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PREFACE

This history of the Delaney family came about through research into another.

In the summer of 1990, our mother’s nephew James came to Edinburgh from England to search for his roots. His family had lived in the Old Town after arriving from Ireland, in the nineteenth century, so St. Patrick’s Church in the Cowgate – at the hub of the old Irish ghetto - known as ‘Little Ireland’ – was the obvious place to go for information.

Since our family were friendly with Fr Stephen McGrath, the parish priest, they arranged for James to look at the church records of baptisms and marriages and went along to give him a hand. Searching through the dusty old volumes they came across the 1886 entry recording the marriage of our great-grandparents Arthur Delaney and Cecilia Clifford. We knew nothing about them.

Shortly afterwards, our aunts Margaret and Frances Delaney were looking through our late grandfather, Patrick Delaney’s, personal papers when they came across a fragment of a legal document. It was a court case in which Arthur was trying to recover custody of three children he had fathered during his first marriage to a Mary Mowat. The children had been taken to Canada by an early version of the child migrant scheme.

At this point, our knowledge of the family history was scant, but the two discoveries set us off on a trail that led, eventually, to a village in Ireland. Along the road, we spent hours checking parish registers in churches, census returns in libraries and records of births, marriages and deaths in registry offices, this being in the days before such records were available on the Internet. Letters were written, telephone calls made, cemeteries tramped around and the journey finally made to County Monaghan where it had all began.

This is the story of what we found.

Michael Delaney


		
	
		
CHAPTER ONE

THE OLD COUNTRY

EMYVALE is a quiet village in an historically unquiet part of Ireland. Most people who have occasion to go there are usually just passing through on the road to the border, five miles distant, which has been the source of so much conflict since the years it was established to divide north and south. But, there is no sign of this troubled relationship on the roads that wind their way through a countryside where the small egg-shaped hills known as drumlins, for which County Monaghan is noted, are the main feature.

From one of these roads, east of the pleasant whitewashed houses that line the village’s main street, a lane branches off and stops at the creaking, iron gate of Old Donagh Graveyard. Just inside is a well preserved grey headstone marking the last resting place of Arthur Delaney. Born in 1761, he is the earliest ancestor we can trace in Ireland.

The fact that we found him so easily was the result of one of the many coincidences that were to occur throughout our research. My brother, Michael Delaney, stepped off the bus in the village, on his very first visit to Ireland, in search of his roots. Seeing a small group of men standing beside the Emyvale village sign he approached and asked one man if he would kindly take a photograph of him beside the sign. Michael explained the reason for his visit and, after taking his photograph, the man introduced himself. He was Seamus McCluskey, retired village Headmaster, author, and historian of Emyvale, and he had known the last of the Delaneys to have lived in the village! He showed Michael around all the properties associated with the Delaney family, told him stories of how, as a young boy, he would jump on the back of the last Arthur Delaney’s hay cart and hitch a ride into the village. He knew all about the last Delaney family to live in Emyvale and he gave him directions to the Old Donagh Graveyard, where Michael found our ancestor’s gravestone.

Seamus, an incredibly gifted writer and historian, was to become a great friend to our family over the years that followed. He gave a warm welcome to many members of the family who subsequently made their pilgrimages to the Old Country and was a valuable source of information on all things Irish. Later, he was to tell us that the only reason he was standing beside the sign for Emyvale was that it was a brand new sign just erected that morning!

And that’s how it all began.

Delaney, O’Dubhslaine in Irish, literally translating as ‘black river’, is not a name native to Monaghan. The clann’s traditional heartland was in the counties south west of Dublin, particularly Laois and Kilkenny. But, over the centuries it spread out all over Ireland, although it is much less common than may be supposed, and found its way to Ulster. Monaghan, like Cavan and Donegal was cut off from the rest of this ancient province by partition in 1921, but in Ulster geographically if not politically, it remains. Ironically, Ulster was once the part of Ireland which provided the stiffest resistance to foreign domination and the Emyvale area was very much to the forefront of this epic struggle.

In ancient times, it marked the northern outpost of the lands of the Ui Meith, the tribe from which Emyvale probably takes its name. As the centuries passed, the area fell under the control of a variety of families in the intricate Irish clann system, chiefly the McKennas who were to fight a long rearguard action against both native rivals and English and Scottish settlers. This resistance effectively ended with the defeat of the Irish Catholic forces of James VII and II by the British Protestant followers of William of Orange at Drumbanagher, near Glaslough. The McKennas’ once great fort at Tully, just south of Emyvale, is now just an earthen mound, but a more telling sign of their past importance can be found in the number of local people who bear the name. Seamus McCluskey, author of Emyvale Sweet Emyvale, the history of the village, says:

“If you go searching for a McKenna in or around Emyvale, you better first of all know their nickname.”

While the power of the McKennas waned, that of the settlers increased and the dominant families came to be the Leslies and the Anketells, who gradually came to own most of the area between them. The Leslies, who ran their estates from their castle at Glaslough, east of Emyvale, were regarded as relatively good landlords who had fair dealings with their tenants. The family later lost Emyvale to their great rivals, famously over a game of cards, but took revenge for their loss by granting land at Corracrin opposite the gates of the Anketell estate for a Catholic church which was dedicated to St. Patrick. Corracrin graveyard is where many of the early Delaneys are buried and many other gravestones bear their name as sculptors. They were a family of stonemasons.

By that time, Catholics were just beginning to emerge from the dark years of oppression and persecution followed by William of Orange’s victory after which they had been subjected to harsh penal laws which left them with little or no civil rights and affected every aspect of their lives, particularly land ownership.

“The penal laws and the land problems brought continuous strife and party fights during the 1700s, particularly in the second half of that century. Local fairs and race meetings, particularly those of Emyvale, were the centres of riotous gatherings and secret societies abounded.” (McCluskey)

The situation blew up into a serious confrontation in 1763, but there were disturbances throughout the period involving factions like the Catholic Defenders and Protestant Peep O’ Day Boys, which eventually became the Orange Order. Meanwhile the Protestants had successfully gained more control over Irish affairs from Britain, but some, inspired by the French Revolution, wanted to go further and set up a completely independent Irish Republic. The Society of United Irishmen, a revolutionary movement founded by Wolfe Tone in 1791, hoped to bring Catholics and Protestants together to achieve this and men were soon being recruited throughout the country.

The Society first made it’s appearance in the Emyvale district about 1795 and in a very short time practically every man in the village and surrounding district became a member. It was little wonder that the young men flocked in their hundreds into the ranks of the United Irishmen as the cruelty of the Yeomen of the period against the Catholic population was of such ferocity that the Society provided their only hope of protection or redress.

The Society’s members infiltrated the Monaghan Militia to such an extent that the authorities became alarmed and transferred the regiment to Blaris Moor camp, later known as Long Kesh, where four men from the Emyvale area were betrayed by a notorious informer, tried and shot.

Back in Monaghan, men were being tried at the assizes for arms raids, which led to more executions, but when open rebellion broke out finally in 1798 there was no rising in the county.

