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Úna Ní Fhaircheallaigh was its Ard-Oide (Principal) until 
1917. Under her stewardship, the college became ‘a 
Highroad to Irish’ every summer. The college was not only 
attended by students and teachers but by those with an 
interest in the Irish language and culture. Some of its most 
notable students included Patrick Pearse, Roger Casement, 
Douglas Hyde, Lord Ashbourne, Carl Hardebeck and 
Seamus Ó Grianna (pen name ‘Máire’).

Article relating to Coláiste Uladh, Derry Journal, July 1916
(Courtesy Derry Journal)

Roger Casement at Coláiste Uladh, c.1906
(Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)
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Women’s Lives 

Life for women, in County Donegal, in 
1916, was different from today.  Most 
people in Donegal resided in rural areas 
with many living in small, thatched, two 
or three-roomed houses with no running 
water, sanitation or electricity. More 
prosperous farmers lived in two-storey 
houses.  Women worked on the farm. 
They often sold or bartered eggs for goods 
such as tea, sugar and flour. Milk was an 
important element of the family diet and 
was churned to make butter. Those living 
near the sea gathered seaweed (wrack) to 
supplement the family income. Women 
also often worked in the fishing industry, in 
activities such as gathering bait and gutting 
and curing fish (Bell and Watson, 2011).   

Many families, particularly in west 
Donegal, gained additional income as 

Women involved in the fishing industry, at Downings pier, c.1900s
(Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)

Women working in Killybegs Carpet Factory, c.1900s 
(Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)
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migrant labourers. Men travelled to neighbouring counties and Scotland as 
seasonal workers leaving women to work the farms and harvest the crops. 
Women also travelled to work, particularly in Scotland and England, as ‘tattie 
hokers’ (digging potatoes) or as ‘gutters’ (cleaning and gutting herrings). 

Women also worked outside the home in a variety of employments including 
as teachers, domestic servants, shop assistants and in particular in the 
cottage industries as knitters, weavers, embroiderers and lace makers. Female 
workers at Morton’s carpet factory in Killybegs earned an average of five 
shillings per week (Beattie, 2008). An advertisement for ‘Female Typists in 
G.P.O. London and Revenue Departments’ appeared in the Derry Journal on 
Friday, 7 January 1916. 

Women played an important role in the war effort at home and on the 
front lines. They participated in recruiting and staffed volunteer hospitals. They worked on the front as nurses. Sister 
Catherine Black from Ramelton was sent to France in 1916 where she nursed shell-shocked soldiers. She wrote:

“…at night, the cheerful ward became a place of torment, with the occupants of every bed tossing and turning and 
moaning in the hell of memories let loose” (Black, 1939).

At home, in rural areas, women worked to gather sphagnum moss for surgical dressings which were in huge demand. 
In Dungloe, women could earn up to £2 per week knitting supplies for the war. Members of the St. Eunan’s Cathedral 
Guilds Working Circles made garments for Irish Prisoners of War and the first instalment of Guild work was sent off in 
January 1916. (Derry Journal, 10 January 1916).

Newspaper article relating to the knitting 
industry, 1916 (Courtesy of Derry Journal) 

Nurse Catherine Black from Ramelton at a camp during World War 1
(Black, C, 1939)



Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington founded the Irish Women’s 
Franchise League in 1908 to campaign for the right to 
vote. By 1916, although women could vote and stand for 
all local elections, they could not vote or stand in general 
elections.  Women were influential in cultural movements 
such as the Gaelic League.  Ethna Carbery (pen name of 
Anna Johnston MacManus) and her friend Alice Milligan 
were actively involved in the Gaelic League, editing both 
the Northern Patriot and the Shan Van Vocht in the 1890s. 

