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Céad Míle Fáilte 
This issue of our Genealogy.ie 

Magazine has a theme: Canada. 

 

Why? 

 

First of all, we regularly receive 

commissions from people in Canada to 

research their family histories and trace 

their Irish ancestors.  

 

But we have also just returned from a 

trip to Canada! 

 

We were able to visit the Famine 

Monument in Toronto’s Ireland Park. 

There is a very similar one in Dublin. But 

there is a significant difference, which 

we will tell you about in our article.  

 

We also went on an excursion to Grosse 

Île. We already wrote about this 

quarantine station for Irish immigrants 

in our last post. We can now share with 

you our impressions from actually 

being there. 

 

But to start, to put things in perspective, 

the first article is about some numbers: 

did you realise that 1 out of every 7 

Canadians can trace their ancestry to 

Ireland, at least partially? And in 

Newfoundland, this is even 1 out of 5 

and on small Prince Edward Island 3 out 

of 10! 

 

Please let us know if you like the 

themed approach. If you do, we might 

choose other thematic issues for our 

magazine in the future.  

 

 

Jillian 

 

 

 

Contact us 
Website: www.genealogy.ie 

Facebook: @genealogy.ie 
Twitter: @Genalogydotie 
Email: info@genealogy.ie 
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Irish emigration into 

Canada 
 
According to the ‘Library and Archives Canada’, 
which we visited while in Canada, the first 
known Irish-born immigrant to Canada was Tec 
Cornelius Aubrenon, who arrived in New 
France in 1661 and remained until his death in 
1687.  
 

 
 
The Irish presence in Canada is however much 
older. From the middle of the 16th century, 
Irish fishermen from the south of Ireland 
travelled to Newfoundland for part of their 
catch. These first Irish did not intend to stay, 
however they would return home at the end of 
the fishing season.  

That changed towards the end of the 18th 
Century. After the independence of the USA, 
the colonial authorities in Canada started to 
pro-actively welcome immigration, including 
Irish Catholics.  

This was to build up and strengthen the colony, 
which up to then was very sparsely populated 
(as most immigrants had gone to the now 
independent colonies).  

It was made possible by the Napoleonic wars: 
England needed a lot of wood for their ships. 
However, the wars meant that the usual 
suppliers in Europe were no longer available. 
Canadian lumber was imported instead. 
However, the ships had little to take back on 
the return journey. Therefore, merchants 
started offering passage on their ships which 
were bringing Canadian timber to Europe. This 
way, the ships were making money for their 
owners both journeys.  

One of these ships was the Jeannie Johnston 
about which we wrote last time. It plied its 
trade between Quebec and Ireland.  

 

The biggest inflow of Irish immigrants was 
between 1831-1850, which of course 
includes the time of the famine. It is 
estimated that 600,000 Irish emigrated to 
Canada in these two decades alone.  

As we have seen, however, immigration in 
large numbers had already started well 
before then and would continue for long 

http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng
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after, due to established Irish immigrants 
helping family members to come over as 
well. This made Canada the second most 
chosen destination outside Europe as the 
graph below shows. 

 

There are now many descendants of Irish 
immigrants in almost all parts of the 

country, as we can see from the numbers 
from the 2006 Census (by Statistics 
Canada, Canada’s Official Statistical office). 

 

This makes the Irish the 4th largest ethnic 
group in Canada, and Newfoundland very 
Irish in language and culture. 

 

From Dublin to Toronto 
 
Dublin’s main river is called the Liffey.  Because modern ships are too big, they stop at the 

purpose-build port facilities that extend into Dublin Bay. In days past they would sail up the 

river and deliver their goods into the many warehouses on both sides of the Liffey. 

 

As has always been the case, the government wanted to have its share of the trade by 

imposing duties. To this end, a customs service was created which was headquartered in the 

Customs House, located on the north side of the river, at which was then the mouth of the 

river. It was designed by the famous architect James Gandon. It is a neo-classical masterpiece 

– see below - that took 10 years to build and was completed in 1791. The building was severely 

damaged by fire on 25 May 1921, during the War of Independence, but was restored by 1928. 
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Because the port moved downriver, as mentioned above, because the river is not deep 

enough for modern ships, the Custom House became obsolete. It is now the Headquarters 

of the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government. The once busy 

Custom House Quay in front has been changed into a promenade.  