Ironically, the Monaghan Militia, purged of the United Irishmen, went into battle on the government side at Antrim and Ballynahinch where, on both occasions, the Republican side was mainly Protestant and the British mostly Catholic. Emyvale played a very minor role in the aftermath of the rebellion when the captive Wolfe Tone was brought through the area.

“It had been intended to spend the night at the village inn in Emyvale, but Tone’s captors obviously felt it was much too risky. Instead, they spent the night at Achnacloy Church thus giving Emyvale a wide berth. The fears of the escorting party were probably unfounded, however, as all the local leaders and United Irishmen were either in prison or in exile by this time.” (McCluskey)

These then were the times that our founding father, Arthur Delaney, whose grave Michael found in Old Donagh Graveyard, lived through. Would he have been a supporter of the United Irishmen? We have no way of knowing but, given what we now know about the Delaney families later political affiliations, I believe he probably was.

After the rebellion was crushed, the Irish Parliament was abolished, but union with Britain in 1801 did nothing to quell outbreaks of sporadic violence. At this time, monthly fairs were held in Emyvale on dates including New Years Day and St. Patrick’s Day and, just as in the previous century, they provided the focus for conflict. In 1813, Catholics were shot down in cold blood by the Yeomen. Three years later our great-great-great grandad, also named Arthur Delaney, was born in Donagh parish, and when he was two years old, some of his family’s Emyvale neighbours, attending the Auchnacloy races, were shot, in cold blood, at the hands of the town’s Orangemen. In both cases, the killers were acquitted by the courts which enraged the Catholics and encouraged a steady flow of recruits into the secret societies. But, in 1826, a major breakthrough was made in Monaghan when Henry Westenra, a follower of the Irish Nationalist leader Daniel O’Connell, defeated Charles Leslie of the Glaslough landowning family in an election fought over the issue of emancipation which aimed to remove many of the disabilities still affecting Catholics from the penal laws.

That same year, the presence of the Delaney family was officially noted in the Emyvale area when the tithe applotment book, a land register drawn-up to assist the collection of taxes for the established church, the Protestant Church of Ireland, recorded that a Dunladdy (one of the many variants on the Delaney name) and a Caldwell jointly held a quarter-acre of land on which they paid two pence and three farthings annually. This they had to pay even though the Delaneys were Catholic and not members of the Church of Ireland.

By 1837, when the records for Donagh parish began, there were already several branches of the family in Emyvale and the surrounding area and more over in Tydavnet Parish to the west. These church returns of births and marriages give scant information and with no state registration of Catholics before 1864, the only way to make sense of the relationships between the people mentioned is to tie them together through common Christian name patterns. But it is only through the Scottish records, which started in 1855, that the jigsaw can really be pieced together. So the James Delaney, who we can identify as our forebear, through the records of his children who came to Scotland, was probably the son of the Arthur Delaney who is buried in Old Donagh Graveyard.

James Delaney was a stonemason to trade and it was this occupation which appears to have brought the Delaneys to Monaghan. According to an old man, Benny Hackett, who had been an employee of the Delaney family during Seamus McCluskey’s time, the Delaney family had originated in Caledon in County Tyrone, just miles away across the present-day border. He told this to another descendant of our Delaney family from Emyvale, Leah O’ Grady. Leah’s branch of the Delaney family had emigrated to Prince Edward Island (PEI) in the early 1850s and her founding father there was called Arthur Delaney. The common continuous use of the Christian name, Arthur, marks us out as closely related. Seamus McCluskey put us in touch with Leah in PEI and she generously shared her findings with us. Benny Hackett told Leah that the Delaneys had been stonemasons on the construction of Caledon House (Castle), in County Tyrone. When building on the castle was completed the Delaneys moved to nearby County Monaghan (part of the county overlaps the large Caledon Estate) because they had bought a quarry just outside Emyvale.

In his A Topographical Dictionary of Ireland of 1837, Samuel Lewis describes Emyvale as a post town for the stage coaches which passed on the Dublin-Derry road, containing 123 houses and 571 inhabitants. He goes on:

“This town consists principally of one street and is skirted by a stream, the Scarnageera River, tributary to the River Blackwater which descending from the mountains of the west frequently becomes a rapid and dangerous torrent after heavy rains. On its banks is a large flour mill and in its bed above the town is a quarry of greenstone. Freestone quarries also abound whence large quantities superior to Portland stone are procured and the great entrance to Caledon House was constructed of this stone.”

We know the family were stonemasons so could the Delaneys have procured this stone to build the grand Portico of Caledon House and when the great house was finished and they heard that the Emyvale quarry was for sale had decided to move there? Whatever the reason move they certainly did and became a prosperous family from quarrying and building. As stone-cutters many gravestones in the Emyvale cemeteries, to this day, bear the family name as sculptors. They also farmed at least three parcels of land at Emyvale, Knocknagrave and Knockconnan townlands. Benny told Leah O’Grady that the Delaneys were a prosperous family until they took on a contract to provide the stone and labour to build the Bank of Ireland in Monaghan town. However, the bank reneged on the costs, on completion, and a court case ensued. The Delaneys were not paid what they were owed but the bank gave several decrepit houses, in Monaghan town, in recompense, which led to the family’s economic decline. Benny Hackett said to Leah - “If you’re a Delaney you’re alright” - so the family must have been well respected in the area.

The land wars of the previous century were replaced by the tithe wars of the early 1830s. Catholics objected to having to pay one tenth of their meagre incomes to the established Protestant Church of Ireland. Stand-offs resulted between collectors and those liable and where belongings, if any were available, were seized when money was not forthcoming or, worse still, people were turned out from their homes onto the road. The land system, of which it was once said that there was no disadvantage which it did not possess, was a constant source of grievance and the narrow range of foods on which the people depended made famine a regular visitor.

With so much political unrest, insecurity and fear of further famine many Emyvale people decided to emigrate. Aided by their parish priest, Father Patrick Monaghan, they went to Prince Edward Island, in Canada. Leah’s Delaney family were part of that exodus. Though the Delaneys of the area were not poor, they were a large extended family and even a prosperous business could not support them all. Leah’s son, Thomas O’Grady, born on Prince Edward Island, grew up to become Professor of Irish Studies at the University of Massachusetts in Boston thus, fittingly, completing the circle.

James Delaney’s son, Arthur, was one of those who left, but he did not make the journey across the Atlantic Ocean. Instead, he took the much shorter trip over the Irish Sea to Scotland and eventually he arrived in Edinburgh. Arthur had not worked in the family quarry, nor on the farms, he trained as a tailor, enabling him to take his skills anywhere. In time we think that three of his brothers joined him in the city then, two of his sisters and finally, when the Great Famine struck, two more of his sisters settled there in ‘Little Ireland.


		
	
		
		CHAPTER TWO

STRANGERS IN A STRANGE LAND

EDINBURGH’S Royal Mile is one of the world’s most famous streets. Visited by thousands of tourists each year who come to view the historic buildings which line its route and which have escaped the ravages of time and the town planners.

