of Irish 
families and the conclusions that could be drawn from them.   
 
The Method 
 
The methodological aim was to identify and analyse the total population of Irish families settled in Stafford, 
to examine in depth a representative selection and use the insights thereby gained to generalise about the 
varied experiences of migrant families. The potential of such a family biography or ‘family prosopography’ 
approach has been acknowledged in Irish migration studies, but very little work has been done so far and 
none relates to the Irish in Britain.4 The strength of the method is that it gives not just detailed information 
about individual cases but provides strong impressionistic evidence about the mass of ordinary people in 
their time and place. This is something that has often proved difficult in Irish migrant studies. 
  
In approaching the data three definitions were needed. What defined a ‘family’, what was an ‘Irish family’ 
and what was a ‘settled’ family? A ‘family’ was defined as a distinct group of kin identifiable by a common 
name or names and a pattern of revealed relationships. They could range from apparently lone individuals 
through nuclear units to groupings including all manner of kin. They were not, of course, isolated units but 
had overlapping boundaries and interconnections with other families. Even so, it was possible to identify 
distinct families over long periods of time.  
 
What defined an ‘Irish family’? The answer was any identifiable family that contained an ‘Irish’ person, 
meaning an individual born in Ireland. The study looked, therefore, at all the people and their families who 
claimed birth in Ireland, whatever their apparent background in that country. It exposed the full ethnic mix 
of the emigrants and the range of social structures in which they lived, including mixed-ethnicity families, 
almost totally ignored in previous studies of the Irish. There was no other way to encompass the range of 
‘Irish’ people and avoid stereotypes of Irish ethnicity.5  
 
What was a ‘settled’ family? The term ‘settling down’ is used commonly to imply a degree of long-term 
stability and commitment to a place. The extent to which people and families ever ‘settle down’ is affected 
by both circumstances and attitudes. Some families never ‘settle’ even after many years in a place whereas 
others can show apparently deep stability and commitment after a short period of time. Nevertheless, the 
study had to adopt a practical and objective definition of ‘settlement’ and it was when a family was present 
for at least ten years – that is, it was identifiable in at least two censuses or there was evidence from other 
sources that indicated a similar time span. 
  
Although the scale of data in the study was numerically small in comparison with the contemporary interest 
in ‘big data’, it had parallels with such large-scale bodies of data. It could perhaps be called a ‘small big 
data’ project in that it bridged the gap between macro and micro scales and also because it embodied at 
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the local level key characteristics of Big Data.6 These were that its data was substantial in volume (the 
database contained nearly 23,500 records), diverse in nature and exhaustive in scope. It was also fine-
grained in resolution, relational in nature and flexible in response to emerging needs.  Central to the work 
was exploitation of IT’s ability to, on the one hand, aggregate and sort large and complex data and, on the 
other, to expose and explore individual cases and unexpected connections. 
 
At the heart of the project lay an Access relational database of material about Stafford’s Irish families. The 
database developed organically as the project progressed and inevitably reflected both the strengths and 
weaknesses of such an approach. There was the core table of census returns (‘Staffdirish’) recording details 
of the people in every household in Stafford containing at least one Irish-born person or known 
descendants between 1841 and 1901. This was paralleled by linked classificatory tables on the nature of 
households, dwellings and enumeration districts and also with tables for burial records, marriage registers, 
‘incidents’, military information and other documentary sources. Sorting this data by names, date sequence 
and other fields identified the distinct families and began the process of constructing their genealogies. As 
would be expected, family identification was not always straightforward since there were many 
discrepancies in the spelling of surnames, the use of forenames, the estimated ages of individuals and other 
complicating factors. Families sometimes emerged through a fog of uncertain data, a fact demonstrating 
that the effective use of historical sources needs to combine information technology with critical human 
judgement. Nevertheless, the search process ultimately identified 206 settled Irish families who lived in 
Stafford for at least ten years between the 1820s and 1901. The published results trace their histories to 
around 1920.  
 
The local newspaper, the Staffordshire Advertiser, was trawled from 1826 to 1922 for evidence concerning 
identifiable Irish people and also on the wider economic, social and political context. The original copies of 
the newspaper could be used in the William Salt Library, Stafford, a huge advantage over digital copies (not 
in any case available) in that evidence could be picked out easily in its context rather than by using pre-
determined word searches on digitised copies or scanning indistinct text on a decrepit microfilm reader. It 
was an example of marrying traditional with digital historical methods. A summary of each ‘incident’ was 
added to the database, classified by its type and date, and, where possible, cross-referenced to individuals 
from the census returns. This emphasises how databases not only aggregate large amounts of data but can 
also be used to identify individual cases and unexpected connections amidst a superficially inchoate mass 
of information. They help the researcher produce ‘history with a human face’.7 
 
Information from descendants of the Stafford Irish was solicited by means of a newspaper article in 
Stafford itself but mainly through a web-site, Diaspora Connections. This brought more than 180 responses 
from around the world, of which ninety-three provided useful information on sixty distinct Stafford 
families.8  Continuing work on the project has replaced the website with a blog, Irish Families in Victorian 
Stafford.9  
 
During the 2000s the work was increasingly aided by the explosion of on-line data in digitised newspapers, 
family history sites like Ancestry and other sources. Such digitised data are, however, far from perfect and 
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use of the genealogy sites in particular revealed numerous cases of mis-transcribed names and missing 
records. These instances reinforced the need to adopt a critical approach to the digital record and, indeed, 
to avoid total reliance on it.10   
 
The material on the Db and allied sources was used to produce two interrelated but distinct outputs. The 
first was a general analysis of the characteristics of all 206 identified families together with those of a 
sample of ‘non-settled’ (short-term mobile) families. This was to test whether the families ‘settling’ in 
Stafford were an idiosyncratic group different from those passing through quickly. The evidence proved this 
not to be the case – the two groups were remarkably similar which suggests the factors provoking 
settlement or movement were random across all families but specific in the case of each particular family.  
 
The analysis of the 206 families was then used to produce a second output, the detailed history and 
analysis of a representative selection of the families. This process had to answer three interrelated 
questions:- 
1. How was the family affected by its earlier heritage in Ireland and the specific experience of emigration? 

This question explored the impact of heritage and migration. 
2. How did each family operate and evolve as a social entity? This question explored the nature of their 

day-to-day life. 
3. How did the families interact with the wider social and economic environment? This question dealt 

with the family in its context. 
Modern writing on international migration and trauma clarified issues connected with the first question. 
Investigation of the second question was influenced by Davidoff et al’s concepts of blood, contract and 
intimacy and structured by their focus on self, kinship, home/household and identity.11 The family in its 
context made reference to the broader literature on the family within the community and in the capitalist 
economy.12 
 
 The process of writing each family’s history began by completing its genealogy using the census data from 
1841 to 1911 and other sources.13 This provided the skeleton on which to hang the family’s history and 
other data were added to expose its evolving character. Many types of evidence were used in this process. 
The most priceless would have been surviving testimony in the shape of letters, diaries and publicly-
reported statements. Historians of the Irish in Australia and the USA have used such sources profitably, but 
in Britain we have had a leaner time of it. This study was no exception. No surviving letters, diaries or 
similar sources came to light from the Stafford Irish and their descendants. There was a modest number of 
photographs, a few documents and a reasonable number of reported statements in the press. That was all. 
 
The second best source for attitudes and identities was the knowledge that had come down to 
descendants. Here the picture was better. Through contacts by post, e-mail and the website, information 
was offered by descendants on the past history and character of many families. This evidence was 
followed-up by interviews with twenty-one of the descendants.14 Even so, the work inevitably had to use 
surviving documentary sources to build up a coherent picture. Information suggesting both life experiences 
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and possible identities came in many forms. Apparent attitudes to Irish origins could be expressed in overt 
pride, associational activity or, on the other hand, behaviour suggesting a desire to obscure Irishness, such 
as changing a surname or place of birth. More generally, evidence could document behaviour and 
experiences – religious adherence or the lack of it, social involvements, pubs frequented, voting patterns, 
political activity, work-related activities, living conditions and dealings with public agencies. All of these 
could suggest attitudes and possible identities. Such information could, however, only intermittently and 
imperfectly pick up evidence of transnational links. This mainly occurred when members of a family 
emigrated from Britain. Lack of surviving correspondence and oral history data meant that the diasporic 
world of the families, both at ‘home’ in Ireland and elsewhere, often remained obscure or unknown. 
 