The impact of the Easter Rising on one Donegal woman 
was recorded in her memoirs. Alice Sweeney was married 
to John Sweeney, the owner of the hotel in Burtonport. 
He had remarried after the death of his first wife Margaret. 
Margaret and John’s son, Joseph Sweeney (later Major 
General Joseph Sweeney) was involved in the Rising at the 
GPO in Dublin.  Alice wrote:

“I just knew the Rising, that Joe had hinted about to me 
several months ago, was on...There were no daily papers 
for some days so the rumours were going high about the 
terrible things that were happening in Dublin, the streets 
were running in blood etc. etc. and looting of all kinds 
taking place.” (Sweeney, 1986, p.74)

Cumann na mBan was founded in 1914 and played 
a crucial role in the politics of the time. Renowned 
Donegal woman Eithne Coyle joined the organisation in 
1917. Many women became involved in the struggle for 
independence for the first time by joining Cumann na 
mBan. Some were in opposition to their families’ politics. 
Alice recounts:

“Nearly all of my relations on my Mother’s and Father’s 
side were real “Shoneens” as the Loyalists were called 
….. So when the chance came I joined the Cumann na 
mBan.” (Sweeney, 1986, p.76)

Although daily life for the majority of women did not 
change significantly in the years that followed the Easter 
Rising, women became eligible to vote and to hold 
positions in government. Countess Markievicz was elected 
to serve in the first Dáil and became one of the first 
women in the world to hold a cabinet position as Minister 
for Labour from 1919 - 1922. 
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Woman at her spinning wheel at Malin Head c.1900s 
(Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)

Members of Cumann na mBan, Linda Kearns, Eithne Coyle and  
May Burke, Duckett’s Grove, Carlow, 1921. 
(Courtesy of University College Dublin Archives)
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Poverty and Health  

In the early years of the 20th century poverty and disease were rife.  Diseases which have now been eradicated in 
Ireland and across much of the world were still common in 1916, such as measles, diphtheria, typhoid, typhus fever, 
scarlatina (scarlet fever), enteric fever, whooping cough, tuberculosis (TB), also called consumption, and virulent strains 
of influenza. Smallpox had been largely eradicated due to vaccination.

By law, local authorities had to take people who had infectious 
diseases immediately to local fever hospitals.  The patients’ 
homes were disinfected and some clothes and belongings were 
also destroyed. Hospitals and workhouses themselves were 
not immune from generating disease. In June 1916, scarlatina 
broke out in Stranorlar workhouse, due, according to the medical 
officer, to the presence of an “objectionable drain coming from 
the laundry.” In Ballyshannon, between April and September, four 
cases of scarlatina and one of TB were mentioned in the Rural 
District Council’s minutes. All patients were removed to the fever 
hospital. Also that June, according to the medical officer’s report, 
whooping cough was “raging” in Mountcharles.

Poor Law Commissioners’ plan of Ireland’s workhouses
(Donegal County Archives)

Milford Workhouse Infirmary 
(Courtesy of Irish Architectural Archive)
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County Donegal had eight workhouses, 
located in Ballyshannon, Donegal, Dunfanaghy, 
Letterkenny, Carndonagh, Glenties, Milford 
and Stranorlar. Managed by committees known 
as Boards of Guardians, the workhouses 
accommodated people who were unable to 
look after themselves or their families. The 
workhouses had been built in the early 1840s 
and were still open in 1916, although they were 
not as busy or as crowded as they had been in 
the 19th century. People, young and old, who 
became homeless, destitute or extremely ill 
and incapable, often had to enter a workhouse, 
for short or long periods of time. Children, 
‘orphaned and deserted’, were often ‘boarded 
out’ (fostered) with families. Dunfanaghy 
workhouse calculated that the average cost of 
an inmate for a week in 1916 was five shillings 
and eight-and-a-half pence; for taking care of 
the patients in the infirmary it was six shillings 
and five pence. 

Extract from Glenties Workhouse Register, 1916.
(Donegal County Archives)

Extract from Letterkenny Board of Guardians Minute 
Book, reporting on letter from Local Government Board 
stating that it will not sanction the appointment of Dr 
McGinley as he is now eligible to join the Army, 18 
August 1916 (Donegal County Archives)
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In 1916, admissions to workhouses in County Donegal included on 17 May, Rose McGrory, a widow, aged 32 from 
Glenties and her family of four children aged from 2 to 9 years old. She is described as a mendicant (beggar).  This family 
was discharged the next day but was readmitted on 6 July and again discharged the next day. They stayed there again in 
August. Mary Doherty from Ballyshannon, aged 40, described as ‘able bodied’ and with a family of 7 children aged from 
1 to 15 years old was admitted to Ballyshannon workhouse on 25 April.  