Two thirds of the way down it is joined by a road used since at least Roman times which once housed a convent dedicated to the Virgin Mary from whom it takes it’s name, St Mary’s Street, formerly St. Mary’s Wynd. At the halfway point on the east side it gives way to a narrow opening called Boyd’s Entry where, on 7 June 1841, Scotland’s first census of the population recorded the presence of Arthur Delaney, his wife Helen Collins and their son James. When the census enumerator called at their home he noted only the briefest of details; that Arthur was twenty-five years old, that he had been born in Ireland and that he was working as a tailor; that Helen was tweny years old and had been born in Scotland; and that James was one year old and had been born in the city.

This was not the first mention of Arthur in the town. On 2 June 1838, he was named as god-father at the baptism of Elizabeth, daughter of John Gillespie and Sarah Stewart. Interesting that neither of the parent’s names were Irish. Less than a year later, on 12 April 1839, Father George Riggs declared in his parish register that Arthur Delaney and Helen Collins were ‘ lawfully married persons’. The record states this took place at Brown’s Square but no witnesses are given. This address was the priest’s house for the church of St. Patrick in nearby Lothian Street, which later became St. Francis Church. The lack of witnesses given might suggest that Arthur and Helen had already married elsewhere, perhaps in Glasgow where we know Helen was born, and were simply giving their ‘marriage lines’ to their new church.

At this point the Catholic church in Scotland was just beginning to emerge from the centuries of official disapproval and sometimes outright persecution that had followed the Scottish Reformation. Emancipation had only been granted a decade before and there had been serious rioting, including the burning of a church, in protest at earlier measures aimed at relieving discrimination against Catholics in Scotland. So its activities tended to be low key and its churches kept from open public view, usually down side streets. Catholics were few and far between in Edinburgh and most of those in the city were immigrants, ranging from a few native Sots – most of them Highlanders who had held on to the Old Faith in remote Highland areas, out of the reach of the reformers - to exotic incomers from Europe, at one time including the exiled French royal family, and the Irish.

Though Irish farm labourers had come to Scotland for centuries, staying only long enough to work on the harvest before returning home with money to help pay their rents, feed their families over the winter and plant their own crops in the spring, it was the development of new transport links and industry which led to large-scale and permanent immigration from Ireland. Roads, canals, mills and mines provided employment and many of the migrants became immigrants and settled down in the cheapest parts of Scottish towns and cities where they found themselves.

In Edinburgh, this meant the Old Town, long since deserted by the aristocracy after James VI of Scotland became James I of England and by the middle classes who had found more desirable accommodation in the New Town. The houses left behind had been endlessly sub-divided by their landlords to fit in as many paying tenants as possible and the poor condition of the homes was often matched by those who lived in them. Outside, the wynds, closes and entries served as an open sewer for all types of waste and refuse and water was drawn from insanitary street wells. The closely-packed living arrangements combined with the lack of proper sanitation to provide a breeding ground for life-threatening diseases like cholera and typhoid which erupted in periodic outbreaks and sometimes reached epidemic levels.

Arthur Delaney arrived in this Edinburgh between the first wave of immigrants and the later deluge that resulted from the Great Famine of the 1840s. It is possible he spent sometime in the west of Scotland where he would have made landfall, either from a steamer or perhaps from one of the coastal traders which would take passengers steerage for a pittance, putting in at small ports along the coastline and at the great disembarkation point of the Broomielaw in Glasgow. Scotland was not necessarily the final destination for all the immigrants. Sometimes, it was merely a stopping off point allowing those who intended making the longer journey across the Atlantic to Canada or the United States to muster their fare. Likewise, those who did remain in Scotland were not confined to the Glasgow area but spread out east to find employment in everything from mill work in Dundee to mining in Fife. While later censuses show that Helen Collins, Arthur’s wife, was born in Glasgow, and it may be possible that Arthur met her there, it is probable that he did not spend long in that city and he was bound for Edinburgh with a special purpose in mind.

The Irish in the capital had produced their own entrepreneurs who tended to operate in businesses shunned, for one reason or another, by the the native population, particularly the licensed trade and second hand clothes dealing. In his The Life and Times of James Connolly Desmond Graves explains:

“A section of the Irish became petty pawnbrokers, then local dealers and finally established a substantial trade exporting second-hand clothes to Ireland. In the 1830s, three-quarters of the 250 second hand clothes dealers of the Grassmarket area were Irish. In time, a section of these entrepreneurs rose still higher in the social scale and acquired the small businessman’s outlook.” 

Along the Cowgate, in St. Mary’s Wynd, lived one of those highly successful Irish entrepreneurs, a man who would come to play an important part in the lives of the Delaneys. Philip Boylan was born in Ireland, possibly as early as 1795. He is first noted in Edinburgh in 1821 when he married Dorothy Warrick, daughter of an Irish hat maker, by whom he fathered at least six children all but two of whom died young. At the time of their wedding he was described as a tailor of East Common Close in the Canongate. He expanded his tailoring business and opened a shoemaker’s shop and over the next decade he moved into other activities.

By the mid-1830s, the Register of Sasines, which details property transactions, was recording his purchases. On 23 April 1835, for example, he bought 17 St. Mary’s Wynd, an address with which the Delaney family was to become closely linked, as well as a newly built tenement between Halyburton’s and Gullan’s Closes, behind Boyd’s Entry, and a hayloft and stables at the Netherbow where St. Mary’s Wynd met the High Street and Edinburgh gave way to the Canongate. We believe that Philip Boylan originated in County Monaghan, possibly even in Emyvale, and that he is the reason why Arthur Delaney did not remain in Glasgow when he landed but made his way to a job that awaited him in Edinburgh. Philip Boylan’s tailoring business was thriving and since Arthur was a trained tailor he was given employment in the older man’s long established business.

If the Edinburgh to which Arthur came was unwelcoming in terms of its foul environment, it was no less so in the hostility of some of its people. Although Ireland was part of Britain, its inhabitants were effectively second-class citizens widely regarded as lazy and stupid and prone to heavy bouts of drinking and fighting. Living memory could recall a time when the Irish had risen in rebellion and they were also marked out by their Catholic religion. But, of more immediate concern to the natives was the effect their arrival was having on jobs and wages. The poverty-stricken immigrants were desperate enough to work long hours for lower pay than might be expected by Scots and in many respects their country upbringing – clean air, hard physical work and, in all but the worst of times, a basic but healthy diet of potatoes and milk – had fitted them better for heavy labour. Occasionally, tensions between the two groups blew up into violence with Scottish labourers frequently invading what was already becoming known as ‘Little Ireland’, assaulting its inhabitants and wrecking shops and homes.

But, it was not only the working class who were hostile. Establishment organizations ranging from the Church of Scotland to the ‘Glasgow Herald’ newspaper were among the harshest critics of the Irish. By contrast the Free Kirk leader, Thomas Chalmers, and the novelist, Sir Walter Scott, had strongly supported emancipation and the newspaper of the Edinburgh establishment, ‘The Scotsman’, was a rare beacon of sanity and moderation according to Tom Gallagher in his story of the Irish in Scotland The Uneasy Peace.

