FROM FAMINE TO FRACTURE: THE
McKERNEY FAMILY AND THE IRISH
EXPERIENCE IN VICTORIAN PRESTON

rWhen Hugh and Mary McKerney left Dublin in 1855 with their children, they ioined\
thousands of Irish families seeking escape from the devastation of the Great Famine.
Like many others, they travelled to Liverpool and settled in Lancashire, drawn by the
promise of work and survival. Their journey reflects a broader pattern of Irish
migration during the mid-nineteenth century, shaped by economic hardship, disease,
and the search for stability. For the McKerney family, Preston offered opportunity but
also hardship. While migration brought relief from famine conditions, it did not
guarantee prosperity. Instead, families often encountered overcrowded housing, low-

| paid labour, and deep-rooted hostility from sections of English society.
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SETTLEMENT IN PRESTON
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By the early 1860s, the McKerney
family had settled in Preston’s Irish
quarter, an area characterised by
dense housing and limited sanitation.
Census records place them among a
wider Irish community living in
cramped and difficult conditions.
Preston held a unique position as a
Catholic stronghold in England, which
made it attractive to Irish migrants.
Churches provided spiritual support
and a sense of belonging, while
established Irish communities offered
networks of familiarity. Yet this
relative acceptance was uneven. Many
Irish families remained marginalised,
viewed by some as part of the urban
poor and associated with disorder and
disease. These conditions shaped the
daily experiences of Irish migrants and
the ways in which they were perceived
by the wider English society, often
reinforcing negative stereotypes within

yictorian urban life.
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The Irish
N depicted as a
M./ Frankensteinian
‘ monster in a
cartoon that
ran in Punch
magazine, 1882.
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OTHERING AND STEREOTYPES

(The experiences of the McKerney familf
unfolded within a wider climate of anti-Irish

sentiment. Throughout the nineteenth
century, Irish migrants were frequently
stereotyped as prone to crime, alcoholism,
and violence. These perceptions were
reinforced by media portrayals and political
commentary, which cast the Irish as both a
social burden and a cultural threat. Such
aftitudes shaped everyday life. Irish
migrants were often associated with
overcrowded housing, poor sanitation, and

public disorder.

J




(Even when individuals contributed to local economies through labour, their\
presence could still provoke suspicion and hostility. The McKerney family’s
experiences cannot be separated from this context. Their lives intersected with
these stereotypes in complex ways, reflecting both the pressures of poverty and
. the prejudices of the society in which they lived.

THE WIFE MURDER IN PRESTON.

On Monday sfiernoon an inquiry wae held at the
Police Btation, on the body of Margaret McKearney,
who was killed by her hushand, Andrew McKearney,
on Baturday.- The evidence showed that on Friday
the prisoner, who is a brutal fellow, well known to
the police, threatened his wile, and when she left
home for her work on Saturday morning he expressed

a wish that she would not return alive. He was very
| violent towards her, and frequently abused her with-
out provoeation. He kicked her with such violence on
Saturday that she soon bled to death. A verdict of
“wilful morder” was returned sgainst Lim, and he
was committed for trial to the Liverpool Assizes,

Preston Chronicle article about Margaret
McKerney's murder, 20 July 1876.

VIOLENCE WITHIN THE FAMILY

In 1876, tragedy struck the McKerney
household when Andrew McKerney
murdered his wife, Margaret, following a
history of domestic violence. Witness
testimony revealed that the abuse had been
ongoing for years, known within the local
community but largely unaddressed by
authorities. The case highlights broader
issues surrounding domestic violence in
Victorian Britain. Abuse was often treated as
a private matter, with limited intervention
from legal or social institutions. This lack of
action was c¢ompounded by prevailing
gender norms, which positioned women as
subordinate within the household. For Irish
families, these dynamics were further
shaped by social prejudice. Domestic
violence within Irish households was
sometimes viewed not as an individual
cime but as confirmation of wider
stereotypes about Irish behaviour. In this
way, personal tragedy became entangled

