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A Life Endured in Poverty

A Social Bioarchaeology of the “Deserving Poor”

The poor cringing laborer, touching his hat to the haughty lord, who never 
looked manfully in the face of him he served, has a soul burning within 
him capable of all that is praiseworthy, of all that is godlike. And would 
justice be allowed to lift her voice in his behalf, that soul would look out, 
and speak, “I, too, am a man.”

Asenath Nicholson, Ireland’s Welcome to the Stranger, or an Excursion  
through Ireland in 1844 and 1845 (1847)

The skeletal remains from the mass burials at Kilkenny Union Workhouse 
are the physical remains of individuals who belonged to a social stratum 
in nineteenth-century society about which relatively little is known. Bio-
archaeological studies and paleopathological analyses of nineteenth-cen-
tury skeletal populations from to this societal class are therefore of great 
importance and value, as they enable us to learn about these people and 
gain greater insight into the diversity of life experienced by the poor in 
this century. It is nevertheless important to acknowledge that the archaeo-
logical excavation and osteological study of human skeletons could be a 
controversial subject (Mays 2010, 331–48). When burials are encountered 
and excavation is the only option, it is essential to acknowledge the lives 
of these individuals and treat the remains with the greatest respect. It is 
important that the analysis of the remains acknowledge that the excavated 
bones and teeth are in fact remains of people and not just merely skeletal 
material. Each skeleton reveals a unique story; each skeleton was a person.
 The archaeological excavations of the mass burials recorded 846 ar-
ticulated skeletons and a large amount of disarticulated remains, from a 
total of sixty-one complete and two truncated pit features (O’Meara 2010). 
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The disarticulation occurred as a result of subsequent phases of coffin col-
lapse (figure 3.1) in each pit that had led to a disturbance of the original 
burial stratigraphy. Skeletons were disturbed when they collapsed into 
the coffin layers and probable voids in the soil compacting below, and 
many of the skeletons in the upper layers were anatomically incomplete 
when they were found and recorded in situ. Following the completion of 
the osteological analysis of the articulated contexts, the disarticulated ele-
ments were quantified, fully analyzed, and reassociated with their original 
skeletons when possible. Another 130 additional skeletons were revealed 
from the disarticulated remains, giving a final minimum number of 970 
individuals. In addition, five separate burials postdated the mass burial 
events; these are discussed separately (see chapter 5). Most of the articu-
lated skeletons were virtually complete, while the majority of individuals 
retrieved from the disarticulated material were incomplete. The bones 
were occasionally fragmented but generally displayed a very good state 

Figure 3.1. The skeleton of a late middle adult female (LXXV) that had fallen out of 
place in the ground due to a postdepositional collapse of the coffin in the burial pit. 
This individual suffered from dental disease, joint disease, and osteoarthritis with sev-
eral fractures, including a severe but healed injury of the left hip. There are also skeletal 
lesions indicating that she suffered from scurvy. Photo by Margaret Gowen & Co. Ltd.proof
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of preservation. Even soft tissues survived in a few cases. These were pre-
dominately small cerebral fragments in the lower-level interments of the 
pits, but they were not made the subject of any scientific analysis and were 
reburied with the skeletal remains.
 Because of the fact that individuals were selectively admitted to the 
workhouse, the age-group bias of mortality during the famine, and the 
fact that the bodies of some of the deceased inmates in the workhouse 
are likely to have been claimed by friends and families outside the institu-
tion, the demographic composition of the skeletal population buried in 
the Kilkenny mass burials is different from that of skeletons identified 
in other nineteenth-century burial grounds. A comparison of the demo-
graphic profile of the Kilkenny sample with that of samples from a selec-
tion of formal cemeteries reveals that non-adult mortality at the Kilkenny 
Union Workhouse was disproportionally high (figure 3.2). This disparity 
further illustrates the uniqueness of the skeletal population in this study 
and suggests that children suffered the most during the famine. Another 
rather unique aspect of this population is the fact that it is a snapshot of 

Figure 3.2. Cumulative age-group distribution of the Kilkenny Union Workhouse skel-
etal population compared to the age-group distribution of contemporaneous nine-
teenth-century populations from formal cemeteries, illustrating the disproportionally 
high prevalence of non-adults in the Kilkenny burials.
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the inmates who resided in the Kilkenny workhouse during the height of 
the famine. As they all died around the same time, it can be concluded 
that they must have lived around the same time. These types of chrono-
logically defined and contextualized burial grounds are rarely available for 
bioarchaeological study. 