“It frequently refuted the more extravagant or spiteful claims of their religious detractors and was prepared to highlight virtues among them such as the chastity of their womenfolk, even in the most reduced circumstances, or their low illegitimacy rate when compare with the native Scottish figures.” 

This was remarkable given the explosion of the Irish population in Edinburgh as a report in ‘The Scotsman’ as early as 18 June 1823 shows:

“It may be mentioned, as an exact instance of the increasing numbers of Irish people within this city that Toddrick’s Wynd which some years ago did not contain one is now entirely inhabited by them.” (Gallagher)

So there was already a sizeable population of his compatriots around when Arthur Delaney and Helen Collins set up home at Geddes Entry in the Old Town. Their son, James, was born there in 1840, followed by a still born child who was buried in the Greyfriars Churchyard. The couple then moved to a house in St. Mary’s Wynd where twin daughters, Mary and Rosanna, were born in November 1843 but both died, one after the other, within months of their birth and were also buried in Greyfriars. In December 1845, a son, Thomas, was born and in 1848 another son, John, completed their family.


		
	
		
		CHAPTER THREE

THE DELANEY SIBLINGS

When Arthur Delaney and his wife, Helen Collins, settled in the Old Town of Edinburgh in 1839 they were the first of the Delaney family to do so. Indeed, there were no other Delaneys recorded at that time.

The records show they were later followed by a Joseph Delaney, a Michael Delaney and a William Delaney. We believe they were Arthur’s brothers but, because those very early church marriage records do not give parents names unlike the later Civil Records from 1855, we cannot prove it.

Michael Delaney married Ann Brown on 14 May 1848. There are no further records of Michael and Ann Delaney. It is unlikely they returned to an Ireland gripped by famine, so perhaps they emigrated.

Joseph Delaney did leave further records. He married his wife, Isabella, on 7 February 1845, according to St Mary’s Cathedral Registers. In one record he gave his occupation as ‘goldsmith’. The couple had one child, named Catherine, but sadly she died as an infant. Two other daughters were born to them but, tragically, we think Joseph must have died soon after the birth of his third daughter because in the 1851 census Isabella declares she is a widow. The reason we think Joseph may also have been Arthur’s brother is that when Arthur and Helen’s son, Thomas, was born they gave him the middle name of Joseph.

Another possible brother of Arthur was William James Delaney who married a Margaret Monaghan on 5 November 1850. The couple had a son, Joseph William Delaney, born 31 August 1851. I think that baby may also have been named after the deceased Joseph Delaney. The repeat of the name of Joseph seems to suggest that Joseph, William and Arthur were all brothers. The fact that Arthur and Helen named their first son James and that William’s middle name is James, also lends weight to the fact that they were all sons of James Delaney and Mary Hughes of Emyvale.

We have proof that the only other Delaneys recorded as living in ‘Little Ireland’ around that time were all Arthur’s sisters. We are therefore looking at one single family of Delaneys settling in Edinburgh’s Old Town from around 1838 to 1850 – there were no others.

The first to arrive, after Arthur, was his sister, Sarah Delaney, who had married John Skiffington. The couple must have married in Ireland because there is no record of their marriage in Scotland and they do not appear in the 1841 census. But they were certainly here by 1842 when their son, Arthur Skiffington, was born on 31 August at 42 St. Mary’s Wynd. Arthur Delaney stood as god-father to their second son, John Skiffington, in 1844 in St. Patrick’s Church in Lothian Street, which had been built to serve the growing Irish diaspora. Sarah Delaney and John Skiffington were god-parents to Arthur and Helen’s twin daughters, Mary and Roseanna, on 15 November 1843, so the families were obviously close. It does not appear that Sarah Skiffington (nee Delaney) had any more children.

While searching the Registers at Mortonhall Cemetery, which holds the records of all the old Edinburgh graveyards, in one old register we came across a reference to a Mary Delaney, who had died of ‘childbed’ on 15 March 1848 aged twenty-five at St. Mary’s Wynd and was buried in the Greyfriars Churchyard. It is likely that Mary Delaney died of childbed fever - Puerperal Fever. This fever killed many thousands of women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. There were many medical theories about what caused this condition in women. One Hungarian born physician, Dr Ignaz Semmelweis, in 1844, was the first to come up with a diagnosis and a remedy. In his lying-in hospital in Vienna, he noticed that deaths were lower in the maternity wards where midwives delivered the babies than in the wards where doctors did. He came to the conclusion that it was a result of cross-contamination. Doctors would routinely carry out autopsies on women who had died in childbirth and then be called to a live birth. He realised that it was vital that such doctors (or anyone delivering a baby) should first wash their hands. It seems like common sense to us now but in those days doctors didn’t understand about germs. Dr Semmelweis insisted that all his medical staff should wash their hands in a solution of chlorinated lime before and after attending to patients.

The results were dramatic – the maternal death rate fell to an incredible low in his hospital. When he published his findings a few doctors agreed with his thesis but the majority ridiculed him. One physician in Philadelphia, Dr Charles Delucena Meigs, protested - “Doctors are gentlemen and gentlemen’s hands are clean”. Because doctors had such a high opinion of themselves thousands of women were to continue to die. Dr Semmelweis was ridiculed, ostracised and hounded by the medical profession. Eventually, he had a breakdown, was committed to a mental institution and died. It was left to other pioneering doctors such as Oliver Wendell Holmes and Thomas Watson to carry on his work.

It is unlikely that Mary Delaney would have had a doctor attending her at her home birth. In the Old Town, experienced local women (known in Scotland as ‘Howdies’) would attend at the delivery of working class women in childbirth. It is likely that unclean hands was still the cause of the fever in these mothers. Living in poor housing, with no running water, would not have helped. None of the houses in Little Ireland at that time had plumbed water. All water had to be carried from street wells, two of which still survive in the Old Town, up the tall tenements and then heated on wood or coal fires. Hardly conducive to good hygiene. Though, of course, even higher class women in grander houses died as a result of childbed fever. One of the most notable was Mary Wollstonecraft, a famous Feminist and author of The Vindication of the Rights of Women. She died of childbed fever after giving birth to her daughter, Mary, who, under her married name Mary Shelley, was the author of ‘Frankenstein’. Tragic that such a pioneering Feminist as Mary Wollstonecraft should die by reason of being a woman.

Of course, women died in ‘childbed’ for many reasons but, in the nineteenth century, the single most common cause of maternal deaths related to childbed fever. The reason I think that it was Puerperal Fever that killed Mary Delaney was that the infection also claimed the lives of many of those women’s babies. Mary had given birth to a daughter, Mary Ann Cavana, shortly before she died. Mary Ann’s god-mother was Jane Delaney. Sadly, the baby died in the week after her birth.

