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The Irish Famine, 1845-1849

The Irish famine, which brought hardship and tragedy to Ireland during the 1840s, was caused and prolonged by four basic factors: the failure of the potato crop, the landlord-tenant system, errors in government policy, and the long-standing prejudice of the British toward Ireland.

According to Full Name of Textbook Author, The immediate cause of the famine was the failure of the potato crop. In 1845, potato disease struck the crop, and potatoes rotted in the ground. The 1846 crop also failed, and before long people were eating weeds. The 1847 crop was healthy, but there were not enough potatoes to go around, and in 1848 the blight struck again, leading to more and more evictions of tenants by landlords (page number).

The tenants’ position on the land had never been very secure. As Author’s Last Name states, most had no leases and could be turned out by their landlords at any time. If a tenant owed rent, he was evicted— or, worse, put in prison, leaving his family to starve. The threat of prison caused many tenants to leave their land; those who could leave Ireland did so, sometimes with money provided by their landlords. Some landlords did try to take care of their tenants, but most did not. Many were absentee landlords who spent their rent money abroad (page numbers).  

Government policy errors, although not an immediate cause of the famine, played an important role in creating an unstable economy and perpetuating starvation. According to Author’s Last Name, in 1846, the government decided not to continue selling corn, as it had during the first year of the famine, claiming that low-cost purchases of corn by Ireland had paralyzed British trade by interfering with free enterprise. Therefore, 1846 saw a starving population, angry demonstrations, and panic; even those with money were unable to buy food. Still, the government insisted that if it sent food to Ireland, prices would rise in the rest of the United Kingdom and that this would be unfair to hardworking English and Scots. As a result, no food was sent (page numbers). Throughout the years of the famine, the British government aggravated an already grave situation: they did nothing to improve agricultural operations, to help people adjust to another crop, to distribute seeds, or to reorder the landlord tenant system that made the tenants’ position so insecure.

At the root of this poor government policy was the longstanding British prejudice against the Irish. As Author’s Last Name states, hostility between the two countries went back some six hundred years, and the British were simply not about to inconvenience themselves to save the Irish (page number). When the Irish so desperately needed grain to replace the damaged potatoes, it was clear that grain had to be imported from England. This meant, however, that the Corn Laws, which had been enacted to keep the price of British corn high by taxing imported grain, had to be repealed (page numbers). The British were unwilling to repeal the Corn Laws. Even when they did supply cornmeal, they made no attempt to explain to the Irish how to cook this unfamiliar food (page numbers). Moreover, the British government was determined to make Ireland pay for its own poor, so it forced the collection of taxes (page numbers). Since many landlords could not collect the tax money, they were forced to evict their tenants (page numbers). The British government’s callous and indifferent treatment of the Irish has been called genocide.

As a result of this devastating famine, the population of Ireland was reduced from about nine million to about six and one-half million (last name page number). During the famine years, men roamed the streets looking for work, begging when they found none (page number). Epidemics of “famine fever” and dysentery reduced the population drastically page number). The most important historical result of the famine, however, was the massive immigration to the United States, Canada, and Great Britain of poor, unskilled people who had to struggle to fit into a skilled economy and who brought with them a deep-seated hatred of the British (page number). (This same hatred remained strong in Ireland itself—so strong that at the time of World War II, Ireland, then independent, remained neutral rather than coming to England’s aid) (page number).  Irish immigrants faced slums, fever epidemics, joblessness, and hostility—even anti-Catholic and anti-Irish riots—in Boston, New York, London, Glasgow, and Quebec (page number). In Ireland itself, poverty and discontent continued, and by 1848 those emigrating from Ireland included a more highly skilled class of farmers, the ones Ireland needed to recover and to survive (page number)..  

Need second source: The Irish culture in America these days – examples of it.  Maybe Saint Patrick’s Day celebrations in Dallas????  

Another example of the effects of Irish in America from a third source needed here, with examples and details.
The Irish famine, one of the great tragedies of the nineteenth century, was a natural disaster compounded by the insensitivity of the British government and the archaic agricultural system of Ireland. Although the deaths that resulted depleted Ireland’s resources even more, the men and women who immigrated to other countries permanently enriched those nations.
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