In Stafford the amount of data was never enough to write day-by-day family narratives except in relation to 
specific incidents. The research did not try to pad out the historical record by writing fiction or even 
‘faction’ but confined itself to presenting the known historical facts and discussing what could reasonably 
be inferred from them. Even so, across each family and over time evidence of its behaviour became 
available that enabled a plausible picture of its character and ethos to be painted. Information that 
specifically demonstrated family relationships and attitudes was inevitably more nuanced but not 
negligible. Evidence of domestic interactions between husbands and wives, parents and children or with 
other relatives and associates could suggest whether family relations were close, loving and supportive, 
negligent, hostile and abusive or somewhere in-between. In some cases obituaries and death reports in the 
press provided priceless evidence about the lives, careers, attitudes and family circumstances of individuals 
and of how they were regarded in the host community, though such reports were inevitably biased towards 
those who had either achieved some local prestige or whose death was particularly tragic or notorious.15 
The trajectories of children in terms of their school experiences and record, the jobs they took and the 
degree of social mobility they demonstrated, suggested the attitudes and aspirations present in the family 
and even whether there was a ‘family strategy’. The totality of this evidence offered perspectives on how 
immigrant families developed in the long term. 
 
The overall picture of Stafford’s Irish families 
 
The evidence on the totality of Stafford’s Irish families is summarised in Figure 1. This data was used to 
classify families so that those with similar origins could be compared. The range of characteristics shown on 
Figure 1 could, in theory, produce any number of permutations for such a classification. It seemed clear, 
however, that the initial occupations of immigrants were a prime determinant of basic circumstances. 
Other things being equal, the fortunes of agricultural labourers and their families were likely to be different 
from those of boot and shoe operatives, old soldiers, entrepreneurs or professionals. There was, of course, 
considerable correlation between occupation, religion and geographical background, and these three 
factors largely determined the classification adopted.16  
 
The 206 families were therefore classified as follows:- 

 Catholic labouring families, mostly from Connacht. Total: 106 

 Mostly Catholic craft, clerical and service families from Connacht and other parts of Ireland. Total: 56 

 Military and ex-military families, both Catholic and Protestant. Total: 16  

 Boot and shoe families, both Catholic and Protestant. Total: 20 

 Professional and entrepreneurial families, all Protestant. Total: 8 
 

                                                 
15

 Most reports came from the local English press and contrasted with the inevitably eulogistic obituaries explored by 
Máirtin Ó Catháin in the Irish nationalist and Catholic Glasgow Observer. M Ó Catháin, ‘”Dying Irish”: eulogising the 
Irish in Scotland in Glasgow Observer obituaries’, The Innes Review, 61.1 (2010), pp. 76-91. 
16

 Stafford had a militia barracks and was a major shoe manufacturing town, hence the significance of these 
categories. 
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The detailed family studies were structured around this classification but within each category the case 
studies represented the spread of families in terms of the period in which they arrived in Britain, the type 
of family they were, their religion and their family structure during their time in Stafford – lone individual, 
nuclear family or complex family. The choice also reflected the final element that needs to be considered – 
the ultimate fate of families. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Characteristics of Stafford’s settled Irish families 
 
 
Divergent paths: the fate of the Irish families, 1820-1920 
 
The 206 families who settled long-term in Stafford during the nineteenth century were a cross-section of 
those who left Ireland in that troubled period. What happened to them in the decades after they settled in 
Stafford? Despite the uniqueness of every family’s history, their paths went broadly in one of three 
directions. These are summarised on Figure 2. 
 
It shows that more than one third of Stafford’s Irish families proved to be long-term transient. In other 
words, they settled for a time in the town – at least ten years – but ultimately the initial settlers and/or 
their descendants left. The long-term transients shaded into a second group, terminal families. These 
families settled long-term in Stafford but put down no permanent roots. Ultimately they just faded away 
and literally became extinct. Just under one fifth of the families proved to be of this type, and they form an 
interesting group whose presence amongst the Irish could not have been identified without the use of 
family reconstruction techniques. Had things have gone more favourably, some terminal families might 
have survived to become members of the third category, integrating families. Approaching half - forty-four 

Family Type 

 Migrant Irish family - 73 

 Migrant Irish adults - 55 

 Male-mixed family - 48 

 Female-mixed family - 24 

 British transient in Ireland - 6 

Time of Arrival 

 Pre-Famine - 27 

 Famine - 59 

 Post-Famine <1865 - 61 

 Later arrivals 1866+ - 59 
 

Occupation 

 Boot & shoe trade - 20 

 Lab./Ag. Lab.ouring/ag. lab. - 106 

 Military - 16 

 Craft, clerical, service - 56 

 Entrepreneurial & professional - 8 

Family Structure 

 Lone individual - 8 

 Couple, no children - 9 

 Nuclear family - 103 

 Joint family - 38 

 Extended family - 29 

 Complex family - 19 

Religion 

 Catholic – active, 
nominal or lapsed - 155 

 Protestant (various) - 
40 

 None/uncertain - 11 

Geographical Background 

 Connacht incl. Castlerea - 84 

 Leinster - 32 

 Munster - 16 

 Ulster - 16 

 Unknown - 58 

Stafford 
Irish 

Families 
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per cent - of the 206 families ultimately did put down deep roots in Stafford. They intermarried with local 
people and produced significant numbers of children. Their descendants are still to be found in the town 
today, although family members also migrated to other places in the Midlands as well as to the diaspora in 
the wider world. 
 

Trajectory Number % 

Long-term transient families 
(Settled at least ten years but ultimately left)   

76 36.9 

Terminal families 
(No roots, little out-migration; just faded away) 

39 
 

18.9 

Integrating families 
(Intermarried with host society and put down deep roots) 

91 
 

44.2 

Total 206 100.0 

 
Figure 2: The long-term trajectories of Stafford’s Irish families 

 
The sheer complexity of family history meant that, at the margins, some families demonstrated elements of 
more than one long-term trajectory and proved difficult to classify. Despite this, the three-way distinction 
between long-term transient, terminal and integrating families proved robust and was fundamental to 
describing the history of Stafford’s Irish families. The challenge, however, was to explain why particular 
families followed one of the three paths. The core chapters of my book Divergent Paths present a selection 
of representative family histories which explore the reasons behind the trajectories they followed. 
 
The family case studies 
 
The case studies reflected the ordinary, mundane, range of Irish families who settled in Stafford. This study 
therefore works in the tradition of ‘history from below’ and is intended to make some contribution to the 
field of public history.17 Figure 3 shows the families selected. Although there are 24 families on the list, 
some were interconnected and this resulted in an actual total of 20 case studies. They represented the 
range of characteristics revealed by the general analysis of families (Figures 1 and 2).  
 
The families’ dates of arrival in Stafford spanned the period from 1826 to 1874, with a particular 
concentration on Famine and early Post-Famine arrivals. They came from all four of Ireland’s provinces but 
with a bias towards the Connacht counties of Roscommon, Mayo and Galway from which many of 
Stafford’s labouring and less skilled immigrants came. Catholics formed the majority but the significant 
proportion of Protestant families was also represented. The revealed family types covered complex 
groupings through to nuclear units and a lone individual. Their ‘household character’ dealt with how the 
families had originated in Stafford.  This identified ‘migrant Irish families’ who had moved from Ireland as a 
unit, though sometimes through a process of family chain migration, but also ‘migrant Irish adults’ whose 
families were formed from single or widowed people who met after arrival in England. There was also the 
important class of ethnically mixed families. They were divided into two categories defined by the partner 
who was ethnically Irish. Finally, the case studies cover a broadly representative sample of the fate of 
families – long-term transient, terminal and integrating. 