There were very few people named Delaney in the Old Town at that time so we assumed that Mary and Jane must be related to us. We discovered later that Mary was indeed another sister of Arthur and Sarah. Mary Delaney had married Francis Cavana (Kavanagh) in 1847 and a year later she was dead. The child’s godmother in St Patrick’s Church in Lothian Street, Jane Delaney, was also a sister of Arthur and Sarah and was only fifteen years old at the time.

Jane Delaney, the youngest of the sisters, must have stayed on in Edinburgh after acting as godmother to her dead sister Mary’s baby. Perhaps her parents had sent her to Edinburgh to escape the ravages that the Great Famine had wrought in Ireland. In the 1851 census, Jane is listed as a general servant in the home of the McLaughlin family in the Old Town. Jane Delaney was to marry a clothier, John Murray, on 1 January 1855 at 17 St. Mary’s Wynd in ‘Little Ireland’.

Another sister of Arthur had also moved to Edinburgh. Her name was Anne Delaney and she was born in County Monaghan in 1831. She also appears in the 1851 census, as a fruit seller, lodging with the MacKenna family in the Cowgate. Monaghan was known as ‘MacKenna County’, from earliest times, and so we assume Anne must have known the family from back home.

It seems that Anne was an outcast from her sibling’s families. They all stand as godparents for each other’s children, but Anne is never mentioned in any capacity within the family. Why so?

Perhaps the reason is that Anne gives birth to an illegitimate son in Edinburgh. The Delaneys, Skiffingtons and Murrays all appear to be respectable business people within the Irish diaspora in Edinburgh and also devout Catholics.

Had Anne put herself beyond the Pale? Sadly, she was not to have the consolation of her son, John, as he died of smallpox on 8 September 1856, after eighteen days illness, at Skinners Close, High Street in the Old Town, aged 6 months. Anne was present and on registering the baby’s death she ‘made her mark X’ – meaning she could not write.

Smallpox was an ancient, highly contagious disease. The distinctive pustules (pox spots) have been found on an Egyptian Mummy from a tomb. It was caused by a virus, which was easily spread, and ranged across the ancient world killing millions of people throughout history. We can probably comprehend it better ourselves now having experienced a global coronavirus pandemic. It was difficult, indeed almost impossible, to contain once it took hold.

The first major breakthrough in Britain came in 1796. Edward Jenner had heard the folklore that claimed that milkmaids who had contracted a milder related virus, cowpox, never contracted smallpox. This is the origin in books and poems of referring to beautiful women as having a complexion ‘like a milkmaid’. Jenner collected pus from a cowpox pustule on a milkmaid’s arm and injected it into the arm of an eight-year-old boy, James Phipps, which made him immune to smallpox. But it was to be one hundred years later before the World Health Assembly signed a Resolution to eradicate smallpox and widespread vaccination became possible.

Sadly, it was much too late to save poor baby John Delaney. I wonder if his mother, Anne Delaney, had natural immunity, since the disease is so contagious and Anne would have been in close contact with her baby during his illness. The Delaneys in Ireland were farming people so it seems likely that Anne may well have milked cows back home on the family farm. Certainly, she survived.

In spite of the World Health Organisation (WHO) programme smallpox continued into modern times. The last ‘natural’ case reported was in Somalia in 1977, which resulted in fifty-four thousand people being vaccinated. The final reported case is even more shocking. It was agreed that all stocks of the smallpox virus in laboratories across the world should be destroyed, with the exception of one in Russia and one in the USA. In 1978 the last reported case of a death from smallpox was reported. The victim was a medical photographer who was accidentality infected while working in a laboratory in Birmingham, England. No one knows how this was possible.

When baby John Delaney died of smallpox he was was buried in the Canongate Burial Ground in the Old Town. We know from census entries that his mother, Anne Delaney, continued to live in Edinburgh but there appears to be no contact between her and the rest of her family. Then, on 18 July 1864, when she is thirty-three years old, Anne does marry. Her husband is Joseph Daly, aged thirty, who is a house-painter. Joseph’s father’s occupation is given as ‘Lamplighter’. All the Edinburgh street lamps at that time were lit by gas. His father would have gone round lighting the gas lamps at night, using a light on the end of a long pole, and returned to snuff them out in the morning. Later, many lamplighters were employed as night-watchmen for the city - they were a kind of early police force.

When Joseph Daly and Anne Delaney marry, Anne gives her parent’s names as James and Mary Delaney of County Monaghan but states they are now deceased. Anne Delaney and Joseph Daly have no children registered to them. Perhaps Anne is too old by then. We know from census returns that they continue to live together but then Anne Daly (nee Delaney) disappears from the Scottish records. There are no further census entries for her and no death certificate. So what has happened? Could she have gone home to Ireland? A later census for Joseph Daly states that he is married but lives with another woman as ‘man and wife’. So Anne is still alive - but where? We can find no further trace of her so Anne is our mystery Delaney sibling.


		
	
		
CHAPTER FOUR


THE BOYLAN CONNECTION

Tragedy was to strike the Delaney family when, on 8 May 1850, Arthur Delaney died of Inflammation, aged just thirty-four, at his home on St. Mary’s Wynd, leaving his wife, Helen Delaney (nee Collins), to bring up their three surviving children alone. James was ten, Thomas five and John just two years old. Arthur was laid to rest in a private plot in the old Greyfriar’s Churchyard alongside his stillborn child, his twin daughters, Mary and Roseanna, and his godson, John Skiffington, who had died when he was just two years old.

Three months later Arthur’s wife, Helen, married old Philip Boylan.

At first, this seemed to us quite shocking. Philip’s own wife, Dorothy Warrick, had died just six months earlier. Helen was twenty-nine years old and Philip was almost twice her age. But, on reflection, it seems understandable. With the family breadwinner gone Helen and her sons faced the Poorhouse. There were no public benefits then, no widow’s pension. Philip Boylan was a very wealthy man with a large house at 17 St. Mary’s Wynd. He was highly respected among the Irish diaspora and was a devout Catholic. Certainly, the priests at St. Patrick’s Church in Lothian Street appear to have raised no objections to this hasty marriage when they married the couple there on 18 August 1850. Perhaps they had seen too many children left destitute by the loss of a father to be worried about the religious niceties. Nor did Arthur’s sister, Sarah Skiffington. She obviously appreciated what this would mean for her late brother’s children and was pragmatic enough to stand as Helen’s bridesmaid at the wedding.

What then are we to think about Philip’s motives? He was, for the times, an old man. He had been married to his wife Dorothy for thirty years when she died. Together they had built up a highly successful business and she had given him six children. There seems no doubt that it was a long and happy marriage. But the couple had suffered the loss of four of those children when they were young. Only two children survived, daughters, Eleanor and Agnes. Eleanor was married to John Lennon and Agnes to John O’Connor. Philip had no sons to pass on his business and his extensive property portfolio to. Married women’s inheritances would come under the control of their husbands. An astute man like Philip would understandably object to the fruits of his years of hard work passing to another man who had done nothing to earn it.

Philip needed a son.

