PART 2
THE FAMINE
Causes of Famine

‘Na-w..ral factors cause crop failures, but human beings cause famines'’.
(William A, Dando, The geography of famme p. vii)

The l?light, which first attacked the Irish potato crop in the autumn
of 1845 introduced a new element into the history of Irish famine
The 1740-41 famine was caused by extrerely harsh weather which
prevenFed the peasants from getting the potatoes out of the ground
The blight introduced some novel and undesirable elemen.ts Whilé
the prqbability of two exceptionally cold, or wet, or d‘r-y years
succeeding one another is slight and the probability of similarly freakish
Weather conditions occurring for five consecutive seasons 1s miﬁimal
in Ire.la_nd, the blight could and did persist from one season to another
remaining dormant in the soil through the winter months. In addition
the impact of disease was probably more immediate, more dramatic,
fmd more total than ravages caused by weather. Contemporaries
invariably wrote about the suddenness with which the blight struck:
fields which had been healthy and luxuriant one day, a mass of (iiseasecj
plants the next. Land agent William Steuart Trench had planted
potatoes on high land in King’s Co.

On August 6, 1846 - I shail not readily forget the day— I rode
up as usual to my mountain property, and my feelings may
be imagined when, before 1 saw the crop, 1 smelt the fearful
stench, now so well known and recognised as the death sign
of each field of potatoes. I was dismayed indeed, but I m{gie
on; and as I wound down the newly engineered road, runnin

through the heart of the farm, and which forms th!e regulagr
approach to the steward’s house, 1 could scarcely bear the
fearfL'll and strange smeli, which came up so rank from the
Juxuriant crop then growing all around; no perceptible change

except the s_mell, had as yet come upen the apparent prosperin!f
of the deceitfully luxuriant stalks, but the experience of the
past few days taught me that all was gone, and the crop was
utterly worthless. . . . It is enough to say that the luxuriant
stalks soon withered, the leaves decayed, the disease extended
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to the tubers, and the stench from the rotting of such an
immense amount of rich vegetable matter became almost
intolerable. 1 saw my splendid crop fast disappearing and
melting away under this faral disease.'

Blight is caused by phythopthera infestans, a fungus which
multiplies in hot. damp weather and can be quickly disseminated by
wind or mist. Rainwater carries the spores from the leaves of the
potatoes to the T00LS and causes the tubers to become infected. A whole
ficld could be destroyed in a mauer of hours. The disease could
survive in a dormant fashion through the winter months in partially
diseased tubers, which might be planted as seed potatoes, allowing
the fungus to spread devastation during the following season. The
fungus apparently came (o Furope from South America on boats
carrying guano, the newly-popular fertiliser. In the year 1845 the
Netherlands lost approximately two-thirds of its potatoes, Belgium a
staggering seven-eighths. Matters improved relatively rapidly. In 1846
Belgium harvested two-thirds of its normal crop, the Netherlands one
third, The severe drought of the late summer of 1846 had succeeded
in killing the blight. Deaths rose in both countries, though by
considerably less than in Ireland .

From the continent the potato blight spread to England and by
the summer of 1845 it had reached the Isle of Wight. By August 1845
blight was found everywhere in England except the northern area,
and by September 1% the first sighting was reported in Ireland in
the vicinity of Dublin. It*was carried to Ireland by south-east winds
which blew frequently, if untypically, during the late summer and early
autumn of 1845.%0n September 16 the constabulary was ordered to
report weekly on blight damage m their area and by 16 October it
had spread to seventeen counties.*

The incidence of blight in 1845 varied considerably between the
different parts of Ireland. Using the constabulary reports we can gain
an impression of the relative impact, though it must be noted that
the figures used in Map 1 are undoubtedly an overestimate of the
incidence. The most severely affected counties would appear (o have
been Waterford, Antrim, Monaghan, and Clare, while losses in the
Dublin-Meath area and in Co. Down were high, as they were in the
Limerick-Tipperary arca and in Co. Roscommon and parts of Co.
Galway. Losses in Mayo, however, were below average. The severity
of the 1845 failure was reduced because the worst incidence was in
the more prosperous eastern counties.® Its impact was also mitigated
by the fact that the blight did not spread widely until October-
November, by which time the early potatoes had been lifted, in a year
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Potato Crop when the early crop had been particularly prolific. Bourke estimates
Destroyed 1845 ® A the total loss in 1845 at slightly less than one-third of the 1844 crop.®
The real devastation came in 1846 and subsequent years.

4 - _ The 1846 crop would have been smaller than usual, because of
the disease affecting the main crop potatoes which meant that seed
ﬁ potato was both scarce and of uncertain quality. On this occasion

disease struck much earlier than in 1845, Warm damp summer

a4 2 weather was ideally suited to the spread of blight and by August reports
A S8 of devastation came from every part of the country.” Potato planting
Yo H was later than in modern times and the new season’s crop was generally
not available until the end of July or beginning of August.t By early
i T August virrually the whole crop was threatened, though some areas
: escaped more lightly than others. The district of the Maharees and
£e Castlegregory to the north of the Dingle peninsula was said to have
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H suffered only partial destruction.® Throughout the autumn and
hs winter of 1846 there are reports of some potatoes coming to market
b | in various areas and of children harvesting potatoes in the fields.
NI '[g However, the potatoes in guestion seem (o have been small, immature
T(\«wr - and few in number. The combination of a lack of seed potatoes,
though the Society of Friends supplied some, plus a belief by many

experts that the Irish peasantry should be encouraged to concentrate
HH on aliernative crops such as turnips, combined with a shortage of field
giasNadaard labour (see below) meant that the potato acreage planted in 1847 was
T extremely small though the yield was high and the crop virtually blight-
free. The total crop, However, would seem to have been less than in
H the disease-ridden year of 1846. 1n 1847 the heaviest planting relative
to 1845 would-appear to have been maintained in counties such as
“Sgp Antrim, Armagh, Kerry, Queen’s, Carlow, Kildare and Wicklow; the

3?53 ui . lowest relative to previcus seasons in Mayo, Roscornmon and Sligo.
Percentage Destruction ' Clare and Galway were also well below_the national averag_e.'“_ln
1848, a year of substantially greater planting, blight returned in high

season, though in a somewhat patchy fashion. The average yield per
- 51 - 55 acre was somewhat over half that achieved in 1847; but figures much
. 46 - 50 : in excess of that were achieved in Wicklow, Donegal, Fermanagh,
. Kerry, Wexford and Mayo; the lowest yields by far were in a belt of

41 - 45 . counties in the midlands, Cavan, Longford, Meath, Monaghan,
36 - 40 ! Dublin, Wesimeath and Kildare ! though these were not the counties
30 - 35 ; which suffered most during 1848. The following year, 1849, with a
‘ potato acreage reduced from the 1848 level and a respectable yield,

- 20 - 29 might be deemed the first year of post-famine normality, though the
g Mites 40 ;_"_.' 0-189 ! pre-famine potato acreage was never regained, nor indeed were pre-
J famine potato yields— partly because of blight, but also because of

the demise of intensive agricultural practices.
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POTATO CROP AT TIME OF FAMINEL!

Acres (000) Yield per acre Produce (000 wons)

1844 2,378 (6.25) est. (14.862) est. .
1845 2.516 (4.0) est. {10,063) est.
1846 1,999 {1.5) est. ( 2,999) est.
1847 284 7.2 2,046

1848 810 3.8 3,077

1849 719 5.6 4,024

A shortage of food alone does not account for famine, nor does
it explain who the victims will be. The Indian economist, Sen, estimated
that in the famine year of 1943 in Bengal the 1otal food supply was
only 5% less than its average level in the five preceding years and that
food supplies were actually 189 greater than in the year 1941 when
there was no famine.'® In Ireland, however, food was genuinely
scarce during the famine years. Bourke, working on an average
consumption of twelve Ibs. of potatoes per day per adult male cottier
for 1014 months per year, estimated that a total of 7m. tons of patatoes
were used each year for human food, with a further 2m. for seed and
5m. for animal food."t On the basis of these figures it could be
argued that the 1845 crop, though reduced, offered enough food for
human consumption and seed, though it was not necessarily in the
hands of those who most needed it and was not evenly distributed
throughout the country. By any standards the potato tonnages of 1846,

47 and 48 were totally inadequate to meet the needs of the popula-
tion. The most important question, however, is whether other foad
resources in the country might have provided an adequate alternative,
On the eve of the famine Ireland exported a considerable amount
of grain. Solar has estimated that the pre-famine food exports could
feed an average,of 1-114m. people at English standards of consump-
tion. The continuing export of grain during the famine years is a topic
which has given rise to considerable nationalist criticism. John Mitchel
alleged that every ship bringing relief supplies of grain into Ireland
during the famine was likely to meet six ships leaving the country laden
with grain.'® Bourke's figures suggest, however, that the grain exports
of 1846 totalled approximately 285,000 tons, the food equivalent of
slightly more than one million tons of potatoes, while the potato short-
fall in that year was ‘well over ten times that figure’. Imports during
the ten months from September 1846 to June 1847 were about five
times the volume of exports, totalling 659,000 tons, and on Bourke's
estimates would have had the equivalent food value of approximately
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2 5m. tons of potatoes, or one-quarter of \:‘Vhat was needed. "lot:
stllpplies of grain and potatoes were therefore inadequate; exports wtee(i
tra
i hough food exports were concen
much exceeded by imports, thoug . Nivon:
1 i in the period from Decem
in the autumn of 1846, imports cember 1880
* 1847, Had the food exported dunng
and the early months of 18 00 8 e
in Ireland it ‘could have ma
autumn of 1846 been kept m | . an
appreciable contribution to bridgng the starvation gap ]bf,-tf\a\f[(;eenﬁrst
destruction of the potato crop in August and the arrival o
- 1 3 1 ' le
ize cargoes in the following winter, ‘ ‘
- ;n adgition to grain exports, livestock exports also continued

during the famine years.

1846 1847 1848 2 01 %911;

186.483 189,960 196,042 ,
8:1(?:5““5 o 6563 9.992 7.086 9,83}1
Sheep, lambs 959 257 324,179 255,682 241,3;
Swine 480.827 106,407 110787 68,057

Cattle expores rose steadily during the famine years but Saprllgt
exports fell sharply because pigs were fed on potatoes. Few plea ant
families could afford to eat any quantity of meat even norgna ye EO(,)
pork and bacon were the meats normally eaten, tl)geh stbeen

i ituti f beef for potatoes wou av .
expensive. The substitution of : ve been
1 1 1 i livestock exports, or on g
financially impossible and limits on s, or on gran
3ly have been counterproductive. emp
exports, would probably beer Auempts o
i lative decree would not have
keep the food in kreland by legis . ensuree
ached those most 1n need,
that the food so held would have reac : ; uhile
icti Iy deterred food imports. Irelar

-h restrictions would have probal.) y _
i\l:;s short of food during the famine years and needed-all possible
imports. In fact, demands for controls on exports of food were

: - i (18

ligible during the famine years.™ . o
negIlflnormal yegars most lrish families were virtually Self*SufflC.lCnt
in potatoes and only a small proportion of the total crop enlteredbltl;ntg

i i f the potato crop not only robbe
commercial trade. The failure o . o
ili ir dietat i it also forced the Irish population
families of their dietaty mamnstay, 1t a d th
to buy the bulk of their food rather than producmg_lt themselveg. }lfood
had now to be acquired through cash transactions on a hit er}tlo
unprecedented scale. This placed considerable I;gessurfe }on ft 5(:
SOUTCEs ish banking system. One of the hn:
nonetary resources of the Iris '
l ovemmzm initiatives was to arrange an adequat_e supply of silver colm
tghroughou[ the country.’ The food distribution system was ahso
inadequate. It had hitherto coped primarily with food exports rather
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than i i
S ar;g;);trs; i:dh;r::lsny alr'eats large-scale cash or credit dealing in
Faced with the sca e e EO'Lhe carly summer months.
Figures o foc ,;i rmngs o.f the famine years, food prices racketed.
disentangle with fn ces duning the famine years are difficule to
wholesals prices enye p:ﬁ’m_smn. Most available statistics deal with
foos = pric a,ragma:a l){ m central r.narl.(ets such as Dublin. These
While ereae T lllca y than }"etaﬂ prices in more remote areas,
than for large qffntiti[esalt)ﬁs;: ilug:kei Prifﬁs Wel‘;‘] arged for small
o ) by loca sters. Nevertheless, Barrin ’
I;b)lrllt(,?t 1ir;dex g}]lves some mdic;_itlon of the changes which took Elt;);s
worth noting that his figures are the arithmetical mean o,f

pI 1ces fOl Ll e yf ar E"l.d 5 undel state [he mcreases by ac I]SldE] ab](‘
0 1
amount. °

IRISH AGRICULTURAL PRICES DURING THE FAMINE YEARS

(1840 equals 100)

Whene 18945 1846 1847 1848 1849
Whe 118 131 98 87 66
Qus 8 187 107 196 83
Barley 118 175 116 100 85
Potato 88 323 954 299 215
But 33 105 99 87 74
pork ; 117 149 115 88
Mo 20 120 125 120 105
103 104 105 110 79

4/4(();] the Fassaroe estate in Co. Wicklow, potatoes which had been
increasf) perdbarrei in 1844 averaged 17/8 (88p) in 1846, a four-fold
. and aresestimated : ,
e ated to have touched 30/- (£1.50) at peak
” I;Jaot §urprisingly potatoes showed the largest price increase durin
Substitr::{l:: yt;ar:l, .but oats and barley were obviously close-dietari
; and their prices showed a sharp i i
X . p increase both in 1846
;Eéicealt:_ater f;mme year qf 1848. Wheat prices were much less affec:elzid
i b;g;:—;g[[ at wheat did not form part of the normal Irish peasan;
, 00 expensive. This is even m : 1
¢ ; ore the case with
irzei;;rvn'.lutton and buFter prices which appear to have begflsz(;riiots?
pervious to the famine. Pork prices rose, partly reflecting their role

in the peasant diet, but more lik
diet, ely because th : .
rose sharply with the shortage of yI;’Otatoes_ e cost of keeping a pig
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Potatoes had been favoured by the Irish labouring class partly
because they apparently liked them, but also because they were the
cheapest staple foodstuff normally available. With the unprecedented
rise in potato prices and scarcity of supply, the labouring population
was forced 1o substitute alternative foods such as oats or Indian meal.
Indigenous supplies of oats were grossly inadequate to meet the short-
fall and Indian meal, the cheapest grain available on international
markets, became the substitute staple during the famine years, and
indeed for at least a generation thereafter. Contrary to popular
opinion, Indian meal was not unknown in Ireland before the famine;
there are records of it being imported into Ulster during the scarce
season of 18002 when it apparently cost less than half the price of
an equivalent quantity of oatmeal. It was also used during the scarce
year of 1827 when Callan schoolteacher, Humphrey O'Sullivan, records
its distribution, noting, ‘Many people like it well: it will keep down
the cost of living for the poor’. Pre-famine imports, however,
remained small, further confirming the theory that during those years
Ireland probably contained adequate supplies of food. Margaret
Crawford estimates total imports between 1804 and 1844 at 29,432
cwts. compared with 5833 014 cwts. during the famine years
1845-49.2' Even this considerable importation was inadequate,
particularly during the winter of 1846 and the early months of 1847,
when even Indian meal prices showed a sharp increase, Prices in the
early months of 1846 appear to have averaged 1d per Ib., or marginally
higher; by the late autumn and winter of that year prices in excess
of 2d were the norm, and peaks of 2.4 and 2.88d were recorded
during January 1847 after which time prices began to drop sharply.®
Wicklow landlord’s wife, Elizabeth Smith records in her diary for Z6th
September 1846, ‘9/8 (131 p.) for a stone of meal, 1 have known it
at a shilling (5p.y.*

Unfortunately it is not possible to accurately relate the price of
subsisting on Indian meal to the cost of surviving on potatoes in pre-
famine years, but a doubling in the cost of a basic subsistence diet
during 1846 could be taken as conservative; a trebling in subsistence
costs in the period December 1846 — January 1847 is not improbable.

To the initial problem of supply one could add the dependence
of the peasantry on local shopkeepers who were not averse Lo creaming
off a substantial profit. Prices were highest for sales of small
guantities. In Roscommon, in December 1846, meal cost 2/9 (14p.)
per stone if bought m a one stone bag, or 3/4 (16p.) per stone if sold
in pounds.?* Some element of price competition, plus easier transport

facilities, moderated price levels in the larger towns and cities; prices
E
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were considerably higher in the more remote areas. It was estimated
that prices in Lettermore, Connemara, were more than 25 %, higher
than prices in Galway, a Journey of twenty six miles.® The absence
of an established retail food market in the more isolated rural areas
forced people to walk long distances, ten. twenty or even thirty miles
to buy food according to one source, though small food traders
invariably mushroomed, selling at prices often 30% above the already-
high market price.? The dependence on shopkeepers' credit also
increased real prices. Many workers found their earnings aiready
fully committed in advance to repay the cost of credit dealings.
However, with the persistence of famine conditions credit became more
difficult to obtrain.

