Worst Coffin Ships  
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The assisted emigration of tenants from the Mahon estate at Strokestown and a look at unfortunate O’Beirne’s among them. 
By Mary Lee Dunn 
    The ships that carried death as well as Irish Famine emigrants to the New World came to be known as coffin ships, and the worst of them to make port in Canada in the dreadful summer of 1847 were named Naomi and Virginius. Major Denis Mahon of Roscommon had chartered them—and places on two others—to get rid of the tenants he had evicted from townlands around Strokestown, a ravaged district. 
    Mahon booked nearly 1,000 places on the four ships. At least every second person to whom he[image: image1.jpg]


 gave passage died before or soon after arriving at the Grosse Ile quarrantine station in the St. Lawrence near Quebec City. The death rate among Mahon’s passengers was 52%,1 far more than the rates reported for other ships arriving in Quebec that summer. The Naomi  and Virginius, which carried only Mahon’s evictees, had the highest proportion of deaths of all 442 vessels landing during that tragic season. The death rate among Mahon’s passengers as a group was nearly six times the rate computed by officials for all immigration through Grosse Ile that summer. ”[T]otal mortality ... amounts to a proportion of 8.84 for every 100 souls embarked,” officials calculated.2
    Mahon shipped out 981 passengers on four vessels. Deaths of passengers from the Naomi and Virginius alone totaled 464 persons. Grosse Ile’s medical superintendent later declared that the survivors among Mahon’s tenants on those two ships “were, without exception, the most wretched, sickly, miserable beings I ever witnessed.”3