                                                 
17

 H. Keen, P. Martin and S.J. Morgan, Seeing History: Public History in Britain Now, (London, Francis Boutle Publishers, 
2000), esp. essay by T. Brennan, ‘History, family, history’, pp. 37-50 
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Family Name  Date Prov  County  Relig  Household Character  Occupation Fate 

Kearns 1826 L Dublin (+ Roscommon) C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Long-term Transient 

Moyers* 1837 I Dublin or Tipp or Rosc? C Irish Male-mixed Family Craft, clerical or service Integrating 

Gibson 1839 U Down P Irish Male-mixed Family Professional/Entrepreneurial Long-term Transient 

Coleman* 1847 C Mayo C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Integrating 

Kelly (James) 1847 C Mayo C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Long-term Transient 

Giltrap 1847 L Wicklow P Irish Male-mixed Family Craft, clerical or service Long-term Transient 

Jordan 1848 C Mayo/Galway C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Terminal 

Bowen* 1849 C Roscommon C Migrant Irish Adults Lab./Ag. Lab. Integrating 

Duffy/Moore 1853 L Longford C Irish Female-mixed Family Craft, clerical or service Long-term Transient 

Blundon/Ryan 1855 C Galway C Migrant Irish Family Craft, clerical or service Long-term Transient/Terminal 

Corcoran 1856 C Roscommon C Migrant Irish Family Craft, clerical or service Integrating 

Carroll (John: RC)* 1857 L Westmeath C Migrant Irish Adults Military Integrating 

Disney 1857 L Meath P Migrant Irish Family Military Long-term Transient 

Hamilton 1861 U Antrim P Irish Male-mixed Family Boot &Shoe Trade Integrating 

McDermott (Martin) 1861 C Roscommon? C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Integrating 

Carr (Margaret) 1861 U Down C Lone individual Craft, clerical or service Terminal 

Walsh 1862 C Galway C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Long-term Transient 

Larkin aka Mullarkey 1862 C Galway? C Migrant Irish Family Craft, clerical or service Long-term Transient 

Cronin* 1862 M Cork C Migrant Irish Adults Military Integrating 

Mitchell (John)* 1869 C Galway C Migrant Irish Adults Lab./Ag. Lab. Integrating 

Mulrooney* 1871 M Limerick C Irish Male-mixed Family Boot &Shoe Trade Integrating 

McMahon (Thomas)* 1871 C Galway C Migrant Irish Family Lab./Ag. Lab. Integrating 

Shiel* 1874 C Galway C Migrant Irish Adults Lab./Ag. Lab. Integrating 

Clendinnen 1874 L Wicklow P Irish Male-mixed Family Professional/Entrepreneurial Integrating 

 
Key: Date: date of first arrival in Stafford. Province: C-Connacht; L-Leinster; M-Munster; U-Ulster; I-Ireland (province unknown). Religion: C-Catholic; P-Protestant.  
*: interlinked families: Moyers/Cronin; Coleman/Carroll; Bowen/Mulrooney; Mitchell/McMahon/Shiel 

 
Figure 3: Case study families  
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An example: the Corcoran family: aspiration and respectability with a twist  
 
When Bartholomew Corcoran died in 1908 the Staffordshire Advertiser described his successful business 
career and his ‘keen interest in public affairs’.18 Here was a man, and a family, who seemed to have created 
successful lives in Stafford. They exploited various opportunities to gain a secure foothold in local society 
whilst maintaining limited contact with their Catholic Irish peers. They showed hints of acting as brokers 
amongst the Catholic Irish, but only within very strict limits. They were cautious and avoided anything that 
might threaten their integration into respectable Stafford society. Family events did not take a totally 
predictable course, however. During the 1900s most of the family’s descendants abandoned Stafford, but 
at the same time a new family nucleus emerged to carry on the Corcoran name into the twentieth century.  
 
The Corcorans’ arrival in Stafford  
                   
The Corcorans came from Tibohine parish, about six miles north of Castlerea in Co. Roscommon. They 
therefore came from the same area as many of Stafford’s Irish. The family was particularly located in the 
townland of Cloonfad, and they experienced the pressures bearing down on poorer tenants in the west in 
the first half of the nineteenth century. Their land-holding was in transition. Even after the Famine they 
were still involved in land co-partnerships, but as early as 1825 four members of the family were already 
individual tenants of five or six acre holdings.19 Land hunger and poor prospects led some to abandon both 
co-partnership and individual land holding in favour of working at a trade in the commercial world. Patrick 
Corcoran was one of them. His father was probably Bartholomew Corcoran of Cloonfad.20 Patrick had been 
born in the 1800s and married a local woman, Catherine Crews, around 1830.21   He then left the land and 
became a joiner.22  The family moved nearer to the town of Castlerea and in the 1840s they and their 
growing family were occupying a cabin at Ballindrumlea about a mile outside the town.23 It was still a 
miserable existence. Even before the Famine it was reported that, in Castlerea, people in trade were often 
forced to beg.24  
 
Patrick and Catherine’s family survived the immediate impact of the Famine, but moved to England in the 
1850s. Corcoran’s occupation depended on the building trade. The Famine undermined many of the small 
to medium-sized farmers as well as those landlords whose estates were effectively bankrupt. They 
consequently had neither the need nor money to use craft workers, so people like Patrick Corcoran were in 
turn impoverished. Many had to emigrate. Patrick must have used existing connections to make Stafford 
his bolt-hole rather than choose the uncertainty of going to America. The family had arrived by 1856 but we 
only know that because Patrick died that year.25 Before he died he seems to have found work as a 
carpenter in the Haywood district to the east of Stafford, though it may have been interspersed with 

                                                 
18

   Staffordshire Advertiser (SA), 6 June 1908. 
19

   National Library of Ireland, (NLI), Dublin, Tithe Applotment Books, Co. Roscommon, 25/10 Tibohine 
 Parish; Griffiths’ Valuation, Tibohine Parish taken from Leitrim-Roscommon web-site, Griffiths Valuation, 
 Roscommon, data, www.leitrim-roscommon.com/cgi-bin/lrgrifnew, accessed 15 July 2010.  
20  

Patrick Corcoran’s first son was also named Bartholomew, and the Irish practice of naming first-born 
 sons after their paternal grandfathers seems to have applied. The 1825 Tithe Applotment is difficult to 
 decipher, but a number of Corcorans held land in Cloonfad, one of whom is indistinctly written but 
 could be B. Corcoran. He held 6 acres of 3

rd
 class land. NLI, TAB, Co. Roscommon, 25/10 Tibohine  Parish.  

21
   The Catholic register for Tibohine parish only dates from 1833 and the precise date of Patrick’s marriage is 

 unknown. NLI, Microfilm P6955, Tibohine Parish, 1833-1864.   
22   

Stafford RD, Marriage Certificate, 6b/25, No. 183, 12 February 1863, Bartholomew Corcoran and Ann 
 Goodman. 
23

 Griffiths Valuation, Roscommon: the rental value of the cabin was 5s, so it was of the meanest class. 
24

 PP1835, First Report … Poorer Classes, p. 512 
25

 Stafford RD, Deaths, Jan-Mar 1856, 6b/7. 
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labouring. 26 After his death the family moved into Stafford town. At that point the Corcorans seemed a 
stereotypically deprived immigrant family. They were fatherless and struggling to survive in one of 
Stafford’s worst slums. Nevertheless, Patrick’s shift to independent artisan status in Roscommon 
demonstrated an ambitious mentality and a determination to free himself and his family from the dying 
communal land economy. His aspirational approach was passed on to his children in their new 
environment.  
 
Patrick and Catherine Corcoran had at least five children, of whom four survived to settle in Stafford (Figure 
4).27 In 1861 the widowed Catherine was living at No. 5 Plant’s Square. Irish families occupied all but one of 
the houses in the square. The Corcorans were clearly poor, but there was a strong and supportive network. 
The Bowen family lived across the yard at No. 7. They were Famine immigrants who also came from 
Tibohine and they helped Catherine survive her difficult early years in the town.28 In 1861 only three of 
Catherine’s children were living with her. Mary Corcoran, who was then twenty-three and the eldest 
daughter, was not there or elsewhere in Britain. She may have been clinging on in Ireland in some sort of 
job, or perhaps she was just visiting home. She settled permanently in Stafford in the early 1860s and the 
surviving Corcoran family was then complete. 
 

  
Figure 4: the Corcoran stem family in Stafford 

 
Catherine Corcoran’s children and their marriages 
 
In the absence of Patrick, Catherine’s son Bartholomew (b. 1834) played a major role in defining the 
Corcoran family’s fortunes. In the1861 census he claimed to be a plumber, glazier and painter so he could 
turn his hand to a range of building trades. These activities were to make him a good living. He began 
modestly and in the 1860s presumably worked for other employers. Hard work enabled him to get out of 

                                                 
26

 When Catherine Corcoran died in 1877 the Stafford Borough Council Burial Record 03/6007 described her as 
‘the widow of the late Patrick Corcoran, labourer’, but the death certificate elevated him to ‘carpenter (at 
Haywood)’ Stafford RD, Death Certificate, 6b/3, No. 335, 11 October 1877, Catherine Corcoran, made 
available by Dave O’Meara, a descendant. 

27
 The fifth, Richard Corcoran, was christened in Castlerea, on 20 February 1841. He may have died during the 

Famine. NLI Microfilm, P4619, Kilkeevin RC Parish baptisms, 1840-60. 
28

 For an analysis of the residents of Plant’s Square in 1861 and 1871 see Herson, ‘Why the Irish went to 
Stafford: a case study of Irish settlement in England, 1830-71’ Liverpool Polytechnic Papers in Social Studies, 
1, (April 1988),  Figure 4.3 and pp. 65-8. 
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Plant’s Square and by 1865 he was living in Friar Street, a solid working class address.29 By 1871 he had 
done well enough to begin working on his own account, operating from substantial premises on Foregate 
Street just where it became Grey Friars.30 He, his family and his business were to occupy this property for 
over forty years. 
 
