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This exhibition celebrates 
over 200 years of Donegal’s 
unique history and the 
importance of local history 
in every day life. It showcases 
photographs and documents 
from the County Archives’ 
many collections. 

The panels illustrate the signifi cance and 
relevance of local history for the living, hence 

The Past in the Present.  For example, 
the workhouses of Donegal are no more but 
the memories survive. The railways may be 
gone but their impact is still felt today.  

The exhibition also demonstrates enduring 
connections between the past and the present. 
Life for the generations who grew up in the 
towns, villages and countryside of Donegal a 
hundred years ago was very different to what it 
has since become; but the past still resonates 
with people living today. The old cinemas 
no longer exist but we still love going to the 
movies. The curriculum has changed over the 
years but the school rollbooks and many of the 
school buildings remain the same. There is a 
continuity with our history, and we hope this is 
refl ected in our exhibition.

This exhibition celebrates 
over 200 years of Donegal’s 
unique history and the 
importance of local history 
in every day life. It showcases 
photographs and documents 
from the County Archives’ 
many collections.

The images on display are examples from the 
thousands of local archives, of both public and 
private origin, which make up the holdings 
of Donegal County Archives. Also included 
are some privately owned photographs which 
were kindly loaned to us for the exhibition.

INTRODUCTION

The panels illustrate the signifi cance and 
relevance of local history for the living, hence 
the title The Past in the Present
the workhouses of Donegal are no more but 
the memories survive. The railways may be 
gone but their impact is still felt today.  

The exhibition also demonstrates enduring 
connections between the past and the present. 
Life for the generations who grew up in the 
towns, villages and countryside of Donegal a 
hundred years ago was very different to what it 
has since become; but the past still resonates 
with people living today. The old cinemas 
no longer exist but we still love going to the 
movies. The curriculum has changed over the 
years but the school rollbooks and many of the 
school buildings remain the same. There is a 
continuity with our history, and we hope this is 
refl ected in our exhibition.
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Traditional thatched cottages were once a 
common sight on the Donegal landscape. 
These modest homesteads were generally 
built by tenant farmers and consisted of one 
or two rooms leading off a central kitchen and 
living area. 

Built from locally available materials these 
homes were practical rather than comfortable 
and often overcrowded with large extended 
families living under one roof. Rural cottages 
had no running water, electricity or proper 
sewage disposal but many were gradually 
modernised in the 20th century.

HOMESTEADS

Bunbeg, 1940  Dunfanaghy Housing Report, 1900 Stranacloc, 1940 
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The heart of these homes was the kitchen with 
its open fi re, where food was prepared, milk 
was churned and wool was spun. It would 
also have been common to have a bed in the 
kitchen, possibly hidden behind a curtain or in 
a loft area above the kitchen.

The home in Donegal was the centre of 
social activity. It was common for people to 
go ‘raking’ or ‘ag áirneail’ to other houses 
in the locality in the evenings. There, local 
news would be discussed, stories about fairies 
and ghosts were told, music was played and 
singing and dancing occurred.

 Annie Gallagher, Ardara



Stranorlar Boys’ National School, 1928-31 

The life of children in the past, just like children 
today, was divided between education and 
leisure. However, in the past agricultural and 
domestic chores took up most of children’s 
time, outside of school hours. The national 
school system in Ireland was introduced in 1831. 
Prior to this the only schooling available to most 
children was through hedge schools, although 
wealthier families often sent their children to 
private and/or boarding schools, for example 
Lifford Endowed  Prior School and Ray 
Charter School. 

After 1892, compulsory education was 
introduced to areas where the local authority 
took responsibility for its administration, 
ensuring that children attended school on at 
least 150 days of the year. Even the children 
resident in the county’s workhouses received an 
education. Discipline in schools was strict and 
corporal punishment was permitted until 1982.

DONEGAL WAINS

2

Children were an important part of 
agricultural life, providing labour for their 
parents, relatives and neighbours, particularly 
during the busy seasons when sowing and 
harvesting occurred.

In many of the poorer regions in Donegal, 
children as young as seven were ‘hired out’ 
to the farms of larger, wealthier farmers to 
provide some much needed external income 
for the family.

However, childhood was not all about work. 
Children in Donegal engaged in a range of 
leisure activities, fi nding time for sport, crafts 
and music.

The County Archives holds a large collection 
of primary school roll books and registers, a 
limited number of secondary school records 
and a number of photographs relating to 
children at work and at play.



Agriculture and fi shing has long supported 
life in Donegal. Throughout the 18th and 19th 
centuries the rural population of the county 
worked small farms  of mixed use and were 
also kept busy thatching and maintaining their 
properties and cutting turf.