 

In 1997 – 150 years after the Great Famine – a monument to commemorate it was erected 

on this quay, standing halfway between the Custom House, and the EPIC Irish Emigration 

Museum. The monument is a collection of 7 statues depicting starving Irish people (and a 

dog), walking towards a ship (which is why the memorial is located where it is) to escape the 

hunger and poverty of the Irish Famine. The monument, simply called ‘Famine’ was 

commissioned by Norma Smurfit; the statues were designed and crafted by Dublin sculptor 

Rowan Gillespie. 

 

If you are visiting Dublin, you should go and have a look at it. 

 

 
 

And this monument is what links Dublin with Toronto.  Although we have seen that more 

people immigrated into Canada from Ireland outside the time of the Great Famine (1845-

1851), the numbers that arrived in those few years were truly staggering. This human tragedy, 

therefore, also had a significant impact on the cities the Irish sought refuge. 

 

Bishop Michael Power, Toronto’s first Catholic bishop, had visited Dublin on his way to Rome 

in January 1847. He foresaw what was going to happen and he wrote a pastoral letter that 

was read out from the pulpits in Toronto, urging people to prepare for an influx of refugees.  

 

The vast majority of Irish immigrants would arrive at Grosse Île, just outside Quebec. Most 

would however only stay a short while on that island. From there the Irish would go to Quebec 

itself and take steamers to Montreal, Kingston and other cities, such as Toronto. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Department_of_the_Environment,_Community_and_Local_Government
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Between May and October, 1847 almost 40,000 Irish Famine migrants arrived from Ireland at 

a time when the city’s population was just 20,000 people. The new arrivals would typically 

disembark at Dr Reese’s Wharf. Grosse Île was supposed to be a quarantine station. But as 

the numbers arriving were too big, the station was overwhelmed, and many who came into 

Toronto were sick. By the end of 1847, 1,186 migrants had died. Most of them were buried in 

Toronto, in St. James’ Cemetery of the Anglican Cathedral on Parliament Street or in the 

graveyard adjoining St. Paul’s Roman Catholic Parish Church on Queen Street East. 

 

Of those that survived, most would move yet again further on, often to the United States. 

This is why the longer-term impact on Toronto was mostly psychological, not demographic: 

one year on, less than 2,000 Irish remained, about half of them in various hospitals, such as 

the Emigrant Hospital, Toronto Convalescent and Fever Hospital, and the Widows’ and 

Orphans’ Asylum. 

 

Jumping to more recent times: Robert G. Kearns is originally from Dublin but moved to 

Toronto. He founded – and is still President of - Kearns Insurance Corporation and Kearns 

Investment Corporation. On a visit to Dublin, he was moved by the Famine memorial and 

convinced Rowan Gillespie to create a second set of statues. This set is called ‘Arrival’. In 2000, 

Toronto City Council made the southeast corner of Bathurst Quay – now called Eireann Quay 

- available for a memorial park to honour the Irish famine migrants of 1847. This site was 

chosen because it is just west of Dr Reese’s Wharf and just south of where the convalescent 

hospital was located. 

 

There is one glaring difference between the two sets of statues. In Dublin, there are seven 

statues. In Toronto, only five. This is to symbolise the fact that many died on the way; the 

other two of the group did not make it. In the picture below you can see Jillian van Turnhout 

during her visit to the memorial in Toronto. 

 

 
 

Note: the Toronto part of the article is based on ‘Great Famine History’ by Professor Mark G. McGowan with 

Michael Chard, St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto and irelandparkfoundation.com 

http://irelandparkfoundation.com/famine-memorial/great-famine-history/
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Grosse Île 
Quarantine station for the Port of Québec 

from 1832 to 1937 

 

Cholera 

Cholera is an infectious disease that is 

caused by cholera bacteria. These bacteria 

infect food and water. When digested, 

they cause severe diarrhoea leading to 

dehydration. Untreated, this can lead to 

death.  

