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"For the poor will never cease to be in the land; therefore I command you, saying, 'You 

shall freely open your hand to your brother, to your needy and poor in your land.'" 

Deuteronomy 15:11 

 

Chapter One 

Filth 

All of the 18th and 19th century visitors marvelled at the Quay of Waterford. It's beauty its 

elegance and expanse, comparing it to the finest quays in Europe. Its river full of masted 

ships, its beautiful exchange, where the merchants conducted their business, and the adjacent 

Mall with its bowling green, where the gentry took their evening stroll and their wives 

paraded their finery. However this was the veneer of Waterford and beneath that veneer, was 

a warren of filthy lanes, of disease ridden hovels, bereft of furniture, toilet facilities, and the 

means to sustain life.  

Let your 21st century minds drift back to Waterford City in the early 1800's. The first thing 

you would noticed was the strong smell emanating from the houses and the unwashed people 

as they passed you by. The horse manure on the roads, the sewage running down the roads, 

the smell from the many gut houses, tanneries, breweries. Dung heaps piled at the bottom of 

many roads and lanes. The smell of death and decomposing corpses from the city graveyards. 

The condition of Waterford city's graveyards were so bad that they were noted in English 

medical journals, one of which read, "In Olave's Churchyard, the bodies have of late years 

been deposited in tiers, above each other, just under the east window of the church, till they 

are within less than 3 feet of the surface, and actually above the level of the ground within 

one or two yards adjacent; whilst at certain periods, and in certain states of the atmosphere, a 

putrid smell can be distinctly perceived in the neighbourhood." The tenements, once the 

abodes of the rich, were now the domain of the poor and destitute. Ill clothed adults and dirty 

semi naked children, like rats, scurrying around searching for and fighting over morsels of 

food they had found. Most of the tenements would not have had any toilet facilities. The 

occupiers only way of disposing of their "chamber pots", was to throw them out the window 

on to the head of some unsuspecting passerbye. The Waterford Herald of August 1801, 

reported, "We have received several letters from unfortunate suffers, under the filth and 

nastiness nocturnally thrown into our streets." To it was added some poems by, "Gentlemen 

whose business obliges them to pass through the city a late hour." (ibid) The following poems 

about the practise of people emptying their chamber pots out their windows late at night is 

from that newspaper;  

"In haste I scour your narrow streets 

And yet from attic story 

what's called Good-Luck my noodle greets 

And covers me with Glory." (ibid) 

The next is a parody of the City's motto, Urbs Intacta Manet. 

"If your city as usual untainted remains 

Why than this vile scent in your streets and it's lanes" (ibid) 

And the final ditty,  

"That none ere have ventured your City to touch 

And it's praise has been chanter in songs 

But so filthy it is, and it stinketh so much 

Who's touch it, unless with Tongs." (ibid) 



Year Houses Population 

1813 3,581 25,467 

1821 4,052 26,467 

1831 3,614 28,821 

1841 3,150 23,216 

1861 3,957 25,297 

1871 3,707 23,430 

1911 4,944 27,464 

While it may appear that there were houses for most of those who needed housing, much of 

the housing of the labouring class was totally unsuitable for human habitation. As the 19th 

century progressed, those houses, without repair, deteriorated to the extent that, they became 

uninhabitable. Many of the occupants of the slum houses were wage earners, and could afford 

better housing, however better housing was not available. Despite the usefulness of the above 

figures they are sterile and devoid of emotion, and do not convey the horror of the housing in 

Waterford city. To bring those statistics to life we must recount and relive the daily struggle 

of the poor of Waterford city. The following is their story.  

 

Chronology of Misery 

Both Parliamentary reports and visitors to Waterford city describe the frightful conditions 

that the labouring class had to live under. Most of the labouring class lived in small one or 

two bedroomed houses or cottages or in large tenements, or "Rookeries" as they were locally 

referred to. The following chronology demonstrates that from the early 1800's to the mid 20th 

century the condition of the housing for the poor and the working class remained unchanged, 

unhealthy and unfit for human habitation One of the earliest reference to the living conditions 

of the labouring class in Waterford city, is from 1831.  

 

1831 From a report on the unsanitary condition of Waterford streets published in 1831, in the 

Waterford Mirror, we read the following, "When the inspection team visited the tenements in 

Olave's (Olaf's) lane they found that some of the poor room keepers were actually in a state of 

nudity and scarcely a particle of furniture to be seen in their apartments; the end of the Lane 

is a reservoir of filth."  

Nudity was not uncommon and you will read that in some circumstances, men had their coats 

on back to front, to hide their private parts, and partially exposing their backsides. The report 

continued, "The end of the lane is a reservoir of filth. In Blackfriars it found that many of the 

houses in this section had no back yards or privies. We therefore suggest the necessity of 

scavengers carts being sent around every morning, before a stated hour, for the purpose of 

receiving from the different houses the accumulations of the night........Murphy's Lane, here 

we intruded ourselves into the hovels of the most depraved and abandoned of our community. 