It is the rise in prices which resulted from the scarcity of food,
rather than mere food scarcity per se which is central to the Irish
famine. Famines are caused, as the Indian economist Sen has pointed
out, not by a shortage of food, but by a loss of entitlement to food.
While the initial problem in Ireland was the failure of the potato
crop, famine and excess deaths would not have occurred if the Irish
peasaniry had been able to command alternative food supplies at a
price within their means. The evidence of the Poor Inguiry reveals
that, in normal circumstances, the labouring and cottier classes had
few surplus resources and most were forced to either get food on credit
or to beg for some during the hungry months of the early summer.
During the famine the rapid escalation of food prices put adequate
nutrition out of the reach of labourers’ pockets. On 24 February 1846
Elizabeth Smith’s diary noted: ‘Potatoes now 5d a stone. Jemmy Craig’s
— a labourer on a nearby farm whose rotal cash income was 2/- (10p.)
plus kss food. When rent 6d (2% p.) and tobacco 3d (1 Lo p.} was paid
there remained 1/3 (6p.) to buy food and clothing for his wife and
three children— wife cannot do with less than ten stone in the week
s0 50d (21p.) per week on an income of 15d (6p.).?” The following
week when prices had risen even higher she noted that ‘potatoes at
their present price would take 9/- (45p.) a week. Labourers can earn
a maximum 6/-(30p.)'. Food prices rose to considerably higher leveis
during the winter of 1846-7 and by the end of November she recorded
that ‘At present prices it would require 21/- (£1.05) a week to support
a labourer and his family; he earns 6/- (30p.), 7/-{35p.} or 8/- (40p.)
at the highest. What must be the result?”?* This problem was univer-
sal among the labouring and small farming class. Board of Works

official, Mr. Lowe, wrote from Timoleague in West Cork in January
1847 that
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Indian meal and wheaten meal are both selling at 2/6 (12 lgéé)/)
for 14 lbs.— a family of five persons cannot on wages o o
(30p.) per week have even two meals for four days m
week. ™, .. o .
The purchase of food became the sole priority fcl))r the Ir(l;h %(:;);
igui ilable assets, borrowed whe
d to do so they liquidated all aval sse
ar(;ssib?e and economised on all other items. William Forstfer},1 wil:o :?s
gwestigating conditions in the west of lreland on behalf of the Society

of Friends, noted in Connemara:

When there before 1 had seen cows at almost 3v¢ry }Cal:,]i?lsngl
there were besides many sheep and pigs owne 1{; tﬁe ()ul%r-
But now all the sheep were gonec:loa]l ?}fig}?‘flzdab;rkig i mz
tle}il‘gfe }rll:l)ctl g&zgllzrgéz:iig;ils ;gtr;toef no oats, workmen unpaid;
patient, quiet look of despair.®. . . S ;
A report to the Society of Friends from Dunfanaghy, Co. Doneg

noted that - o
i h all their pigs
1l farmers and cottiers had parted with a
Zr?de tsl'rlgizi" foifl, and even their bed-clothes 3ztnd fishing-nets had
gone for one object; the supply of food.
A correspondent wrote from Arklow in February 1847

So long as the poor, that is the.general F:lass ()ff;]n::;)lti?ltlsli

had any articles whether of clothing, fumltfugf;, 15‘5 ren%aiﬁed

tural implements to pawn Fhe extent ow istres

unknown; but néw thar all is gone, o "
while a Mr. Prendergast, an inspector f)f drainage foithteirﬂ;o‘::atsd
Works, writing from Carrigallen, Ballinamore, Co. Leitr :

ic i 1847
emphatically in February .
Famine actually prevails and deaths are fngfhtf&ﬂlygulr(i%?l:s
. i : insufficient food and ¢ g.
from want and disease caused by insu dan hing.
in the town before daylight last marke
Some poor women were 1n t ’ 1 ake
i 1 d few articles of furniture. y
day to conceal their bedding an : - They
! ! A man in the town, hi
were to be sold for a few days’ food. Am i, himselt
i andering in and out of doorway
half stupefied by want and wan g _ ays
i 1 i lately mentioned the excelle
without asking for aid. A woman ; cllent
3 killing her cow, there being no
soup she had made after e B T ready
. Now that speaks volumes, for the pig: g 2
TZSI(;: :;fd th(f)r poultryploo, there will remain absc;lﬁutely nothing
%ut the meal in the market for all provisions. -
The impact of rocketing food prices spread \ivlldely.l F1sheir[r;11(e;2;
‘ arci found themselves w
ite the undoubted food scarcity, . \
Sﬁiﬁimers. Fish was regarded as a luxury; all available resources were
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committed to buying potatoes, meal or bread*
men were forced o

Pawnbrokers also fo
of clients wishing to

and Claddagh fisher-
pawn their fishing equipment to survive.
und themselves in difficulty. There were plenty
pledge items, but no buyers. and they found Uieir
capital locked up in unsaleable items, %

While cottiers and labourers were the most immediate victims of
the famine because of their
and the lack of resources whi
farmers were also severel

greater dependence on potatoes as food
ch they could sell to command food, small
y affected. Many were forced to eat their grain
as a substitute for discased potatoes, or they had to sell farm animals,
partly because with the loss of potatoes there was no fo
because the high price of oats made feedin
expensive or simply because they needed the
who were not threatened with acrual starvat
in their living standards as a result of the ex
of food and no longer had money to spen
Central Relief Committee noted

od for pigs,
g a horse prohibitively
money to buy food. Many
ion suffered a sharp drop
ceptional rise in the price
d on other items. As the

Prices were so high that those who
themselves and their families coul
money except on food. The small
lost their irade. The business of
merchant was diminished. The var
tures felt the want of demand; ma
discharged. Few houses were repaired or built, and masons,
carpenters and other tradesmen connected with building were
left unemployed. The demand for clothes, notwithstanding the
great want of them, which was everywhere felt, decreased.
Tailors, shoemakers and other tradesmen of this class
accordingly suffered. The gentry whose rents were not paid,

and who had poor-rates added io their other incumbrances,
reduced their spending.¥?

were stitl able to mainrain
d not afford to spend any
shopkeepers consequently
the wholesale dealer and
ious branches of manufac.
ny of the work-people were

Not everyone lost as a result o
cash and acumen to buy grain
undoubtedly gained, as did large
cost of their food more than count
they earned from selling their su
been less dependent on potatoes
labourers, so that their cost of i
average. though heavier poor rate
generally lost out, first because in
rather than net producers of grai
had surplus grain, they were forc

f the famine. Those with sufficient
in advance of maximum demand
r farmers who found the mcreased
erbalanced by the high prices which
rplus grain. Their diet would have
than that of the small farmers and
ving would have risen by less than
s could take their toll. Smali farmers
many cases they were net consumers
n, but also because, even when they
ed to sell it early in the season, often
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i i eap the
ncut, because of financiak difficulties and sol_co;ldhngot .rth Eoted
N : 1 47 Elizabeth Smi
i inanci fit. In February 18
maximum financial bene note!
Provisions are rising every market. Thus_the‘ l.[ahréqe f_le:‘e er Is
doing well, his produce selling tor three times ]p ng v
ordifary y;ar his consumption though mﬁriﬁ_‘ cosL y,iS il ver
i orti i fit. The small farmer ved.
airly proportional to his pro _ uined.
{:le nzuit lgt his corn, sell his stock at the uns?asoll}abenni]ess
because he has not fodder and therefore leave himself p
ecau
for the coming year.*

One Cork poor law guardian noted En ]anluaryevlit’l? ;}Zaptr:svt;rz
respeciable farmers of thirty acres were suff(.er.m.g s.d ; t};]Eir resent
as : bliged to consume in their farmh.es and in ‘ ples
d]i thf){nd:fh(i)ch in former years procured clothing and other comfor
the ¢

for them' 3¢

re tions ‘
Farmer-Labourer rela . - ecomomic
The failure of the potato crop totally undermined th

basis of rural Ireland and destroyed traditional r?lations};llps. Boe‘:[];i
laab()urers or cottiers worked for farmers, not.for direct Cafedp?;:] thf,‘
but to offset the cost of potato ground which they I;;n)mam -
farmer; unbound labourers worked for‘cash but rente é L
independently which they paid for: either from wa&rith o f;iiure
-rhaps from the sale of part of their conacre crop. \ ailure
oF poth ] cre plot became worthless since 1t cogld no long
o potame’bfiocgr;zr th[v; coming year. Labourers therefore saw little
guiarearilriezominuing to work for a farmer to pay thfr renth(')f‘ia anlg:e
:;asellleqs plot of l.anc‘l; many demanded panynent in Ldi‘nr;v“;cr;ﬁm(i
l i i and. when farmers ge fused,
WOUI((iiil?r;ietzhsgr‘z}l:l;of;)zgs';h employment on other farfr.lsf, in Ll:;
thﬁy] Zﬁd 'in(?reasingly on public works. In Co. Corrk r..h}]: Ern;irst
:zggnjrer militancy emerged in the autumnf of l?jl)r;;;t%dt l;: first
i ;i aliation many farm ~fus .
. POtat}? *f?{;l:gcs;’a::orielrlileas??;bouim?’s paid some or all of 1helt
Contaicrrleag)vra[n; a den-land that few could meet. In consequence the
Co : by 20% in 18464
CO‘T?]‘);I;SZOBHEZSS f.‘?t?f)fnfigedythis disruption as labourers ;lfist‘r;lep(i
their plots and farm work en masse i_n search.gf[;zagzirc:i}; ;i\bSi;EnC.e
i ith the sharp increase 1 : :
?sg?lg?fif:lseitﬂfﬁii\;mum cost of labour the cost o}f1 fe;(:‘c(lllr;%
O Farmers with live-in farm servants whom they N
Wmkersh r\,(\)::ie ajd a lower wage but provided with food, four}(; L..(]‘
z:(:fef)}vfe(::ding lgbour a major burden. One Board of Works officia
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based in Co. Cavan reported that "the high price of food not only of
itself aggravates it (distress) but compels farmers, who formerly used
to give 4d a day and food, to discharge their labour’.#! Labourers
who were not dieted were forced 10 campaign for higher wages in order
to survive at a time when many farmers were themselves under
financial pressure because of the potato failure. The pressure on
farmers to increase money wages was compounded by the availability
of jubs on public works schemes, jobs paying regular wages often at
levels farmers could not afford. Complaints of a scarcity of labourers
on farms were rife by the spring of 1847. The lower acreage of potatoes
planted in 1847 reflected not only a shortage of seed, but also the
disruption of old farming practices, notably the extensive use of labour
which was paid in conacre ground. Complaints of a shortage of labour
and the reduced crop acreage in 1847 tend to disprove the common
assertion that pre-famine Ireland was overrun with unemployed
workers made, for example, by Trevelyan in The frish crisis

a fortnight planting, a week or ten days digging and fourteen
days turf cutting suffice for his subsistence. During the rest of
the year he is at leisure to follow his own inclinations.®
The increased price of labour brought an end to many of the oid
labour-intensive practices, notably the careful manuring of potato
ground with seaweed, sand and animal manure.t Larger farmers
economised on labour as best they could. Hired labour was dispensed
with. By the winter of 1846 several officers in charge of relief works
reported an influx of labourers ‘that have been during some time past,
in constant employment of the farmers, not so much perhaps of their
own pleasure as on account of the farmers refusing them further
assistance’.** In the absence of hired labour, the volume of tillage
tarming fell. Many accounts of rural Ireland by the autumn of 1846,
and increasingly in the spring of 1847, note the absence of tillage work
in progress. In October 1846, Lt. Col. Jones wrote from Newry

The weather has been favourable; and the ground in a good
state and not a single plough have I seen at work or any land
being turned up by hand labour; all the land of the country

appears to be laying fallow. The fields have the appearance
of being deserted.

In many instances farmers substituted family for hired labour. One
account from Co. Waterford early in 1847 noted

A plough is now occasionally seen on the farms but instead of
tabourers being employed the farmers’ sons guide the plough.
The farmers can scarcely be blamed for dismissing new

servants, having so little food for themselves in very many
instances.*
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The Changing Structure of Agriculture During the Famine Years

It was no longer possible to sustain pre-famme Sarmigg p;:ic;;:iz
1 5 higher cost of labour and, no doubt,
and in response to both the hig . ho doub s
1 al i 1 ftermath of the repeal of the ,
of falling grain prices n the a : - ccom
signi ift from tillage to pasture, pareic ¥
there was @ g it T fromgl 840,025 {excluding calves)

- farms. Cattle numbers rose ‘ !
lizrilr%;ﬁllato 9 591,415 (including calves) in 1847 and further increased

1o 2,917,940 by 1850 -- a process which continued in subsequent years.

However cattle numbers fell on smaller holdings, rising sharply on those

over thirty acres.
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CHANGING CATTLE NUMBERS BY SIZE OF FARM

1847 1850 9% change
5 g _ a,
Farms under 1 ac. 39,742 27,093 31.8;&
s 83,389 68,168 - 18.3%
1?5 391,156 %98 ,458 + 1.862{;
" 0 R45,772 583,152 + 6.824,
;g-glus 1,482,951 1,847,315 +924 6%
T tr;l ¢ 591,415 2.917,949 +12.6%
0 . .

ler holdings, and the correspondmg
ift 1 i : ut this
iacrease on the larger reflects a shift in average size 01f t}‘j\rm,_bmnswe
1 if abour-inte
| picture of a shift from more -
only confirms the general p . Lensive
till:ge farming, as practiced on smaller holdings, to more cap

intensive grazing.
The change was not only

Some of the decline on the smal

attributable to the departure of labourers

1 on a
from the larger farms. Small farmers who generally surv1vec¥0m6d
1 1 ere -
let for cash to pay their rents w _
otato diet and sold gram . rees
guring famine years to consume the grain thcmselyesf, amd,.n h
nothi;lg left to pay their rent, tended to neglect tlrﬁ1; ar(;ns ‘:th tht;
. . ) ) w
i ict 5 table in the near future.® Face L
belief that eviction was inevl e e
heir farm ocutput to feeding
need to devote more of t . . i famites,
: er felt that their holdings were
many small farmers no long ha : : -
exist‘{nq rents. One public works official wrote in the spring of 18

There are no signs of a desire on the pa(;t olfhthe holdtfkelrstorfet:‘atr;
i 1 ’ a :

d under to cultivate their land. ey say .
Tiz‘efoz:)nhigh and as they could barely afford to pay th}e)rln mf
good seasons with potatoes they will be utterly incapabie o
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domg so.if their land is sown with grain. They therefore
consider lilb'etter to earn something on the roads {which all
goes into their pockets) than to incur the e iabiliti
> expense and liab

tor the benefit of others P Hidies
Financial hardship also left such men without capital: they were
forced to sell off livestock, or were already so in debt that they were
znal?le to borrow funds for seed and other agricultural necessities. The

ecline in the number of small farms is therefore not surprising, even

ignoring tbe active role of the landlord in evicting farmers, which we
will examine later. ’

CHANGING SIZE ANDD) NUMBER OF FARMS 1845-51%

1845 1851
1-5 acres 181,950 88,083
5-15 acres 311,133 191,854
15 plus 276,618 290,401
Total 769,701 h70,338

The Government’s Response

As previously indicated, this was not the first time that Ireland
had sought assistance in time of threatened famine. Since 1816-17 there
had been regular injections of state assistance, primarily in the wést
of Irel'and, to meet seasons of scarcity. In addition, British charitable
agencies had made generous contributions. By 1845 the Irish problem
was being seen as a chronic social problem to be resolved by a ma"or
rest_ructuring borh of Irish agriculture and of rural society: a restrLch—
turing designed to contain the seemingly endless population increase
am'l bring Irish society into the nineteenth century. Trevelyan, the
assistant secretary to the treasury, and one of the key figures in far,nine
relief administration wrote in his book The frish crisis

The relations of employer and employee which form together
the framework of society, and establish a mutual dependence
and good-will, have no existence in the potato system. The Irish
small-holder lives in a state of isolation — the type of which is
to be sought for in the islands of the South Sea, rather than
in the great civilised communities of the ancient world.>!

The Ang!o—lris.h lar}dl})rds were seen as primarily responsible for
perpetuating this ‘primitive’ system by tolerating rampant subdivision
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and rapid population growth on their estates. Elizabeth Smith, the
Scottish:born wife of a modest Wicklow landlord, wrote mn her diary

The Irish landlord is in no essential different from the Irish
peasant — his superior position has raised him in many points
above his labouring countryman but the character of this race
is common to all. The same carelessness or recklessness, call
it what you will — the same indolence, the same love of pleasure,
the same undue appreciation of self. The landlords that are
not popular are what we should call the good ones who look
after their affairs.®

Irish famine was therefore increasingly seen not as an act of God, but
as the nemesis for landlord indifference and neglect. Trevelyan wrote
that the Irish landlords alone ‘had it in their power to restore society
to a safe and healthy state’.” With such views in common currency
the prospect of London footing the entire bill for lrish famine relief
was remote: it would be placed as far as possible on the shoulders of
those who were responsible for the disasters— the Irish landlords.
Thomas Drummond’s ringing injunction to the Tipperary landlords,
‘property has its duties as well as its rights’, had a considerable
financial sting in its tail.