The elderly were often admitted to a workhouse or fever hospital, and often died there. Mary Gallagher from Milford, 
aged 78, was admitted to Milford workhouse in February 1915, and died there on 11 April 1916. Franny Doherty from 
Derry, aged 76 was admitted to Carndonagh workhouse on 24 April, the first day of the Rising. 

As there were no general hospitals in 1916, people who were sick, who had been injured or became disabled were 
treated in workhouse hospitals. Anne Moore, from Loughfad, aged 13, had TB when she arrived in Glenties workhouse 
on 6 April 1916. She was discharged on 1 May. Patrick Doherty, Blownrock, Letterkenny aged 30, a cattle dealer whose 
foot had been crushed in an accident, was treated at Glenties workhouse in June 1916. 

While workhouse food in the 19th century tended to be lacking in any kind of variety or nourishment, by 1916 the diet 
had improved. For example, in Ballyshannon hospital, the patients’ diet included milk, beef, bread, butter, pigs’ cheek, 
eggs, cabbage, turnips, milk-tea, vegetable broth, lentil soup, Irish broth, cornflour and rice.

The workhouse system was formally abolished by the new Irish Free State government in 1923.

Ballyshannon Fever Hospital tended to sick and injured soldiers who had returned from war and were based at the 
nearby Finner Camp. In 1916 the hospital tended to 37 soldiers of the 12th Battalion of the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. 
Included among the patients were two Corporals and two Lance Corporals while the rest were all Privates. Most were 
unmarried men in their teens or early twenties though one man was aged 47.

The Boards of Guardians also employed doctors to run local dispensaries (clinics) where poor people who were ill could 
be medically examined and medicines dispensed. In Letterkenny in 1916 the war became the central issue in a dispute 
over the appointment by the Letterkenny Board of Dr. J. P. McGinley as dispensary doctor. The Local Government 
Board objected to his appointment as it was felt he should have joined the war effort, and tried to impose a Dr. Walker 
instead. But the Board of Guardians held firm, and by November, Dr. McGinley was still 
in place.

The Donegal District Lunatic Asylum in 1916
The Donegal District Lunatic Asylum, later called St Conal’s Hospital, Letterkenny, 
opened in 1866. In the early 20th century, people were admitted to asylums for a 
variety of reasons, including poverty, grief, domestic quarrels, mental anxiety, religious 
excitement, intemperance (alcoholism), sunstroke, land disputes, vagrancy and many 
more. Upon admission to the Asylum people were divided into three categories: Idiots, 
Lunatics and Vagrants.

During 1916, 134 people were admitted to Donegal District Lunatic Asylum. Of those, 
86 were men and 48 women. The youngest admitted that year was a 13-year-old boy 

Stone steps at St Conal’s Hospital 
(Caroline Carr/Donegal County Museum)



LIFE IN COUNTY DONEGAL IN 1916

48

and the oldest was a 77-year-old man. Those admitted included shop assistants, labourers, farmers, housekeepers, 
clerks, domestic servants, dealers and shoemakers. Also admitted were a Royal Irish Constabulary policeman, a church 
verger, a solicitor, a hawker, a flax scutcher, a soldier, a sailor and an ex-soldier. One female patient was described as 
a ‘married woman’, another as a ‘spinster’. Another woman aged in her 60s, who was a patient at the hospital for three 
months in 1916, is described as a ‘lady of means’. Most people admitted were discharged within a year or two, but 
several spent decades there, including one man who entered the hospital in 1916 aged 23 and died there in 1965, aged 
72. At least 27 of the 134 patients admitted in 1916 died in the hospital over the decades that followed.