In one small apartment we counted six straw beds on the floor, which, in such a confined 

atmosphere, must tend to the spreading of disease. The Committee 

should endeavour if practicable, to shut up all communication with this den of thieves, 

abandoned females, and miscreants of all denominations; and from the information we have 

received it's annihilation from the map of our City would be of easy accomplishment." (ibid 

pg. 119)  

 

1834 Henry Inglis visited Waterford city in 1834 and wrote the following, "Before leaving 

Waterford, I visited some of the worst quarters of the town, and was introduced to scenes of 

most appalling misery. I found three and four families in hovels, lying on straw on different 

corners, and not a bit of furniture visible; their hovels themselves, situated in the midst of the 



most horrid and disgusting filth. the heads of the families were out begging potatoes, round 

the country."  

 

1836 An 1836 Parliamentary report, described the lanes and tenements thus; "The houses in 

these lanes, &c, are all rented out as lodgings to the poor. We found the number of rooms in 

single houses to be six or seven, containing, in most instances, eight persons in each room 

promiscuously; in many City of Waterford. instances they amounted to ten or twelve; and in 

no instance to less than Five; all, apparently, objects of great destitution. We ascertained the 

average number of persons in a single house to be from forty to fifty. In one house in an entry 

off John's-street, there were, at the time of our visit, Eighty persons residing. The same report 

stated regarding the impact on health, "The number of houses thus densely inhabited are 

numerous; hence the difficulty, almost the impossibility, of repressing an epidemic when it 

makes its appearance amongst this class, particularly when we consider their natural 

propensities and habits; hence, also, the incentives to immorality and crime." (ibid) Speaking 

of the sight that greeted one of the inspectors who visited one of these houses the report 

continued; "The immediate object for relief was generally to be found lying in the corner of 

one of these rooms, on a little straw, without any covering, except an old carpet, which served 

the double purpose of dress by day, and bed-clothes by night." (ibid) 

 

1843 An 1843 encyclopaedia stated that, Waterford has been an improving town for many 

years, but it will be seen that the increase in population has been very small. It has probably 

been kept down by emigration. "Very few new houses are built. In the worst parts of the town 

the misery is described as frightful; five or six families are sometimes found living together 

in a hovel, entirely without furniture, and with nothing but straw to lie upon." 

 

1847 Another visitor to Waterford described a similar experience on an Evangelical mission 

to Waterford City in 1847, "I pushed in the door of a room I was passing by, and there I saw a 

man lying on a little straw on the damp floor. At his feet lay a child. On the other side of the 

room lay another child, on a little straw apart by itself. By a small fire sat another child, quite 

naked. On the father, in the bed, lay a fourth child, in a state of mortification ; and on the 

floor sat a woman, seemingly in good health, from whom I learned the tale of misery. The 

whole family had been in the Fever Hospital. The mother died there. As soon as the others 

got to the crisis of the disease, they were sent away, to make room for others."  

 

1878 Waterford Corporation was the first Local Authority in Ireland to build its own 

dwellings. “In 1878-79 using a £1700 loan under the 1866 Irish housing Act, it built 17 two 

storey terraced houses, each with four rooms in Green’s Lane.”  

 

1895 In November, 1895, the Waterford News decided to investigate the condition of the 

housing of the working class in Waterford City. The article makes stark reading. The 

previous week the Roman Catholic Bishop had addressed a crowd in the Temperance Hall 

regarding intemperance and also mentioned the unfit housing in the city. The Waterford 

News angrily replied to the Bishops statement with the following, "The fact is, Bishop 

Sheehan and Bishop Day (Church of Ireland), and the mayor, and three fourths of the 

Corporation, not to mention all the philanthropists around here, are in a state of absolute 

ignorance to the actual condition of the lanes and alleys, that grow up as it were on the 

principle thoroughfares, like fungi upon the stems of an apparently healthy tree"  

The reporters visited many of the squalid lanes in the city. The first lane they visited was 

Ushers Arch, off Patrick St. (This lane stood on the site of the present Stephen St. Monastery 

extending into the area now occupied by the school) and gave the following description, "on 



the left down in a corner, we entered a dismantled house, and here were to be found some 

heaps of decomposed straw, which a guide informed us, served as beds for waifs and strays at 

midnight." (ibid) Visiting another apartment in the lane they saw, "no furniture, an excuse for 

a fire burning in a grateless hearth. The family consisted of father, mother and six children 

ranging from one to ten years......in a state of semi nudity." (ibid) Similar if not worse 

conditions existed in other lanes they visited. Those who lived in these hovels were not all 

destitute, as the Waterford News points out, "Hard working labourers and their families herd 

here like pigs. Squalor, filth and wretchedness are the prevailing characteristics of the worst 

portions of the city........Fancy a poor toil worn labourer facing home on a Saturday night to 

such a den as anyone may see today within fifty yards of our main thoroughfares. He sees all 

around him the well lighted, cheerful, and comparatively clean public house, where for a few 

hours at least, he can enjoy genial companionship such as it is, and drown in liquor the 

recollection of that other place which he is obliged to call home." (ibid) 