 

Cholera outbreaks are often caused by 

wars or natural disasters, forcing people to 

live in crowded conditions with poor 

sanitation. The first (known) big outbreak 

started in 1816. It is thought that before 

then, cholera outbreaks were contained 

locally, but that advances in means of 

transport and increases in trade and 

migration allowed the disease to spread. 

This first one started in Bengal, India and 

spread to China, Indonesia and the Caspian 

Sea basin. 

 

The second pandemic received a lot more 

attention. Unlike the first, this outbreak 

reached the West: it started in 1829, 

reached Europe in 1831 and North America 

in 1832. Hundreds of thousands of people 

died as a result of the disease. 

 

Further outbreaks would occur in 1846-

1860; 1863-1875 and 1881-1896. At this 

stage, the invention of immunisation by 

Louis Pasteur and the development of a 

vaccine by Filippo Pacini and Robert Koch 

meant that Cholera was brought under 

control in developed nations. A further 

outbreak in 1899-1923 did not affect 

Western Europe but did reach the United 

States, brought in by immigrants. The last 

significant outbreak was in 1961-1975, and 

there are still local epidemics to this day. 

 

Shipping and the spread of cholera 

 

In the 19th Century, shipping became a lot 

cheaper and quicker due to improvements 

of sailing ships and later the invention of 

the steam engine. This proved a boon for 

international trade, but also made 

emigration for the masses possible, as 

travel became (relatively) affordable. The 

ships were often overcrowded however 

and would have terrible sanitation. In 

other words: ideal for the spread of 

cholera. And the disease would then 

quickly spread in the cities where the 

immigrants would settle. The authorities 

would respond by quarantining the new 

arrivals until it was clear they did not carry 

any diseases. 

When cholera reached North America, the 

Canadian authorities decided therefore to 

open a quarantine station. As most 

immigrants arrived in the then biggest port 

of Canada, Quebec. they needed 

something close to this city. 

Quarantine station 

They found an ideal location in Grosse Île. 

This is an island in the St. Lawrence River. 

Formerly it was known as Île de Grâce and 

measures 2.9 km by 1 km and is located 46 

kilometres downstream from Quebec. 

It was chosen because in those days ships 

were not able to pass through the 

Northern channel. By having a station on 

the southern shore of the island, ships 

could not pass unnoticed (some captains 

would try to sneak past to go straight to 

Quebec City). Also, there was only one 

farmer on the island.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Filippo_Pacini
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Koch
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Thus in 1832, the island was turned into a 

quarantine station for immigrants. In that 

year, 51,746 immigrants from Ireland and 

England were processed out of a total of 

over 62,000 immigrants to Canada that 

year. 

The station failed however in its intended 

aim, as Cholera did spread into Canada. It 

is not known how many people died as a 

result. 

The Great Famine 

It was therefore not the mass immigration 

of Irish people because of the Great 

Famine that caused the opening of the 

station, as is sometimes incorrectly 

asserted. 

At first, it looked therefore that Canada 

was well prepared when immigrants 

started arriving. As in 1832, many 

immigrants were carrying diseases. Except 

for this time, it was not cholera, but 

typhus. Typhus is another bacterial disease 

that thrives in unsanitary conditions and 

causes fever, headaches and rashes. It was 

commonly known as ‘ship fever’. 

However, in 1847 441 ships carrying over 

90,000 immigrants arrived in Canada, 

destination Quebec. Most of the 

immigrants were from Ireland. These 

numbers of immigrants completely 

overwhelmed the facilities in Grosse Île.  

The existing hospital had a capacity for 800 

people. The first famine ship ‘The Syria’ 

arrived on May 17, 1847. It had left Ireland 

with 241 passengers. 9 had died during the 

voyage. When it came, 84 had the dreaded 

fever.  

Ellen Keane was the first person to die in 

quarantine on Grosse Île on 15 May 1847, 

the day she arrived on ‘The Syria’. She was 

four years and three months old.  

Every day, more and more ships arrived at 

Grosse Île, lining up for miles down the St. 