While the War raged throughout 1916, only one man admitted that year was a serving soldier. He was aged 21 and was 
sent there by the British Army from Dykebar War Hospital in Paisley, Scotland. Clearly a casualty of war, he was stated 
to be suffering from depression due to ‘stress of campaign.’ He was discharged some months later in 1917.

Donegal District Lunatic Asylum (now St Conal’s Hospital), c.1900s (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)
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County Donegal’s Weather and Climate

Ireland experiences a temperate maritime climate.  Our temperatures are moderated by 
the influence of the Atlantic Ocean and, in particular, the warmer waters of the North 
Atlantic Drift / Gulf Stream that keeps our temperatures warmer in winter (especially in 
coastal areas) than would normally be the case in the mid-latitudes.  The prevailing wind 
is from the southwest.  Wind speed and direction and the amount of precipitation we 
receive is influenced by the low-pressure systems and accompanying frontal systems 
that track along the path of the jet stream.  The jet stream indicates the location of 
strong upper-level winds in our atmosphere and represents the polar front which is the 
boundary between cool, dry air to the north and warm, moist air to the south.  Western 
and northern areas of the country, in particular mountainous areas, experience more 
rainfall than the more sheltered areas to the south and east. 
  
Anecdotal accounts of the weather during the Easter Rising in Dublin suggest that the 
weather was good as indicated by the term ‘Rebellion Weather’ attributed to writer Liam 
O’Flaherty.  April is often the driest month across the country.  The Monthly Weather 
Report of the Meteorological Office for April 1916 suggests that temperatures across 
Ireland were below normal and that rainfall was above normal.  Indeed a synoptic weather 
map produced by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) shows 
an occluded front over Ireland on Easter Monday, 24 April, 1916 at 1 p.m. Greenwich 
Mean Time.  The greatest daily rainfall amounts for April 1916 recorded at stations in 
Convoy, Dunfanaghy, Horn Head and Letterkenny were on Easter Monday, 24 April.

© Met Éireann. Ref: MÉ/RR/M/26/9
Monthly Rainfall Record for 
Convoy, County Donegal in 
1916

Average Monthly Temperature & Precipitation for Malin Head, County Donegal
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DID YOU KNOW..... 

. . . that Daylight Saving Time, also known as 
Summer Time was first introduced in 1916? It was 
hoped that bringing the clock forward in early 
summer would increase general well-being and 
would also result in savings, due to less need for 
artificial light. The Summer Time Act was passed 
in 1916 and the scheme was first implemented in 
Ireland and Britain on 21 May, when the clock went 
forward for the first time. 

Not everyone was in favour of the idea. Whilst 
Buncrana Urban District Council supported the Act, 
Letterkenny Rural District Council was sceptical, 
stating on 1 December, months after the scheme 
had been piloted:

“The Summer Time Act was a farce and had not 
been recognised excepting that premises were 
obliged to open and close their places of business 
an hour earlier and trains and schools changed 
their hours which by doing so in the case of 
schools was most inconvenient for children who 
had a distance to go to school.”

Circular from Local Government Board to local authorities regarding 
the Time (Ireland) Act, 12 September 1916
(Donegal County Archives)

. . . that Ireland was operating on a different time zone to Britain before the daylight saving scheme was implemented? 
Under the Definition of Time Act, 1880, the legal time for Ireland was Dublin Mean Time which was the local mean 
time at Dunsink Observatory outside Dublin. This was approximately 25 minutes and 21 seconds behind GMT. With 
war continuing unabated abroad and in the shock of the aftermath of the Easter Rising, the British Government decided 
to end the time difference between Ireland and Britain. It was felt this would have positive implications for telegraphic 
communications, railway, bus and boat timetables, and administration in general. The Time (Ireland) Act, 1916 provided 
that Irish time would be the same as British time, from 2:00 a.m.  Dublin Mean Time on Sunday, 1 October 1916. Like 
the Summer Time Act, it was not without its critics, often for nationalist reasons; Countess Markievicz was a staunch 
opponent for example (Irish Horological Craft Forum).