In 1863 Bartholomew married Anne Goodman at St Austin’s. Anne was also an immigrant from a poor 
Connacht family because, at that stage, the Corcorans’ main contacts were still amongst the working class 
Irish from the west. Superficially it did not look a propitious marriage. Like the Corcorans, the Goodmans 
were a single-parent family, although in their case the father had died in the Famine. They lived in another 
slum, Cherry Street, and Anne Goodman’s two brothers were clearly ‘teenage tearaways’ with a run of 
convictions for petty crime. One of them was described by a magistrate in 1862 as ‘one of the worst 
characters in the Borough’.31  Anne herself was illiterate.32 Even so, she clearly aspired to break free from 
this deprived and troublesome background, and in Bartholomew Corcoran she found a kindred spirit. For 
the next thirty-two years the couple worked hard to achieve a position of respectability.  
 
Bartholomew’s three sisters, Mary, Bridget and Catherine, all got jobs in the shoe trade, and this 
broadened their contacts with the host community. Two married local men quite quickly. In Mary’s case 
the circumstances were suspicious. In 1866 she married James Charles Clewlow, a non-Catholic. He was a 
shoemaker and in 1871 was a ‘manufacturer employing two men’. He carried on his business at No. 2 Grey 
Friars Place, premises that backed on to the Corcoran household on Grey Friars/Foregate Street. Mary 
therefore knew Clewlow as a neighbour. It was James’s second marriage. In 1852 he had married a local 
woman, Mary Ann Moore, and the couple had four children. In the spring of 1866 Mary Ann died and 
James wasted no time replacing her. His marriage to Mary Corcoran took place at St Austin’s on 9 October. 
The couple needed to be quick, since the liaison had obviously begun before Mary Ann’s death. Their first 
child, Agnes Cora Clewlow, was born in December 1866. We shall examine this family’s subsequent history 
later.33 
 
 In 1868 Bridget Corcoran also married a Staffordian, Henry Follows.34 He was a ‘clicker’ – a skilled leather 
cutter – from an extensive Catholic family. In 1871 they were living at No. 45 Friar Street and by the mid-
1870s they had moved to No. 48 Rowley Street, a street with distinctly higher social status. The Follows 
family showed some evidence of accepting kinship obligations, since Bridget’s mother, Catherine, and her 
sister, also named Catherine, were living with them in 1871. The younger Catherine had a short life. She 
never married and died in 1875. Her mother succumbed two years later of what was diagnosed as ‘general 
decay’ after living in Stafford for about twenty years. It was a miserable end. Catherine Corcoran died in the 
Workhouse and it seems only an overseer was there to witness her death.35   
 
 
 

                                                 
29

 Stafford RD, Birth Certificate, 6b/12, No. 425, 15 May 1865, Mary Corcoran..  
30

 Their address was variably given as Foregate Street and Grey Friars in both Census returns and trade 
directories but they were clearly in the same premises all the time. 

31
 SA, 30 August 1862. They left Stafford during the 1860s. 

32
 She was unable to sign her name when she registered Mary Corcoran’s birth on 12 June 1865. 

33
 Stafford RD, Marriage Certificates, 6b/26, No. 153, 28 March 1852, James Charles Clewlow and Mary Ann 

Moore; 6b/40, No. 160, 9 October 1866, James Charles Clewlow and Mary Corcoran. Stafford RD, Deaths, 
April-June 1866, 6b/12, Mary Ann Clewlow, aged 36. Agnes Cora Clewlow’s birth was not registered but her 
brother Henry was born in September 1867 which makes Agnes’s latest possible birth as December 1866. 
Stafford RD, Births, July-September 1867, 6b/6, Henry Clewlow.  

34
 Stafford RD, Marriage Certificate, 6b/34, No. 15, 18 February 1868, Henry Follows and Bridget Corcoran. Copy 

of certificate made available by Dave O’Meara, a descendant.  
35

 Stafford BC Burial Record, 3/5275, 18 August 1875, Catherine Corcoran; 3/6007, 15 October 1877; Catherine 
Corcoran and Stafford RD, Death Certificate, 6b/3, No. 335, 11 October 1877, Catherine Corcoran.  



~ 12 ~ 

 

 
Bartholomew Corcoran and his family 
 
We now need to trace the history of Bartholomew and Anne Corcoran. The superficial picture is of a hard-
working couple who exploited connections in business, the church and politics to achieve a secure and 
respectable position in local society. In spite of this – or perhaps because of it – their personalities and 
character remain rather opaque.  Bartholomew’s career was relatively mundane and family-centred. Their 
origins explain this. Both had grown up in Ireland and witnessed the Famine at first hand. Their early years 
in both Ireland and in Stafford were hard. These experiences led the couple to seek security by working 
assiduously, exploiting openings and taking care to avoid conflict with anybody influential. As a result 
Bartholomew may have been a somewhat repressed individual for much of his life, but towards the end the 
old man broke free from his life’s traditional restraints. 
 
Bartholomew did well enough in the 1860s to be able to move his family into the substantial house and 
yard in Foregate Street. His premises were only two doors from the entrance to the slum of Snow’s Yard 
where many Irish people lived but the couple were already in a different social world. Their neighbours 
were skilled workers, shopkeepers or minor public servants. They were all English, although a significant 
minority were in-migrants from elsewhere in England.  Bartholomew and his family were always the only 
Irish people to live on this stretch of the street, and their residential integration into the host community 
was clear from an early stage. 
 
Bartholomew Corcoran prospered both from the general growth of the building industry in the later 
nineteenth century and from the higher quality of maintenance, construction and services imposed by new 
building regulations. His business was consistently listed in directories from 1872 onwards, and it became 
more substantial during that decade.36 In 1879 his tender of £40 to paint the outside of Stafford Workhouse 
was accepted by the Board of Guardians.37 In 1888 he was admitted to membership of the Worshipful 
Company of Plumbers whose object was to promote good workmanship by its members.38 From 1891 his 
firm was also listed amongst the more limited group of ‘waterworks plumbers – authorised’ as well as 
under the general heading of ‘painters, glaziers and plumbers’.39 This indicates a well-founded business 
allowed to undertake substantial public work. There is unfortunately no direct evidence as to the ultimate 
size of Corcoran’s firm, but some indication of its relative size can be gleaned from money given by its 
workmen to the ‘Hospital Saturday’ collections that took place in the late-nineteenth century. In 1888 
Corcoran’s workpeople collected £2 5s. This was around half the total given by employees of the London & 
North Western Railway (£5 3s 7d) and of the timber merchants Henry Venables (£4 8s 6d), both substantial 
employers in the town. It was, however, fifteen times that from the Corporation Gasworks (2s 11½d). In 
1891 Thomas Sneath, one of the firm’s plumbers, entered a national competition sponsored by the 
Plumber and Decorator and won a certificate of merit for his practical plumbing work.40 This indicates that 
Bartholomew was an outward-looking entrepreneur keen to raise the public prestige of his business. 
 
Once the firm was secure and well-known Corcoran branched out into other activities, some of which 
doubtless put more work his way. Both Bartholomew and Anne became active in the social life of the 
Catholic Church. By 1884 he was a man of substance amongst the laity. In February of that year he was 
present at the inauguration of the St Patrick’s Young Men’s Association which took place at the Borough 

                                                 
36

 His first entry, as ‘Bartlett (sic) Corcoran, painter and glazier’ gives his address as no. 2 Grey Friars Place. This 
was actually the address of James Charles Clewlow and Mary Clewlow née Corcoran.  The 1871 census 
nevertheless shows Bartholomew and his family living at No. 2 Grey Friars, so the directory got his address 
wrong as well as his Christian name. Kelly’s Staffordshire Post Office Directory, 1872.  