By the mid 1840s Ireland faced the problem that its appeal for
famine relief was no longer a novelty, while the dramatic impact of
harrowing accounts of Irish poverty was beginning to wear thin. There
were some allegations— how true it is difficult to say— that accounts
of distress in the west of Ireland had been magnified in order to
maximise relief. Power le Poer Trench, Church of Ireland archbishop
of Tuam, who was heavily involved in relief operations in the west wrote

Starvation is now become a trade, and provisions are sent n
abundance where no calamity occurred and where there is no
extraordinary need to warrant it. The cry 1s, as the provision
is going, why should not that parish get its share. . . . Places
that I know were never in less want than they are this year have
received large supplies of meal.”
By the time of the famine in the 1840s the British government had
also come to distrust alarmist reports of famine in Ireland. Sir Robert
Peel apparently believed that all reports from the executive in Ireland
needed careful scrutiny because ‘a haze of exaggeration covered Dublin
Castle like a fog'.%

In rural Ireland, concerned individuals, particularly landlords who
had been actively involved in famine relief and fund raising in the
past, were less forchcoming. Many felt that they were making an
adequate contribution to the poor via the rates paid to finance the
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new workhouses and scaled down their charity accordingly. Elizabeth
Smith, as early as 1841, noted increasing difficulty in raising funds
at her local church for the protestant poor of the area, because
people argued that they were already saddled with some of the burden
of relieving the poor, who had been neglected by their absentee or
less socially-responsible neighbours.®® Sir Randolph Routh, who
carried major responsibility for Irish famine relief, told Trevelyan in
1846 that ‘a great many landed proprietors had refused altogether’
to subscribe to famine relief schemes.®
‘ Increased sectarianism and allegations of souperism alsa disrupted
local relief efforts, though many protestant clergymen were actively
involved in famine relief during those years. Almost all the grants given
by the Society of Friends were locally administered by Church of
freland clergy. Many of these clergy and their wives manned soup
boilers, while catholic priests were constantly engaged in administering
the last rites o dying people.®® Evidence of Church of Ireland involve-
ment is best indicated by the fact that, in the year 1847, forty
protestant ciergy died from famine fever, while the famine also claimed
the lives of many catholic clergy. Some relief work was carried out
by joint co-operation between catholic and protestant clergy, but
divisions were all too common both between clergy of different religions
and between influential local laymen. Applications for famine relief
from individuals, rather than committees, were common, and Bowen
noted that, during the famine years, ‘Catholic Protestant suspicions
often led to the breakdown of this tradition of self-governing
aristocratic method of government’.%® This breakdown lessened the
efficiency of local relief efforts and in the process probably cost lives.
This lack of social cohesion coupled with the British belief that
Ireland and Irish landlordismm were in need of a severe shock
undoubtedly served to weaken the effectiveness of response 1o the great
famine. Some saw the crisis and suffering as almost inevitable. Thur
Ehzabeth Smich, when food prices reached their peak in January 1847
wrote

; I don’t know what will become of us before spring. We have
| no right to lock to rich England for help, no right to expect
the government to take charge of our private affairs. We have
. brought our miseries upon ourselves; a long series of improvi-

dent management results in ruin %, . .
The existence of such beliefs among Irish landlords coupled with the
strong social and politcal divisions prevailing in the country, plus
O’Connell’s personal antipathy towards Sir Robert Peel, meant that
there was no strong political demand made from Ireland, even by a
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section of the Irish political leadership, for Irish famine reliet to
become a United Kingdom charge. Such a possibility was further
reduced by the fact that the Scottish highlands were also threafencd
by famine, while the mid 1840s were a time of undoubted social distress
in industrial England.®! For some of those involved, such as
Trevelyan, the famine was retrospectively viewed as a providenn.al
suffering designed to reform lIrish society. In words reminiscent‘ of a
Calvinist preacher he wrote that ‘on this as on many other oceasions,
the Supreme Wisdom had educed permanent good out of transient
evil' .52 Against this complex social and political background, a‘nd
given the magnitude of the economic and social upheaval wh!ch
resulted from the potato failure, the question of government famine
relief becomes immensely complicated.

Government Famine Relief Policy

Food Depots

Sir Robert Peel, the British prime minister when potato biight first
appeared in 1845, was undoubtedly the British politicién with the
greatest experience of Irish social problems. As a young chief secretary
for Ireland in 1817 he had initiated the relief measures of that year.®
According to his biographer, Norman Gash, already by October 18‘45
Peel had ‘virtually made up his mind that he was facing a major
disaster in Ireland’.® His response to the Irish famine, however,
became inextricably bound up with the repeal of the corn laws, which
had restricted the free importation of grain into the United Kingdom.
Peel had already decided that the corn laws, the last barrier towards
complete free trade, must be removed.® The Irish famir.le merely
provided the justification for that step and in practice was ‘little more
than a side issue’ in the major political debate over free trade in
food % Its greatest consequence may have been the split in the Briti:?h
conservative party which resulted in the fall of Peel’s government in
June 1846 and its replacement by a Whig government led by Lord
Tohn Russell.7

Peel’s response Lo the potato failure has generally been favoura‘t?ly
regarded in Ireland - a matter of some interest given the strong hostility
which most of his measures aroused. The phrase from the generally-
hostile Freeman’s Journal that ‘no man died of famine during his
administration’ is frequently quoted. He has been praised for
showing ‘an initiative unusual in that era of laissez faire and (because)
he undertook rasks at variance with current economic theory.”
Perhaps his personal experiences of being in Treland during the earlier
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shortage of 1817 gave him a degree of emotional involvement which
the following outburst would seem to indicate.

Good God, are you to sit In cabinet, and consider and calculate
how much diarrhoea, and bloody flux, and dysentery, a people

can bear before it becomes necessary for you to provide them
with food.?. . .

On the other hand, Peel was only dealing with a partial food failure:
there was probably enough food in the country in 1845-6 to feed
everybody and small farmers still held assets in the form of savings
and livestock. The dizzy rise in food prices did not begin until the
auturnn of 1846, after Peel had left office, though the food price
stability may be partly due to the operation of his government food
depots. Indian meal prices remained virtually stable at 1-1.2d per Ib.
until the autumn of 1846; wheat prices averaged 47/ per cwt. on the
market in August 1846 but reached 70/- by January 1847 and 100/-
by the following May.”

Peel’s relief measures in 1845-6 were not remarkably dissimilar to
those which he had introduced in 1817, or from those which had been
used, with apparent efficacy, during the intervening years. A relief
commission representing army, police and coastguard services, the poor
Ia.w commission and Dublin Castle administration, with distinguished
scientist Sir Robert Kane as token catholic, was established to organise
food depots and stimulate the formation of local committees which
would organise relief works.

The establishment of food depots and the secret purchase of stocks
of Indian meal on the international market through the London
bankers Baring Bros. are the items of Peel's relief policy which have
generally attracted most praise, particularly when contrasted with the
more dogmatc approach to the role of government adopted by the
subsequent Whig administration. In November 1845 Peel and
Goulburn, his chancgllor of the exchequer, ordered that £100,000 be
spent on buying Indian corn for secret shipment and storage in Ireland
and this decision was implemented even before treasury sanction had
been obtained.™

Ultimately over £185,000 was spent on the food scheme, over
£105,000 on purchasing food in the U.S., almost £46,000 on buying
stocks of Indian meal and oatmeal in Britain and £6,544 on buying
oatmeal in Ireland. The remainder went on freight and grmding
corn.™ Of the total, £155,000 was recovered from sales. Food was
sold through government depots, either in small quantities to private
customers or to local relief committees for resale. Police and
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coastguards operated sub-depots in areas which lacked local commit-
tees, notably in the west of Ireland.™* The supply of food from
government depots, generally sold at cost price as a mixture of
Indian meal and some oatmeal, was designed not to provide for the
whole market, but to act as a brake on the tendency of local traders
to increase prices unduly. Total stocks represented only two week’s
food for one million people, while the fact that depots did not open
until the late spring of 1846, the first on 28 March, some not until
June,” indicates that the pressure on food supplies was not unduly
severe.

In fact private enterprise was not unsuccessful at responding o
the Irish food shortage during the 1845-46 season. Indian meal
imports, a mere trickle in previous years, rose very sharply during 1845
and early 1846; of these Peel’s much publicised contribution, none
of which arrived before February 1846, amounted to a ‘mere trickle’,
at most perhaps ten per cent. One author has stated that ‘the extent
of government interference with the grain trade was trifling n
comparison with the overall figures'.”s In addition, local rehief
committees also organised food depots, devoting a considerable
proportion of the £112,000 which they raised in subscriptions and
£104,000 provided in government loans to that purpose.”

Peel's government fell in the summer of 1846. Faced with a total
potato failure the Whig government did not continue his policy of
direct government importation of food, perhaps because of a greater
ideological commitment to laissez-faire economics and partly because
circumstances in the autumn of 1846 were considerably more difficult.
In 1845-6 Peel’s policy of purchasing food may have been successful
(it is in fact difficult to estimate its precise contribution) but by 1846
the government had lost the element of surprise and secrecy. The
government depots angered small traders as one official described

A feeling of jealous anger was aroused at first among the small
dealers against the government, men who living as wretchedly
to all appearances as the rest of the community nevertheless
possess some money to lay it out in meals or potatoes.”™

Private traders apparently threatened not to import food into freland
unless the government gave an assurance, duly given in the early
autumn of 1846, that it would not continue its food imports.™ In fact
the government food depots were retained in the west of Ireland, and
contrary to its promise the government did import some food to
provision these depots.



72 THE FAMINE

. Obtaining sufficient food for the limited numnber of depots proved
dlfﬁc.u]t. The autumnn and winter of 1846-7 was a time of considerable
scarcity throughout Furope. High prices on the continent caused grain
shipments from thF‘ Black Sea to be landed in France or Belgium rather
than Epgland, while with a buoyant food trade shipping costs for grain
frlom Ether the U.5.A. or the Black Sea rose sharply.® Britain was
also affected by food scarcity and by a major industri ion

: trial 5
which lasted until 1849, ’ : trial depression
In October 1846 Trevelyan wrote of his determination

without being in the least deterred by consideraiions of expense
to establish as many meal siations in the west of Ireland as we
can hope to keep regularly supplied; but there is another
consideration which must put a general limit to our operations
in this respect, which is, that thss year there is a general
scarcity over the whole of the UK. . . . ic buy up without
restraint supplies intended for the English and Scotch markets
would merely have the effect of tranéfcr[i_ng the famine frorr;
one country where the people are fed out of the public purse
to one where they are struggling to maintain themselves; and
it would not be tolerated that the English and Scotch labo,urer‘;
should not only have to support the Irish labourers (for it is
always the mass of the population which pays the bulk of the
ta)}es) but that the price of necessaries of life should also be
raised upon the former to a famine price by an unrestrained
consumption of those mn Ireland.® ‘ 7

In fz}ct the government only managed to import a total of 4,800 tons
for its stores in the west and resisted pressure in later months to
ex.tend food depots into eastern counties on the grounds that they had
failed to gain sufficient supplies even to fill the existing dtp{)ts.B2

There were the}refore genuine practical difficulties to repeating
Peel’s food policy and it remains questionable whether activity an his
scale .(:f)uld have had any significant effect in the much more critical
conditions of 1846-7. Peel’s depots had not opened before the end of
Marc.h,. by October 1846 an engineer in charge of public wbrks in
Borris in Ossory (not the most destitute part of the country) wrote

Unless actually seen, it 1s difficult to form a correct conception
of the wretched state in which the labourers and many opf the
poor farmers now are. It 1s not a very unusual thing for men
who have been only a few days on our works to work all da

without eating one morsel but during the hours for breakfas):
and dinner, he down behind a fence, unwilling to be seen b

those who have something o eat.® ) e
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Many saw government non-interference in the food market as desirable
to produce the maximur level of supplies. The new Irish chief
sccretary, Henry Labouchere, wrote to Daniel (YConnell that ‘the
great object at this moment appears to me to be to protect the trade
in food™®
Precisely how much food was in the country was a mateer of debate.
Several accounts from officials involved with relief works in the autumn
of 1846 speak of haggards and barns full of unthreshed grain.
According to British prime minister, Lord John Russell, farmers, who
the previous year had sold their corn early at comparatively low prices
and then seen prices rise sharply, were reluctant to repeat the
experience.35 It was felt that non-inrerference in the market, letting
food prices rise, would attract the sale of available produce and
encourage imports. The endorsement of the primacy of the
unrestricted food market was not limited to the Whig government.
Fr. Theobold Mathew, the temperance friar, in the course of a letter
complaining about the number of public houses which had opened
up in the vicinity of relief works wrote
I feel pleasure in stating that the non-interference of the
Government in the purchase of corn, though productive of
much suffering has eventuated in an abundant supply of graim.
Prices are rapidly declining; and 1 confidently hope that our
population will enjoy a comfortable and comparatively happy
Christmas. %
The good friar was a poor predictor of price trends; prices soared in
midwinter, peaking towards the end of January. The Society of Friends,
whose charitable endeavours have occasioned much praise in most
accounts of the famine, was equally committed to protecting the
private food market, even in the west of Ireland. They caonsidered the
possibility of sending food to the west but
After considerable discussion it was decided that it was not
desirable to make shipments of any of those articles in which
merchants usually dealt. We felt the propriety of leaving the
supply of the market to private traders.”
Instead of meal they supplied rice to starving western peasants,
confident that they were not directly competing with the food trade
of local hucksters.

Public Works

Given the various problems, real or imaginary. associated with food
distribution, the main burden of famine relief rested with the tried
and trusted remedy of public works, a remedy which had been used
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on an .almost regular basis in the previous thirty vears. In 1846, as
In previous seasons, the administrative burden for supervising public
wor.ks fell primarily on the Board of Works. The British cabinet
decided _that public works should be jointly financed, with half the
cost coming from local taxation, the balance in the form of a treasury
grant. Legislation allowing for this was passed in March 1846, while
Peel also introduced measures to encourage land drainage a;ld the
construction of piers for the fishing industry.® Applications for
government finance were forwarded by the local grand juries, (the
bodle§ responsible for levying rates); the Board of Works then
examined the proposed schemes and approved or rejected the loans.
Emplqymem was given to those with relief dckets from local relief
committees- - bodies generally consisting of active local landlords, or
their 'representatives, local clergy and any others who had m;ule
donations to famine relief schemes. In the late spring of 1846 road
works.and river drainage schemes commenced throughout most Irish
counties. Ultimately a maximum of 97,617 were er;lployed and, by
August 1846, works were in progress in every county except D('}rry

Tyron(", Fermanagh, Armagh and Down. In addition some of the locai
committees operated their own relief works. By August 1846 there had
been claims for works costing £1,292,853-8-7 of which £458,143-13-6
was sanctioned.® )

Pub!ic works were deemed necessary to provide the labouring
population v».'ith sutficient money to buy food. Officials realised that
measures to increase food supplies alone would not prove sufficient
Dobree, the deputy commissary, wrote in March 1846 ‘

Although the large rations of food on private account must
increase the means of supply in the country [ scarcely see how
they will aperate in relieving the distress unless wages available
for labour are within the paupers’ reach.® .
Awarer_less that government money was available for relief works
led to the inevitable rash of applications. The barony of Moyarta in
Clare submitted a total of 96 road schemes, neighbouring Inchiquin
113.°" Galway commissioners demanded money for sewerage, or for
a new barracks; Limerick wanted money for a railway line. In the
autumn of 1846 when relief works were resumed after summer
suspension, virtually every obscure prospective Irish railway company
wrote in search of government funds.® Col. Jones, public works
commissioner, was highly critical of the whole process.
It appears to be a system for each barony to apply for as much

money as they think the Government will grant . . . memorials
are not sent in until the demands for work become pressing. . .
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while they had received demands from areas ‘when that same day's
post has brought up reports from an officer in the same district that
there is no immediate necessity for work’.” Charges of excessive
dependence on the government were commaon. Thus Mr. Dobree wrote
to Trevelyan from Waterford
From all that I can collect no measures whatever have been
adopted in any part of this district (beyond private charities)
to afford relief when the crisis may come. It appears evident
that those persons on whom the moral responsibility is constitu-
tionally vested are doing nothing more than thinking upon what
the Government is going to do, intending thereby to oblige
Government to take the initiative and to throw the onus upon
their shoulder.®
Sir Randolph Routh, the commissary general, wrote to Trevelyan that
his impression from various relief committee meetings was that people
tended to ‘apply to the Government first and then to subscribe
afterwards % Several areas failed to establish relief committees; in
other cases committees divided into factions there were disputes
among a relief committee in Kilkee, Co. Clare as early as January 1846.
In 1845-46 there is some impression of government officials attempting
to remedy shortcomings in the local committee systern, establishing
food depots and endeavouring to shore up inadequacics. There is little
doubt, however, that relicf works were established, not simply on the
basis of need, but in response to active local lobbyists. Reviewing the
position in July 1846, Jones noted
There is no doubt that many works were commenced without
necessity. It is true that the representations were extremely
urgent and pressing and very great precautions and judgement
were necessary.™
Officials were faced with trying to distinguish between exceptional need
due to potato failure and the normal distress which characterised Irish
rural society.

An examination of the breakdown of expenditure on relief works
in the period up to August 1846 suggests sormne reladionship between
allocation and above-average potato failure. Co. Clare, for example.
received much the largest amount of public works money, over
£75.000, followed by Co. Galway with almost £64,000. The generally
prosperous county of Antrim received £14,000 — mostly at the
beginning of relief operations, no doubt reflecting heavy potato failure,
but other apparently badly affected counties such as Monaghan or
Waterford received very small sums indeed, Monaghan a mere £1,100.

Co. Roscommon which appears to have been relatively severely
F
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affected received only about 40% of the sum granted to Co. Clare
when allowance is made for their respective populations.”’ However
these imbalances in relief expenditure do not appear to have
occasioned major grievances, nor is there evidence that areas poorly
served by relief works suffered significantly more than other areas.
The greatest indicator of the lack of real pressure in 18456 is the fact
that relief works did not begin until the late spring: by 31 March only
£70,325 worth of works had been approved,™ yet there is no evidence
of excess deaths in the first two-thirds of 1846.

The transition from Tory to Whig government in June 1846 did not
bring any immediate change. A treasury minute of July 1846 ordered
that relief works were to be brought to an end unless they were
required ‘for the relief of urgent distress’, though schemes could be
continued if the grand jury was prepared to bear the full cost of the
extra works.® The desire to halt public works was motivated not
purely by a desire to save money, Or Lo preserve laissez-farre principles,
but because of an awareness that by August the harvest had to be
saved and that men who would normally do such work had been
diverted to public works., One official wrote to the Board of Works
that unless public works were suspended ‘the harvest will not be finished
cutting and, what is as bad, enough turf will not be cut."™ However
reports by early August that the potato crop had been totally destroyed
by blight made another season of relief works almost inevitable.