Helen had produced three healthy sons for Arthur, perhaps he might have thought she could produce a son for him. If that was his thinking he thought right. Helen gave him three healthy sons to replace his lost children. He even gave the boys his dead son’s names, Luke, Philip and James Boylan. Sadly, they did lose one son, John, in infancy, but Helen also produced another daughter, Mary Boylan, for him and they seemed to have had a long and happy life together. Helen wanted for nothing and when Philip died he left her an annuity of her own.

The only person who seems to have disapproved of the marriage was Philip’s daughter, Eleanor. She had grown up just as astute a business person as her father and had built up a very large portfolio of property in Edinburgh and Leith which she rented out. When John Lennon married her he married money. Eleanor owned a mansion house in South Fort Street in Leith. In the Valuation Rolls it states that it had seventeen windows and I have seen from a drawing of the site that it stood in a large plot of land, detached from surrounding properties. She called it Warrick House after her beloved late mother. Sadly, the house was long ago demolished as the Port of Leith expanded.

Such a devoted daughter could hardly be expected to approve of her father replacing her mother, so soon after her death, with a much younger wife. Certainly, when Helen died in 1890 just a year before Eleanor herself, she refused to allow Helen to be buried in the same extensive private plot in the Canongate Churchyard where her mother and father both lay.

Instead, Helen’s first son by Philip, Luke Boylan, laid her to rest in a new cemetery at Morningside. She could not have been laid beside her first husband, Arthur, because Greyfriars Churchyard had long ago been closed for burials by Sir Henry Litttlejohn, Edinburgh’s First Medical Officer of Health. Littlejohn was concerned at the hygiene implications of continuing burials in old Greyfriars. It was so overcrowded that bones were beginning to appear above the ground! In recent times an eminent Edinburgh historian has caused offence, to some, by suggesting that ‘Greyfriars Bobby’, the little dog made famous for keeping watch for years on his dead master’s grave, was actually in there looking for bones! A statue of the dog stands outside the gates of the Graveyard.

If Helen Delaney had married Philip Boylan to secure her three son’s futures it also was a sacrifice that paid off. Philip Boylan proved to be a caring, supportive and devoted stepfather to Arthur Delaney’s sons. They grew up in the large house at 17 St. Mary’s Wynd, with servants, alongside their half-siblings. They would want for nothing. Philip, a master tailor, would ensure they were extremely well dressed. He made sure they received the same education as his own children, even permitting young James Delaney, a gifted artist, to work as a professional artist – a rather precarious profession. Thomas, he apprenticed as a brass-founder, so he would have a good trade. Then later, when Thomas married Margaret Maguire and produced six children, he allowed Thomas to take over the Boylan shoemakers business on St. Mary’s Wynd. John Delaney, he apprenticed to the Printing Trade and he qualified as a compositor. You had to have good connections to enter the world renowned Edinburgh printing and publishing industry in those days. Prejudice against Irish Catholics, in Edinburgh, remained strong and few businesses were open to them. They were completely barred from the Police Force, which took instead Protestant Scottish Highlanders as recruits. The printing trade was the only large industry which accepted Catholics in the city. This continued into modern times when successive generations of Delaneys entered the printing trade. Philip must have been indulgent indeed when his stepson, John Delaney, announced he was giving up his good job in the Printing industry to go on the stage!


		
	
	
	CHAPTER FIVE
	
THE DELANEY BROTHERS

When Arthur Delaney died on 8 May 1850 and his wife, Helen, married Philip Boylan on 18 August of the same year, Arthur’s son, James Delaney, was ten years old, his son, Thomas Delaney, was five years old and his son, John Delaney, was just two years old. The three boys and their mother moved into Philip Boylan’s large house at 17 St. Mary’s Wynd in the heart of ‘Little Ireland’. Since the death of his wife, Dorothy, six months earlier, Philip had been living there alone except for a cook and a housemaid. It was to prove a very comfortable childhood but one wonders what ten-year-old James thought of it all. He would remember his father, Arthur, very well, as would his brother, Thomas, but, in time, two-year-old John would remember little of Arthur. Philip Boylan would be the only father John would ever know. There seems little doubt that Philip was a caring, even indulgent, stepfather to the Delaney brothers. Being so young, John was also closest to the children born to his mother, Helen, and Philip. In particular to the couple’s first-born, Luke Boylan, born in 1851, when John Delaney was just three years old. Luke was followed by brothers, Philip, James, John and a sister Mary Boylan. Sadly, baby John Boylan was to die of Encephalitis, when he was just months old and was buried in the large Boylan family plot in the Canongate Churchyard.

From their later lives we can tell that the Delaney brothers received a good education. Schooling was not compulsory in the 1850s but we know that there was a Catholic school attached to St. Patrick’s Church in Lothian Street, and the church placed great importance on education as a way of improving the lot of their poor Irish children.

When James Delaney grew up he was shown to have a talent for painting. In later census returns he gives his occupation as artist.

On the 9 August 1859, young James Delaney married in unusual circumstances. The wedding took place in Viewfield House, the Catholic priest’s home, in Dunfermline, across the River Forth from Edinburgh. His bride was Ann Maloney, who was described as ‘a spinster of Dunfermline’ and gave her age as nineteen. James, who said he was ‘an artist of Dunfermline’ claimed to be twenty-two when, in fact, he was nineteen years old. Ann states she is Irish born, that her father, Patrick Maloney, was a carter and that her mother, Catrine Gorman, was deceased. Since James lived in Edinburgh we have no idea how they ended up marrying in Dunfermline. One slight possibility is that there was a Drawing School in the town. Could James have been studying there? The incorrect age, the fact that no address in Dunfermline is given, the witnesses who appeared - none of whose names are familiar, and the likelihood that Ann was pregnant, all point towards a marriage that did not have parental approval and may even have been the result of an elopement.

If James did try to hoodwink his parents, they were back under Philip Boylan’s roof and apparently back in favour by the following year. James and Ann’s son, Arthur Philip Delaney, was born in the Boylan house at 17 St. Mary’s Wynd on 20 April 1860 and baptized in the new St Patrick’s Church, in the Cowgate, where Philip Boylan stood as his godfather.

The immigration resulting from the Great Famine had led to a huge increase in Edinburgh’s Catholic population and, in 1856, a new church was provided in the heart of ‘Little Ireland’ to meet the increased demand.

The building was bought from the Presbyterian United Seceders though it had been built eighty-five years before for the Episcopalians and as such can claim to have served the three main religious denominations in Scotland. The church was dedicated to St. Patrick, replacing the small chapel of the same name in Lothian Street which was then used wholly as a Catholic school. Until the 1872 law making primary education compulsory, the church was already providing schooling for the youngsters of the parish. We know from the 1851 census that James and Thomas Delaney were listed as ‘scholars’ to be joined later by their younger brother, John.

Once their schooling was complete the Delaney brothers, Thomas and John, were apprenticed into solid trades. Thomas as a brassfounder and John as a printer. But James followed a less conventional path earning his living as an artist.

