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TOPIC: Impact of the Great Irish Famine

SUBJECT/GRADE LEVEL: Social Studies, Grade Level 9.

TITLE: Introduction to the Great Irish Famine

AIM QUESTION: Why study about the Great Irish Famine, 1845-1852?

NEW YORK STATE SOCIAL STUDIES STANDARDS:

World History: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their

understanding of major ideas, eras, themes, developments, and turning points in

world history, and examine the broad sweep of history from a variety of perspectives.

Geography: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their

understanding of the geography of the interdependent world in which we live --

local, national and global -- including the distribution of people, places and

environments over the Earth's surface.

Economics: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their

understanding of how the United States and other societies develop economic systems

and associated institutions to allocate scare resources, how major decision-making

units function in the U.S. and other national economies, and how an economy solves

the scarcity problem through market and non-market mechanisms.

TEACHER BACKGROUND:

Study of the Great Irish Famine allows students to explore a number of essential

social studies questions related to the causes of events and the responsibility of

government to respond to them. No one knows exactly how many people died in

Ireland's great Famine of 1845-52, but in a population of more than eight million

people, the death count reached at least one million. Another million and a half

people emigrated. This human disaster occurred within the jurisdiction of Great

Britain, the richest and most industrially advanced empire in the world at that time.

According to historian Christine Kineally in an article in Natural History  magazine

(January 1998), “the potato blight was an ecological disaster that struck Ireland

when it was particularly vulnerable. But what transformed the blight into a famine

was the failure of the British government, along with landlords and merchants, to

meet the challenge and implement effective action.” Conditions in Ireland became so

bad during the potato famine that according to one report: "Most of the dead were
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buried in fields or along the roads. The corpse was frequently wrapped with straw

ropes and buried in this way without a coffin. . . . Tombstones were not erected as it

was difficult to find men with the strength to make the graves. . . . Bodies actually lay

unburied by hedges for rats soon devoured the flesh and only the skeleton remained.

During the famine people died from a variety of causes, though relatively few from

actual starvation. Most were felled by relapsing fever, typhus, dysentery, and

cholera. Their vulnerability to these diseases made worse by hunger, inadequate

shelter, overcrowding in workhouses, and hard labor on work relief projects.

REFLECTION: Some high school teachers spent two days on this lesson. On the

first day, they examined the question of responsibility and used newspaper

articles and the famine chronology to establish “what happened.” On the

second day they focused on the passage by Frederick Douglass and compared

the songs, “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen” with “Praties”. The goals of

this lesson were to use student familiarity with Douglass and slavery in the

United States to put a “human face” on famine events, establish concern with

human suffering under slavery and famine conditions and introduced the

Great Irish Famine as a human rights issue. : Teachers recommended using

edited, adapted or rewritten versions of documents depending on lesson goals

and performance level of students.
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AIM: Why study about the Great Irish Famine, 1845-1852?

ASSESSMENT:

- Students will demonstrate an understanding of cause and effect in history and the

ability to support conclusions based on an evaluation of evidence through individual

and group writing assignments and during group and class discussions.

- Students will demonstrate the importance of examining and respecting multiple

perspectives when explaining historical events.

- Students will demonstrate the ability to examine and explain the significance of

primary source documents.

- Students will demonstrate the ability to apply an understanding of explain

contemporary problems to explain historical events.

DAY ONE

DO NOW ACTIVITY: Read ACTIVITY A: Excerpts from an editorial in The London Times,

September 22, 1846, section A, and answer questions 1 and 2.

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY: What contemporary natural disasters do you remember?

Hurricanes. Droughts. Storms? Floods? Explain. These kind of events have been called

acts of nature.  But the impact of acts of nature are often influenced by the actions of

people and governments. For example, a heat wave leads to expanded use of

electricity, but failure to plan leads to a blackout. In your opinion, are companies and

governments responsible for “acts of nature”? Do they have an resonsibility to plan

to prevent widespread disruption, damage, and death? Do they have a responsibility

to assist victims andhelp them survive and rebuild? Explain.