The experience of 1845-6 had been somewhat misleading as a guide
to the following vear. Matters were dramatically different in the
qurumn and winter of 1846-47. The apparent success of the relief
methods of the spring of 1846 appear to have engendered the belief
that traditional famine relief measures would again prove sufficient
to meet the Irish crisis. This was certainly the opinion of Board of
Works commissioner Jones in May 1846.'%' The operations of spring
1846 had also givep rise to some scepticism in both Board of Works
and the treasury about the genuineness of Irish allegations of distress.
Peel's legislation, which had provided grants from central funds equal
to half the cost, was deemed to have encouraged excessive demands
for public works. The new legislation passed in the autumn of 1846
provided that half the cost would be levied on grand juries, the balance
to be provided by central funds, but in the form of a loan rather than
a grant. All the cost was ultimately to be borne by local taxpayers.
Local committees were regarded as having exercised undue authority
over the choice of workers who were employed; their authority was
now to be limited to drawing up lists of eligible workers with the final
choice and responsibility for scrutinising the list lying with Board of
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Works inspectors, The board itself was expanded from three o five
members, a reflection of its increased powers.'™
The majority of relief works were to consist of road works, as they
had in previous years, while care was to be taken to ensure that public
waorks would not convey undue benefit on any one individual. There
was considerable pressure from Irish landlords to include drainage
works within the provisions of the act. Board of Works commissioner
Jones wrote of
the drift of all the various suggestions made by the
deputations - which is to obtain money for improving their
estates, without their giving any personal undertaking for its
repayment.'®
In October it was provided that landlords could borrow from the relief
fund for drainage purposes but they became responsible for the full
repayment. Some drainage schemes were implemented, but they
amounted to only 5% of the total cost of relief works.!® The low
proportion was a consequence, perhaps, of the bureaucracy involved,
as O'Neill suggests, but also of the fact that landowners were reluctant
10 borrow money for private schemes when they knew that they would
also be burdened with the cost of general relief works. Schemes which
seemed attractive if the government or the general community paid
the bill became less so when the landlord was made directly responsible.
Ffforts to assist 1rish railways through relief works were even less
successful, The government was deluged by requests for financial
assistance under the guise of famine relief from countless small railway
companies, Government objections were raised on the ground_s t_hat
English and Scowish railway companies would den‘,and snf_mlar
assistance, and that the measure would be more beneficial to railway
shareholders than to distressed labourers; it was estimated that only
one-third of the total cost would acerue to labourers, with mast of
the money being spent on materials.” However, the alteration' which
provided loans for private drainage schemes also cqvere:d ra1l\fvay5,
though only one company— the Waterford and Limerick railway
company - took advantage of the provision.'®
The administration of public works in the autumn and winter of
1846 posed insuperable difficulties. The potato crop had almost totally
failed and the price of food rose sharply. Countless labourers and small
farmers, knowing that no food remained, deserted the land in search
of money wages. Pressure for relief works emerged at a considerably
earlier date than in the previous season; the total number employed
reached a peak of 750,000 in the spring of 1847. The administration
of works on such a scale posed enormous problems which were
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compounded by the fact that works were widely scattered, many were
in the most remote areas, and administrative staff were often new and
inexperienced. Allegations of bureaucratic delays were common. On
14 December 1846 Rev. Jeremiah Sheahan, P.P. Clinlaurence, west
Cork, wrote that on 18 September a presentment of £6.000 had been
granted for employment of destitute workers, but that not one
farthing had been spent.'” Allegations of delays in getting money
which had been sanctioned 1o remaote areas were common;'® govern-
ment pay clerks were apparently reluctant to penetrate into remote
areas such as Skibbereen 'v

Faced with the clamour of distress much of the administrative
machinery broke down. Lr. Cot. Jones wrote rather despairingly to
Routh, that ‘what was possible and practicable with 50,000 men is
no lenger so with seven times that number’ 11t The most vital area
was the allocation of employment. It was intended that local
committees would draw up lists of those in need which would then
be vetted by the Board of Works inspectors, but that system proved
almost inoperable. The problems reflected the difficulties of depending
on public works as the principal method of famine relief, combined
with the greed, self-interest or desire for political authority of local
individuals. One harrassed official wrote trom Co. Monaghan

it is now only too apparent that no assistance is to be expected
from the farmers, and liccle if any from the landed proprietors:
in fact in many instances, they are purposely throwing the
labourers entirely on the public works; the clergy of all
denominations are pressing for employment for their followers
in the same way: in short [ am beset morning, noon and night,
by hundreds of them; and of late some impatience has shown
iself. The Relief Commitiees have done little as yer but

provide enormous lists of applicants for labour and are very
dissatisfied when I object to them. '

Many landlords dispatched their tenantry to the public works in
the hope that they would earn enough to pay their rents.!2 Others
claimed that a landlord’s tenants were given work places in propor-
tion to the amount of taxation which he had paid. '

As aresule of such interference many of those employed on public
works were large farmers or their sons, while some of the most
deserving were turned away. In Corofin, Co. Clare, the Board of Works
inspector, Capt. Wynne, a man who was to suffer assault and an
assassination attempt, discovered 'at least one hundred cases where
the comfortable farmer has been left on the list, while his neighbour,
possessed of nothing in the world but his spade and his limbs, has been
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struck off’. Similar experiences were reported from Clare Abbey atnd
Kilmeady.’™ In fact representatives of more prosperous farming
families were in a position to earn sums more than double that earn_ed
by ordinary labourers as they could rent horses, carts and other equip-
ment 1o the works schemes. ‘ S

In addition. many who were undoubrtedly deserwng Qf relief but
utterly incapable of performing heavy work were also foisted on the
relief works administrators, simply because in many areas no a_lter—
native form of relief was available, even for the agfzd and infirm,
except in the workhouse. From an early point .the British governmem
had been afraid o grant outdoor relief (relief such as food to pcopl_e
in their own homes) even to the infirm because they feared t}-lat it
would start an expenditure avalanche whicl‘l could nat be cpntamed.
Similarly charities such as the Society of Fl’:lf‘ndﬁ were wor.rled“zrabout
distributing free food lest it should pauperize the populallc.m.. s The
blind, famc and infirm had therefore no option but to join relief
works - regardless of their physical capacity. Thls situation worsened
as the winter progressed and the main breadwinner fe.ll sick. Women
and children took their places, forced on to the public worl‘:.s by the
pressure of local committees or of individuals such. as an active local
priest. Lt. Downes who was in charge of works in Co. Watc_'rford
complained of his works ‘being much ret_arded by women and chlldrfi:n
being placed on the works (by the Committees) with spade{s and shove 5%
who are quite unfit for such work’.!'* More sympzi.thetlcally, one o
those involved in relief work for the Society of Friends wrote

it was melancholy in the extreme to sec the women and girls
labouring or the public roads. "They were employed, not only
in digging with the spade and with the pick, but in carrying
loads of earth and turf on their backs and wheeling barrows
like men, and breaking stones, while the poor ncg_]ected
children were crouched, in groups. around the bits of hghred
turf 7
Faced with such acute pressure from men demanding work. the
majority of public works overseers simply capitulated and H.dﬂlltl'(:‘(l.
all, regardless of need, to employment. Returns of those on relief woirk.s
in the autumn and winter of 1846-7 note the number of ab]F—b()dled
men, infirm men, women and boys as a matter of course. The alter-
native would have heen o refuse those who pressed for employmem,
as Captain Wynne did, but the result was ‘to draw flown upon himself
and the Board all the odium and vindictive feelings of the poorer
classes’ .12 Jones, the Board of Works commissi(?ner, had 'sl.lggested
that it would be simpler to disband all local committees, but Trevelyan
disagreed."*
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The more acute problem which intensified as the winter came
concerned wage rates, Trevelyan had attempted to insure in the spring
of 1846 that wages paid on public works should be less than standard
agricultural wages, but following disagreement among members of
the cabinet and the Irish administration the proposal was dropped.
His desire was motivated partly by a wish to save money, but also by
a fear — which was more than justified - that there would be a heavy
exodus of workers from farming to public works. Trevelyan lost his
first attempt 1o control wages; in the autumn of 1846 with the
prospect of an even greater influx to the public works the desire to
reduce the attraction was even greater. Payment on this accasion was
to be by task work and it was envisaged that average wages should
be about 2d per day less than the normal wages prevailing in the
district.'** The introduction of piece work, which was apparently
previously uncommon in Ireland, proved very unpopular. Many
illiterate and inexperienced labourers could not understand the basis
tor the calculations, while a threatened reduction in standard public
works wages in September 1846 brought near-riots in many areas. The
response appears to have heen to reduce the stringency of inspection.
Most workers appear to have initially earned 8d or 10d per day withoust
much effort, with task work in most cases providing a bonus, so that
average earnings of approximately 1/- per day, were common, with
some workers earning higher sums. 2!

Sharply escalating food prices, {the price of Indian meal approxi-
mately doubled between August and January) plus the onset of harsh
winter weather —- and the winter of 1846-7 was unusually severe - - made
the economics of survival virtually impossible, Wages which had been
adequate ro feed a family in August or September could no longer
do so by November. One witness from Clare wrote on 6 Novernber
that ‘the fact is incontestable thar the rate of labourers’ pay bears no
reference whatever 4 the present price of provisions'. The standard
wage of 10d (4p) a day was ‘wholly inadequate with meal at /- (15p)
a stone’, which was ‘not more than sufficient for an average family
for one day' ' Food prices peaked in January, precisely the time
when weather conditions were at their worst and men were frequently
laid off or sent home early. Jones wrote that Captain Wynne in Clare
had reported seeing ‘women returning home from Ennis, crying with
grief at their inability to purchase; the price being too high for the
small sums their husbands or sons had earned upon the works', ™ In
turn high food prices reduced food available to relief workers, leaving
them malnourished and increasingly incapable of heavy manuat work .
By January, Captain Wynne was writing from Clare thar ‘the people
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are starving notwithstanding the enormous extent {(1){ gmp(l;:;:gg:
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;flvncllccunfus.ion'.1‘3'1 Another inspector wrote of ‘fine gangs of I(;Il’le;ll/\:’h(;
three weeks ago could earn 1/2 (6p.) a day, cannot ml):v earn 6d (24 p.
: luation’. 1%
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es was writing to Trevelyan noting tl . .
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outdoor work to entitle them to receive 2 : . ing that
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as writing to Trevelyan of the ‘remar
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All emphasised that workers were becoming much weaker and
increasingly incapable of performing public works tasks; that farming
was totally neglected; supplies of seed were very scarce.'?® By this
stage London had been persuaded of the failure of the public works
policy - a conviction brought about by continual reports of conditions
in Ireland, but probably even more so by the fact that deaths from
starvation — some occurring among men employed on relief works-
had been reported. In January 1847 Lord John Russell told the house
of commons that the public works scheme was being abandoned and
replaced by the hitherto dreaded systern of outdoor relief.!* Those
who had previously worried about the dangers of massive pauperiza-
tion were no longer concerned, perhaps because mass pauperization
had already occurred.

The public works carried out in the autumn and winter of 1846-7
cost the enormous sum of £4,848,235, which it was initially intended
would be recouped from the areas which had benefited from the
expenditure. The sum amounted (o £5.2% for every family in Ireland
which the Census Commissioners in 1841 deemed to be dependent
entirely on their own tabour for subsistence, i.c. those without capital
or other resources, As in the spring of 1846 there is no reason to assume
that public expenditure was allocated to give the maximum benefit
to those in greatest need. Evidence ¢quoted above suggests problems
with allocating work in many areas: perhaps of greater interest is the
fact that public expenditure did not necessarily go Lo the areas of
greatest need, Map 2 examines the allocation of expenditure on general
relief works from August 1846, to January, 1847- the period of greatest
emphasis on public works as a relief measure, The figures exclude
expenditure on both land drainage schemes and fishery development,
but this should not materially alter the picture as only 5% of total
spending went on drainage while fishery expenditure was also insignifi-
cant." While the map does indicate that in broad rerms spending
was higher towards the west of the country and lowest in north-east
Ulster, it also indicates considerable discrepancies in spending
patterns. As in the spring of 1846 Co. Clare again obtained a much
greater sum for public works than any other area, though Co. Limerick
was not far behind. While some parts of Galway and Mayo received
relatively high sums, other undoubtedly deprived areas, such as
Erris, or the Carbery baronies of West Cork, including the much
publicised town of Skibbereen, received much lower amounts, lower
in fact than a number of undoubtedly more prosperous areas in
counties such as Kilkenny. In fact, examining figures on a county basis
reveals that Co. Kilkenny spent a marginally greater sum per labouring
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family than Co. Roscommon, and approximatety one third more than
Co. Galway, Prosperous Co. Kildare Spent more than Co. Donegal
and only marginally less than impaoverished Leitrim. The imbalances

administrative acumen to propose works and apply for reljef, plus belief
in the financial ability to pay for it. Lack of active resident gentlemen
in itself could account for a lack of applications to the Board of Works,
as indeed could an active gentry class who were prepared 1o provide
adequate employment from their own resources. Of the two the former
may be the more accurare explanation. One Church of Ireland
clergyman writing about conditions in the Skibbereen area, one of
the regions whose famine conditions were most publicised, and an area
where some of the first deaths from starvation were reported, wrote

c b i In none of the places where I was did the cases appear to be
o | desperate; there is no want of food in any place - delightful
|| consideration - nor want of medicine, but there is a most
'\ deplorable want of avatlable agencies and a consequent want
| of suitable measures to bring the food and the medicines within

" reach of the people. ts:

The Society of Friends, in js record of its relief operations noted
that though distress in Connaught was greater, they had spent
proportionately more in Munster because the lack of a community
in Connaught made it difficult to organise relief proceedings,'** while
Board of Works officials were themselves aware of the financial burden
facing the poorer areas. The barony of Burrishoole in Mayo, for
example, initially applied for £80,000, a sum which was almost three
times the area’s rental of £23.388. Officials estimated that to employ
the district’s labouring families at 1/- per day for 80 days would cost

. £23,3881% \

! It is easy to condemn the British government’s relief programme
e of the autumn and winter of 1846-7 as a misguided, perhaps even
, Malevolent scheme, the consequence perhaps of undue dedication 1o

li restricting government intervention in the market-place, but this is

! too simplistic. Public works were a tried and trusted remedy for famine
times, and they had apparently not been unsuccessful in other years.
I,"If the numbers applying for relief had been limited to 50 or 100,000,
"the system might perhaps have coped. However the sheer enormity
of the tragedy was not immediately realised and so the numbers who
would flock to relief schemes were underestimated. Three-quarters
of a million people, one-third of the able-bodied male population was
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simply excessive. The removal of so many workers from the farm'l]abou;
force inevitably wrought havoc on the economy, just as the fai .u;e od
the potato crop had done. No section of %he_ economy — wages, }??ﬂ
prices, the structure of agricultural productl(?n, remained umoucl e h
The major distortion which the potato failure brought. to the b1_’1s
rural economy had neither been foreseen, nor could it haw; ']een
readily prevented. In September 1846 when the second potato fai u11;e
was already known, Irish Chief Secretary, Laboucl}ere, who 1s genelra- })]f
credited with adopting a reasonably sympatbetlc approach to r!s‘h
famine relief problems wrote to the lord llel.ltenants of the Iris
counties outlining his general approach to relief

The sale of meal or other food in small quantities to persons
who have no other means of procurin.g‘it, and at the prices
of ordinary years, the abstaining fron} giving higher wages [};a:l‘[l
are paid; or cxacting a small quantity of wor‘k In return t 1};1

is required on the works carried out by the Government, the
limitation of the works in all cases to the extent to which pbnvalie
employment proved not to be available, these appear to be the
chief rules which should be adopted by the Relief Committees

for their guidance.!®

Talk of maintaining wage levels, of doling out fopd in srpal}
quantities, suggests a minor tragedy which would only require margml?
alterations 1o normal practices. It could be argued that in 184§ the |
total economic basis of rural Ireland had heen undermmedh. |
Dependence on private employment was utterl_y foo_]hard){, bot
because of the total disruption of price/wage relationships which ha(} :
taken place, and because it presupposed a greater degree of_sofua
responsibility among Irish landowners and larger farmers than in fact .
ems;ic;l).erficially a more active government food policy would appear
to have offered a better solution. However, as already noted, 1846
was a year of general food scarcity and this would have {nade a repeat
of Peel’s scheme very difficult, as would the fact that Irish dest:tutl.o‘n
was much greater than in the previous season. Only_a free food polqur
available to almost all comers—such as operated in the summer o
1847 — would have met the circumstances of the total potato fa]lurf}
and it can be argued that it took the harsh lessons of the winter o
46 to persuade the British government to take such a step.

