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What was the background 
to the Great Famine?

•Subdivision of 
land because of 
population 
growth.

•Meal months.

•Potato blight.



Subdivision of land 

• The main reason for subdivision of land was 
because of the penal laws brought in so that the 
Roman Catholics had to divide their land between 
their children instead of giving it to their eldest 
child.

• Very soon this meant that the children had very 
little land.

• Another factor was that the population was 
increasing rapidly and so there was less land 
between more people.



Meal months

• This is the time of year whenever 
the people’s crop ran out and they 
had to eat a kind of porridge to 
avoid starvation.

• As the people were poor they had 
no other alternative.



Potato blight

• Potato blight struck the Irish potato crop in 
1845.

• Potato blight is when the potatoes are rotted, 
black, slimy and they feel like a bar of soap. 

• The leaves above the ground are blotched 
with black spots.

• The potatoes are inedible.

• The blight is spread easily and quickly in 
Ireland’s climate.

• This meant disaster as the people were very 
reliant on potatoes for food.



What were the causes 
of the great famine?

• Land.

• Population.

• Crops.



Land

• Due to subdivision of land the people only had 

small plots of land.

• This meant that the farmers had very little to 

work with.

• The land was so small it didn’t even grow 

enough potatoes to do a family a year.

• With the land being subdivided this meant that if 

a farmer had one field then it was split into many 

subdivisions between his children so this allowed 

the blight a massive breeding ground.



Population
• The population increased rapidly 

between 1800 and 1841( by 3 
million people).

• This meant that there was less land 
for more people 

• 200,000 families had less than 5 
acres of land and 135,000 owned 
less than 1 acre.

• Many tenant farmers were unable to 
produce enough food to feed their 
own families.



Crops

• Only 1 variety of potato, the Lumper, was grown in 
Ireland.

• Most people relied on the potato as their staple diet.

• Potato blight thrives in moist mild conditions so 
when it hit the potato crop in Ireland it was perfect 
to spread the disease.

• By the time the farmers noticed it was too late.

• The potatoes could also catch the blight when they 
were in storage.

• When they were not able to save their crop they 
were not able to save their families either.



What course did the 
famine take?

• Famine timeline.

• Peel’s Brimstone.

• Causes of death.



Famine 
timeline



Peel’s Brimstone

• 1/3 of the potato crop was destroyed in 1845.

• Not all the potatoes were rotted so if a farmer was lucky 
enough to have extra he rushed to sell them before they 
went off.

• However by the beginning of 1846 they had run out of 
potatoes.

• Sir Robert Peel the British prime minister tried to help by 
importing large amounts of maize from America.

• The people hated and called it Peel’s Brimstone but soon 
were forced to eat it as they had no other choice.

• The nickname was partly because of the yellow colour of 
the maize.



Reasons for death
• In 1846 blight struck once again to an 

already starved and deprived nation.

• The crop was a complete failure and 
left people nothing to eat.

• As well as starvation there was 
widespread disease because Ireland 
was overcrowded and the starving 
people were extremely weak.

• This meant diseases such as typhus 
and dysentery spread very quickly and 
killed people with ease.

• As the government had to justify 
paying the men they got them to do 
pointless work such as digging hills 
and canals and many men died from 
exhaustion before they got their wages 
at the end of the week as their bodies 
were malnourished.



Famine relief measures 

• Soup kitchens.

• Workhouses.

• Public works.

• Private charity.



Workhouse
Public works

Private charity

Soup kitchen



Public works

Positive points Negative points
• Robert Peel set up relief work where people 

were paid to work.. 
• The government paid poor people wages to do 

work such as building roads or piers.

• Even though the wages were small no one dies 

to the famine in 1845.

• Peel also set up relief committees in each area 

to collect money from wealthier people by 

collecting taxes.

• The money they were paid was very 

low.

• the food prices were high.

• The wages did not allow the workers to 

buy much food for themselves and 

their families.

I think the public works were effective as they kept people from dying in 1845 but the British 

government felt they cost too much money and the British government stopped the work.



Soup kitchens

Good points Bad points

• In the summer of 1847, the government set up some 

soup kitchens to give the starving people hot soup.

• By August 1847, about 3 million people were being 

fed each day in total. 