37
 SA, 25 October 1879. 

38
 SA, 21 April 1888. 

39
 J. Halden, Stafford and District Directory and Almanack, (Stafford, the publishers, editions 1891-1907). 
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 SA, 11 April 1891. 
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Hall. Corcoran was a member of the platform party alongside five Catholic priests and four members of the 
Catholic elite. It was he who was chosen to propose the vote of thanks to the chairman, the Rev. Canon 
Michael O’Sullivan, former priest at St Austin’s.41 Thereafter we see the Corcorans consistently present at, 
and making donations to, the Catholic soirées that were a distinctive feature of Stafford church life from 
the 1870s onwards. He also became president of the local St Vincent de Paul society.42 
 
By 1891 Bartholomew was moving towards his career as a local politician. He was already one of the 
managers of St Austin’s and St Patrick’s Catholic schools, and in September that year he seconded a motion 
to declare the schools free of charges under the new Free Education Act. The proposer was Henry Sandy, a 
prominent local Catholic who was a surveyor and estate agent. Corcoran’s network in the building and 
property trade is apparent here. A year previously he had indicated his political allegiance by joining the 
organising committee (with sixty-six other people!) of the ‘Grand County Conservative Ball’. The event took 
place at the Borough Hall in January 1890, and many local business leaders were present, a significant 
number of whom were Catholics.43 Twenty years previously Bartholomew Corcoran had been a Liberal.44 
Now he was linked to the Tories. Even so, he was cautious enough to avoid a party allegiance when he 
finally went on the Council. At the municipal elections in 1894 he stood as an independent for the East 
Ward and came top of the poll amongst the four councillors elected for this multi-member ward.45 Fifty-six 
per cent of those voting voted for him.  
 
Did Bartholomew Corcoran get elected through the Irish Catholic vote? The answer is clearly negative. Irish 
Catholics certainly would have voted for him but there were not enough of them to get him elected. In the 
1890s there were about 500 Irish or mixed-Irish Catholics in Stafford of whom perhaps 300 lived in the East 
Ward.46 Leaving out children, most women as well as men not having the residence or property 
qualification to vote, there were probably only about seventy Irish-Catholic voters in the ward. By the same 
token there were probably about ninety-five Staffordian Catholic voters, so the potential Catholic vote was 
only 165. Bartholomew Corcoran actually received 634 votes and it is clear that most of those who voted 
for him were neither Irish nor Catholic. It shows that sectarian forces were feeble in the town. Even so, it 
must have taken courage to stand. Corcoran was the first Irish or Irish-descended Catholic to be elected to 
Stafford Borough Council. He was the trail-blazer and he deserves recognition for that fact alone. Perhaps 
because of this, his subsequent history as a local politician was stolid rather than inspiring. Despite his 
ethnic origin, in most ways Bartholomew conformed to the common picture of councillors in small town 
England. He was a local businessman with substantial means and a network of profitable contacts in 
building, commerce and property. Ultimately he owned a block of twelve houses in Stone Road as well as a 
parcel of land and four properties in other parts of the north end.47 He was also not unusual amongst 
Stafford councillors in being an outsider. At the turn of the century only five out of twenty-four members 
were native Staffordians, and at least thirteen originated from outside Staffordshire.48 
 
Having got on to the Council Corcoran was immediately elected a Poor Law Guardian.49 On the Council he 
was appropriately put on the Sewerage Committee and on the sub-committee identifying a location for the 
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 SA, 6 June 1908. 
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 SA, 30 November 1889 and 11 January 1890. 
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 SRO, D5008/2/7/11/1, Borough of Stafford Poll Books; Elections of 1868 and 1869. 
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north end, hence the greater proportion of Irish Catholics there. Herson, ‘The English, the Irish and the 
Catholic Church in Stafford’, p. 46. 
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 Probate Office, London, Will of Bartholomew Corcoran, probate granted 17 July 1908. 
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town’s urgently-needed sewage works.50 By 1899 he had progressed to chairmanship of the Council’s Burial 
Board where, in 1901, he faced his most embarrassing public incident. In May of that year a fire at the 
Workhouse killed seven of the pauper inmates. The ensuing burials at the cemetery were bungled because 
the coffins were ‘of a curious oblong shape’ … and ‘of extraordinary size’. Corcoran claimed the problems 
were ‘not the fault of the officials of the cemetery’.51 All of this was parish pump stuff. Bartholomew 
Corcoran had no obvious political vision or dynamic agenda. He was in it for the status, the contacts and, 
doubtless, to respond to the day-to-day problems of people in his ward. He wanted to avoid controversy 
and conflict, particularly if there was a religious dimension. In 1903 the Council debated whether to take up 
powers under the 1902 Education Act. It proposed to appoint a special committee to consider the issue and 
membership was to be determined by religious allegiance. Martin Mitchell, a son of Irish immigrants, was 
nominated as the Catholic representative but said that the Catholics deserved two places. He nominated 
Bartholomew Corcoran, but the latter responded by saying ‘he was not over-anxious to serve. He did not 
want squabble but amiable work’.52 They were worthy sentiments but demonstrate his avoidance of the 
contentious areas of local government. In this case, however, his prudence was justified. Sectarian 
arguments exploded between the Non-Conformists and the rest, and Corcoran, perhaps through 
frustration, then made his most vigorous recorded intervention in debate:  
 

Mr Corcoran observed that the Non-Conformists were very glad in days gone by to avail themselves 
of the education given in Church of England and Roman Catholic schools, and did not put their 
hands in their pockets to build schools of their own. Now that some justice was being done to 
Voluntary Schools, Non-Conformists in a sectarian spirit said they would refuse to pay the rate.53       

  
The Council gave up the hopeless task of trying to set up an Education Committee and in July 1903 voted 
narrowly to cede its education powers to the County Council. Bartholomew Corcoran and Martin Mitchell 
were amongst those who voted in favour of that solution.54 
 
By the autumn of 1903 Bartholomew Corcoran had had enough of being a councillor. He was now an old 
man, nearly seventy, and he decided not to seek re-election.55 He also left the Board of Guardians around 
the same time. The pinnacle of his local government career had been the chairmanship of the Burial Board. 
He was not, however, quite in his dotage. His affairs had already taken a new twist, and to understand this 
we need to return to the family home in Foregate Street. 
 
Exodus from Stafford: the history of Bartholomew’s children 
 
Bartholomew and Anne Corcoran had five children (Figure 5). They were spaced at regular intervals over a 
thirteen year period, a fact that suggests both frugality and careful family planning. The household may 
have been frugal too. Only from 1881 do we know they employed a live-in servant, although they may have 
had daily women before that. By that time they had taken in Anne’s aged mother and she lived with them 
until her death in 1893. Their hard background made the Corcorans careful. Their objective was a secure 
environment out of which their children could emerge confidently into respectable Stafford society. The 
evidence is that they achieved it. The children attended the Catholic schools, and as far as we know got into 
no serious scrapes. Both Mary and Agnes dutifully embroidered the samplers that respectable young 
women of the age produced.56 After leaving school the two girls stayed at home for some years before 
enrolling together, in 1889, at Our Lady’s (Notre Dame) Women’s Training College for teachers in Liverpool. 
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They graduated with Elementary School Teachers’ Certificates, Mary in 1893 and Agnes in 1894. Both spent 
some time at schools in Liverpool before returning to Stafford.57 They were, however, forced to give up 
teaching when they married. 
 
There were only two Corcoran marriages to ethnically Irish people. All the others were to English partners. 
This indicates the extent of the family’s integration into the host society and suggests it was part of a 
conscious strategy to do so. Mary and Agnes Corcoran’s marriages exemplify this. In 1893 Mary married 
William Westhead, and seven years later Agnes married his brother Peter. The Westhead family came from 
Aspull in Lancashire and their aspirant working class origins were similar to the Corcorans’. Their father, 
also William Westhead, had started work as a waggoner in a coal mine, but sometime in the 1850s he 
became a fireman on the London & North Western Railway.58 He moved to Stafford around 1861 when it 
was made a key shed on the line and he rose to be a driver. William therefore made it into the aristocracy 
of labour. In 1863 he married Mary Goodall from a Stafford shoemaker’s family. William and Mary 
Westhead’s children in turn worked hard to move up the social hierarchy. The eldest, Thomas (b. 1864) 
became an accountant and a prominent local businessman active in the Tory party, ultimately becoming 
mayor of Stafford in 1910.59 The younger William (b. 1867) trained as a dispensing chemist whilst his 
brother Peter (b. 1870) also went into accountancy. 
 