Lawrence River. Soon there would be ships 

waiting with 12,500 people on board, 

many of them sick.  

The following is an excerpt from the 1847 

immigration report, which proves how 

bad the situation was: 

"The Virginius," from Liverpool on May 28, 

had 476 passengers on board but, by the 

time she reached Grosse Île, “...106 were ill 

of fever, including nine of the crew, and the 

large number of 158 had died on the 

passage, including the first and second 

officers and seven of the crew, and the 

master and the steward dying, the few that 

were able to come on deck were ghastly 

yellow looking specters, unshaven and 

hollow cheeked, and without exception, the 

worst looking passengers I have ever 

seen...” 

Facilities were expanded, with 12 new 

buildings erected on the Island. These were 

meant to house 300 people each, but soon 

double that number would be crammed in.  

 

https://www.encyclopediecanadienne.ca/en/article/immigration/
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And there were minimal facilities to care 

for the sick. They were really just ‘fever 

sheds’. It was only later that the buildings 

were converted into a hospital. Only one of 

the buildings still exists today. 

Even with the new buildings, capacity was 

not sufficient on Grosse Île: many 

immigrants were simply moved on.  

This meant typhus spread to the local 

population. Cities quickly started creating 

their own local ‘fever sheds’. The results 

were the same; however, as on Grosse Île: 

Immigrants kept dying in their thousands, 

and typhus continued to spread to Quebec 

City, Montreal, Toronto, Kingston and Saint 

John.  

Deaths 

The death toll of 1847 was enormous: 

• Approximately 5,000 died during 

the voyage and were thrown 

overboard 

• 2,200 corpses were removed from 

the ships on arrival 

• 5,424 were buried on the island 

• A further 6,000 died and were 

buried at Pointe-Saint-Charles  

• Typhus is thought to have caused 

20,000 deaths in Canada in 1847 

• Many doctors, station employees, 

sailors, priests and nuns died in the 

line of duty. 

 

 
Photo: Burial of Irish, 1847, Grosse Île 

1869 

It was not until this year that Canada 

passed the Immigration Act, regulating the 

number of passengers who could board a 

vessel bound for Canada and required that 

they are kept safe during the ocean 

crossing and upon arrival there. 

In the same year, Grosse Île got a new 

medical director, who implemented new 

policies that in modern days appear self-

evident, such as separating the ill from the 

healthy. Soon facilities were expanded, 

and more staff came to live permanently 

on the island. A whole village sprung up, in 

the middle of the island, separating the 

western and eastern parts of the island. 

This even included two churches.  

 

Policies changed as well over time. Instead 

of getting all immigrants to disembark, 

doctors would visit the ships. If there were 

no sick people on board, the ship would get 

the required certificate and could continue 

its journey.  If there were sick people, they 

were sent to the eastern section of the 

island, whereas the other passengers of 

the ship would be held in quarantine on 

the western side. 
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In 1881 a hospital was opened specializing 

in infectious devices.  

From 1892 a facility was built where 

passengers and their belongings where 

disinfected on arrival.  

In the early 19th Century several hotels 

were built on the Western side, for First, 

Second- and Third-class passengers 

respectively. This was the time the Canada 

was promoting immigration.  

 

In 1909, the Ancient Order 

of Hibernians erected a cross on the island, 

to commemorate the many people that 

had died during the famine.  

The station was closed in 1937. Between 

1832 and 1937, Grosse Île’s term of 

operation, the official register lists 7,480 

burials on the island. This shows that the 

year 1847 was indeed a disastrous year. As 

per above, 5,424 of these died in that year 

alone. The majority of these were Irish 

immigrants.  

The centre was in use again during 

the Second World War, when it became 

the site of secret bacteriological research.  

It is now managed by Parks Canada and can 

be visited from May to October.  

 

 

With thanks to Don Cummings, Serge 

Occhietti, Maude-Emmanuelle Lambert, 

whose article on Grosse Île provided a lot of 

information I used in this article. 

 

  

https://www.encyclopediecanadienne.ca/en/article/deuxieme-guerre-mondiale/
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