
The Great Famine



Subdivision 
of Land

 Many people lived in Ireland and the population was rapidly 
increasing through the first half of the 19th century.

 In 1841 a reliable census was taken and the estimated population 
at that time was said to be 8,175,000, whereas in 1800 there were 
5 million at most.

 It is no surprise that because most of these people lived in the 
countryside and depended on farming for a living. Therefore, 
because of the rise in population, land was in higher demand.

 Land had to be “subdivided” by farmers and it was split between 
their sons.

 The process was ongoing and continued to be passed on and 
subdivided. The amount of land received was rapidly decreasing as 
in 1845 almost 200,000 families had lived on less than 5 acres but 
135,000 had lived on less than 1 acre! 

4.1: The background of the 
Great Famine



“Meal” 
Months

 It was only possible to live on such small plots of land because 
most people ate potatoes as one of their main foods. On average, 
they ate around 7lb of potatoes a day! 

 This small plot of land was enough though. They were able to 
grow enough potatoes for most of the year on it. 

 However, for most families, the old potato crop was finished 
before the new crops were ready.

 This period usually lasted for around two months, and was known 
as “meal” or “hungry” months. These families were forced to eat a 
kind of porridge instead.

4.1: The background of the 
Great Famine 



Potato 
Blight

 Unfortunately, in 1845, a new fungal disease struck in the Irish 
potato crop. Translated from Latin, it was called “potato blight.”

 The first signs of the problem showed when the leaves of the 
potato plant started to rot and turn black in colour. By the time 
people noticed the change, it was too late to save them. 

 To make matters worse, the disease would spread quickly in moist 
and mild conditions. They turned into sinking, soggy, black mess.

 Even if the potatoes had been “saved” from the disease, they 
could still rot when they were stored in pits in the fields.

 The potato blight was disastrous because so many Irish people, at 
the time depended on potatoes to live.

4.1: The background of the 
Great Famine



Land

 Land was a contributing factor of the causes of the Great Famine 
because of the lack of it.

 The land had to be subdivided, which meant that the people of 
Ireland suffered from starvation and hunger.

 The land was in very small proportions and it was hard to grow 
potatoes in it. 

 The people of Ireland suffered because they were missing the 
main part of their diet. 

4.2: The causes of the Great 
Famine



Population

 Part of the cause of the Great Famine was because of the growing 
population.

 There were so many people living in Ireland at the time. 

 A rising and extremely high population meant that everyone had 
such a small proportion of land for food.

 “Meal” months were common amongst people who couldn’t get a 
share of land or who didn’t own any land.

4.2: The causes of the Great 
Famine



Crops

 When the potato blight struck, it was disastrous.

 Many farmers had all of their crops destroyed, even the ones that 
had been salvaged beforehand. 

 They had to eat the horrible maize which was provided.

 Some people didn’t have crops to start with either.

4.2: The causes of the Great 
Famine 



A Timeline

4.3: The course of the Great 
Famine

1845

At least one third of the potato crop 
was destroyed. Despite this, there were 
far too many to eat. Those who hadn’t 
lost their crops, rushed to sell their 
potatoes before they turned rotten.

1846

Early on this year, supplies 
were few and very quickly, 
many people became 
starving. Blight hit again.

1847

This year was the worst period, 
known as the “Black ‘47” because 
Ireland was severely affected. 
Around one million people died and 
another million emigrated. The 
population fell by 20% to 25%. Best 
crop over the past three years.

1848

The famine 
finally 
showed signs 
of ending.

Blight struck the 
Irish potato crop 
again.

1849



Peel’s 
Brimstone

 The Prime Minister at the time was Sir Robert Peel.

 He decided that he would do something secretly, so he took 
£100,000 and spent it on maize (an Indian meal). It came from 
America.

 Many people disliked this food and decided to call it “Peel’s 
Brimstone.”

 Part of the reason they called it that was because they named it 
after Sir Robert Peel. They gave it the nickname “brimstone” 
partly because of the yellow colour of the maize.

 Although they disliked it at first, the matter could get very serious 
if they were to die of starvation.

 They were forced to eat it to prevent hunger and death.

4.3: The course of the Great 
Famine



Reasons for 
deaths

 The main reasons for deaths during the Great Famine would be 
starvation and disease.

 Diseases such as typhus and dysentery also spread because of the 
poor health of the people. These diseases generally occurred 
because of hunger. 

 The diseases were also extremely contagious and would spread 
very quickly through large crowds of people.

 Those who lived in Ireland would have been badly malnourished 
which would have caused starvation and the diseases. 

4.3: The course of the Great 
Famine



Workhouses

 Workhouses were busy and disease could spread easily. They were often 
full.

 They provided work for the poor, peasants or sometimes the homeless. 
These people would have been extremely malnourished.