  
Figure 5: Bartholomew Corcoran’s children 

 
Although the Westheads’ social aspirations were similar to those of the Corcorans, it was not inevitable 
that the two families would become linked. There were obvious differences. The Westheads were English, 
they were Protestant and also possibly Freemasons.60 In cities like Liverpool the chances of Mary Corcoran 
and William Westhead meeting and marrying would have been small, yet in Stafford such a liaison could 
occur. The Corcorans were members of the Stafford business network and its social connections and the 
Westheads were also insinuating themselves into this social circle. Bartholomew probably began to use 
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Thomas’s services as an accountant. We know that Bartholomew’s son John was already friendly with 
young William Westhead in 1891 because he was staying at the latter’s digs in Birmingham on census night. 
Thus it came about that Mary Corcoran and William Westhead formed the relationship that led to their 
marriage in 1893. Whether William’s parents totally approved of this mixed religion marriage is uncertain. 
Figure 6 shows the marriage party assembled in the back yard of the Corcorans’ Foregate Street property. 
Bartholomew is the bearded man in the centre of the picture and Anne sits in front of him. Both stare 
proudly and confidently at the photographer. The bridegroom William stands to the right of Bartholomew, 
looking satisfied but a trace nervous. The man to the right is his father. Old William Westhead has turned 
grimly away from both his new in-laws and the camera. His wife Mary, the woman in the dark dress seated 
below him, stares at the ground. Do these poses betray embarrassment or dislike at the situation? If they 
do, the Westhead parents must have got over it by the time Peter married Agnes a few years later. The 
success of these socially advantageous marriages overcame any sectarian doubts held by the two families. 
 
The two Westhead/Corcoran couples went on to lead successful and respectable lives – but not in Stafford. 
They left, as did all Bartholomew and Anne’s children. Mary and William Westhead stayed on for about ten 
years after their marriage, and in 1901 they were living at No. 54 Corporation Street, a classic address for 
aspiring middle class people. William was still a pharmacist, but to further his career the couple moved to 
Leicester where he worked at the Provident Dispensary. The family remained in the Leicester area 
thereafter. Agnes and Peter Westhead took a more radical course of action. After a period in Shrewsbury 
they emigrated to America in 1908. The couple settled in Philadelphia, did well and there are numerous 
descendants living in the United States today.61 

 

 
Figure 6: respectability and integration: the mixed marriage of  

Mary Corcoran and William Westhead, 10 August 1893 
 
 
Bartholomew and Anne’s son Bernard (b. 1873) also left Stafford after his marriage. As a young man he 
worked as a plumber in his father’s business. He seemed set to become part of the Stafford business 
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network, and his marriage in 1896 looked part of the same pattern. His bride was Annie Catherine (or Kate) 
Williams from a family of local Catholics who were also moving up the social scale from relatively humble 
beginnings. Kate’s grandfather George had opened a butcher’s shop and from the 1860s his business was 
just a few doors up from the Corcorans. His son Frederick developed the enterprise and became wealthy.62 
From the 1880s he described himself as a ‘cattle dealer’ and by 1891 the family had moved along the road 
to Brook House, a substantial dwelling in its own grounds at the edge of the town. It looked like Bernard 
Corcoran had made a good catch in Kate Williams and would be set to take over, in partnership, his father’s 
business. That did not happen. Within five years of their marriage Bernard and Kate had decamped to 
Derby and around 1902 they moved to Birmingham where he got a job in the cycle industry. His occupation 
in 1911 was described as ‘handle bar builder’ at a cycle works. 
 
The exodus from Stafford of the Corcoran children was completed by John Anthony (b. 1868) and Edward 
(b. 1878). John also began as a plumber in the business and during the 1890s it looked as though he would 
also become a member of the middle class Catholic elite. His name crops up amongst the organisers and 
stewards of Catholic soirées, dances and similar events.63 By 1901 he and his brother Edward had taken 
over the premises in Foregate Street from their father. John then unexpectedly rejected life in Stafford. He 
spent some time in California in 1900 or 1901, and in December 1905 he emigrated permanently. In New 
York he told the authorities he was going to Philadelphia, which is plausible since we have seen his sister 
Agnes also went there later. The trail then goes cold, however, and John’s subsequent history is unknown. 
His New York entry record does, however, contain a bit of evidence which hints at how John defined his 
own identity and perhaps his apparent alienation. His nationality was stated as ‘Ireland’.64 This may have 
been a simple clerk’s error, but, if genuine, it suggests identification with his ethnic roots and rejection of 
his parents’ strategy of integration into Stafford society. We do not know whether his brother Edward had 
the same perspective, but in 1907 he also emigrated to the USA. In 1910 he was living with Agnes and Peter 
Westhead in Philadelphia.65  
 
Anne and Beatrice 
 
So, in the 1900s, Bartholomew and Anne Corcoran’s children deserted the family home, the family firm and 
Stafford. This was a radical shift in the trajectory of this strand of the Corcoran family. They had seemed a 
classic example of the strategy of integration, yet in the end the fate of the second generation appeared 
like long-term transients. Why did this happen? The key lies in the death of Anne Corcoran née Goodman 
on 5 March 1895.66  
 
There seems little doubt that Bartholomew and Anne’s marriage had been a conventionally dutiful and 
apparently successful relationship. The couple had sacrificed much in their early years to establish the 
business and create a nurturing environment for their children. The couple made their way into Stafford’s 
middle class, especially its Catholic social side. Anne particularly threw herself into Church society and 
during the 1880s she consistently turns up amongst the people organising Catholic soirées.67 Once they 
were grown up her children also became involved. The evidence is, therefore, that Anne was at the centre 
of this tight family. Her relationship with her children was probably stern but loyal and it produced a 
cohesive family unit. Her death at the early age of fifty-two shattered things. Bartholomew expressed his 
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grief publicly by donating the Stations of Cross as a memorial to his wife to the new St Patrick’s church 
opened four months after her death.68  
 
For a time the remaining family held together. On 25 June 1896 they gathered for Bernard’s wedding to 
Kate Williams, and we see Bartholomew amongst them looking prosperous but solemn in top hat and 
massive beard (Figure 7). Now, of course, he was on his own.69 But Bartholomew had a shock in store. 
Seven months after Bernard’s wedding, on 28 January 1897, he arrived at the Sacred Heart Catholic church 
in Blackpool and got married again. His new wife was Beatrice Benton. She was twenty-two years old - 
forty-one years younger than her husband. The couple had sneaked off to Blackpool to avoid the 
embarrassment of a ceremony in Stafford, and it all must have created quite a scandal.70  
  

 
Figure 7: Irish and English Catholic families in Stafford:  

Bernard Corcoran’s marriage to Kate Williams, 25 June 1896 
 

 
The marriage shows Bartholomew breaking free from earlier constraints. He was an old man in a hurry. We 
do not know precisely how the couple got involved because the apparently respectable public figure had 
married a young woman from a pretty humble background. Her father William had been a blacksmith, 
railway porter and, in 1900, kept the Brown Horse beer shop on Grey Friars.71 In 1891 Beatrice was a 
servant at Lammascote Farm. She may later have served in the Corcoran household because there was a 
family connection. Beatrice’s mother, Mary Ann Follows, was a very distant cousin of Henry Follows who 
married Bartholomew’s sister Bridget. Whatever the age and social disparity between the couple, the 
marriage put new life into Bartholomew. He was still active in politics and local society but between 1898 
and 1906 he also fathered six children with Beatrice, although only three survived infancy (Figure 5). Unlike 
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their step brothers and sisters, members of this branch of the Corcoran family were to remain in the 
Stafford area throughout the twentieth century. 
 
Anne Goodman’s children were unable to accept their father’s radical change of life and became 
increasingly estranged from him. The division of his property suggests some of the family politics. 
Bartholomew owned a row of twelve houses in Stone Road, but some time in the 1900s he gifted them 
specifically to his son Edward and daughter Agnes (Westhead). Perhaps it was to help them set up in 
America. When he died all the rest of his property and effects went to his new wife Beatrice. This included 
a piece of land nearby which Bartholomew stated was ‘not included and was not intended by me to be 
included’ in the deed of gift of the twelve houses in Stone Road. This implies there had been a family 
dispute over it whilst he was alive. There were various other properties in the North end and the gross 
value of the estate was £1,033 11s 11d (worth around £102,370 at 2012 prices). Beatrice certainly needed 
the money since she was now a widow with three young children to bring up. It meant, however, that the 
other children, Mary, John and Bernard, received nothing.72         
 
Bartholomew Corcoran died in June 1908 at the age of seventy-four. He merited an obituary in the 
Staffordshire Advertiser which said that he came to Stafford about fifty years previously but made no 
mention of his Irish origin.73 It paid tribute to his interest in public affairs and as a liberal benefactor to St 
Patrick’s church and schools and it suggests a man still respected in the district despite his somewhat 
surprising final years. What are we to make of Bartholomew Corcoran and his families? Both he and his 
wife sought security through hard work and a willingness to take the Stafford social environment as they 
found it. Their faith was important to them, but the Church was valuable for contacts in the host society as 
much as for spiritual support. That meant, however, largely sublimating their Irish identity and allying 
themselves with English Catholicism. There is only one public record of Bartholomew showing an interest in 
Irish affairs. On St Patrick’s Day 1896, amidst the celebrations at St Patrick’s schoolroom, an outside 
speaker lectured on ‘The Young Ireland Movement’. He was ‘loudly applauded’ and Cllr. B. Corcoran 
proposed ‘a hearty vote of thanks’.74 This event took place nine months after Anne Corcoran’s death. 
Perhaps he was already loosening the shackles after years of caution and conformism. Even so, a brief dose 
of enthusiasm amidst the bonhomie of St Patrick’s celebrations was but a modest nod to his Irish origins. 
 