. . . that Joseph McLaughlin (1867-1926), originally from Burt, was elected to the 65th U.S. Congress for the state of 
Pennsylvania in November 1916, twenty-seven years after he left County Donegal?

. . . that Ireland was exempted from the Military Service Act (1916) that introduced conscription in the United Kingdom 
for the first time in January 1916?
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DID YOU KNOW..... 

. . . that weather observations normally 
taken at Trinity College Dublin were 
suspended on Easter Monday, 24 April, 
and were not resumed until Thursday, 18 
May 1916 “owing to the disturbances”?

. . . that in 1916, 58 cars and 18 motor 
cycles were registered in County 
Donegal’s Motor Tax register? The vast 
majority of the cars were Fords. 

. . . that during the summer of 1916, 
soccer teams in Northwest Donegal 
included Glenties United, Killybegs 
Emeralds, Maghery Shamrocks, 
Kincasslagh Rovers, Keadue Rovers, 
Kincasslagh Hibernians, Gweedore Guilds, 
Falcarragh, Creeslough and Milford?

. . . that on the Londonderry & Lough Swilly Railway route from Letterkenny to Burtonport fares cost:  First Class: 8 
shillings and 4 pence; Second Class: 6 shillings and 3 pence; Third Class: 4 shillings and 2 pence?

. . . that smoking in railway carriages (except in the carriages or compartments provided for that purpose) or inside the 
stations was strictly forbidden? 

. . . that children under three years could travel free on the railway?

. . . that the types of motor cycles 
in 1916 ranged from Royal Ruby 
and Douglas to Triumph and B.S.A.?  
Among those who registered 
their motorcycles was a Reverend 
William MacNeely (later Bishop of 
Raphoe) from St Eunan’s College, 
Letterkenny, on 2 June 1916 (an AJS 
motorcycle). In January of that year 
a Royal Enfield Cycle was purchased 
for trade purposes by Alexander 
Morton of Carpet Works, Killybegs 
and registered to an Andrew 
Struthers, Carpet Hand, Killybegs. 

Extract from Donegal County Council Motor Tax register, 1916
(Donegal County Archives)

© Met Éireann. Ref: MÉ/MO/16/4
Remarks made by weather observer at Trinity College Dublin in April 1916
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Donegal People in 1916: Selected Bibliographies

Catherine Black (1878 – 1949)
Catherine Black was born in Ardeen House, Ramelton, in 1878 and trained to be a nurse 
in the Royal London Hospital. At the outbreak of war in 1914 Catherine volunteered for 
Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service. She served first in the Cambridge 
Hospital in Aldershot. Catherine was sent to France in the autumn of 1916 to take up 
her post at No.7 General Hospital at St Omer. Her experiences in France during the war 
years, attending the wounded and dying in Casualty Clearing Stations, are recorded in 
her autobiography King’s Nurse - Beggar’s Nurse and emphasise the cruelty and barbarity 
of the War (Black, 1939). Catherine worked as King George V’s private nurse from 1928 
until his death in 1936. Catherine Black died on Friday 7 October 1949 in London. 

Patrick MacGill (1889 – 1963)
Patrick MacGill, the renowned County Donegal author of books such as The Children 
of the Dead End and Glenmornan served in the London Irish Rifles during World War I.  
MacGill wrote accounts based on his own experiences of the War: The Amateur Army 
1915, The Red Horizon 1916 and The Great Push 1916.

The Great Push, published in 1916, is an account of the major British offensive at Loos in 
1915.  MacGill was a stretcher-bearer and the scenes of battle, which he witnessed, had 
a profound effect on him. He wrote:

“I had a clear personal impression of man’s ingenuity for destruction when my eyes looked on the German front line 
where our dead lay in peace with their fallen enemies on the parapet.”

The immediacy of his experiences led to the huge success of MacGill’s war novels. In October 1915, he was gassed in 
action and wounded in the right arm. As a result he was sent back to Britain where it is believed he undertook work for 
the Intelligence Department of the War Office.  After the War, MacGill continued to write. In 1930 he moved with his 
family to the USA and he died in Massachusetts in 1963.