Fishermen in the past were predominantly 
small farmers  and farm labourers who 
supplemented their income with fi shing, 
by hiring boats and sharing equipment. 
Skilled artisans, coopers and carpenters were 
also to be found in urban areas along with 
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merchants who supplied the rural areas with 
manufactured goods.

Women, for their part, ran the households 
and helped on the farms, making dairy 
produce and raising chickens. They were also 
employed in traditional crafts such as knitting 
and weaving, making for very self-suffi cient 
communities. Work for women outside the 
home was generally confi ned to the very 
traditional roles of teaching, nursing or 
joining a religious order.

 Fishing Boat on the Erne, 1933 Nurses, St. Conal’s Hospital, c. 1940 

 Willie Pearson, St. Johnston

DAYS OF TOIL



Donegal is renowned for its beautiful and 
unspoiled landscape. In the past visitors 
and locals alike made the most of Donegal’s 
natural amenities, as they do today. Visitors 
have always been attracted to the county to 
enjoy the beaches, to walk, to fi sh and enjoy 
the friendly company that is to be had.

Pastimes for people in Donegal are rooted in 
a strong sense of community and local pride. 
Sports, dances, music, local outings, parades 
and festivals all played a part in the social 
fabric of life in Donegal in the past, as they do 
today.

The Fair Day was also an extremely important 
social outing for the rural population, 
providing an opportunity to do business but 
also to meet with friends and neighbours.
Gaelic games began in Donegal in the early 
20th century and the fi rst meeting of the 
Donegal County Board was held in 1905. 

FUN AND GAMES

4

GAA fever reached a height in the county in 
1992 when the county team won the All-
Ireland Senior Football Championship for the 
fi rst time. 

Preserved in the County Archives’ collection 
are photographs, tickets, posters, fl yers and 
programmes covering a whole range of events 
relating to leisure.  

All-Ireland Senior Football Final, 1992

Donegal Rally, c. 1980 



Travel within and from Donegal has not 
been without its diffi culties. Much of the 
county is mountainous and rural and is even 
today sometimes portrayed as remote from 
the rest of the country.

The predominant form of transport until the 
arrival of the railway in Donegal in 1863 was 
horse drawn cart. Until the fi nal closure of 
its services in 1959 the narrow gauge railway 
was an important factor in the economic 
and social life of people in Donegal.

Public transport by train was available from 
Inishowen down as far as Killybegs. This 
made travel reasonably cheap and accessible 
at a time when few could afford motorised 
vehicles. Trains were also used to transport 
goods across the county and further afi eld. 
Older people often reminisce today about 
travelling on the old steam trains and 
lament the loss of the railway. 

Man on Motorbike, c. 1940 

The summer train service at Fintown is all 
that remains today of the once substantial 
crisscross of railway lines in the county.

Today, Lough Swilly Bus Company (formerly 
the Londonderry and Lough Swilly Railway 
Company), Bus Éireann and others operate 
bus services throughout Donegal, but the car 
is now the major form of transport in 
the county. 
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Lough Swilly Bus Company, c. 1960

JOURNEYS IN TIME



Lough Derg, Undated 

Traditionally religion has been an important 
factor in the lives of Irish people. Saint Patrick 
is credited with having brought Christianity 
to Donegal, which was well established in 
the county by the late 6th century. The 
monastic tradition of the early church was 
developed by St. Colmcille and St. Eunan with 
the establishment of monastic settlements 
such as Raphoe.

While a large majority of the country of 
Ireland is Roman Catholic, Donegal has for 
a long time been well represented by several 
Christian denominations, including Roman 
Catholic, Church of Ireland, Presbyterian and 
Methodist. More recently with immigration 
to Ireland people of other religions have begun 
to settle in the county. 

Churches have also had a signifi cant impact 
on the physical landscape of the county. For 
example, Letterkenny’s cathedral spire is a 
prominent feature against the town’s skyline. 
The award winning Church of St Aengus in 
Burt was described as the Building of the 
Century in a Sunday Tribune poll in 1999. 
Less conventional places of worship such as 
Doon Rock are also signifi cant in the Donegal 
landscape.

The importance of religion in people’s lives 
past and present and on the landscape is 
refl ected in the collections of the County 
Archives. Included are photographs of 
churches, mass rocks, and members of the 
clergy, extracts from religious writings and the 
Father Patrick Gallagher collection. There are 
also archives that depict the role played by the 
churches in schooling over the last century.
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FAITH AND WORSHIP



Landed estates in Donegal comprised a wide 
range of acreages, from the larger estates 
owned by landlords with extensive properties 
across Ireland, such as the Marquis of 
Conyngham, to smaller local landlords. 
There was a range of both resident and 
absentee landlords in Donegal, while some 
landlords were themselves middlemen, 
holding their land from larger estate owners. 
The infamous Lord Leitrim was one of these.