Not surprisingly Ireland during the famine years appeared to many
to be ripe for social revelution. One of Peel's ﬁrst; responses to news
of threatened famine in 1845 was to draft a coercion bill becau.se he
felt that foed scarcities would inevitably lead to unrest. Kevin B.
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Nowlz.m remarks, thar ‘In fact, however, the famine YEArs were to prove
conspicucus for their tranquility rather than their turbulence’. ' Thig
1s Perhaps something of an overstatement, Agrarian crime rose
durmg 1846, mainly accributable to labourer and farmer unrest
as labourers reneged on pledges to pay for conacre land which had
yte!c'led only diseased potatoes. Food riots and food thefts during the
faml_ne years were of ‘an unprecedented character’. Crops such as
turnips were lifted from fields, heasts were also stolen, forcing some
Cork farmers to sit up at night (o guard their crops. '’ Some attacks
on boats carrying grain in the Limerick area were also reported, Many
contemporaries felt that a total breakdown of law and order was in
prospect. Whig Chief Secretary, Henry Labouchere, saw his primary
responsibilicy

to be to protect the trade in food. ‘There is a good deal of it
in the country bur it never will he brought freely to market
as long as this system of terror prevails, 13

However, another contemporary observer tended to place the
reported food thefts in context, admitting that while there was some
plundering of wheat stacks, ‘in most such cases the farmer is paid by
the party 1/6 per stone for his wheat; thus affording to the farmer
a 'falr remuneration though of course not equal to the market
price’

The relief works provided other outlets for crime. Payment of the
workforce in cash brought unprecedently large sums of nmoney into

of 1846 w0 substitute payment by task for a flac payment provoked
several gatherings of men who threatened violence if the existing
paymenis system was not maintained. Access to relief employment
proved ancther area which was fraught with tension. This report from
Co. Cork is typical of many:

On the 10th instant, a party of about 200 men went to the new
road making at Courtmacsherry and demanded employment
which being refused, they obliged all the other men cngageci
on the work (about 80) to leave it, saying that as theyL were
;iolt‘wemployed, they would prevent any others from working on
Public works officials who failed to give in 1o such pressures faced
t.hreats to their life; several stewards and overseers suffered assassina-
tion attempts, notably in the Limerick and Clare areas. The forces
of law and order appear to have faced difficulties in dealing with such
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threats. There are undoubted undercurrents of terror in the comments
of many rural-based observers in the autumn of 1846, One Clare
commentator wrote
Every man of rank, and property, person and priest are afraid
to do or say anything that may be contrary to the wishes or
feelings of the mob, for such the assemblages must be
considered to be who crowd inte and surround the sessions
house. !

Reports of unrest would appear to have dwindled as the winter
progressed. In the autumn months workers faced a threar of hunger
but were still in a position to be agitated by their conditions; as food
prices accelerated and access o food became more difficult, political
militancy gave way to a more immediate struggle for survival with most
of the depleted energy being devoted to obtaining food. This is a
common feature of genuine famine conditions. In Russia in the years
1918-22 it was estimated that searches for food occupied up to 70-95%
of famine victims’ time. In Leningrad during the German siege of
1941-2 the most obvious characteristic of the starving population was
its apathy, a description which is also applied to the population of
the Dutch provinces which experienced famine conditions as a result
of German retaliation in 1944 14

Soup Kitchens

Having become convinced that public works were ineffective in
coping with the famine crisis the British administration decided to
abandon them, replacing them with food depots which would supply
cooked food, mostly soup, free to the destitute population and at a
low price to others. Cooked food was favoured rather than uncooked
meal for a number of reasons. Evidence from relief workers in rural
Ireland had already indicated that many families were apparently
incapable of successfully cooking Indian meal, despite instructions.
Hunger pangs drove many to eat any food given to them raw, or under-
cooked, with consequential health problems. Of equal importance was
the fact that rural Ireland would seem to have suffered from a turf
scarcity during famine years because workers had abandoned the
normal routine of the rural calendar either for employment on relief
works or to search for food. Cooked food also had the ideological
benefit of being virtually immune from pilferage, or financial specula-
tion. Unscrupulous traders could not corner the market in bowls of
soup or plates of porridge as it was alleged that they had attempted
to do with supplies of meal.
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The decision to feed a high proportion of the Irish population
without charge and wirhout requiring them to enter the workhouse
marked a definite break with the famine relief policies of bath Peel
and the Whigs, who had always insisted on the necessity of not
providing gratuitous relief. It also breached one of the canons of the
1838 Poor Law Act which determined that, unlike the English Poor
Law. Irish unions would not grant any outdoor relief. Its acceptance
indicates that the British government was not as inflexible as some
commentators have suggesied. Faced with the evidence from officials
throughout rural Ireland of the ineffectiveness of public works and
the apparent efficacy of the soup kitchens operated by the Society of
Friends, they shifted their position. Unfortunately the establishment
of soup kitchens took time and required the formation of yet another
administrative apparatus. In the intervening period many people
starved. Public works continued in operation, reaching their peak
employment level of 784,000 in early March, but,on 20 March, 209,
of those employed were discharged and dismissals continued ar a
steady pace through the following weeks, 1 Pending the establish-
ment of soup kitchens many destitute families were suddenly thrown
on the poor law. This hiatus in famine relief in the carly months of
1847, during one of the most difficult periods of all, and one
marked by extremely high death rates, is probably one of the most
sertous inadequacies in the whole government relief programme.
Paradoxically it was a time when public works might have proved
effective if the population had retained sufficient physical vitality. By
the spring of 1847 the international food crisis was over and food
imports flowed into Ireland in ever increasing amounts. Food prices
reached their peak in January 1847: by March Indian meal which had
been over 2d per Ib. was now 1.5d; by August it was under 1d, below
the price level of the winter of 1845-6.14 The wages paid on public
works would probably have been sufficient to feed a family again by
the late spring of 1847 - if work had been available and men capable
of working. In practice relief works were winding down, while the
disarray of Irish agriculture meant that farmers had severely curtailed
their employment of labour.

Instead it was decided to temporarily implernent a system of soup
kitchens to be administered by local committees pending an extensive
re-organisation of the poor law. A Dublin-based commission was
established to oversee the new policy. While the commission could
advance loans to speed up operations the ultimate cost of the feeding
services was to be placed on the local poor rates. To implement this
administrative change new relief committees, organised on the basis
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of poor law unions rather than parishes— as had been t_he casej\ﬂtv}ith
committees handling relief works-—-had to be est:.abllshed.h‘ h?{
generally consisted of local magistrates, poor law gua_rd]alr:i, jﬁf ig (_&;
local rate-payers and a clergyman of e?ch persuasion. 15 agliu 1
took some time. While the decision to w1pd up public worlks was t_? (;111
in January, food kitchens were not in widespread opéranonhu?inb tes
late spring and early summer. By 15 Mayl cornmiteees had be
established in 1,248 of the 2,049 electoral dms_uons in the counﬁ;rg,
and a further 600 were established in the f(_)l.lowmg two months. X e
peak of feeding operations occurred in mid-August when (;lver lmf
people were being fed each day by the state.’* In all,‘ t efre ie
commissioners advanced over £1.7m. in loans for the running o soug
kitchens during the summer of 1847, but these loan_s were to bt? repai
in full from local rates. Like public works, soup kitchens r-ehed \Iff.ry
heavily on local initiative, with local lando.wners, clergy,_t_helr families
or other benevolent citizens being responsible for organising che soup

boilers.

Society of Friends

While the soup kitchens were being organised the mass of the n}ral
poor was dependent either on the poor law or on private chafntﬁl,
notably the relief efforts of the Socie.ty of Fr1ends‘. The role of t g
Society of Friends in Irish famine relief haslbeen Ju.stly appreciate
by even those most critical of British policy dur_mg t}?os?. ye}::lrs(i
Charitable organisations, both in Irf‘]am.'l and in Br‘nam, . a ‘
contributed much in the form of famine rclle-f to Ire]am_i in prevm:g
seasons of distress. The threat of famine in [ht? spring of 18.
provoked the re-establistoment of the Dublin-based Insb Relief Ass.oaa—
tion, and bodies such as the General Central Relief Committee.
Voluntary subscriptions from places as remote  as Calcutta were
channelled to Ireland in response to reports oi: distress. .In Noveu.](tl)e;
1846, a group of Dublin members of th_e Society of Frlends .dec1 le
to form a Central Relief Committee which would act in conJunchn
with co-religionists in other parts of the country and with members

1 ased in London. .
o d’lril:c;::?f 2umber of Irish Quakers included within its ranks a
disproportionately large numbe_r of prosperous _anfi clapzblle
businessmen such as the Pim family, who were k‘leaw‘]y involved in
textiles, banking and railways, or the Bew‘ley faml}y with interests in
the food trade. They brought to famine relief a dedicated compassion,
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combined with a genuine lack of interest in proselytisation and
considerable business acumen. They also had the advantage of close,
links with English, and indeed American co-religionists, similarly
philanthropic and prosperous communities which provided access to
substantial funds, and in the American case, generous supplies of
cheap food. Food shipments from the American Society of Friends
provided almost two-thirds of all Quaker relief supplies. Quaker relief
efforts were characterised by considerable emphasis on obtaining
accurate information about actual conditions: co-religionists living in
provincial Ireland were used, as were travelling investigators and
reporters, notably the Norfolk Quaker, William Forster, and
Yorkshireman James H. Tuke, both of whom toured distressed parts
of Ireland during early months of 1847.

The Saciety’s relief efforts relied heavily on the existence of
disinterested and capable expertise. Their reports, and the account
of James H. Tuke, continually lament the lack of a middle class in
many parts of Ireland and their report admits that Connaught got
less refief assistance than might have been expected because the
middle class to oversee disbursement was lacking. The Quakers sought
out ‘reliable local agents’ who were provided with ‘small and frequent
grants’ for dispersal. Initially grants were only given to supplement
local efforts.™** The Dublin Committee was also characterised by a
relatively cautious atticude towards relief, an unwillingness to interfere
with the social and economic order, or to criticise the government.
At an early stage they decided therefore to concentrate on

those cases for which sufficient provision had not been made
by Government or which did not properly come under its care,
and which had not been relieved by the operations of other
associations.
They were wary of providing food free of charge and determined on
a policy of providing free boilers and money grants to local committees
to purchase food which would be cooked and sold at a very cheap
price, generally in the form of soup. The deteriorating conditions of
Iretand in the winter of 1846-47 caused the London Friends
Committee to urge them to adopt a more active, and more extensive
policy of relief; in particular the latter body suggested that free
supplies of food should be shipped to the most distressed areas.
However the Dublin Friends still retained their cautious attitude. They
decided that it would not be appropriate to compete with private
merchants who should be left as the main market suppliers. Hence

they were prepared to ship rice, which was not ordinartly handled by
Irish traders, but not grain.
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The Friends' soup kitchens were of primar}f importance in the
spring and carly summer of 1847. The Society offelied to operate soup
kitchens throughout all the most distressed unions, pending the
establishmenti of government soup kitchens, prm'flded that the glovern;
ment pay 50% of the cost, but the offer was r(?]ect('d. In the hgl:lt o
the undoubted physical and emotional exhal{suon of most committee
members by the end of 1847, one wonders if they would have been
capable of carrying out their offer. Once the government soup
kitchens were in operation by June 1847 they_scaled down Fhﬁll’
efforts, thinking ‘it right to withdraw as far as po§51b]e from gratuitous
issues of food'.*® They continued to supply clothing, but concentrated
most of their remaining efforts on helping the sick zfnd the_ elderly,
primarily on promoting fishery development, supplymg agricultural
seed, encouraging flax cultivation and other !ong-term_ improvement
schemes. Proposals that they should re-establish soup kitchens during
the winter of 1847-48 were considered and rejected, 50 too was
Trevelyan's offer of £100 if they would again become active 1 tbe
summer of 1849, In their report, their reluctance to resume re'hef
activities is justified, not without reason, by _the sheer physical
exhaustion of committee members. However it a_lso reﬂects. the
undoubted conservative ideclogies of the Dubllin committee. Gratuitous
almsgiving was viewed as inherently damaging, in particular b.e;au}ie
it might interfere with government arrangements to deal with the
poor - particularly through the poor law. . o

It seems obvious both from comments in the Society's records of
relief operations, and from the contrasts between the account of the
west of Ircland published by English Quaker, ]ar_nes H. Tuke, and
the opinions of Jonathan Pim, secretary of the Dublin Corlnmlt.tee, ;ha.n
the English representarives tended to be _more radical in t (‘(;r
proposals, and also more critical of the social structure (_)f Ircland.
Thus Tuke in his account provided fundamental criticism of the
landlord and tenant system and argued that in rhe western part of
Ireland the poor law systemn was utierly incapable oi_' tacklmg_ the
problems which existed, while the report of the Dublin Qommlttee
both urged that relief be left to the government, and rejected a‘ny
proposed reform of land legislation — suc.h as fuulty (?t tenure—as a
‘violation of the rights of property’.'* Without dlsmlssmg‘the va_lue
of the Society of Friends activities, it might also be worthw.hal.e placmg
them in context. They provided almost £200,600 — tht? majority of this
in food provided by American Friends which was shipped across the
Atlantic free of charge by the British government. In contrast the

British government, through loans and grants for a range of purposes,
) G
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including drainage and land improvement during the famine years,
spent over {10.5m., while government soup kitchens during the
summer of 1847 cost over £1.7m,

Poor Law and Famine Relief

The establishment of an Irish poor law system in the year 1840
was explicitly designed to meet long-term needs of the Irish poor but
not to deal with a major famine. This remained the initial reaction
of the British authorities with the onset of famine in 1845 when the
only role apparently envisaged for the workhouses was in the provision
f)f tever hospitals. Thus the famine relief apparatus established by Peel
1gnored  the existence of the poor law, though when Russell re.
organised the system in the autumn of 1846 the chairman of each local
poor law board was appointed to the local relief committee. The initial
tmpact of famine on the workhouses was slight. By March 1846 when
food was becoming scarce there were only 51,000 inmates in Irish
workho_uses, approximately 509% of capacity.'* The sharp rise in
food prices in the winter of 1846-7 and the obvious inability of public
works to cope with distress placed increasing pressure on the poor law
system, while the sharp escalation of food prices and the near
unavaiiability of potatoes meant rising feeding costs and necessitated
changes in diet. By Christmas 1846, 56 workhouses were overcrowded
and within a month there were 108,487 inmates in workhouses which
h?d been built with a total capacity of 100,000, Those in the more
distressed areas of the west and south-west faced the most serious
pressure. Faced with grave local distress, lack of space and a heavy
fiemand for relief, many poor taw boards of guardians, particularly
in the Cork area, resorred to providing outdoor relief in the form of
food supplies despite the fact that such relief was expressly forbidden
by the 18;’)8 act. It would seem that many poor law unions adopted
the practice of gratuitous food relief several months before it was
officially authorised and introduced by the government in the

, summer of 1847.""' The example of disobedient boards of guardians

 may have been as influential in persuading the government to

introduce soup kitchens as the better known Quaker precedents. For
many families the poor law rather than the Quakers bridged the gap
until Fhe establishment of the soup kitchens in the summer of 1847,
Certainly workhouse numbers, which remained in excess of 100,000
from January until July 1847, showed a fall during the second haif
of June, when the soup kitchens were fully operational and continued
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to decline until early September, shortly after the cessation of the soup
kitchens, when they had reached 75,376.1%2

Soup kitchens had been established in 1847 as a purely temporary
provision pending the full-scale reform of Irish poor relief which was
implemented in August 1847, Under this measure a separate Irish Poor
Law Commission, mdependent of the English body, was established for
the first ime, while the existing poor law unions were re-organised
and their number increased from 130 to 163, Many of the very large
untons in the west of Ireland were sub-divided and new workhouses
erected. In marked contrast to the original intention, the poor law
was now given primary responsibility for famine relief, through both
indoor and outdoor relief. By the autumn of 1847 it would seem,
without being unduly cynical, that the novelty of Irish famine was
wearing thin and it was increasingly being seen as a permanent rather
than a temporary problem. Hence the attraction of a permanent
solution. Despite the persistence of famine conditions there was
another major potato crop failure in 1848 and a lesser one in 1849
and conditions of unusual distress persisted in Ireland until the early
1850s - there were no further famine relief committees, no public
works, no special independent soup kitchens. Even the activities of
voluntary agencies such as the Society of Friends had been sharply
scaled down. Relief was now available only after recourse to the poor
law guardians who would provide assistance, either inside or outside
the workhouse., Qutdoor relief was normally to be limited to those
suffering from old age, leng-term illness or disability, or widows with
two or more dependent children, though such relief could be extended
to other categosies if no space could be found in the workhouse.
During 1847 and '48 many workhouses erected temporary accommoda-
tion, or opened auxiliary premises to meet the pressure of demand
and many workhouses were permanently extended to meet what
appeared at the time to be a long-term need.