(Black, C., 1939)

(Donegal County Archives)
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Peadar O’Donnell (1893 – 1986)
Peadar O’Donnell was born in 1893 in Meenmore, Dungloe, and completed his 
teaching training at St. Patrick’s Teaching College in Drumcondra. He secured the 
headship of a two-teacher school in Derryhenny outside Dungloe. His early family 
education had imbued him with a strong social conscience and socialist beliefs. 
O’Donnell continuously lobbied the Education Office for improvements to the school 
building. In 1916 with some friends, O’Donnell demolished the dilapidated building, 
thereby forcing the authorities to fund the construction of a new school. 

In July 1916 he took over the post as headmaster of Number One National School 
on Arranmore Island. His membership of the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation 
(INTO) saw the beginnings of his famous trade unionism and he was elected as County 
Secretary the following year. It was in 1916, while on Arranmore, that he began to 
write, setting time aside each day. Peadar O’Donnell’s most famous works include The 
Big Windows, Proud Island and Islanders. 

Séamus Ó Grianna (1889 - 1969)
Renowned Donegal author Séamus Ó Grianna was born in 1889 in Ranafast.  He gained a 
teaching certificate at Coláiste Uladh before entering St Patrick’s Teacher Training College, 
Drumcondra, in 1912. 

In 1916 he was appointed headmaster of the national school in Leitir Catha in the 
Donegal Gaeltacht.  It was here that he decided to become a writer in the Irish language, 
a decision influenced by both the Gaelic League and Irish Nationalism.  His most famous 
work is Caisleáin Óir.  

Turlough MacSweeney (1831 – 1916)
Turlough MacSweeney was born in Glenfin, but his family moved to a thatched cottage 
at Luinnaigh, Gweedore, where he remained for the rest of his life. He was known 
both as ‘The Donegal Piper’ and as ‘An Píobaire Mór’ (the big piper), on account of his 
great physical stature. Such was his reputation as a piper that he travelled to Chicago 
and played at the World Exhibition where he won the world championship. Turlough 
MacSweeney died in 1916. His obituary in The Catholic Press, 7 September 1916 stated, 
“...he was acknowledged to be a peerless performer of the bagpipes…”.

(Courtesy of Áislann Rann na Feirste)

(Donegal County Archives)
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Paddy ‘The Cope’ Gallagher (1873 - 1966)
Paddy ‘The Cope’ Gallagher (Patrick Gallagher) was in his 
early forties in 1916. Ten years earlier, backed by his wife 
Sally and the 12 half-crowns of his neighbours in the hills of 
Cleendra outside Dungloe, he had started the Templecrone 
Cooperative & Agricultural Society (‘The Cope’). From 
Sally’s small kitchen, high up on a hillside near Crohy Head, 
the Cope had expanded by 1916 to premises in Dungloe, 
Maghery, Lettermacaward and Meenbanad. Turnover had 
grown at an astonishing rate from £381 in 1906, to £34,731 
in 1916, equivalent to over €5m today. The war in Europe 
was an ill wind that had brought opportunities for the Cope: 
there was huge demand for socks, gloves, balaclavas and 
other clothing from the British Army. The Cope, like many 
businesses in Ireland, had contracts with the War Office – 

indeed, the Indian Army had placed a massive order with the Cope via the War Office in 1916. To meet demand, Paddy 
commandeered the Cope Hall, awarded to the town of Dungloe by the Pembroke Trust as an educational, social and 
entertainment centre in 1910. Here he created a Knitting Factory which employed in excess of 150 women as well as 
many more outworkers. 

In 1916 Paddy ‘The Cope’ was in Dungloe managing the rapid expansion of the cooperative business he founded. A 
passionate nationalist, and defiantly non-secular, he saw good in everyone, whether nationalist or unionist. He met 
Erskine Childers and Roger Casement in London on a visit there, became close friends with Sir Horace Plunkett (founder 
of the Irish Co-operative Organisation Society) and author AE (George Russell) and met Patrick Pearse when he spoke in 
Dungloe in 1914. 