 

1901 The advent of the 20th century saw no improvement for the labouring class. The 

following is from a report on Waterford city in 1902. "The excrement is disposed of by 

midden privies with ashpit attached. The ashpits are located within a few feet of the houses 

faulty in construction thereby polluting both air and soil. It is a common practise to deposit 

all kinds of filth on the streets. The streets in the poorer localities of the city are in a foul and 

filthy condition."  

 

1914 In 1914 during a Local Government Board Inquiry meeting relating to housing in 

Waterford City, it was reported that, the number of houses in the city was, "4,886 and the 

number occupied by the working classes is about 2,600 of which 80 percent are one-storied. 

There are also 77 tenement houses of 2, 3 and 4 storyes, situate principally in Little Michael 

St., Alexander St., New St., Peter St., Kneeffe's Lane, Browne's Lane, Stephen St., Bank 

Lane, Henrietta St., High St, Bakehouse Lane, Johnstown, Carrigeen Lane, etc. The most of 

these house were built in the beginning of the 18th century by the well-to-do classes, and 

after the passing of the Act of Union (1800) they became de-tenanted." ) The Board of 

Inquiry also gave a reason why no action was taken at that time to provide the working class 

with proper housing, the reason given was, "that, the Public Health Committee refrained from 

time to time, taking the necessary steps to have many such insanitary tenements and other 

houses closed." If they closed the unsanitary houses they would cast many people on the 

streets without shelter, as they were in Alexander St.,"  

 

1924 As was predicted in the 1914 Local Government Board Inquiry, families did find 

themselves living on the streets. There is a photo of Alexander St., Waterford City, taken in 

1924, showing a family living in a make-shift tent.  

 

1933 Even on the outskirts of the city in Canon St. in 1933 "a man his wife and eleven 

children, had to sleep in a room 7 ft. square and no sanitary conditions in any of the houses." 

The report of the Waterford Workers Council, stated that, "the landlord had been give notice 

the previous year but that nothing happened." (ibid) 

 

1935 It was pointed out at a Waterford City Corporation meeting that, since April 1932, there 

had been 55,110 erected in the twenty six counties of the Free State, and during that period 

Waterford city and county had built something like 650 houses. Cork 1,014, Dublin 3, 610 

and a small place like Wexford 750." Browne's Lane was mentioned as a eyesore in the city, 

and that, the area looked as "if a battle had happened in the city."  

 



1936 On October, 1936, The Irish Press Newspaper launched its Slum Crusade, highlighting 

the condition of slum housing in the major cities of Ireland. In Waterford city, Archdeacon 

Kelleher who was described as being "prominent in the leadership of the Christian Front" in 

an interview with the Irish Press said, "Christians do not get a fair chance to become good 

Christians where there is overcrowding" His concern for those imprisoned in the slums was 

exceeded only by his fear that these unfortunate slum dwellers might embrace communism as 

a result of their living conditions. He commented that, by, "abolishing the slums it would be 

an effective barrier against the inroads of Communism." 

 

However his outrage did not extend to the slum landlords who wrought this misery. He 

commented that, "I am not prepared to make a statement about slum landlordism, as so many 

intricate questions may be involved." (ibid) Archdeacon Kelleher's opulent home was 

surrounded by they type of housing highlighted by the Irish Press, in fact only a little over 

300 yards from Dean Kellleher's home, was a tenement in New St., which was described as, 

as bad as could be found in the worst slums of Dublin. In 1936 the figures given for residents 

of the seven New St. tenements, were, "51 families numbering 228 persons. In one room in 

one of the tenements lived a family of, husband and wife with their twelve children"  

 

1939 In 1939 there was good news for the tenants of the slums in New St. and Tanyard Arch, 

(off Michael St.) when they were allocated new houses, which were being built on the 

suburbs of Waterford City. The City Health Department gave the following figures regarding 

the occupation of the housing in New St. and Tanyard Arch. In "New St. there were 7 three 

storey tenement dwellings, and 14 single storey shacks in Tanyard Arch....the population was 

269 persons, 163 adults and 106 children."  

 

Waterford Corporation did eventually provide houses for its citizens and since the first public 

houses provided in 1879 to 1988, "the total number of houses provided by Waterford 

Corporation was 4,600"  

 

This is the first part of an article that Dermot Power (History Author) wrote for Decies 

Magazine (Waterford’s annual history publication)  

 

Links to Decies Magazine 

https://www.waterfordcouncil.ie/departments/library/ejournals/decies.htm 
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