• Each person was to get 1lb of food per day.

• Local landlords had to pay for the soup kitchens 

which they disliked.

• The Landlords made it difficult and unattractive for 

people to go to.

• The food was barely edible as it was a type of 

porridge.

• Anyone with over a quarter of an acre of land did 

not qualify to get food from the kitchens.

• In the autumn of 1847, the government shut down 

the soup kitchens.

I think the soup kitchens were also effective as they provided people with hot food when they couldn’t 

provide for themselves.



Private charity

Positive points Negative points
• Many people sent money to help provide 

relief e.g. Queen Victoria sent £2000, a 

committee in Dublin collected  £63,000 and 

Irish emigrants sent money.

• In 1846 soup kitchens were set up by 

Quakers in bigger towns like Waterford, 

Enniscorthy, Limerick, Clonmel and 

Youghal.

• The Quakers had a well developed network 

throughout the country and they used this to 

get relief where it was needed.

• Many of the Quakers were business owners 

and this meant that they were able to get 

supplies of food and clothes which they gave 

out. 

• It was difficult to get help to the rural 

areas because the roads were really bad 

and they were hard to reach.

• There were only 3,000 Quakers and 

this meant that they could only help a 

limited number of people.

This help was effective because they were able to give out food and clothes to people 
that really needed them but it would’ve been even more effective if they could have 
reached more people.



Workhouses 

Positive points Negative points

• Workhouses saved people from 

complete starvation and poverty.

• It also give people a home when they 

had been evicted.

• Workhouses were places where the 

very poor people could go live and 

work.

• Families were split up when they went 

to the workhouse.

• people had to wear a uniform.

• The main food they were given was 

called stirabout, which was similar to a 

weak oatmeal porridge.

• It was also just a massive breeding 

ground for disease and more people 

died from disease than starvation.

I think that the workhouses were less effective than the others because it caused 
more death than it actually helped.



Consequences of the 
famine

• Population decline.

• Consolidation of land.

• Changes in marriage 
patterns.

• Political effects.

• Emigration.



Population decline

• Over the famine years the population declined just 
as quickly as it increased.

• In just over 10 years, between 1841 and 1851, the 
population decreased by 2 million half with half 
emigrating and half dying.

• Ireland’s population fell between 20% and 25%.

• By 1900 Ireland’s population was only 4.5 million.



Consolidation of land
• During the famine the Landlords 

made very little profit.

• So they decided to consolidate the 
pieces of land that they had to make 
some profit and to get people who 
would work and earn them money.

• This lead to the Landlords evicting 
the people that were subsistence 
farmers because they were not able to 
pay the rent.

• This made the already struggling 
people homeless and may have 
encouraged them to emigrate or 
could have contributed to their death.



Changes in marriage 
patterns 

• Before the famine the farmers subdivided their land. 
This meant that if they had 4 acres and 4 sons each 
son got 1 acre.

• The people soon realised that subdivision was a 
hindrance and not a help so it was ended.

• This meant that the father give his land to the eldest 
son but the son had to wait until his father died before 
he could inherit it.

• This lead to the son marrying later and consequently 
having less children.

• Often the other sons or daughters thought it best to 
emigrate for a better chance at life.



Political effects
• The people hated how the government 

acted which lead to widespread resentment 
towards the British government.

• A group called the Young Ireland party, or 
Young Irelanders, wanted Ireland to have 
its own government. They began a small 
rebellion in 1848. However, this rising 
failed because it happened in the middle 
of the Great Famine. 

• Many of the people who emigrated to the 
U.K and America built their own Irish 
communities and brought their bitterness 
with them.

• In 1997 Tony Blair offered an apology for 
how the Irish were treated by the U.K. 
government during the famine.



Emigration
• Many people saw emigration as an only hope for 

survival.

• However the ships were disease carriers, 
overcrowded and the journey lasted for weeks. 

• Only the rich were allowed to go up to the top 
deck.

• Poorer people were made stay below deck and 
many died because of this.

• The food was scarce and tasted horrendous 
because it was preserved in a salty brine.

• Many new Irish communities were established in 
the U.K. and America e.g. Boston, New York, 
Liverpool and Glasgow.