In the 1861 census, after his son Arthur’s birth, James is describing himself as ‘an artist and photographer’. Many artists had switched to photography which had been invented twenty years earlier. In fact, photography in Scotland had been pioneered by the painter David Octavious Hill and his partner Robert Adamson, based in Rock House on the slopes of Calton Hill in Edinburgh. Their work is now considered as an art form and is highly collectable. Octavious Hill had turned to photography after being commissioned to paint a massive painting of all the members of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. Unable to gather all the members together more than once, he hit on the idea of taking a photograph of them and painting from that. It was an amazing achievement and the finished painting is a wonder to see.

So, when James Delaney turned to photography he was following in the footsteps of famous painters like Hill. When James was earning his living as an artist it is possible that he was doing portraiture. His clients would have to be monied people, so a limited market, but now the new photography opened up having your image captured to everyone. There were soon several studios in the city following the establishment of the first one on a Princes Street rooftop. Practical photography classes were being held from the late 1850s onwards, but most learned by trial and error and mastering the new skill quickly began to replace miniature painters and silhouette makers. But photography needed cameras and glass plates and chemicals – an expensive business to begin with. We suspect that Philip Boylan again came to his aid by providing the initial capital and James himself seemed to take other employment to set up a studio. In one census, Anne and their son, Arthur, were living at 13 High Street and she declares she is a “clerks wife.” James himself is absent from the house, providing, perhaps, a foretaste of what was to come. The next year the couple had a second child, Ellen, at 43 High Street, an address better known today as John Knox House. Her father, James Delaney, stated on her Birth Certificate that he was working as a photographer.

On 19 April 1863, Ann gives birth to a second daughter, also named Ann, at 327 Canongate and on 1 May 1865, a second son, James, was born at 8 St. Mary’s Wynd. James was still working as a photographer at the time of these births. All seems to be going well for the family. Then everything changes on 6 February 1866, when wee Ann, who was not yet two years old, died of croup at the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary and was buried in the Canongate Kirkyard. On her death certificate James states that he is working as a General Labourer. What has gone wrong?

Over the next few years, James and Ann’s marriage appears to come under increasing strain. In the 1871 census, Ann and her daughter, Ellen, are lodging with a woman in a house in the Cowgate. At the same time, James, now back to working as a photographer, was living in a large Boarding House for professional people at 17 High Street, just across from St. Mary’s Street where his mother, Helen, and stepfather, Philip, were still living. Within a short space of time he seems to have left Edinburgh altogether. Certainly, his marital problems would not have been viewed kindly, particularly in the strict Catholic community from which he came. Divorce was forbidden by the Church and, regardless of religion, the cost kept it out of the reach of all but the very wealthy. Couples were simply expected to make the best of a bad situation, but separation and even desertion seem to have been common.

We do not know where James went when he left Edinburgh, nor do we know if he sent any money back to his wife to support his children in Edinburgh. Throughout this period, travelling photographers abounded, often transporting themselves in horse-drawn wagon studios and setting up in town squares, railway stations and other central locations. Others simply hired hotel rooms as makeshift studios and dark rooms for the day.

Some found areas in which they could make a steady living and that seems to be what happened to James Delaney. He settled in Wigan, a Lancashire town, which had a large Irish immigrant population working in the mills and mines. But he began to suffer ill health and he died there in the hospital of the Union Workhouse on the 19 December 1886, aged forty-eight, of a variety of medical conditions, including dropsy and heart disease which killed so many members of the Delaney family over the years. He was alone. The Workhouse Master registered his death. A sad end to a wee boy from ‘Little Ireland’ who had shown such promise.

When following his trail I picked up a hint that he may have died in Wigan so I phoned the town’s Register Office to see if I could find out anything about him. When the Registrar asked his name and I told him, ‘James Delaney’, he burst out laughing. He explained that in Wigan, with a high immigrant population at the time, it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack! On the off-chance, he asked what his job might be in an attempt to narrow it down. When I said – ‘photographer’ – there was a pause - “A well now you’re talking” he said, “there was only one James Delaney whose death was registered as – ‘ a photographer of Wigan.’” I had found my great-great grandfather and he was still working at his profession fifteen years after leaving Edinburgh.

While his brother, James, left Edinburgh, Thomas Delaney barely moved outside ‘Little Ireland’, but he was to be a great support to James’ son, Arthur Philip, in the trials and tribulations that were to come, after his father, James, abandoned him and his mother and left for England.

Thomas Delaney had fathered an illegitimate son named James, born 2 August1869, to a Helen McIntosh but the couple did not marry. Instead, he married Margaret McGuire, daughter of a second-hand clothes dealer. They married in St. Patrick’s Church and Margaret was already pregnant with their first child, Mary Helen, who was born on the 2 October1869 - two months later! She would bear her husband ten more children, many of whom died in infancy including two daughters, Catherine and Joan, who died of Scarlet Fever within a fortnight of each other in 1880. ‘Little Ireland’ was a dangerous place for children with epidemics of Measles, Whooping Cough and Scarlet Fever carrying off hundreds of them before they were five years old. Thomas had many jobs, including brassfounder and leather worker, before taking over the Boylan’s shoe-making business. His younger brother, John Delaney, was to have a very different life. He became a professional actor.


		
	
		
		CHAPTER SIX

SARAH DELANEY

Sarah was born to James Delaney and Mary Hughes in Donagh Parish in Co. Monaghan in 1820. We do not know when, or where, Sarah married John Skiffington but we suspect it must have been in Ireland as there is no evidence of the marriage in the Scottish records. We believe John Skiffington was also from the county. Within a short time after he and Sarah arrive in the Old Town in 1842, they open a grocer’s shop in the High Street so they must have had some capital. They arrive three years before the Great Famine struck.

We know that Monaghan was one of the counties in Ireland worst affected by the Great Famine. In Irish, ‘an Gorta Mor’, ‘The Great Hunger’, raged in Ireland from 1845 to 1849, with 1847 being described as ‘the Black Year’. By the end of that period around one million Irish people had died and another million had emigrated. It is sometimes described as the ‘Great Irish Potato Famine’ as it was the failure of the potato crop, due to blight, that triggered mass starvation in Ireland. However, the causes of the tragedy run much deeper than that. Ireland, in the 19th century, was a conquered country ruled by Britain and dominated by a British land-owning class, many of whom were absentee landlords. The Irish themselves had no land rights and were reduced to impoverished tenant status or cottars. Ireland was a fertile, prosperous land that exported huge amounts of cattle and grain to Britain at the time that the potato blight struck. But the Irish themselves had been utterly dependent on the potato crop to feed themselves. There was more than enough food to feed the people in Ireland when the blight struck. Historians now claim that ‘The Great Hunger’ was the result of political inaction by the British Government to address the problem. They argue that this potato blight did not just affect Ireland. It spread, possibly from Mexico, through North America and across Europe. Some suggest that it was actually brought into Ireland from potatoes, carried in Clipper Ships, to feed passengers and crews. It was a virulent crop disease that affected many countries but, only in Ireland did it result in a million deaths in the population and mass emigration. Throughout the period of the Famine shiploads of food were exported to Britain while the Irish people starved. In previous times of famine, on a smaller scale, different British governments closed the ports to food imports from Ireland to keep food in the country until the problem eased. Neither the Tory party, or later, the Whigs adopted that policy arguing that it was against their belief in ‘Free Trade’ and so a people starved.