Workhouse inmates included all sections of the population but a
disproportionate number were women and children. Many of the
women were genuine widows, but others had been abandoned by a
husband; some children were orphans, but others had been abandoned
by both parents, either temporarily or permanently. In some instances
parents left children in the workhouse intending to collect them or
send for them from America when economic circumstances permitted.
Many remained a long-term burden on the poor law. Already by
February 1847 children under fifteen years, though some would have
had parents in the workhouse, constituted a majority of all workhouse
inmates; they also constituted a majority of inmates in 1851. The poor
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law guardians were forbidden to take children without first ascertaining
that they had been orphaned, and many women and children gained
admission only hy making false declarations of orphancy. In other cases
the whole family entered the workhouse but the parents then
absconded, leaving their children behind. This was such a4 major
problem at Kanturk workhouse that the surrounding walls were
ratsed to 13 feet 1o prevent surreptitious e
but some still managed to escape, '
Numbers in receipt of poor law assistance rose each year until 1849
when they peaked. Dependence on the poor law was further exacer-
bated by the large-scale failure of the potato crop in the summer of
1848 and by the increasing resort of landlords to eviction. While most
of those in need were given outdoor, rather than indoor, relief the
balance gradually shifted towards relief in the workhouse as more
accommodation became available. As a result of further reforms in
1849 no part of a poor law union was to be more than seven or eight
miles from a workhouse, in marked contrast to the position in 1846
when areas such as Frris were more than forty miles from the nearest
workhouse.’™ Whereas in the year ending 1847 a total of 417 139
were relieved in the workhouse, this had risen L0 610,463 in 1848 and
932,284 in 1849, Numbers receiving outdoor relief, however, peaked
at 1,433,042 in 1848, falling to 1,210,482 in the following year. In
1850 they fell even more sharply. and by 1852 outdoor relief was
being granted only to a small minority of cases. !5 The increasing
reliance on indoor, rather than outdoor, relief also reflected the
attitude of poor law guardians, though this varied considerably in
different areas. Guardians in Ulster were generally loath to grant
outdoor relief and by 1849 it was either totally unknown, or extremely
rare in many northern unions. In other areas, however, the increasing
reliance on indoor relief reflected the impact of both eviction and the
Gregory clause -- so called from Sir William Gregaory M.P. for Dublin,
whose widow, Lady Augusta Gregory, was subsequemly to achieve
fame for her role in the Anglo-Irish literary revival, This clause, which
was passed in August 1847, denied public relief to all holding mare
than one-quarter acre of land. In an effort to evade its operations,
land-holders engaged in fictitious leasing of land to more affluent
friends or relatives: others atternpted to evade its imposition by
placing their wife and children on poor relief while themseives
remaining in occupation of the family holding, a practice prohibired
by the poor law, 156 Many were undoubredly forced to give up their
land to gain relief and lost their homes in the process. It is impossible
to assess the numbers forced into the warkhouse by the Gregory clause.

xits by abandoning parents,
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It probably only worked to intelnsify an alrcady-stmfl;g] tepdi[;;y
towards eviction on the part of Irish landlords faced wit hcrlpF; i§
rates burdens and a mass of destitute tenants who were .ea;zll v "
arrears. Evictions left many in the workhouse with no alternative orfnm.5
When Kenmare board of guardians attempted to transfer so}r]ne oel“f
inmates to cutdoor relief they refused becalise thcy had now grt\. in
to go as their homes had been l(.:vtflled.‘-" With over.crow' in gSH
wo;khouses, many who sought admission were turned awayr}jame O.f
Tuke in his travels in Connaught in the awtumn of 1847 wrote
Swineford Union o
On 10 November 120 were admitted beyond the regulagnons
and hundreds were retused admission for wan't of 1—'00(;11 8 03’:2
unhappy beings perished on the high roads and in
fields. ' ‘
Some who were receiving outdoor relief becaus? O_f lack of S}.[lla(‘f‘ in
the workhouse had lost their homes thl‘Ol.lgh eviction, andl.t febpr.Jo:
law commissioners noted families in receipt of ouLdoo)r. relie -nelfr:);;
forced 1o part with some of their scanty food allowance in retur
- - ion_l:'y,‘i - -
acc?lr‘?lzl(;;ll:zing of the burden of continuing famine rv.'ehefbolljl {IE}(]:_{‘-
shoulders of the poor law system reflectedlthe Iong—stan;lm%d c:);e o
Trevelyan and other authorines that Insh- poverty s E}l o r,naké
responsibility of Irish property. He fel.t that it was d.emra f’b ol
the burden as near local as pessible in order that it t.'n‘ay e '(])(. )tr
scrutinised and locally checked '™ However, lgca]lsdtlo]n al?l]i:z
invariably meant bankruptcy, or near bankruptey in man.y ff)ri::dar,‘.ci
The English Quaker, James H. Tuke, .who toured the W(;St IJ retand
in 1847, was adamant that whereas in most of Ircla}‘l L]me [}.]i;
sufficient resources for the burden of poverty to be locally orne. I ‘k
was not the case in Connaught, Donegal, or parts Of: l}erry. I‘I(T(l:‘i(‘
and Clare "' Tuke’s assessment provr:_’d correct. .I he.re ‘ha. ((:1
resistance to the poor rate and ditficuliies in (:()Flecuon in a};me pfu).f
of the west even before the famine. Once famine st‘ruck the C]‘)S‘;P
poor relief escalated, as did the poor rates. By 1847, fOr/(‘X_am}p ei e
guardians of Westport Union were levying a rate of 10/- in [-‘]t;ie;nilf
;narly instances, however, the levy hccam.e an almost aca e
exercise. Small farmers were virtually destitute, rent arr§zi;s were
mounting, many of the middling z:md large.r farmers who ml_gjlsttanies
been in a position to pay rates resisted paying up. ]]n ??ny lnck ees
the high burden of rates induced farmers to sel t' :,1(r“s)0[,he and
emigrate with their families. The prthem was exacerbate ,Y. e fact
that the heaviest burden of poor relief, hence of rates, was in
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oore. i i
fur ris? u]mons whqse populations were least able (o pay. Nat
;heﬁn bS.llI]]g ymany unions became technically bankrupt, unable to pay
T OIS ot to repay loans from the Dublin administration while some

that 1 i i
iha ﬁ(:lt;a;: co,lrlrn:]r.r;;tan[c?s rather than s Mmanagement was responsible
clal ditticulties. In many instance ,

: . s the replacement v
guardians did not prove not bing
! ably m 3 i i
Bt i y more successful in curbing

T
recurhe p;)or !aw was left to handle the continuing distress caused by
ree .c{em famme, cholera and other medical disasters virtually without
o 13;34;3}5)515(31@9. A re-establishment of public works was mooted early
ey bl:t Cll"ej?ct(l;? by Trevelyan, though James H. Tuke felt tha
s estraple to at least complete th
. ‘ : : € many road works left
un :
f'mlshe.d In the spring of 1847.1¢ While still contending with

ap;laymf'nt of government loans. 16 Kerry landlord, Sir John Benn-
Va sh, reco.unted a conversation in 1849 with the vice. uardi; : f
his local union, a Mr. Flood. - E e

The picture he draws of the union is fri i
the df‘bLS‘ have increased eightfold (dgill;ftlé‘]-kxs;::icrfgla:l 3%;‘:1‘1’
ﬁuardlap in control). There are now 29,000 Paupers on out-
oor relief out of 2 population by the last census of 78,000 now
probably 10,000 less. He estimares that there are not')oral
E}?e&}.ﬁ(’i ;hehpeoplc three months even if the crop be go[0d a‘:’;
'8Nt has re-appeared in many parts. The vice-pus di
have already collected all the roduce of the tter i races
and they are prepared to strike zri)nother in Sf-};)ieﬁwu}iéirtt;]:efﬁ:s
the produce of the harvest. The fact is that the landed
ir“o[;rletors are now the mere nominal possessors of the soil
the surplus produce is levied by the Poor Law Commissi(-mcrs.

. Sl:]Ch heavy im'positions, at a time when scarcity was still recurring
;r;c:?sed thef;eglc{nal economic prob.]ems and hindered posgibiliti;&-s)'
 recovery. Benn-Walsh lamented in 1849, ‘My estate offers th
singular spectacle of great prosperity, improvements and progress a(;
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far as the tenants and state of the land is concerned, yet neutralized
by all the exactions of the government and of the poor rates' '™ A
poor law mspector from Ballina Union in 1848 reported ‘large tracts
of land remaining unproductive’, because of the ‘broken-down state
of the majority of landlords’ and tenants lacking the resources to stock
and cultivate their land,!'%

The only relief to over-burdened unions came from the British
Relief Association, a charitable organization which used the funds it
collected in both Britam and America to meet some of the cost of
feeding school children in the distressed unions of the west of Ireland.
They assisted in the mamtenance of up to 200,000 children in both
1848 and 1849.' Those responsible for poor law administration,
either in Dublin or in rural areas, were forced to manage a system
whose rationale many strongly questioned, The Poor Law Commissioners
appointed inspectors to many western unions to oversee administra-
ton, report on incompetence and generally improve efficiency.
However the mnspector appointed to Ballina Union wrote

The question must now be determined whether the experiment

of making property support poverty is to be continued in the
west of Ireland and I have no doubr whatsoever such an

experiment must ultmately fail and I therefore think 1t would
be most cruel to persevere in 1.

Appeals to the British treasury for financial assistance for the
distressed unions proved unavailing, despite the plea of Twistelton.
an Irish Poor Law Commissioner

I want to leave distinctly on record that, from want of
sufficient food, many persons in these unions are at present
dying or wasting away; and at the same time it is quite
possible for this country to prevent the occurrence there of any
deaths from starvaton by the advance of a few hundred

pounds. 6

The only response to these pleas was a decision that a levy of 6d in
the £ would be placed on the rates in the more prosperous Irish unions,
producing a maximum sum of £100.000 which would be transferred
to relieve the distressed unions. The establishment of a separate Irish
Poor L.aw Commission had probably made it impossible to consider
extending the levy to British unions. In fact, many of the more
prosperous Irish unions, especially those in Ulster, strongly objected
to the charge.'® The exireme localisation of the poor rates burden
led to acute pressure on the part of ratepayers to divest themselves
of as much of the burden as possible. Erris was established as a separate
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union, partly because of the need for workhouse accommodation closer
te an area of acute distress than the Ballina workhouse, which was
torty miles distant, but the reform did have the advantage of relieving
Ballina ratepayers of the burden of maintaining one of the most
deprived areas in Ireland. With the re-organization of poor law units
in 1849 there was considerable manoeuvring on the part of landlords
to ensure that their estate was not linked for rating purposes with an
area .comaining a large destitute population. Benn-Walsh reported
meeting a Limerick merchant who had within the past two or three
years purchased a ‘considerable estate’ which was now being formed
by those determining poor law boundaries ‘into an clectoral division
to itself which would mean that the landlord would have his poor
rates burden ‘within his control’ as he would only be responsible for
maintaining paupers from his own estate. Benn-Walsh himself made
a point of going with his agent to meet those determining poor law
boundaries in his area and he reported with apparent relief that under
the new arrangements his estates ‘would be thrown with better
partners than at present'!’ presumably reducing his long-term
burden.

Famine Deaths

For most people the Irish famine is synonymous with massive
mortality. Estimates of the numbers who died have varicd widely in
the range from 500,000 to one million people. The mortality statistics
of the 1851 census, which suggest almost one million deaths in total,
including ‘normal’ and famine deaths for the vears 1846-51, are
undoubtedly an underestimate as they rely on the recollections of
survivors to record family deaths. This process is rather hazardous in
normal circumstances! given the disruption of the famine years, when
whole families died out and others emigrated, it is undoubtedly
seriously defective. Fstimates for excess deaths during the famine years
must take as their starting point the 1841 population, that of 1851,
and an assumed ‘normal’ death rate. Those who have otherwise
‘disappeared’ can be deemed to be famine victims, or to have
emigrated. The range of possible deaths can therefore vary, depending
on whether one assumes famine emigration statistics to be accurate,
or not. Low emigraron estimates give rise to a high death rate; higher
€migration estimates to a correspondingly lower figure for deaths,
Neither death nor emigration figures can be derived without cerrain
fundamental assumptions. Recent work by Mokyr, which broadly
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accepts the accuracy of famine emigration figures —with some
adjustments —estimates that at least one million extra deaths occurred
during the famine years. Boyle and O Grada, in a separate, and as
yet unpublished, analysis calculate that during the famine years the
Irish death-rate doubled.'”

A regional analysis of famine mortality conducted by Mokyr reveals
an uneven incidence. The excess death rate was least in east Leinster,
the Dublin area and north-east Ulster. Medium cxcess death rates
occurred in the remainder of Leinster, central Ulster such as Tyrone
and Armagh, and in Co. Tipperary, while high excess mortality was
registered in most of Munster and south Ulster. The highest death
rates occurred in Connaught, particularly in Sligo and Galway, with
Mayo undoubtedly the most affected county of all. Mokyr claimed
that there was no obvious link between excess mortality and degree
of dependence on the potato, perhaps because ‘the dependency on
potatoes before the famine was so extensive and the destruction of the
crops in 1846 so complete that variations in the potato acreage per
capita or per acre hardly mattered’.'” This hypothesis is confirmed
by a cursory analysis of the 1848 potato failure which had its greatest
impact in the northem midlands, in counties Cavan, Longford, Meath,
Monaghan, Dublin, Westrneath and Kildare. Distress however was
undoubtedly still concentrated in the west and south-west of Ireland,
areas where potato yields in 1848 were above-average, though there
was apparently some increasing mortality in the eastern and north
midland counties.'™ Incorhe levels, literacy and size of farm emerge
from Mokyr's analysis as providing a more accurate indicator of ability
to survive the famme. Those with holdings of less than twenty acres
proved extremely vulnerable, those with larger farms showed a
reasonable possibility of survival. Urbanised areas did not necessarily
fare better than rural areas, perhaps because the flight of the destitute
and starving to the towns brought infections and overstretched sanitary,
food and medical resources in what was at the time a generally
unhealthy environment. Urban mortality figures are also somewhar
complicated by the cholera epidemic of 1849 which was most severe
in the major towns and which must be regarded as a disaster which
was independent of the famine.

Mokyr’s analysis does not consider the impact of government relief
policy on mortality levels. This is among the topics considered in a
number of articles by Cousens. While Cousens’s estimates of famine
mortality have become somewhat discredited, this does not necessarily
mean that his analysis should be totally dismissed. In common with
Mokyr he emphasises the close link between poverty and high
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mortality. He also tends to attribute the high death rate of the western
areas to the break-down of the poor law system and s inability to
cope with the crisis, while arguing that the high level of evictions in
counties such as Clare, Tipperary and Roscormmon contributed to
deaths being higher than might otherwise have been expected )7

The analysis of Boyle and O Grada concentrates on the age and
sex composition of those who died. Their results reveal that famine
deaths were heaviest among the young, especially those under five
years, and the old. those over sixty. Excess deaths were much Lighter
among those aged between ten and sixty. As in the case of Maokyr,
Boyle and O Grada’s work is dependent upon assumptions about
emigration: if more children and elderly people emigrated than the
figures suggest the number of young and old who died would be
correspondingly reduced. However the Boyle and O Grada pattern
of heavy mortality among both young and old is almost identical to
that which prevailed in ‘normat’ pre-famine circumstances, something
which reinforces their case. The general impression is that the famine
doubled the death-rate for virtually all age groups.' It would also
scem plausible to suppose that the old and young had the greatest
difficulties gaining access to food or relief; they were the least capable
of earning their living and were least mobile in the search for food.
The rector of Schull in west Cork wrote about ‘the aged, who with
the young are almost without exception swollen and ripening for the
grave’.'™ The young had the least resistance o dysentery or infectious
diseases, while typhus, which was extremely prevalent during the
famine years, caused many deaths among the clderly because it
affected the heart. If correct, the age-specific impact of the Irish
famine as outlined by Boyle and O Grada is quite similar to that of
the Indian famine of 1943 which killed ‘by magnifying the forces of
death normally present in the pre-famine period’.!"" Their results also
suggest that, whereas in pre-famine Ireland, and indeed in post famine
rural Ireland until the 1950s, women had a higher mortality level than
men, that trend was altered during the famine years with men at
slightly greater risk of dying. This greater vulnerability may be due
to the pressure of relief works, particularly for bodies deprived of food,
or may simply reflect the fact that men have higher calorie require-
ments than women and thus faced greater difficulties in coping with
scarctty. There is a suggestion in McArthur's account of the reports
of the Irish commissioners of health that in most serious Irish fever
epidemics men constituted the majority of cases, and presumably of
fatalities.'’ The greater vulnerability of men to famine conditions
has been recorded in other famines. During the famine in West
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Holland in 1944 male mortality rose by 16%, female by 7%, while
during the siege of Leningrad in the second world war female
mortality increased by less than that of men and peaked three or four
months later. 1™

The onset of famine deaths lags behind food scarcity. In the Bengal
famine of 1943 more than half the deaths attributable to that famine
took place after the year 1943.'® While the year 1846 was marked by
an increase in the admission rate to Dublin fever hospitals, the death-
rate during that year does not appear w have occasioned any special
concern, and the commissioners of health appointed by the lord
lieutenant under the Temporary Fever Act in March 1846, in the
expectation of an emergency, were disbanded in August.'® Cousens,
the only writer to date to attempt an analysis of the chronology of
Irish famine mortality, suggests a peak in deaths in the spring of 1847,
which he attributes to the failure of the relief works programme. This
is confirmed by a wide range of contemporary evidence. Reports of
fever from various areas led to the re-establishment of the board of
health in February 1847.'% In the catholic parish of Kilmore, in west
Cork, dearhs in the period September 1846-January 1847 totalled 236:
deaths in February 1847 alone reached 211, peaking in March at 411.
Deaths in April, though high, showed a definite decline, as did those
in May, and by June figures were below those in February. Cfmsens
suggests that the improvement was attributable to the ef_fectlveness
of the soup-kitchen scheme, yet in Kilmore the first soup kitchen was
not established until May, by which time deaths were already
declining.'®® In Dublin the worst of the famine deaths had apparm.ltly
taken place by February 1848 though matters are somewhat .compllcaf
ted by the onset of cholera towards the end of that year, while Belfast
dated the end of its epidemics to Seprember 1848.'" Elsewhere
conditions remained acute, and Cousens has identified a second
mortality peak in the year 1849 which was attributable to th.e second
potato failure.'® The health commissioners were not disbanded
until August 1850 which may be taken as marking the formal end
of the mortality crisis, though the heavy deaths of the later years tended
to be concentrated in the west and south-west, areas characterised by
a heavy poor law burden and evictions. '#8 '

