Backgrounder: The Great Potato Famine





		The Irish potato crop had failed three times during the early 1800s.  Each time there was a period of 2-3 months of hunger and starvation between the finish of the old crop and the harvest of a new crop.  In 1845, the potato crop failed again.  Fortunately about 20% of the crop had been harvested before the disease struck.  To everyone’s surprise and shock, the harvest of 1846 also failed.  This time the entire crop was struck by a blight.





		The winter of 1846-47 was a nightmare in Ireland.  People ate everything on their farms including berries, leaves and grass.  Tens of thousands of starving people left their farms and took to the road in search of food and help.  Hordes of beggars converged on towns and cities looking to the churches and the government for assistance.  Deadly typhus fever struck Ireland and spread death amongst the starving people even more.  So many people died that decaying corpses and skeletons were common sights along the road as bodies went unburied.  At the town of Skibberdeen there were not enough coffins so bodies were given the appearance of a proper burial by being pushed through an open-ended sliding coffin into a large pit.  Parents tramped the road sometimes carrying children in sheets refusing to believe that they were dead.  Normally the churches would give out charity to the poor and starving, but they were overwhelmed by the number of people seeking food.





		A few landlords ruined themselves financially trying to help their tenants.  They did this by cancelling rents or by using their own money to buy food for the cottier families.  The estates of those landowners ruined by the famine were bought up by ‘gombeen men’ - merchants and moneylenders who got the land for a fraction of its real value.  Other, more heartless landlords, grabbed the chance to evict those tenants who could not pay their rent.  Thus, many families who might have just scraped through the famine were thrown out onto the roads where they faced certain death.





		How did the British Government react to the crisis?  At first, the Government in London did nothing in the belief that the famine was temporary and would disappear like earlier famines.  When the second crop failed, the government sent two scientific experts to Ireland to recommend cures for the potato rot.  These investigators recommended that the potatoes be stored in pits.  Without knowing it their advice made it easier for the fungus, which caused the rot, to spread amongst the potatoes.  The government also bought thousands of tons of corn from the U.S. and Canada, but then announced that the corn would be sold rather than given away.  The starving poor could not afford the lifesaving corn and much of it rotted away in warehouses.





		When the third crop in a row failed, the government finally took strong action.  Free food was distributed throughout Ireland in the winter of 1847 and while it undoubtedly saved hundreds of thousands of lives, the free food programme was too late for almost a million Irish who had died or were dying.  By the summer of 1848 over three million people were being fed at public expense.  Mercifully the 1848 potato crop was unaffected by the blight.





	The government decided that the best solution to the famine problem was to encourage the Irish poor to cross the Atlantic to Canada and the United States.  In a quick change in policy, the government encouraged hundreds of thousands of Irishmen to emigrate.  Over the next ten years 1 1/2 million Irish left home.  So began the most desperate and dramatic ten years of the Great Migration.  Despite the famine, many Irish families were reluctant to leave their ancient homeland.  The night before their departure was celebrated like a wake with weeping relatives and friends accompanying them the first mile of their trip.