It left a bitter legacy in Ireland and among those forced to emigrate, and their descendants, to this day. Mass emigration took place to Australia, Canada and most notably to America, where the numbers of citizens of Irish descent runs into millions. But the first impact of Famine emigration was felt in English ports, especially Liverpool, where by the 1850s half the population were Irish or of Irish descent - and in Scotland.

The vast majority of Irish emigrants to Scotland settled in Glasgow, but there were large numbers in Dundee, in the mining areas of Ayrshire and Fife and, of course, in Edinburgh.

Of course, Irish people had been settling in Scotland for hundreds of years but not in any great numbers.

When I first began researching my Delaney family roots, I consulted St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Cathedral’s records of Births, Deaths and Marriages. It was a real eye-opener. The earliest record showed very small numbers of Catholics in Edinburgh. In the years following on from the 16th century Protestant Reformation there were few Catholics in Scotland. Hardly surprising when attending mass became a punishable offence, and priests were hunted down, imprisoned and, in one notable instance, executed. John Ogilvie was a Scots priest who was hanged and drawn in 1615, in Glasgow and canonized as, St John Ogilvie, in 1976. The religion went underground, especially among the Catholic aristocracy and gentry who continued to hide priests and hear mass in their private homes. In many of these grand houses you can still see the ‘Priest Holes’ where priests could hide in the event of danger.

But in the Lowlands generally the Reformation was writ large. The same was not true of the Scottish Highlands and Islands were the old Faith clung on, in pockets, remote and far from the reach of the authorities. This was brought home to me when I searched those early records. Nearly every family name of Catholics, then living in Edinburgh and in the congregation of the Cathedral, was a Highland Scottish one. This continued until the middle of the 19th century when, as I turned each page, nearly every name in the record was Irish. A whole social history in one volume. One early entry has always intrigued me. It was from the Deaths record and it stated simply - ‘Mrs Delaney killed when her house fell on her’. I have never been able to find out who this poor woman might have been. It predates the arrival of our family. It sounds very like the woman had been living in slum property which collapsed around her. Who she was I don’t suppose we will ever know but after the Famine, when many hundreds of Irish arrived in Edinburgh, those were just the kind of slum housing conditions they were forced to endure.

The Old Town of Edinburgh had been a walled city stretching downhill from Edinburgh Castle to The Netherbow, the original location of the City Gate in the wall. The street that ran along the junction between that and the Burgh of the Canongate was called St. Mary’s Wynd and it was in that area, that became known as ‘Little Ireland’, that the Delaney, Skiffington, Murray and Boylan families were to live out their lives.

The Royal Mile, which is the name by which the area is now best known, housed everyone from the rich and famous to the poorest of the poor. They all lived crowded together in tall tenements known as ‘Lands’, the name being given, apparently, because in this vertical city, restricted within the walls, they provided living space where there was little. Many of them rose six or seven storeys high, more when you counted the stories below ground. The poor lived at basement or ground level, where the smell from the garbage was strongest. Everyone threw their food waste and the contents of their chamber pots into the streets and closes, those at higher storeys shouting a warning of ‘Gardyloo’ - ‘Gardez l’eau’ – ‘mind the water’ - to the unwary passer-by. Better-off poor lived in the attics where, though the climb was steep, the air was fresher – sometimes too fresh. The wealthy lived in the floors in between, at different levels depending on just how wealthy they were. Everyone rich or poor met on the common stair. It was a very democratic way of living. All of that changed with the development of a New Town of Edinburgh, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, across the Nor Loch to the North. Gradually, the wealthy and the middle classes moved to the fine Georgian buildings rising on the meadowlands across the new North Bridge. Their handsome apartments and houses in the Old Town were bought by speculative landlords and sub-divided to be let to the working classes and the poor, leading to horrendous overcrowding.

Like Philip Boylan, John Skiffington became a very successful businessman. We can follow his progress through the entries in Edinburgh’s Street Directories. Beginning in 1852, he is listed at various addresses in the Old Town, over the years, as an owner of grocer’s shops, spirit merchants, a china shop and, finally, a rag merchant’s store at 105 High Street. The latter business was to prove highly lucrative as it supplied rags to the paper-making industry throughout Scotland and down into England, as far as Yorkshire. Paper made using cotton rags produced a high quality paper much in demand for legal documents and art, as it did not deteriorate. Following Philip Boylan’s example, John began to speculate by buying up properties and renting them out. His main business of China Shop and Rag Store was a five-storey building at 105 High Street in the Old Town, where he also lived with his wife, Sarah Delaney. He also owned a spacious flat in a handsome stone tenement at 6 High Street, on the corner of the Netherbow and St. Mary’s Wynd. Both these properties still survive some two hundred years later.

When the Great Famine sent many hundreds of their fellow Irishmen into Edinburgh’s Old Town seeking work and accommodation, both Philip Boylan and John Skiffington were well placed to reap the benefits. I have found no evidence that either Philip or John were slum landlords, as far as I can judge. According to the Valuation Rolls, held in Register House, their properties seem to be in decent addresses and none had multiple occupants as tenants. In the worst of slums, poor people were crowded in large numbers in one room accommodation.

John Skiffington and Sarah Delaney had two sons. Arthur, named after Sarah’s brother, was born in 1842 and lived until he was twenty-four before dying of Bronchitis and Tuberculosis in1867. Their second son, John, was born on 6 November 1844. His godfather was his mother’s brother, Arthur Delaney, and his godmother was Sarah McLachlan. Sadly, John died on 25 January 1847 and was buried beside his twin cousins, Mary and Roseanna Delaney, in the Greyfriars Churchyard.

The Skiffington family continued to live and trade at 105 High Street. On Sunday, 24 November 1861, in the early hours of the morning, a tenement between Bailie Fyfe’s Close and Paisley Close collapsed. As it fell it narrowly missed the Skiffington’s building.

A report of the disaster in ‘The Scotsman’ newspaper noted:

“A broken gas pipe on the corner of Mr Skiffington’s premises on the west was lighted and cast a bright light to help in the rescue attempt. About nine o’ clock yesterday morning, the workmen on raising some flooring, discovered a small black and white dog. It was taken care of by Mr Skiffington, china merchant, and by good treatment soon recovered. We understand that the present guardian (Mr Skiffington) has expressed his intention to sell the animal which would probably be valued by many, as a memento, for behoof of the relief fund.”

The newspaper report went on to decry the appalling condition of the old buildings in the area. John Skiffington obviously took umbrage at the coverage and made a complaint to the newspaper. Later, The Scotsman printed a clarification of the previous story it had carried.
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