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242 Susan Hood

Figure 11.1. A contradictory image: the Irish town (cover illustration from D. Cronin, Town Planning
in Ireland, Scepter Press, Dublin, 1965).

of the many 'hidden Irelands' that have as yet to be fully recovered.4 This chapter will
argue that these centres—many of them consisting of no more than a main street, with
a few minor side streets and lanes, and punctuated perhaps by just one or two public
buildings such as church, market hall, court house or school—played a crucial role in
the economic, social and political structure of the Irish countryside during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. Although smaJi, the average settlement possessing

4 T.C. Barnard, 'Historiographical review: farewell to old Ireland', in The Historical Journal, 36(1993), 909-28;
Graham and Proudfoot, Urban Improvement, p. 59.

Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



m
ile

s

0.
5

Fi
gu

re
 1

1.
4.

 S
tr

ok
es

to
w

n,
 C

o.
 R

os
co

m
m

on
, i

n 
th

e 
ea

rl
y 

ni
ne

te
en

th
 c

en
tu

ry
 (

ba
se

do
n 

25
" t

o 
th

e 
m

il
e 

O
S 

m
ap

, w
ith

 a
ck

no
w

le
dg

em
en

ts
 to

 O
SI

).

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 B
ri

tis
h 

A
ca

de
m

y 
20

02
 –

 a
ll 

ri
gh

ts
 r

es
er

ve
d



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



Copyright © British Academy 2002 – all rights reserved



IRELAND: VILLAGES AND SMALL TOWNS

ROLES
Laid down for th» Guidance of *jw Members of the

259

HOUSE LEAGUE.
Ut.--That this League be called the House League

2nd.-That the Executive consist of a President. Secretary. Treasurer, & Committee,

3rd.-That in casij of a difference of opinion between the tenivnts as to what consti-
tutes satisfactory terms, the dispute must bt submitted to Committee.

4ttv -That the Financial resource* of the League b* employed for the beuoflt and.
protection of the l lembun.

5th.-That in the event of being pr«ce«d<»&*g<Un*tf*r the nonpayment of an unjust
rent, the cost of defending itrnt b« borne by the League.

6th.-That the Entrance Fee for Membership be i;it lea* than 2a. fld. for each Shop-
keeper; others in proportion.

7th. -That whenever there are nion- Tenants tluui one aubjoct to the tame landlord.
they be required to go together when ptiyiu>( rent, and that neither pay until
all obtain satisfactory terms : and that whutinr violates this Rule will be e i -

l l d f h l
sf

pelled from thu
Sth.-That no porson take & houee from which another has been evicted for the non-

payment of an unjust rent

9th.--That we pledge ourselves not to dtuil with uhy Merchant, who supplies with
goods the Trader who takes a Houiu from vrtiich the previous Tenant has been
evicted lor non-payment of an unjust reuv.

Figure 11.5. Rules of the Kanturk House League, Co. Cork (National Archives Ireland CSORP.
Chief Secretary's Office Registered Papers 1886, file 9900).
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eight). Furthermore, any merchant who supplied a house from which the previous 
tenant had been evicted would be boycotted (see rule nine).58 

The House League movement was a well orchestrated campaign, which although 
short-lived, and, it has to be said, coincided with an agricultural depression, succeeded 
in drawing attention to the distinctive grievances of urban tenants for the first time. It 
became closely linked to the nationalist politics of the day in the aftermath of the 
general election of 1886, when the pro-Home Rule Irish Parliamentary Party held the 
balance of power for Gladstone’s Liberal government. The party carried the campaign 
from the local villages and towns into the parliamentary arena, and following lively 
debates in the House of Commons, forced the government to refer the whole question 
of town tenure ‘in the three kingdoms of Britain’ to a select committee. This committee 
met between 1886 and 1889, and during its first year heard evidence from over 100 Irish 
urban witnesses concerning their tenurial  grievance^.^^ Although a wide variety of 
complaints were presented to the committee, the most significant were directed at the 
tensions induced by the prevalence of middling interests, particularly in the smaller 
centres of population. Distinctions were drawn between small towns and villages where 
the presence of a single landowning family had stimulated a uniform and controlled 
organic growth, and other settlements in which a number of landlords owned and 
leased property. In the former instances, the tenants’ specific grievances were generally 
directed against middlemen who, it was feared, would replace the old landowning influ- 
ence by raising rents and evicting occupying tenants. In the latter, where a multitude of 
landowning interests were involved, tenants sought to purchase the properties they 
occupied outright. 

The committee agreed that short building leases and the absence of any compensa- 
tion for improvement were the main disincentives which inhibited occupying urban 
tenants from investing in their holdings. While the committee found that the majority 
of the labouring classes held properties on very short tenancies under middlemen ‘who 
are very numerous’, and was forced to concede that ‘in many cases the bad state of 
town property in Ireland is owing to the middlemen rather than the landlord’, it did not 
feel, however, that the redress of town tenant grievances required specific legislation.60 
The government, in turn, was reluctant to implement radical changes in Irish urban 
tenurial conditions, simply because major land concessions had been granted to rural 
occupiers by the succession of land acts. Significantly, there was concern that the Irish 
situation should not act as a precedent for urban tenurial reform in Britain, where the 
committee had found tenurial relations between landlords and tenants were very 
different. It was argued that ‘in considering. . . the condition of things in Ireland, it 
should be borne in mind that the decrease of population, and the stagnation of trade 

58 NA, Chief Secretary’s Official Registered Papers, 9900: rules of the Kanturk House League, c. 1886. 
59 House of Commons, Town Holdings. 

Ibid., p. 390. 
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