This is not to say that the family’s Irish origin was immaterial. Rather, it is an example of O’Day’s concept of 
‘mutative identity’ affected by the inherent and changing circumstances of the place in which they settled. 
The Corcorans’ ethnic identity was not maintained as an active force because in Stafford it could not 
distribute meaningful benefits.75 The fact that Anne Corcoran’s children dispersed and John Anthony may 
have decided to reassert an Irish identity was determined by the accident of Anne’s death and the internal 
family relationships amongst this group of people. Their general strategy of integration, most notably by 
inter-marriage with people from the host society, was ultimately still the dominant force. That is illustrated 
equally by the history of Bartholomew Corcoran’s sisters.  
 
Mixed marriages: Catherine Corcoran’s daughters 
 
As was pointed out earlier, both Mary and Bridget Corcoran speedily married ethnically English men, one 
Catholic, the other Protestant. Mary Corcoran had to take over James Charles Clewlow’s young Protestant 
children from his first marriage, so she was faced immediately by a household with potentially conflicting 
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identities. Nevertheless, the couple went on to have six surviving children of their own and they were 
brought up as Catholics. Both Mary and her own children (but not James nor his first wife’s children) took 
an active part in the Catholic social scene alongside her brother’s family. James Clewlow was similar to his 
brother-in-law in wanting to run his own business, but the trends in the shoe trade were against such small 
operators and he was declared bankrupt in 1873.76  He ultimately became a foreman in a shoe factory and 
died in 1893. It is noteworthy that the four Clewlow/Corcoran children who married chose ethnically 
English partners, and all ultimately left Stafford for other destinations in the Midlands. After Clewlow’s 
death the widowed Mary went to live with her daughter Ruth and her husband Arthur Shaw. The latter was 
a brickworks manager, and the family ultimately settled in Bromyard in Herefordshire. Mary Corcoran’s son 
Ernest became a mechanic and his brother-in-law gave him a job at the Bromyard brickworks. Family 
obligations seem to have been a significant force in the second Clewlow family. 
 
Bridget Corcoran’s marriage to Henry Follows was an all-Catholic affair. This family was more active on the 
Catholic social scene but they were basically English Catholics. Follows worked in the shoe trade and also 
wanted to be an entrepreneur. With Austin Dale from another Stafford Catholic family he set up as a dealer 
in leather and grindery materials for the shoe trade but the partnership was undercapitalised and Follows’s 
contribution borrowed. In 1884 he was declared bankrupt with a deficit of £192 5s 6d (about £19,200 at 
2013 prices), a fate blamed on the bad state of trade and ‘death and sickness in his large family’.77  This 
could have shattered the family, but Henry bounced back. He got work as a foreman in a shoe factory and 
the family continued to live at a respectable address in Rowley Street. His brother-in-law Bartholomew may 
have rescued them by paying Henry’s debts, though there is no evidence. The two families seem to have 
been close and this is just the sort of obligation Bartholomew might have honoured.  
 
Things were not to end happily, however. Around 1900 Bridget slipped into dementia, and by 1901 she was 
incarcerated as a ‘lunatic’ in the County Lunatic Asylum. She died there in 1904.78 By then six of her children 
had married and left the family home. All but one of the Follows’s seven children continued the family 
pattern of marrying ethnically English partners. Five ultimately left Stafford and settled in Birmingham, 
Chelmsford and three in Southampton. Close sibling ties clearly operated amongst this last group. Only 
Catherine and Rose Mary Follows stayed in Stafford. Catherine married in 1899 but she died within the year 
and her husband, an elementary school headmaster, left the town. This tragedy could have been a factor 
undermining Bridget’s mental state. Rose Mary was unique in being the only Corcoran descendant in 
Stafford to marry an ethnically Irish partner. He was John Gheoghegan, a second generation Irishman born 
in 1854 in Bridgnorth, and considerably older than his wife. Employed in white collar jobs in engineering, he 
and his family became respected members of the St Patrick’s congregation. John played an active part in 
parish affairs until his death in 1927 and there are numerous descendants. 
 
The aspirant Corcorans 
 
The Corcoran family demonstrate a number of features. Firstly, their strategy reflected a clear desire to 
escape from the stress of their early lives in Ireland and Stafford. Bartholomew implemented it in 
partnership with Anne Goodman for the next thirty years and Bridget and Mary did it by marrying out into 
the local community. The three new branches of the family moved in the same social scene and continued 
to show a strong sense of kinship. From their homes in Stafford’s north end they reached out as 
respectable families to their peers in the local community and especially into the life of the emerging St 
Patrick’s parish. Secondly, however, there is little evidence that they identified with their poor Irish 
neighbours and their problems, even those in nearby in Snow’s Yard. Bartholomew was the patron of 
worthy organisations – the Young Men’s Association and the SVP – but there no evidence that he did direct 
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work with these client groups. It is similarly doubtful whether he went out of his way to employ Irish or 
Irish-descended workers in his business.79 His role as a broker amongst the Irish is very indistinct. Thirdly, 
we see how the fortunes of the branches of this family were affected by the wider economic environment 
in which they operated. Bartholomew made the right choice. His business benefited from the expansion of 
the building trade and its greater sophistication in the second half of the nineteenth century. His sisters 
were less fortunate since their husbands both depended on the shoe trade which was past its peak.  
 
It is not surprising that the majority of the children in this extended family chose to leave Stafford. Their 
mobility, including emigration, was common to large numbers of English people in the late nineteenth 
century. It did not necessarily represent some legacy of inherent mobility amongst the Famine Irish and 
their descendants. People’s behaviour was determined predominantly by their reaction to specific 
circumstances at the time and their estimate of future prospects in different situations. The general 
mobility of the Corcoran family descendants was influenced by their economic context but the specific 
decisions they made also reflected family relationships. This leads to the final point. The history of the 
extended Corcoran family emphasises how the nature of family relationships could provoke either cohesion 
or atomisation. For most of its history in Stafford the forces of cohesion were the stronger amongst the 
Corcorans, but the deaths of Anne Goodman and even, perhaps, Bridget Follows née Corcoran were life 
course events which provoked atomisation after the turn of the century. 
 
 
Summary findings of the study 
 
The history of the Corcoran family contributed to the detailed collective biography of Stafford’s Irish 
families that formed the core resource for generalising from the research. There is not space in this paper 
to present the full conclusions drawn from this study an indication will be given of their broad nature. The 
conclusions cover three areas:- 
 
1. Divergent paths: the characteristics of long-term transient, integrating and terminal families 

 
The general analysis of Stafford’s Irish families showed that in the long-term they diverged towards three 
possible trajectories (‘fates’). The detailed family histories demonstrated that families with apparently 
similar origins could go towards any one of the three directions.  What were the factors that explained the 
actual path followed by each family? In general terms the answer was the interaction between the family’s 
Irish heritage, the impact of migration, the personalities and relationships the family contained and the 
responses it made to the contextual challenges of living in Stafford.  The book attempts to generalise from 
the evidence of the case studies to identify the ‘ideal-typical’ characteristics of families following each of 
the three trajectories.  
 
The Long-term Transient families tended to be characterised by a hostile and defensive heritage brought 
from Ireland, were often distant from (Catholic) religion and demonstrated symptoms of anomie. Their 
family relations tended to demonstrate stress, a non-nurturing family ethos, inter-generational tension and 
family atomisation resulting in rejection of the family and of Stafford and out-migration from the town. 
Such families were often amongst the reserve army of labour, were trapped in low-growth sectors of the 
economy and failed to find marriage partners amongst the Stafford population (both Irish and English). 
Some Long-term Transient families, particularly Protestants, were, however, ultimately mobile for career 
advancement reasons. 
 

                                                 
79

 In the census returns between 1871 and 1901 there were only seven ‘plumbers, glaziers, painters’ or 
combinations of these occupations living in Stafford who were Irish or Irish-descended and who might have 
been employed in Corcoran’s firm. One was Mary Corcoran’s son Frederick Clewlow.  



