THE FAMINE

BACKGROUND:

Around the time of Daniel O’Connell, the population of Ireland was about eight million people. Most of the people were very poor. They lived in tiny cabins on small patches of land and had to pay rent to the landlords who owned the land. 

The poor people grew potatoes as their principal food. The potato is easy to grow, is excellent food and gives a good yield from a small area of land. By the middle of the nineteenth century many hundreds of thousands of people depended on the potato for their daily food. This was a dangerous situation.

THE WORKHOUSES:

The government was worried about the poverty in Ireland, and so, in 1838 they passed a Poor Law which divided Ireland up into 130 districts, called unions. Each union was controlled by a board of guardians elected locally. The guardians raised money by imposing a tax on the union, and this “poor rate” was used to build a workhouse to help the local poor. 

A poor person needing help from the board of guardians had to go into the workhouse. The workhouses were made as uncomfortable as possible to ensure that only those who really needed help would go in. Men women and children were separated. People had to earn their keep, the men breaking stones, and the women spinning or knitting.

THE BLIGHT:

In September 1845, a strange new disease, called blight, attacked the potato crop in Ireland. As the disease spread, the potatoes rotted and could not be eaten. Before long people began to starve. 

The government imported cheap Indian meal or maize from America. They also set up relief works , the building of roads and bridges, so that people could earn money to buy the meal. Food was not to be given free. 

People waited anxiously during the summer of 1846 for the new potato crop. But the blight attacked again. Thousands of people died, many of them by the roadside, during the following winter. The dreaded “famine fever”, called typhus, spread quickly and killed many more. Starving people flocked from the countryside into the towns and brought the fever with them. Soon the workhouses were overcrowded. The winter of 1846/1847 was the worst year of the famine and became known as “Black ‘47”.

THE COFFIN SHIPS:

Those who could afford to, now began to emigrate. Some went to Britain, but most sailed to North America. They travelled in small sailing ships which were not suitable for long voyages. The poorest of the passengers were forced to remain for the entire voyage in cramped quarters below deck. They had to live on badly cooked, poor food and were given very little water. They voyage could last up to three months and about 20% of all those who set sail for America never reached there. These ships soon became known as coffin ships. 

THE SOUP KITCHENS:

Many food centres or “Soup Kitchens” were set up to feed the starving people. These were run by religious and charitable groups (such as the Quakers) at first, but as more and more people died, the government acted and set up its own food kitchens. At one stage during 1847 there were over three million people being fed.

DID YOU KNOW ?

It was only the potato crop that failed in 1845, 1846 and 1847. All the other sources of food did well during those years. Right through the famine, when people were dying of starvation and disease, huge amounts of food, mainly grain and cattle, were being exported every day from Ireland to pay the rents.

RESULTS OF THE FAMINE:

1.
About two million people either died or emigrated during 
the famine.

2.
Larger farms became more common.

3.
People began to speak English more, so that they could 
earn a living in America.

4.
Emigration from Ireland became common, and has 
continued ever since.
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