 A lot of other people often worked here such as orphaned children, 
people who were mentally or physically sick (and often carried disease), 
the disabled and elderly and unmarried mothers.

 People avoided the workhouses for obvious reasons until they were left 
with no choice because of the famine. 

 By January 1847 there were 111,000 people in the workhouses, which 
could only take 100,000 people. 

 The overcrowding was rapidly increasing the spread of “famine fever” 
which more people died of than hunger.

 As more diseases were spreading (such as scurvy and oedema) many 
decided that it was time to emigrate as the effect of the Great Famine 
relief measures was not good enough. Nothing was working in the 
workhouses.

4.4: The effect of the Great 
Famine relief measures



Soup 
Kitchens

 The most significant civil servant in the treasury was called Charles 
Edward Trevelyan. He was not sympathetic to the Irish.

 After stopping the work schemes, Charles proposed a new plan-
the local ratepayers would provide soup kitchens to help the 
starving.

 The landlords did not like the idea of these soup kitchens because 
of the cost of them which they would have to pay.

 They made them as horrible and unattractive as possible. They 
went so far that they made the food disgusting and nasty.

 It was always ready cooked so that they could not sell the raw 
ingredients.

 Anyone with more than a quarter of an acre of land did not qualify 
to receive this soup.

 It wasn’t even a proper soup. It was a type of porridge called 
“stirabout” and each person got about one pound per day.

 Despite all of the bad things in soup kitchens, they usually worked 
very well and helped to keep the country going.

4.4: The effect of the Great 
Famine relief measures



Public Works

 Public works was a way that the very poor could receive money to 
buy food and other essentials instead of receiving charity.

 The jobs were long and strenuous and often had unstable pay, but 
the workers needed this money.

 These schemes were partly funded by taxes.

 Even though the pay was often late, many people were so 
desperate that they would wait at the public work schemes 
waiting for a worker to collapse so that they could take their job.

 In October 1846 there were 114,000 working but by February 1847 
there were almost 700,000 workers.

 Trevelyan said that works like these were costing too much and by 
June 1847, nearly all work had ceased.

 Public works did not turn out to be a good thing.

4.4: The effect of the Great 
Famine relief  measures 



Private 
Charity

 Many people sent money for this cause. Queen Victoria sent 
£2,000, Irishmen in the Indian army sent £50,000 and a private 
committee in Dublin collected £63,000. 

 Some people did almost nothing to help whilst many landlords 
lost lots of money.

 The Society of Friends (Quakers) provided food, clothing and 
seeds.

 This group was also useful for sending accurate reports of what 
was happening in Ireland, back to England.

 Many Americans, especially those of the Irish origin, did 
everything they could to send help and supplies to Ireland.

 It mainly worked well.

4.4: The effect of the Great 
Famine relief measures



Population 
Decline

 One of the most severe effects of the famine in Ireland was the 
huge drop in population.

 From 1841 to 1851 it was estimated that the population had 
dropped by almost 2 million!

 Around half had died (of these two million people) and the other 
half emigrated.

 There was not only an immediate effect on the population, it 
continued to decline and by 1900 there were only around 4 ½ 
million people living in Ireland.

 This mainly occurred because of the changing pattern of early 
marriage but also because of land subdivision. 

4.5: The consequences of 
the Great Famine



Consolidation 
of Land

 Many of the Irish landlords were anxious to sell their land, 
especially if they were in debt. 

 To help them to sell the land, the Encumbered Estates Act stepped 
in.

 Many of these tenants had realised the uncertain nature of 
subdivision of land and had stopped dong it.

 Many people began to have larger holdings and the cottier class 
almost died out. 

4.5: The consequences of 
the Great Famine



Changes in 
Marriage 
Patterns

 The result of the land distribution had an effect on society.

 In order to keep the farm as one unit, only one son could inherit 
the land, after his father had died.

 This meant that later marriages were becoming more common 
and resulted in a decline in birth rate.

 It also meant that the other sons and daughters knew that 
emigration could be the best solution for the future.

4.5: The consequences of 
the Great Famine



Political 
Effects

 Many people in Ireland did not like the actions taken by the 
government.

 The Irish took this and made themselves even more bitter towards 
England.

 The bitterness took root in the new emigrant communities in 
England and America.

4.5: The consequences of 
the Great Famine



Emigration

 The ships which the people tried to emigrate on were called 
“coffin ships.” They were overcrowded, food was poor and disease 
spread rapidly.

 Many of these people were trying to find a better life in a new land 
but many never reached the new land due to torrential conditions 
on the ships.

 Their feelings were made worse about Britain because of this.

 In August 1849, Queen Victoria visited Ireland. She was welcomed 
with popular enthusiasm, however the relations between the two 
countries were still not good. 

 The famine left a feeling of bitterness.

4.5: The consequences of 
the Great Famine