Adult Stature as a Reflection of Socioeconomic Background

The obtained maximum height of an individual is one of the most vari-
able measures in humans; it is influenced by a wide range of factors such 
as ancestry, environment, secular changes, sex, and social background 
(Floud, Wachter, and Gregory 1990, 16; Rösing 1988; Wells 1969, 454). The 
variation in height or stature in a population is therefore also a descriptive 
characteristic and is a particularly useful parameter in comparative stud-
ies. When such data is used to compare contemporaneous populations, 
it can reveal aspects of socioeconomic standing. In comparative studies 
based on chronology, it may shed light upon the progression or regression 
of general population health and living conditions through time.
 Several studies have focused on the potential correlation between stat-
ure and socioeconomic background. Steckel (1995, 1908) describes stature 
as “a function of proximate determinants such as diet, disease, and work 
intensity” and as “a function of access” to adequate and beneficial nutri-
ents. The correlation between height and income (i.e., a more nutritious 
diet) that we observe in present-day societies was not likely as strong in 
the mid-nineteenth century. This is because that people who were eco-
nomically better off would not necessarily have had adequate knowledge 
about how to improve their health (Steckel 1995, 1927). Secular changes in 
stature are likely the result of a variety of factors, both dependent and in-
dependent of each other. Floud, Wachter, and Gregory (1990) recognized 
four main factors: nutritional status, social and geographical inequalities, 
urbanization and disease environment, and rising or falling real wages.
 Around 1815, Irish recruits in the British Army were between about ½ 
to 1" (1–2 cm) taller than English soldiers and were slightly shorter than 
their Scottish counterparts (Floud, Wachter, and Gregory 1990, figure 
5.2). Some have attributed this fact to the relatively beneficial nutrition the 
Irish diet of almost exclusively potatoes and buttermilk provided (Mokyr 
and Ó Gráda 1994; Ó Gráda 1991). However, Floud, Wachter, and Gregory 
(1990) suggest that the relatively taller stature of the Irish might have been 
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the result of other factors. Ireland was predominantly a rural society and 
did not undergo the same social changes as populations in urban envi-
ronments in England. During the early nineteenth century, a decrease in 
stature was recorded among the British urban working classes. This has 
been explained as a result of a decline in nutrition and welfare status and 
an increase in social inequality that was evident from the 1820s onward 
(Floud, Wachter, and Gregory 1990, 216–24). Differences in occupations 
among rural and urban communities are also likely to have played a role. 
For instance, a comparative study of the stature of nineteenth-century 
populations from Bavaria showed that army conscripts from a farm-
ing background had an overall taller stature than the average Bavarian 
(Lantzsch and Schuster 2009, 49).
 The estimated stature of the adults in the Kilkenny mass burials was 
calculated from long bones, using the equations of Trotter and Gleser 
(1952, 1958) and Sjøvold (1990). The Trotter and Gleser method yielded 
an estimated mean height of 171 cm (5' 5½") for males and 158 cm (5' 
2½") for females. The Sjøvold method yielded similar values; 169 cm (5' 
6½") for males and 158 cm (5' 2") for females (table 3.1). Both methods 
provided very similar estimates of female statures, while the Sjøvold 
equations yielded shorter stature estimates for male bones. The Sjøvold 
equations also suggested a wider range of statures for males than the es-
timated results based on the Trotter and Gleser method. The greatest dif-
ferences in the results the two methods yielded was in the short stature 
estimates based on humeri in males, and the least difference was seen in 
the mean stature of radii in females. Mean stature varied slightly between 
age groups for both sexes, but no significant differences were observed. It 
appears as if the younger adults had achieved the same maximum general 
stature as the older adults (>46 years old) and that there were no differ-
ences in height between the generations. 
 Stature estimations of various nineteenth-century skeletal populations 
from Ireland, Britain, and the United States have provided mean heights 
of between 167 cm (5' 6") to 176 cm (5' 9") for males and 155 cm (5' 1") to 
164 cm (5' 5") for females (table 3.2). The stature estimates obtained from 
the Kilkenny workhouse population fall within this range. This would 
suggest that the Kilkenny workhouse inmates did not exhibit a shorter 
stature because of their social and economic background. The mean stat-
ures of the Kilkenny population were in fact higher than the mean stat-
ures of the Christ Church Spitalfields population in London, which was 
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