One of the demographic impacts of the famine which has hitherto
tended to be ignored is the dramatic fall in the birth rate. On the
basis of an examination of parish registers, Boyle and O Grada
tentatively suggest that the average number of baptisms during the
famine period was just under 70% of the number during t_he early
1840s; allowing for the falling population this suggests a birth-rate
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which was 809 of the pre-famine level." The decline in births was
unlikely te have been uniform throughout the country. A map
presented by Cousens based on an analysis of baptismal registers for
the year 1847 reveals declines ranging from over 709, in partsof Kerry
to less than 20%, in the more casterly counties. The timing of this
decline is not certain. In the Schull area 1846 was a peak year for
baptisms, though by October in that year they had already dropped
sharply in the more prosperous Charleville parish.i# In che following
year, however, baptisms in Kilmore parish in West Cork fell by 859,
and they fell by 60% in two adjoining parishes."® The decline
reflected both a sharp drop in the marriage rate and a drop in
fertility of married women, Marriages declined due 1o a lack of surplus
mmcome for non-essential purposes and growing apathy towards all
activities which were not essential (o survival. Evidence from other
famines shows an undoubted decline in fertility, though (he fertility
decline lags behind the decline in food supplies. During the severe
wartime famine in Leningrad there was almost total infertility, while
m the Dutch famine of 1944 births at the peak of the famine fell to
one-third of the expected level with the tmpact of infertilicy being
greatest on the poor. Famine would also have resulied in lower average
weight of babies born, with consequenttally higher deaths and
probably some increase in congenital abnormalities, particularly spina
bifida. However, fnllowfup studies of those born during the Dutch
famine suggest that those surviving the early months of life suffered
no long-term impact.'%

Irish famine victims died from a variety of causes. Only a small
minority of deaths can be directly attributed to starvation. The 1851
census returns of those dying in the previous ten years recorded 20,402
deaths from starvation and 22,384 from ‘dropsy’ - which was unidoubt -
edly hunger oedema-- the swelling of organs as a result of acute
starvation. Cousens argues that this probably underestimates the
number of deaths from starvation, Those dying of fever often died
in institutions; people starved to death alone, but even if the true figure
is double or treble that recorded, deaths from starvation remain the
excepiion rather than the norm in famine mortality. Deaths from
starvation and oedema were undoubtedly concentrated in the most
deprived localities. The rector of Schull - an area of acute distress. -
wrote of local victims ‘swollen and ripening for the grave’. The other
ailment which can be directly attributed to dietary deprivation is
scurvy, which is caused by an insufficient supply of vitamin C. This
disease was almost unknown in pre-famine Ireland due to the high
consumption of potatoes. Already by the summer of 1846 the
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condition was very common in Mayo and Galway, beginning first szlh
ulcerated mouths, developing later in fatal haemor.rhages. l_he
dispensary doctor in Ballygar. Co. Gal.way, recorded it as the first
medical consequences of the potato failure. ™!

The overwhelming majority of famine deaths, h()\.»vever_. oc.curred
from typhus, relapsing fevers and dyse{ntery. The I‘(:jlaF]()IlSh]p betwe.en
food deprivation and fever 1s rather }mperfect. Victims of anorexia,
for example, are not at increased I'IS!:( from FPVCI‘S.- Thﬁ‘l-"f? weredn()
widespread fever epidemics in Germany in 1945-6 despltts serious under-
nourishment, while the Netherlands also escaped .epldermcs during
its famine of 1944-5.'* Dysentery, though an infecngus disease, bears
some relationship to food deprivation, as u.nsuu::ible food a'ng
inadequate diet can make people more liable to :pfecnon_. Many Iris
famine accounts describe victims eating maize which was 1nadequ3tely
cooked - it required pre-soaking and long beiling before consumption;
or cating raw turnips or other available sustenance. Sor_ne dOCt_(m
attributed dysentery to the eating of seaweed, shetlfish or incorrectly
cooked Indian meal. ' _ _ .

Typhus and relapsing fever, however, are l?oth cz%rned by lice an

bear no direct relationship to starvadon. This is confirmed by the fact
that typhus in particular was responsible for the deaths of‘ many
doctors, clergymen and others in presumably comfortable circum-
stances during the famine years. Typhus, I‘ClapSlI.]g fever, and dyse‘ntery
owe much, however, to dirt. Elizabeth Smith in a rhara(‘.tflnstlra_]ly
censorious comnment attribytes the spread of dysentery to ‘du:ty hal?1t5,
dung-heaps at door, stagnant pools’, anc'i more sympathetically [26
inability to buy soap this year'."* One Kilkenny doc.tor wrote of the
famine which ‘reduced the physical and moral energies of our people
to the lowest standards, engendering unwonted habits _Uf filth :a_nd
vagrancy, which scattered in all directions the seeds of dlSEa.SE wl".ncl';
drove people to the towns leading to overcrowded _Ioc_igmgs anc
accurmnulated filth'.' Typhus was apparently endemic in Irelapd.
During the famine years its incidence spread because of gr_ealer_fllt]h
and overcrowding. Surplus clothing and bedclothe_s were mvarlall)l y
disposed of to raise some food. Rev. N. McEvoy, parish priest of Kells,
Co. Meath, wrote of

our famishing countrymen who during the late spring and
present summer have pawned for food to prolong existence their
last wretched rag of daily as well as of nightly clothing: thanks
to God, many and many an Irish pastor is now slee‘plng upon
a bed ‘no longer his own' through his sympathies for his
suffering flock.'#
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Virtually all accounts of famine victims speak of their rags. The Society
of Friends devoted much effort to providing supplies of clothing to
remedy these needs. However, even when spare clothing was available,
shortages of soap, lack of energy to draw extra water, plus the lethargy
resulting from lack of food meant that cleanliness suffered. This is
common in many famine situations. Accounts of the Russian famine
of 1922 mentdion indifference to personal cleanliness. Lice were
extremely common in Auschwitz conceniration camp as a result of
chronic overcrowding and lack of water.'% Irish conditions were
undoubtedly aggravated by a shortage of fuel. The wet weather of
1846 made rurf harvesting difficult, while the diversion of workers to
relief schemes coupled, probably, with the lack of energy for taxing
work meant that many simply did not bother to save fuel, Scarcity
of turf increased the tendency for the poor to huddle together which
facilitated the spread of lice. The movement of population from one
area to another, the congregation of people, on relief works and at
soup kitchens, plus the chronic overcrowding in workhouses, hospitals
and emigrant ships all facilitated the spread of fevers. Areas previously
immune were infected by the arrival of strangers; beggars frequently
spread the disease in other instances. The discase was brought to the
east by the shift of population in search of food and work. In this
respect remoteness of location was a positive advantage. The islands
of Inishbofin and Inishark off the Mayo coast, despite suffering from
potato failure and a shortage of fish, remained free from fever until
the surnmer of 184819
Prevention of these epidemics was virtually impaossible, given that

they were inextricably bound up with the total disruption of food
supplies, work practices and lifestyles. The precise cause of fever and
the mode of transmission of disease were not properly understood, and
this undoubtedly hindered efforts at prevention. To exhort people to

pay greater attentionrto personal hygiene when they lacked food would
have been ineffectual, while the best efforts ar hygiene by workhouses
and fever hospitals crumbied in the face of chronic overcrowding and

a desperate shortage of money and manpower, which often led to the

death or severe illness from fever of those in charge. One answer was

to prevent overcrowding by refusing admission. Thus the Dublin fever

hospitals rejected more than haif of those who applied for admission

in the surmmer of 1847 % but such a regime only resulted in the sick
dying on the roadside. Extra fever beds were provided, often in

auxiliary sheds erected in the grounds of the workhouse, but many

tacked bedding and soon became overcrowded in turn,

Mortality was heaviest from typhus, a disease which apparently

was particularly severe on more prosperous people. One in thirteen
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of the 473 medical officers appointed to special feve?— duty died
during the famine, many from typhus. Their high mo_rtallty, and tha_t
of magistrates, clergy and others in comfortable circumstances, 15‘T
partly attrributed to their often being middle-aged or elderly. T yphus
damaged the heart and affected the elderly more severely: chnldren
escaped relatively lightly. While many of the poor had. acquired
partial immunity to the disease from earlier_mfecnons, this was less
likely among the middie and upper classes. Children on the othe_r hand
were more likely to have died from dysentery. Many ‘chlldren,
particularly those in workhouses, suffered from oph[hai.n_‘ua, an eye
infection which spread rapidly in dirty overcrowded cond1t10n§. In t‘he
years 1849 and 1850 a total of 41,000 cases occurred in Irish
workhouses, the vast majority among children, and over 1,000 lost
their sight totally or partially in the process.

Emigration

Excess deaths accounted for only approximately half o-f the .populaf
tion lasses incurred during the 1840s. Many who did not die emigrated.
Emigration to North America rose somewhat in 18<_15, more sharply
in 1846 and doubled in 1847. Its peak however was in the years 1$51
and 1852; thereafter it fell back considerably. Figures for emigration
to Britain are less reliable. The British Census of 12_341 records 419,256
Irish-born living in that ceuntry; by 1851 it had risen to 733,866 and
the Irish constituted 3% %, of the total population, L_helr highest level
ever. Mokyr estumates that there were appro?un.‘nately 420,000
emigrants during the decade 1841-51, the majority presumably
during the famine years.'” '

Traditional accounts of emigration have regarded the fammF as
marking a major break with both earlier atritudes and patterns. Olsve’r
McDonagh states that ‘the blight had totg!l.y reversefi the peasant’s
attitude to emigration’ and rejects the opinion that ‘it was no more
than the pre-famine exodus writ large’. He. sees the fa}rnme emigra-
tion as containing a large ‘element of hysteria’, ‘something Whl.Ch was
more a headlong scrambling from a stricken area, more a flight of
refugees, than an emigration as ordinari.ly understood’. He' sees
peasantry faced with want and misery, left ‘in an unst-able condition,
ready to be swept by some mass sentiment’, and prf)v1de§ an _accou?);
of the famine exodus which suggests that it was highly 1rranona1..
There is undoubtedly some degree of truth in Fhis account. The f.amme
years brought autumn and winter emigration for the first tme—
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something which undoubtedly worsened travel conditions. Some
embarked without any supplies for the journey, However, given
existing conditions in Ireland. it could be argued that emigration was
among the most rational responses. ‘This is particularly so of the
numbers of strong farmers, men of 20} acres or more, and busmessmen,
such as bacon merchants, who were apparently well represenited among
the emigrants of 1847, They had not left during the first potato failure.
However, faced with continuing famine which meant an almost total
collapse of trade for many businessmen dependent on the rural marker,
and the prospect of crippling taxes on all save the smallest landholders,
mauy preferred to liquidate their capital, selling livestock and crops
and taking their families with them to America. For many the alter-
native was using the same assets to pay rent arrears or taxes in Ireland.
The emigration of these solid farmers with their families aroused
considerable consternation among contemporary observers. It would
secm that their number has been exaggerated. O Grada has discovered
that over 60% of emigrants to New York during the years 1847-8 were
servants or labourers, a figure almost identical to their proportion in
the previous decade, though McDonagh sees the year 1849 as marking
the peak of prosperous emigration . ?!
Nor can the emigration of the poor be dismissed as an irrational
move either. The hazards and uncertainties of an Atlantic crossing
undoubtedly seemed preferable to the options open in Ireland of
unemployment, life in the workhouse. at worst death. For many the
only deterrent was the lack of funds. Some Irish landlords, such as
Monteagle, lobbied the government in 1846 to embark on a
programme of assisted-emigration as pare of their famine relief
package, but, as in the past, the idea was dropped largely because
of fears of the costs involved and the need to assume responsibility
for settling emigrants in their new homes. The only state assistance
to emigration during famine years involved the shipping of 4,000
female orphans from Irish workhouses o compensate for a scarcity
of women in Australia.- Landiord initiative was more active and
approximately 22,000 emigrants (only about 59 of the total number)
had their emigrant fares paid by landlords who realised thar this
provided the most humane and efficient way of ridding their estates
of paupers and in the process reducing their poor rates. Such initiatives
were patchy, but very significant on estates where they were adopted,
such as the Gore Booth estate at Sligo.™ For Kerry landlord, Sir
John Benn-Walsh, assisted emigration became an integral part of his
policy of estate re-organization. Tenants in arrears, cottiers, those
holding small patches of land in rundale or partnership holdings, were
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induced to give up their land and emigrate; the rem.llting hol_dl‘ngs
were consolidared and used to increase the land-holding of efficient
tenants or to create new larger farms.®> By 1849 or .1850 such
measures had become increasingly attractive to landowners in the west
and south-west, areas which bore the heaviest poor-rates, when a oncle-
off emigrarion charge was compared with long-term maintenance in
the workhouse. In the year 1851 Lord Lansdowne spent £;14,000 2;}
emigrant fares for all the paupers who were charged to his estate.’
Landlord initiative caused some boards of guardl‘ans to follf)w suit.
They were permitted to horrow on the rates to fu.lance emigration
passages and thousands of workhouse residents emigrated to British
colonies from 1849 20 ‘ . . _
Only a small minority of famine emigrants were assisted in this
manner. The majority were forced to find the necessary amount to
pay for their passage, or they depended on remittances from garher
emigrants to pay their way. Price was therefore a critical -conmdera-
tion for most emigrants, and they sought the cheapest possible means
of crossing the Atlantic. Emigrants often walked across Ireland to
Dublin or east-coast ports where they embarked for ‘leerpool, t.he
city which offered the cheapest fares, rather than set sail frqm an Irish
port. It was cheaper to travel to Canada than to thc? United States
because Canadian vessels were subject to less regulation, so Canada
became the most common destination. Once arrived those who were
in fit condition walked across the border into the United Sta.tes.
No account of famine emigration would be complete without
reference 10 coffin ships. The death-rate on some ships was more t.han
fifty per cent, Mortality was often higher among newly-arrived
emigrants than at sa. Among emigrants to Canada in 1847 ove; 5%
died at sea; 3.46% in quarantine on Grosse Isle and over 8% in
Canadian hospitals ** Deaths resulted from a variety of.factc-)rs: some
were due to unsuitable ships crossing the Atlantic, often in mid-winter
in an effort to cash in on the heavy demand for emigrant passages,
The majority, however, were not caused by shipwreck, but by
outbreaks of fever— generally ship fever on b(_)ard. Many_ accounts
emphasize the lack of food, the severe overcrowding and t'he l.nsamtary
conditions on board, bur, as McDonagh shows, mortality in several
instances was worse on some well-equipped and supervised vessels than
on inadequate ships.?”’ o
Many of those emigrating during the famine times were the truly
destitute. Those assisted to leave by landlords, for exgmple, were
generally the poorest and those least capable of managing a farm.

They were therefore thoroughly ill-equipped in all senses to cope with
H
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emugrant travel. Dirt and lack of sanitation, which posed major health
problems on land during the famine years, were even more intractable
atsea. Emigrants often travelled without adequate clothing; what they
had was already ragged and dirty. Hygiene standards were low and
more difficuit to maintain in crowded ships where water and washing
facilities were scarce. Cheap passages often provided little in the way
of food and many famine emigrants lacked the funds to bring their
own. In fact, as on land, dirt appears to have been the major liability,
Ship fever, like typhus and relapsing fever., was borne by lice.
Mortality was apparently heaviest on ships embarking from large ports
such as Liverpool. Many emigrauts spent days or wecks before
travelling in overcrowded lodging-houses and were already incubating
fevers when they embarked, In the confined quarters they infected
most of the passengers during the journey. While preventing such
catastrophes might have heen possible, it would have proved extremely
difficult. The horrors of famine crossings, particularly in 1847, gave
rise to tighter legislation controlling emigrant ships in the future, but
requirements that there be 3 ship’s doctor on board would have
proved relatively useless when faced wich the mass of lice-bearing,
fever-ridden passengers which constituted an all too large number of
Irish famine emigrants. Emigranc ships, no less crowded, arrived from
other European countries during these years, but with comparatively
insignificant death-rates, because other emigrants had not suffered
the degree of destitution or exposure to fevers which characterised the
Irish.

While the emigration of the famine years undoubtedly brought
new peaks to the earlier trend and gave rise to unprecedented horrors,
it would now seem that famine emigration should be seen not as
marking a dramatic break with earlier trends, but as constituting
considerable continuity. Emigration was already rising rapidly in the
years before the famine and Cormac 0 Grada’s analysis of emnigrants
reaching New York during 1847-48 leads him to conclude that they
ditfered ‘less markedly from those who preceded them in the late 18305
and early 1840s than might be expected'. Famine deaths occurred
disproportionately among the young and rhe old: the majority of those
emigrating were young adults, though more erigrants were aged either
under fifteen or over thirty-five than in the past, and while Ulster still
accounted for the lion's share, 40,69 in 1847 8 compared with 36.79
in the years 1835-46, the proportion from Connaught almost doubled
from 12.99 (o 24.29% 2% The heaviest levels of emigration during
the 18405 occurred from the north midlands and the north-west, from
counties such as Mayo, Roscommon, $ligo, Leitrim, Longford, Cavan
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and Monaghan, High, though lesser, emigration took pla_ce i:rom
Galway, Clare, Tipperary and more southerly midland counties. T'his
pattern suggests a shift to the south and the west of the traciﬁmnal_iy
strong Ulster emigration which was already well cstabhsh(.?d in
counties such as Sligo before 1841 and also tends to confirm conkinuity
in patterns rather than a break.