Micí Mac Gabhann (1865 – 1948)
Micí Mac Gabhann was born in 1865 in Derryconnor, Cloughaneely. The eldest in a family 
of eight, he was hired out at the Letterkenny hiring fair to work on farms in the Laggan 
in east Donegal. He spent time as a seasonal labourer in Scotland before he emigrated 
to North America where he made his fortune in the Klondike gold mines; his story is 
recounted in Rotha Mór an tSaoil or The Hard Road to Klondike.

Unlike many of his contemporaries, he returned to west Donegal to raise his family.  Micí 
returned home and bought a farm at Cashel, Gortahork, from Sir John Nicholas Dick.  It 
was in this two-storey, second-class house surrounded by an array of farm buildings that 
Micí and his family were living in 1916.  With the establishment of Coláiste Uladh in 
Cloughaneely, Micí Mac Gabhann met and entertained some of the leading figures of the 
day such as Patrick Pearse, Roger Casement and Eoin MacNeill (Mac Gabhann, 1958).

(Courtesy of Mac Gabhann family)

(Courtesy of UCD Archives)
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Dealing with Documents

What are Archives?
Archives are documents that contain important 
information about our past. They include items like letters, 
diaries, photographs, accounts of meetings, maps, plans 
and sound or video recordings. They are primary sources 
because they are created at the time an event occurred 
and contain first-hand accounts from the people who 
lived through the actual events. These items have been 
preserved because they contain unique and important 
information that we can use to recreate and better 
understand our past.

Working with historical documents
Care must be taken when researching information using archives. These records offer only one side of a story or one 
person’s account of a particular occasion. Other people might have selected different aspects to record or have given 
different opinions on what was happening. It is sometimes useful to combine archives from two different sides to draw up 
an accurate account of what really occurred. For example, in order to find out exactly what took place in Dublin in Easter 
Week an historian might need to read accounts given by some of the 1916 Rising leaders but also official Government 
reports on the events of that week. History books, journal articles and documentaries which use archives to give an 
account of an event are classed as secondary sources.

Some archives are handwritten and depending on the type of paper, pen and skill of the author they can often be difficult 
to read. If you are having difficulty with a word you should see if you can match up some of the letters with letters in words 
you have already worked out. A magnifying glass can often be very useful in helping to identify words or letters.  

Your education pack – a note for students
The archives chosen for your education pack come from Donegal County Archives, as well as other museums, libraries and 
archive services. Most families have some archival documents – does yours? What are they? Are there any from 1916?

We have selected a number of documents for you to examine. We have chosen these carefully to allow you to experience 
a range of different types of sources and also to help you get different perspectives on events. We hope these will help 
you to understand and imagine the way people lived and the important events of one hundred years ago. You will find a 
number of questions and exercises on the back of each facsimile.

While exploring the documents in this pack, you should try to:

•  identify the type of document you are looking at – is it a letter, report, minutes of a meeting, or a photograph?
•  consider why the document was produced, who was intended to see or read it.
•  establish the most important facts and information contained in the document.
•  think critically about the information the document is giving – how accurate is it, do you think the author is trying to 

convince the reader of something, what could the author be leaving out?

Extract from letter from James Dolan, New York, to his brother 
William, 6 June 1916   (Donegal County Archives).
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Archives, Museums and Libraries

Archival collections referenced in text

Rural District Councils of Ballyshannon, Donegal, Dunfanaghy, Glenties, Inishowen, Letterkenny, Milford and Stranorlar: 
Minutes of meetings, 1916 (Donegal County Archives).

Poor Law Unions/Boards of Guardians: Minutes of meetings, registers of admissions for of Ballyshannon, Donegal, 
Dunfanaghy, Glenties, Inishowen, Letterkenny, Milford, Stranorlar, 1916; Ballyshannon fever hospital register, 1916 
(Donegal County Archives).

Urban District Councils of Letterkenny, Buncrana and Bundoran: Minutes of meetings, 1916 (Donegal County Archives).
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