Landlords expected to receive the rents due 
from their tenants on gale day. If a tenant 
failed to pay the amount due he was issued 
with a notice to quit, which could lead to 
eviction. In exchange for the payment of rent, 
tenants were normally allowed the use of a 
portion of land and a cottage on the landlord’s 
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estate, however, this did not necessarily mean 
access to the estate’s resources such as turf, 
fi sh or game. On some estates tenants were 
threatened with eviction for poaching and 
trespassing on bogs.

Not all landlords went to these lengths; 
within Donegal there were a number of ‘good’ 
landlords, such as the Hamiltons and Lord 
George Hill. These landlords were reforming 
landlords who modernised traditional farming 
practices to create more profi table farms for 
their tenants. 

The County Archives holds a range of material 
relating to landed estates in Donegal. The 
records include estate rentals and maps, lists 
of tenants, correspondence and photographs. 

Meenglas Castle, Home of Lord Lifford, c. 1940 

LANDLORDS AND TENANTS
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The late nineteenth century in Ireland was 
dominated politically by the home rule 
movement, founded by Glenfi nn native Isaac 
Butt, and the land war. A combination of 
these two movements ultimately resulted 
in various land purchase acts, which 
redistributed the land of Ireland from the 
landlord to the tenant.

However, efforts to introduce a form of Irish 
Home Rule failed and the 1916 Easter Rising 
led to the rapid development of revolutionary 
nationalism throughout Ireland over the next 
few years.

In Donegal, as elsewhere during the War of 
Independence, local authorities demanded 
the withdrawal of British forces and 
acknowledged the authority  of Dáil Éireann.   

A Truce in July 1921 was followed by the 
controversial Anglo-Irish Treaty in 
December 1921.

Donegal was largely pro-Treaty in the 
subsequent Civil War. This was evidenced by 
the resolutions passed by local authorities 
within the county, though many people, s
uch as the ill fated Joseph McKelvey, did 
reject the Treaty.

Despite this nationalist zeal, large numbers 
of young men from the county had joined the 
British Army and fought for the Allied forces 
in the First World War. Donegal men were 
also present in the Allied forces in the Second 
World War, while many others joined the 
local defence forces. 

Today in Donegal, the Irish Army’s 28th 
Infantry Battalion is stationed at Finner Camp 

CONFLICT
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Joseph McKelvey, executed during the Civil War, 1922

with occupied posts at Lifford and Rockhill, 
Letterkenny. The major duties of the Army 
today are peacekeeping and aid to civil power.

The County Archives’ collection includes 
records detailing local authorities’ handling 
of and reaction to confl ict, and a number of 
private records, such as letters from Isaac 
Butt, photographs of Finner Camp and the 
James Grove First World War letters.



From Norman times the administration of 
local functions in Donegal was carried out by 
the Grand Jury. The Grand Jury was made up 
of the county’s largest landowners, who were 
summoned to meetings, known as Assizes, 
by the County Sheriff. The Assizes dealt with 
matters relating to the building, repair and 
maintenance of roads, bridges, piers and 
harbours, courthouses, hospitals, and the 
County Gaol. They also had responsibility for 
the fi nancing of local dispensaries and the 
boarding out of orphaned or deserted children.

After the introduction of the Poor Relief 
(Ireland) Act, 1838, boards of guardians were 
established in poor law unions across Donegal 
to erect workhouses and administer relief to 
the destitute poor. The functions of the boards 
of guardians expanded through time to include 
local government functions such as public 
health and sanitation and the building of 
labourers’ cottages.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
& DEMOCRACY 

At the same time many urban areas had 
their own local authority in the form of 
town commissioners or corporations which 
provided public services such as public 
lighting, street sweeping, road repairs and 
the removal of nuisances.

This system of local government was 
reformed under the Local Government 
(Ireland) Act, 1898, with the creation 
of the county, urban district and rural 
district councils, which took over the local 
government functions of the grand jury 
and boards of guardians. This system was 
simplifi ed in 1925, with the abolition of the 
rural district councils and the transfer of their 
functions to the county councils.

The County Archives holds minutes, 
correspondence and reports from each of 
these local authorities, as well as information 
relating to the election of their members.

Inishowen Board of Guardians, c. 1900



Donegal County Council seeks to preserve the inheritance of the people of Donegal 
for present and future generations by preserving, acquiring and making accessible the 
documented heritage of the County.
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