Evictions

One of the least attractive aspects of the famine years is t_he
comparatively high level of evictions which took place, a process which
undoubtedly intensified human misery. The decades.prmr to the
famine were characterised by the attempted restructuring of estates
in an effort to consolidate farms and reduce the pressure of popula-
tion. However, the full vigour of consolidation was apparently thwarted
by the threat of agrarian violence and perhaps ~by landlord
indifference. The famine intensified the pressures in favou.r of
restructuring. The sharp rise in the cost of labour led to a decmied
increase in cattle numbers and a reduction in titlage acreage which
was not to be reversed. The repeal of the corn laws in 1846 may h'ave
been read by many large farmers as marking increas:ed uncertainty
in grain markets. Of more importance, perhaps, famine deaths a_nd
emigration gave more breathing space on many estates. For the i'lrst
time in perhaps a century landlords were faced with vacant holdings
and the possibility of some restructuring. In many instances, howew?r,
dearhs and emigzation did not give sufficient breathing space, whlie
the famine intensified the pressure on landlords to reduce their
tenant population by forcible means, The famine _marked an
undoubted crisis for many landlords. By 1843 an estimated one
thousand estates, accounting for a rental of over £700,000 .onef
twentieth of the rental of the country, were in the hands of receivers.
This figure increased to £1,300,000 by 1847 and £2m. by 18449 20
Rent arrears during the early famine period do hot seem to have bF:en
excessively high; Elizabeth Smith reported a high level of receipts
during 1846,** but continuing famine undoubtedly led to steadily
growing arrears, particularly among the hard-hit srmall farmers. .For
larger farmers and landlords the greatest burden came from taxation.
The decision to charge the cost of most famine relief schemes to 19cal
taxes meant that all middling and large farmers, those with holdings
valued in excess of £8, were faced with crippling levels of taxation.

In the case of smaller holdings the cost was borne by the landlord.
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This left landlords whose estates contained a substantial number of
smallholdings with a double incentive to remove such tenants. Small
tenants were probably the least likely 10 pay their rent and the most
lll'((‘ly ter become dependent on famine relief, while eviction combined
with consolidation, by reducing the number of smail farms, could ease
the landlords’ tcax burden. The problems faced by surviving middlemen
were probably greater than those facing landlords. The decades prior
to the famine posed difficulties for some of this class,?’ difficulties
much increased during the famine years. Much middlemen property
was sub-let in very small holdings 10 the class of tenant least likely
to cope with the failure of the potato crop, Whatever sympathy
landlords may have shown to tenants in arrears did not extend to
middlemen, and their financial difficulties proved an ideal opportunity
for some landlords to end their lease.

While eviction statistics prior to 1849 pose certain difficulties, it
would appear that in the early years of the famine they remained low.
Ther‘e were 4,589 actions brought for ejectment (excluding those
relating to city properties) in the year 1846. We do not know how many
of these were successful, but the success rate in subsequent years was
75-80% and this suggests a probable ejectment figure in the region
f’f 3.500-3,600 families. In subsequent years the level rose; to 6:026
In 1847; 9,657 in 1848. In 1849 a total of 16,686 families were evicted:
this peaked at 19,949 in 1850 and declined to 13,197 in 1851, falliné
sharply during the remainder of the 1850521 These figures marked
the peak of Irish evictions, but even in 1860 they constitute only 2.59%
of the total number of agricultural holdings.

'l?he impact of these evictions was probably magnified by their
lot.:al.lsation. The years 1846-8 were marked by relatively heavy
eviction levels in the Ulster counties of Armagh, Antrim and
Monaghan. Cos. Leitrim and Tipperary also experienced relatively
high levels with Leirrim suffering the highest rate in the country. In
1849 and 1850 evictions, while rising, became more localised, with
Munster, notably Tipperdry, Clare and Limerick, accounting for over
%3% of the national toral in both years. The proportion of evictions
in Connaught also rose somewhat. that in the other provinces
declined. While Co. Clare was severely hit by the famine there is no
evidence of disproportionately severe impact in Co. Tipperary, the
county which accounts for the highest relative level of evictions
throughout these years.

The relationship between famine distress and eviction levels is
therefore by no means a simple one. The heaviest burden of famine
relief on local taxation fell on the counties of the west of Ireland, such
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as Mayo and Galway. While these areas were by no means immune
from eviction the volume was considerably less than in other areas.
Nor do evictions appear to have been directly motivated by landlord
indebtedness or insolvency. While Co. Tipperary, the county with the
highest level of famine evictions, recorded a high level of indebtedness
among its landlords prior to the famine, so too did Co. Cavan, which
does not feature prominently in the famine eviction statistics, Co.
Clare, which does, in contrast recorded a relatively low level of pre-
famine landlord indebtedness.?'® The absence of an easy relationship
between rent arrears and evictions is turther continmed by government
statistics which record that in the years 1846, 1848 and the carly
months of 1849 the majority of ejectment order were described as due
to “Overholding on the title’ - tenants remaining in possession after
expiry of a lease rather than to non-payment of rent, though the
latter cause accounted for the majority of ejectment orders in the year
1847. ‘Overholding’, however, suggests landlords motivated to evict
in order to consolidate holdings rather than merely pressurised by the
burden of insolvent tenantry. Both economists and government
inquiries had been urging the need for a more streamlined Irish
farming structure in the immediate pre-famine decades. The famine
disaster apparently confirmed the merits of their arguments, while
increasing financial difficulties may have reduced landlord reluctance
to evict. The famine also increased the financial difficulties and
reduced the solvency of many surviving middlemen and there is little
doubt that many eviction orders were initially directed against this
body of men. In these circumstances sub-tenants were also generally
removed. Many of the evictions in the notorious Kilrush Union
involved such middlemen, and the casualties were large numbers of
sub-tenants, the majority holdings less than five acres, some only in
possession of a cabin and no land.?* Many landlords justified such
evictions on the grounds that the people in question were not their
legal tenants.”®. In addition, as Beames argues, the famine was
marked by a serious erosion of the strength of the agrarian secret
societies and this permitted widespread eviction fiee from the threat
of retaliatory action.?’® It may be no comcidence that counties of
record eviction levels, such as Tipperary, Limerick, Clare and Leitrim,
were among the areas of heavy pre-famine agrarian crime, suggesting
that an earlier restructuring process had been hampered hy the
strength of secret societies. Once these were apparently weakened
during the famine, landlords embarked on a series of evictions which
had been previously thwarted. Restructuring was apparently a
relatively slow process, All counties with above average eviction rates
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displayed a sharp decline in the number of agriculrural holdings. White
the total number of hoidings in the country as a whole fell by almost
20% between 1847 and 1850, the decline in Clare was double that level
and both Tipperary and Limerick reported declines of almost 309%;
in all of these counties, however, the mcrease in cattle numbers was
below the national average.

The evictions of the famine years intensified the hardship which
many families had suffered because of lack of food and exposure io
disease. Cousens argues, probably with some validity, that they were
responsible for increasing the dearh rate in some counties.?'” Evictions
imposed a heavy burden on the poor law system, notably in Co. Clare
where the evictions of Kilrush Union were the subject of special
government inquiry.2"® Iy can be argued that, peaking in the years
1849-51, when the worst of the famine had passed, they prolonged
suffering and distress. They also played a major role in bringing about
2 restructuring of the Irish agriculture scene. While much of the
reduction in smallholdings was brought about by famine deaths and
emigration, evictions added a measure of compulsion to be resorted
to by landlords who felt that natural wastage had not been sufficient,

The evictions of the famine years have been frequently presented
as the norm in Irish landlord-tenant relations and as such they
provided potent ammunition for those arguing the injustice of landlord
rule. In fact they are the excepuon rather than the rule. Both pre-
famine and post-famine evictions levels appear to have been relatively
low. It would appear that the prolonged pressure of the famine years
broke the normal landlord reluctance to evict and that the cumulative
horrors of the preceding years nurbed landlord sensitivity (o the
suffering which they were causing. The official reaction varied, Local
poor law officials faced with the human consequences of eviction in
the form of workhouses overcrowded with destitute people were
naturally critical. Some at Westminster viewed evictions as a necessary
preliminary to the introduction of modern scientific farming in
Ireland, but in general the government regarded such measures with
disfavour even in cases where the estates were hopelessly encumbered.,
While they favoured consolidation they preferred to see it emerge
through voluntary emigration of surplus tenantry.*" However, it
should perhaps be remembered thar while tens of thousands of families
were evicted, many hundreds of thousands remained undisturbed,
many of them surviving on small uneconmmic holdings on which they
had undoubtedly accumulated arrears. Many landlord families, such
as the Martins of Connemara, who were already on the verge of
bankruptcy before the famine, chose ro support their tenantry and
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in the process guaranteed the loss of their family estate, and, ironically,
the eviction during the 1850s of many of their former tenants under
the less benign regime of a new landlord 2

Conclusions

The Irish famine was more than a mere crop failure: its ra.n_liflca—
tions spread far beyond a serious food shertage though the significance
of the latter should not be underestimated. The famine years gave
rise to a fundamental disruption of many of the key elements. in the -
Irish economy. As a resule of the failu.ret of the s_taple toodstuff of the
Irish population food prices soared, giving rise in Consequence to thf‘
major disturbance of existing wage rates and of the fundamental basis
of pre-famine agriculture — the hiring of very large: numll)ers of low-
cost labourers or cottiers to participate in a highly intensive if
techmologically primitive form of agriculture.

Given the degree of disruption caused by the potato failure of 1846, + -

the role of the British government as a relief agent should perhaps
be seen in a more sympathetic light than it.is general_ly regardcfi.
Government policy was undoubtedly restrlct(ltd _by 1d§010gy n
particular the unwillingness for a long time to distribute free fpod -
but so were the actions of charitable bodies such as the Somery of
Friends and late-twentieth century world famine relief operations
remain no less hide-bound by ideological and economic consu’iera-
tions. In this light it does not appear appropriate to proenounce in an
unduly critical fashion on the limitations of previous generations,
Perhaps the major problem which Ireland fac;trd during the grea
famine was the fact that she had made many ecarlier appeals to I?rmsh
generosity, both public and private. These had })een met, butl in the
process goodwill was eroded. The fact that earlier crises and md(.led
the 1845 potato failure had been met with apparent ease.by operating
a limited scheme of public warks, and, in 1845, a resmcted. govern-
ment food distribution system, may have blunted the appreciation of
the magnitude of the problem which emerged in the autumn of 1846.
Criticism is frequently voiced of the failure of the British government ‘.
to directly intervene in the food market in that year, but the sheer P
size of the task and fact that it would undoubzedly have led to a l?()y.cntt
of the food trade by private traders made such an action of limited
effectiveness. N |
Government policy can, however, be criticised on fa‘number .of !
fronts. While the chopping and changing of the composition of relief
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committees, their terms of reference, their geographical boundaries
and other matrers may have had some rationale in bureaucratic circles,
i there is little doubt that valuable time and effort was wasted in such
‘matters. Similarly, while the decision to switch from a massive public
:works programme to a mass feeding programme in the spring of 1847
reflects a measure of pragmatism and a willingness to depart from
previous ideological beliefs, the decision to first abandon the relief
works and then to set up soup kitchens with the major delay which
ensued was deplorable. Public works should have been retained in some
form, perhaps on a reduced scale, regardless of their drawbacks,
unul food kitchens became operational.

The major criticism of government policy, however, must be
,, reserved for the decision to abandon any special famine relief
| programmes, to deny the continuation of an emergency after the
autumn of 1847 despite the fact that distress remained prevalent in
Ireland throughout 1849 and in some cases until 1850, This loss of
interest was not unique to the government: most charitable agencies
suffered a similar lack of stamina, bue it suggests a callous indifference
to continuing death and suffering once the novelty of the Irish famine
had worn off. The absence of special government attention meant that
the continuing Irish famine became not Just an Irish charge, but a
local charge with Erris property bearing the burden of Erris poverty
and the administrative burden falling on the newly-established separate
Irish poor law, a body specifically not designed to cope with major
famine.

In commenting on government attitudes it seems vital to distinguish
between officials in Whitehall, notably Trevelyan, and their counter-
parts in Dublin. The majority of Dublin and rural-based public
officials emerge as displaying genuine concern for the probiems of the
Irish population and most of their reports display a keen apprecia-
tion of the broad ramifications of the famine on Irish society. They
are thoroughly aware of the long-term conseguences of diverting men
from their own holdings to public works and suggest a compromise
formula whereby men would be paid for relief works while encouraged
to spend part of their time working on their own land- a proposal
rejected with horror in London. It is easy to see why Trevelyan,
Assistant Secretary to the Treasury, has been presented as a major
scapegoat for the government’s famine policy.®! His tone of self-
righteous moralising smacks of the worst of Victorian ideology. Yet
he was only articulating what were commonly-held opinions, while
- it remains difficult to conclusively argue that greater sympathy with
the Irish case would have automatically guaranteed a dramatically
reduced mortality,

THE FAMINE 11h

Any criticism of public response to the famine should not be
restricted to the British government and its officials. The response of
the Irish publc- if we can talk of such a group was highly
ambiguous. Despite the subsequent capitalising on the event by
nationalist writers, notably John Mitchel, the experience seems to have
paralysed most influendal Irishmen at the time. Daniel O’C(_)nne‘!l
merely relied on his traditional alliance with the Whigs and while his
response may perhaps be excused on the grounds that his powers were
waning — he died in 1847 there is no strong identifiable call from
Ireland for any particular measure to meet the famine. Even the call
to prevent food exports was much stronger in retrospect that it was
at the time. The inadequacy of the Irish response reflected the lack
of political leadership and the strong divisions— both politic.a]_ fmd
sectarian — which prevailed in Irish society at the time. These divisions
also weakened the effectiveness of local relief administration and in
the process threw a correspondingly greater burden on the over—wor.ked
public officials. In the process innocent people undoubtedly died.
While the decision of the British government to establish a separate
Irish poor law system in 1847, and in consequence to leave the costs

of the famine as an Irish rather than a United Kingdom charge, can
be criticised on the grounds that it effectively denied the reality of

the Act of Union, the unwillingness of more prosperous parts of Ireland
to shoulder even a small proportion of the burden of the poorer unions
suggests that self-interest was not a British monopoly. In fact, th_at long-
term burden of famine repayments was removed from Ireland in 1853
when Gladstone as chancellor of the exchequer assumed central
government responsibility for famine debts and s-imu]taneously
harmonised Irish and British tax levels introducing income tax to
Ireland for the first time.

The famine must be seen as bringing about a major breakdown
of Irish society. Family structures, traditions of hospitality, 1be
practice of basic hygiene all appear to have been temporarily
undermined by the catastrophe. Its broad impact must be Seen as
roughly akin to major wars or other natural disasters. G%ven such
circumstances options such as emigration appear not as irrational, but
as highly logical responses. The fact that the disaster lasted for several
vears strengthened the conviction for many that the future prospects
of Ireland were grim and hence the attractions of England or Alm‘en_‘ma
were correspondingly increased. However the famine did not initiate
emigration; while numbers leaving rose sharply there still remains a
measure of continuity with pre-famine trends. The high ?evel of
evictions may also perhaps be seen as another response to crisis; the
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reaction of landlords facing financial ruin. For others the famine
provided divine confirmation of the warnings of countless economic
cxperts that many Irish farms were indeed impossibly small and hence
afforded full justification for implementing a major reconstruction
of their estates,

The famine experience does not lend itself to simple conclusions
though many writers have hazarded such in the past. For example,
it is difficult to decide whether the massive deaths which ensued should
be seen as confirming that Ireland was doomed, in the 1840s or
somewhat later, to suffer a major subsistence crisis, or whether the
famine should not be seen as reflecting extraordinary bad luck. The
fact that a high proportion of the Irish population in the 1840s lived
in extremely vulnerable circumstances is not in doubt, but five years
of major food failure was an extremely heavy burden to bear. Lives
could undoubtedly have been saved by more judicious relief manage-
ment but it is difficult to assess how this might best have been done
given the limitations of the 1840s. Finally there remains the ongoing
debate as to its long-term impact on Irish society —which further serves
to indicate the contradictions in the event.

EPILOGUE: THE IMPACT OF THE FAMINE

There is little doubt that the famine was a significant event in
nineteenth century Irish history, but its precise impact is a matter of
some considerable debate. The famine has, at one stage or other, been
held responsible for almost every subsequent occurrence in Irish history
from the decline of the Irish language and an upsurge in religious
devotion to sweeping changes in Ivish agriculture and the engendering
of a strong hostility to England which inevitably led to the movement
for national independence. There is little doubt that conditions and
attitudes in Ireland changed during the course of the nineteenth
century. The population declined; the structure of agriculture was
altered, housing conditions improved, diet became more varied,
marriages became later and fewer., What is ar issue is the extent to
which the faminc can be held responsible for these changes.
Traditional interpretatons have generally regarded the famine as rhe
critical factor though more recent scholarship has come to question
certain aspects of the ‘watershed’ theory, arguing that the post-famine
decades merely saw a continuation of trends already set in train in
earlier decades and presenting a picture which seems to emphasize
continuity instead of the hitherto accepted picture of a fundamental
change. As in many other areas of Irish history the conclusions which
historians now draw are more tentative than in the past. An earlier
certainty has given way to ambiguity, though the recent work by Mokyr
may be regarded as an exception to this trend.

We may at least be certain of one change. In the century prior
to the famine Irish population quadrupled; in the following century
it was halved. Population decline, once begun, was not conclusively
reversed until the 1960s. However, there remains the doubt as to
whether Irish population might not have stabilised and begun two

decline in the middle of the nineteenth century, famine or no famine. |

On this point we can only speculate, but there is tentative evidence
that birth and marriage rates were already falling before the famine
and there is absolutely no doubt thar emigration had already risen
to substancial levels by the early 1840s. In this most central area the
catastrophe of the famine would seem to have only accelerated trends
which were already in train.

The impact on agriculture is also a matter of some debate.!
Cormac O Grada's estimates of the structure of agriculrural output
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