PUBLIC VIOLENCE AND
VULNERABILITY

‘A second tragedy occurred in 1881,\
when Ann McKerney, by then Ann
Dolan, was fatally injured during a
violent street attack. The incident
followed a drunken altercation, and
despite multiple witnesses, the
perpetrator was never identified.
This case raises important questions
about justice and Vvisibility. The
failure to secure a conviction
suggests a limited commitment to
pursuing justice, particularly when
the victim was an Irish woman. The
cdrcumstances of the case, including
alcohol use and public disorder,
allowed authorities and observers to
dismiss the event as an unfortunate
but unremarkable outcome of
working-class life. The possibility of
anti-Irish sentiment as a contributing
factor cannot be ruled out. Violence
against Irish migrants was not
uncommon, and Irish women,
positioned at the intersection of
gender and ethnic marginalisation,
were especially vulnerable. The lack
of resolution reflects broader
patterns in which violence against
marginalised groups was
insufficiently investigated or
prioritised by authorities. The case
highlights not only individual tragedy
but also systemic inequalities

Wwith collective prejudice.
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\embedded within Victorian society.
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ALCOHOL, POVERTY AND
SOCIAL PRESSURE

(Both incidents involving the McKernev\
family were linked, directly or
indirectly, to alcohol. In nineteenth-
century Britain, alcohol consumption
was widespread and often embedded
in working-class culture. For many, it
served as a means of coping with the
pressures of poverty, labour, and social
exclusion. However, alcohol also
became associated with disorder and
violence, particularly in public discourse
about Irish communities. This
association reinforced existing
stereotypes, obscuring the structural
conditions that contributed to such
behaviours. In the case of the
McKerney family, alcohol cannot be
understood in isolation. It formed part
of a wider context of economic
hardship, overcrowding, and limited
access to support systems. These
conditions created environments in
which confli¢ could escalate, both
\within the home and in public spaces.

MYSTERIOUS

PRESTON.

ALLEGED VIOLENCE TO A MARRIED
WOMAN.

DEATH IN

This afternoon, the district coromer, Dr. Gilbertson,
held an inquest at the Preston Police Station, on the body
of Ann Dolan, a married woman, of 21, Walker-street,
who died on Thureday, under very extraordinary cir-
sumstances. Special interest attached to the case, from
the fact that the deceased was reported to have been
subjected to great viclence by some unknown persons
while on her way home on the night of Christmase Eve.

Henry Dolan, labourer, 21, Walker-street, husband of
the deceased, said his wife was 48 years of age. Up to
last Saturday she had enjoyed good health. On Saturday
night he was going, along with his wife and Jobn
Christian, along Edward-street, about ten o'clock. Near
the Bowling Green they met with a crowd of people
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Lancashire Evening Post article about the
murder of Ann Dolan (née McKerney), 3

January 1887.

MEMORY, IDENTITY AND
LEGACY

N
i)espite these tragedies, the history of
the McKerney family is not solely
defined by violence. It also reflects
resilience, survival, and the ongoing
process of building lives in a new
environment. Their experiences, like
those of many Irish migrants,
contributed to the social and cultural
fabric of Preston. Family history research
reveals how such experiences are
carried across generations. The lives of
descendants are shaped not only by
historical events but also by the
memories, values, and narratives
passed down within families. These
intergenerational connections form an
essential part of heritage, linking past
and present. At the same time, the
challenges of reconstructing Irish family
histories—such as missing records,
name variations, and gaps in
documentation—highlight the difficulties
of preserving these stories. These
absences are themselves part of the
historical record, reflecting the
marginalisation experienced by Irish

pigrants.
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The unmarked
paupers’ grave
of Hugh
McKerney (1781-
1863) at Preston
Cemetery (his
surname is
registered as
Kiernan in the
burial register,
making his grave
difficult to find).




CONCLUSION: A FAMILY AS A LENS ON HISTORY

(The story of the McKerney family offers a powerful lens through which to understand\
the Irish experience in Victorian England. Their journey from famine-stricken Ireland to
industrial Lancashire reflects broader themes of migration, settlement, and adaptation.
The tragedies within the family reveal the complex interplay between personal
experience and public perception. Violence, poverty, and social pressure intersected
with prejudice and stereotyping, shaping how Irish migrants were viewed and treated.
The McKerney family’s history shows that migration is not a simple narrative of
progress or decline, but one marked by both hardship and resilience. By examining
such family histories, we gain a deeper understanding of how broader social forces are
lived at the level of the individual and household, and how these experiences continue
to shape collective memory today.
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