~ 22 ~ 

 

The Integrating Families like the Corcorans appeared to be less historically damaged by their experiences in 
Ireland and less stressed by the move to Britain. Many such families appeared to be sustained by closer 
links to organised religion. Key individuals, especially women, played a major role in creating a nurturing 
family ethos and sustaining an opportunistic family strategy. Family members developed strong social 
contacts amongst immigrants and/or the host community, leading in many cases to intermarriage. Such 
families exhibited occupational flexibility and their involvement in the work community and with peer class 
contacts also opened up opportunities for intermarriage. Children often acted as ‘culture brokers’ between 
their Irish parents and the host society. In these families Irish identity and heritage was diluted quite 
rapidly. It should be noted, however, that in some Integrating Families survival was a close-run thing 
through perhaps one family line or individual.  
 
The Terminal Families tended to be nuclear or smaller units whose survival was always likely to be more 
tenuous. Many such families were already damaged when they came to Britain, being composed of a mix of 
older people, widows or widowers and surviving children. They were often distant from organised religion 
and appeared to demonstrate low social confidence. Their lives in Stafford were characterised by stress, 
poor social skills, lack of kin support, a vulnerability to trauma and a more indefinable passivity. As such 
they were often trapped in a twilight world of poor occupations, poor housing and lack of opportunity. By 
definition, they failed to intermarry with either the Irish or the English. In many ways this group were the 
ultimate victims of the Famine and its social disruption. 
 
Although it is argued that families following each of the three ‘fates’ showed the characteristics described 
above, there was an uneasy relationship between cause and effect in terms of both historical behaviour 
and historical explanation. The heritage and ethos of families could provoke certain patterns of behaviour – 
for example acceptance or absence of intermarriage - but the behaviour served to reinforce the heritage 
and ethos and ensure a particular fate in the long term.  
 
2. Irish migration and the family perspective 

 
The study was able to document the evolution of Irish families in the long term and down the generations 
and demonstrated that there was wide diversity in the specific trajectories they followed. It also revealed a 
complex picture of Irish ethnicity, not the rather monochrome picture often portrayed in the general 
literature on the Irish. There was no ‘ethnic community’ amongst Irish families; at most there were a 
number of transitory ‘ethnic networks’. In part this was because, in Stafford, the forces of anti-Irishness and 
anti-Catholicism amongst the host population were weak. There was no militant ‘other’ group to provoke 
immigrants and their descendants into remaining ethnically apart. Similarly, there was little incentive or 
value for immigrant families to consciously maintain and foster an Irish identity. Those who integrated did 
so partly by intermarriage with the host population and this inevitably resulted in ‘ethnic fade’. The 
heritage of these families was partly Irish but their identity largely ceased to be so. Those who found this 
environment claustrophobic and uncongenial had every incentive to leave and many did, although it must 
be said that many of the out-migrants were motivated as much or more by economic factors as by attitudes 
to ethnicity and identity. 
 
It was apparent that in many of the families women played a dominant role in defining the family ethos and 
even family strategy. Gender roles also bear on the issue of whether Irish migrant families conformed to 
the passive exile or dynamic opportunist perspective. The prosopographic evidence of family practices 
largely supports the opportunist model. Families’ reactions to the local environment ranged from 
acceptance, adaptability and integration to apparent alienation, rejection and transience but within this 
context most appear to have demonstrated rational and positive responses to their situation. Only Terminal 
families sometimes exhibited symptoms of a more passive attitude. 
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It was more difficult to make conclusions on the extent of diasporic consciousness and its influence. Oral 
history evidence suggested diasporic consciousness was low, even non-existent, amongst the descendants 
of integrating families, but the frequency of emigration overseas amongst members of Long-term Transient 
families and some Integrating families suggests some degree of diasporic perspective, though it must be 
remembered that such emigration took place amongst the general flood of British emigrants to the New 
World and was probably equally motivated by it. 
 
Stafford proved to be a relatively benign environment for the Irish. They were present in relatively small 
numbers and in a proportion that was almost identical to that in England and Wales as a whole. There was 
no ‘Irish enclave’ and the local Catholic Church was well-established and included significant numbers of 
the town’s elite. The town contrasted, therefore, with the hostility and sectarian strife often documented in 
Liverpool or Glasgow. The key question is: how typical was the experience and trajectory of Irish families in 
Stafford of that followed in other English towns and cities? Further studies are needed to answer this.          
 
3. The history of the family 
 
The findings have some implications for broader studies of the history of the family. Firstly, identifiable and 
functioning families clearly existed and their behaviour could be analysed. Although relationships with 
others and with their wider context were always complex, families were revealed as meaningful social 
actors within which a wide range of motivations and behaviour were visible. The study revealed the poverty 
of the individualisation thesis that basically sees family members motivated by instrumental contractual 
relations.80 People were not free-floating individuals making purely instrumental choices but members of 
open and dynamic entities that provided webs of both constraint and support. The study also gave some 
sustenance to the concept of family strategy.81 By definition, all the Irish who settled in Stafford had taken 
one strategic decision – to emigrate. The case studies frequently, though by no means universally, 
demonstrated patterns of subsequent family behaviour that amounted to an apparent strategy and it was 
women who often played a major role in defining and pursuing it. 
 
The study provided evidence that tends to undermine the supposed transition to the nuclear family during 
industrialisation and urbanisation. There was no simple contrast between ‘pre-industrial’ extended 
immigrant families from rural Ireland and new nuclear families in urban Stafford. Both complex and nuclear 
units could be found from each background but it was striking how the complex families that emerged in 
Stafford could prove more ‘successful’, and adapted to the evolving capitalist economy better, than the 
nuclear units postulated by the theorists.82  A ‘penumbra’ of blood relationships was often significant in 
defining key life-course opportunities for individuals.83 
 
The research covered families living in a wide range of homes and households, and stress could be 
observed both in the slums of the poor and the villas of the better off. Family dynamics could make the 
house either a nurturing home or a den of oppression and conflict. In general terms women were the key 
home-makers but the character of resident males could enhance or destroy their ability to define the family 
ethos. Cases of reversal of stereotypical gendered household roles were revealed. Family relationships 
were indeed a prime determinant of the trajectories followed by families but it would be wrong to see 
family dynamics as purely internal. They were also conditioned by their heritage and by the wider 
environment, and overall the history of these Irish families offers some sustenance to the Marxist-Feminist 
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perspective that the sees the family as in part an ideological construct whose role was to keep people 
functioning and reproducing in spite of the stresses of the external environment.84       
 
A review of the approach 
 
The research presents the histories of twenty-four families and an overview of all 206 Irish families who 
settled long-term in Stafford in the nineteenth century. They were ordinary families united only by a 
common origin in Ireland. What did the family history approach, the prosopographic method and digital 
history reveal successfully and where did they prove less effective?  
          
Digital resources made it feasible to reconstruct the genealogy of all Stafford’s settled Irish families and to 
analyse their characteristics. The case studies showed it is possible to write a plausible history of any family.  
In this process search of the digital corpus revealed countless data linkages that would never have been 
recognised using traditional manual methods. The degree of detail varied nevertheless. Some families left 
copious evidence in documentary and digital records as well as through inherited knowledge and oral 
history whilst others left very little. Even the latter offered, however, enough clues to allow us to form an 
overall picture of their lives in Stafford. It proved possible to form a view of the nature of blood and non-
blood relationships in families, the patterns of kinship and also something of the relative balance between 
contract, power and intimacy in family practices. The evidence permitted reasonable speculation about 
household conditions and the extent to which there was a nurturing home. This intrinsically raised 
questions about gender roles. The relative balance of gender power and influence was a theme running 
through the case studies, and in a number of cases it was linked to the question of whether there was a 
conscious family strategy and who might have generated it. 
  
The senses of self and the identities present in members of a family and across families as a whole were 
more problematic issues. It was frequently necessary to speculate on how peoples’ backgrounds, especially 
in Ireland, shaped their sense of self. With identity the ground was firmer because revealed behaviour and 
some surviving testimony provided evidence to make conclusions on identities and their mutation. Perhaps 
the most problematic area was diasporic or transnational relations. Individuals and families who probably 
emigrated were identified, but in only a limited number of cases was it known where they went and 
whether they continued to have links with the family in England.  
 
In sum, it is considered that the use of digital resources and collective family biography (family 
prosopography) did provide a picture of the lives of this group of ordinary families in Victorian England. The 
work could play a small role in helping to bridge the gap between academic social history and antiquarian 
family history, to the benefit of both. The family approach might be adopted elsewhere to provide a more 
sophisticated picture of the Irish experience, but it could equally be adopted to study other defined groups 
or areas.   
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