
THE GREAT FAMINE

By Sarah Bell 9A



SUBDIVISION

 In Ireland, most people lived in the rural areas and depended on 

farming for a living. But the population was growing and this meant that 

many farmers had to subdivide their land (they divided their land and gave 

it to different people, and they would divide it again). The farmers 

subdivided their farms and land between their sons, leaving them to 

subdivide it again. This meant each family had a very small amount of  

land. In 1845, almost 200,000 families lived on less than 5 acres per family, 

while 135,000 families had less than 1 acre. 



SUBDIVISION 



MEAL MONTHS

 Most families in Ireland depended on potatoes as their main food. 

 On average, a person ate 2lbs of  potatoes per day and even quite a 

small plot of  land could grow enough potatoes for most of  the year.

 However most families would go hungry for at least 2 months of  the 

year when the old potato crop was over and the new crop wasn’t ready. 

 These were known as ‘hungry’ or ‘meal’ months. 

 In those months the people had no other choice but to eat kinds of  

porridge instead of  potatoes. 



Potato Blight

 Potato blight was the shortened 

name for phytophthora 

infestans. At the start the leaves 

of  the potato plant go black 

and die. Then the potatoes 

became a stink, soggy, black 

mess. 

THE POTATOES

Dependence on potatoes

 By the time people noticed to 

potato blight it was too late to save 

them. The disease was spreading 

quickly and even the potatoes 

stored away still  caught the disease.

 For the many Irish people who 

were almost totally dependant on 

potatoes for food



THE POTATOES



 Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel 

decided something. He secretly bought 

100,000 of  Indian meal (maize) in 

America, and had brought it to Ireland.

 Many people disliked the maize at 

first and called it ‘Peel’s Brimstone’.

 They were soon forced to eat it to 

prevent starvation. 

 Death was widespread especially 

among the very poor in the west.

 Many people died in result of  

starvation, but just as many people died 

because of  diseases associated with 

starvation. 

 These diseases such as typhus and 

dysentery were very contagious and 

spread quickly in overcrowded conditions.  

THE COURSE OF THE FAMINE

Sir Robert Peel The deaths



CAUSES OF THE FAMINE

Land

 In 1845 almost 200,000 families lived on less than 

5 acres per family, while 135,000 families had less 

than 1 acre. 



CAUSES OF THE FAMINE

Population 

 The population of  Ireland increased very quickly in 

the first half  of  the 19th century. In 1841 a reliable 

census was taken and it estimated that the population 

was then 8,175,000. In 1800 there were 5 million at 

the most.  



CAUSES OF THE FAMINE

Crops

 Although on third of  the potato crop was destroyed in 

1845, the result at first was not a shortage of  potatoes for 

eating, but far too many. Not all farmers had lost their 

crops. Those who hadn't rushed to sell their potatoes 

before they went bad. However by early 1846, supplies 

were exhausted and soon people were starving. 



FAMINE RELIEF MEASURES

Workhouses

 People avoided workhouses as much as they  could until the famine left them no 

choice. By January 1847, there were 111,000 people in workhouses built to 

accommodate 100,000. The overcrowding added  to the problem of  disease 

spreading and famine fever became widespread .

 In a way the workhouse was effective as it got people of  the streets and gave 

them a home, but it was overcrowded and unhygienic leading to many deaths, 

which then lead to mass graves being built. This measure was not enough to end 

the hardship



THE WORKHOUSE



FAMINE RELIEF MEASURES

Soup kitchens

 Soup kitchens were Trevelyan's new plan. Local ratepayers would provide soup 

kitchens to feed the starving. The landlords did not wish to pay for them so 

they made the as unattractive as possible. But people still went to them and the 

soup kitchens worked well. 

 The soup was a type of  porridge called ‘stirabout’.

 I think the soup kitchens were effective as although the food was nasty and 

poor, the people still got food, preventing them from hunger. 



SOUP KITCHENS



FAMINE RELIEF MEASURES

Public works 

 These were schemes which were partly funded by local taxes. They provided 

some very basic work for the needy so that they could be paid and then buy 

food. Instead of  receiving charity.. Pay was always late but people were that 

desperate that they'd hang around a work scheme waiting for a worker to 

collapse, so they could take their job.  

 I think this is not effective, as the workers work very hard and long hours, and 

sometimes not get their pay for ages. But until they get their pay they could 

have went without food for a very long time 



PUBLIC WORKS



FAMINE RELIEF MEASURES

Private charities

 A lot of  private charities sent money, food, seeds, medicine and clothing to 

Ireland. Many in America, especially those of  Irish origin, did much to 

send help to Ireland.

 This was very effective as these charities gave Ireland the supplies they 

were in need of, which would’ve helped a lot of  people 



PRIVATE CHARITIES



 In 1851, the population was down by 

almost 2 million people from the previous 

census.

 Half  of  this number died, the rest 

emigrated.

 In the 1900 there was only about 4 ½ 

million people left. This was due to the 

changing pattern of  early marriage and 

subdivision. 

 Many landlords were anxious to sell off  

their land, especially if  they were in debt.

 The Encumbered Estates Act of  1849 

made it easier for them to do so.

 Many tenants had realised the uncertain 

nature of  subdivision of  land and had 

stopped doing it.

 The number of  larger holdings increased 

and the cottier class almost died out.

RESULTS OF THE FAMINE

Population decline Consolidation of  land



 This change in land distribution had 

important effects on society. In order to keep the 

farm as one unit, only one son could inherit, but 

he had to wait until his father passed.

 This then led to later marriage and a 

subsequent decline in birth rate.

 This also meant that the other sons and 

daughters often saw emigration as the best 

solution for their future.

 Many in Ireland resented the 

actions taken by the government or at 

best saw them as inadequate.

 This helped to make the Irish even 

more bitter towards England.

 Such bitterness took root in the 

new emigrant communities in England 

and especially in America. 

RESULTS OF THE FAMIINE

Changes in marriage patterns Political effects 



EMIGRATION 

 Emigration was widespread following the famine as many tried to 

find a new life in a better land.

 However, many never reached the new land but died in the awful 

conditions on board what were often called ‘coffin ships’. These ships 

were overcrowded, food was poor and disease spread rapidly. All of  

these made worse their feelings of  bitterness towards Britain. 476 

people boarded one of  ships, 318 got to the new land. 



THE COFFIN SHIPS