TRANSITIONAL ACTIVITY: Read ACTIVITY A and answer key questions: What caused

the destruction of the Irish potato crop? Who does the editorial blame for the Great

Irish Famine? What is the editorials view of the Irish response to action taken by the

British government? Who else could be considered responsible? How do we decide

who is responsible for the Great Irish Famine? What kind of information would you

want to examine to help you decide?

ACTIVITY:

- Student teams read and discuss ACTIVITY B and answer questions 3, 4, 5. Teams

report on their views to the class and the full class discusses key questions: Who does

the editorial blame for the hardships in Ireland during the Famine? Why does the

editorial blame them? In your opinion, how are these arguments similar to or
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different from statements made about welfare recipients in our country today?

Explain the reason for your answer.

SUMMARY QUESTION: In your opinion, why is it important to study the causes and the

impact of the Great Irish Famine?

HOMEWORK: Act of Nature/Act of Man: Find a Current Events article on a natural

disaster in the contemporary world. Summarize the story of the disaster. Explain your

opinion on why it can be considered an act of nature, an act of man, or both?

APPLICATION: Examine the beginning of ACTIVITY C- Famine Chronology and discuss

key questions: Why does the potato blight appear to spread so quickly? In your

opinion, could the English government have intervened more quickly and with

greater force? Explain.
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DAY TWO

TEACHER BACKGROUND: Frederick Douglass, the African-American abolitionist,

was in Ireland during the Famine.  Later, in his autobiography, The Life and                          

Times of Frederick Douglass (1881), Douglass recalls the similarity between the                                                    

"wild and plantive notes" of African-American music that he heard as a boy

sung by slaves and the music he heard in Ireland during the famine. "Child as

I was, these wild songs greatly depressed my spirits.  Nowhere outside of dear

old Ireland, in the days of want and famine, have I heard sounds so mournful.

DO NOW ACTIVITY: Read. ACTIVITY: The Life of Frederick Douglass , A- Who was

Frederick Douglass? Answer questions 1-3.

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY: Who was Frederick Douglass? Why do you think we still

learn about him today? ? Why would people be interested in his views of Ireland?

TRANSITION: Read B and C. In your opinion, what does Frederick Douglass mean when

he describes the songs of enslaved Africans as "the prayer and complaint of souls

boiling over with the bitterest anguish"? The Irish men and women described by

Frederick Douglass were free. In your opinion, why did Douglass compare their songs

with the songs of enslaved Africans?

ACTIVITY: ACTIVITY B. Examine “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen” and

“Praities.” How are the words to these songs similar to and different from each other?

Frederick Douglass called the music he heard in Ireland during the famine and the

slave songs he heard as a boy "mournful." Do you think these songs are mournful?

What about them sound sad? How do the singers see their lives? Do they have any

hope?  What  words or lines tell you how they feel?  Both songs use the word "down."

What do they mean when they say "down"?  Do they mean down as a place or down as

a feeling or both? The tempo is the speed of the music.  Should these songs be sung

slowly or quickly? Identify the tempo for each song. Notice that these songs are sung

in unison, as one voice, not in harmony.  The emotion of the singer gives each song

its special meaning.

Why are songs like these considered important historical documents?

Examine ACTIVITY C. Describe the people portrayed in these newspaper drawings

from articles on the Great Irish Famine. The English government did not cause the

potato blight. In your opinion, was it responsible for assisting these people? Explain.
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SUMMARY QUESTION: Based on the discussion yesterday and today, would you consider

the hardship caused by the failure of the potato crop an “Act of Nature” or an “Act of

Man”? Explain.

HOMEWORK: Act of Nature/Act of Man: Find a Current Events article on a natural

disaster in the contemporary world. Summarize the story of the disaster. Explain your

opinion on why it can be considered an act of nature, an act of man, or both?

APPLICATION: Examine ACTIVITY C- Famine Chronology. Select three key events in

the Chronology of the Great Irish Famine. Using primary and secondary sources,

write “newspaper accounts” of these events.
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 (EDITED VERSION) ACTIVITY A: AN EDITORIAL ON PUBLIC RESPONSE TO THE GREAT

IRISH FAMINE. Excerpts from an editorial in The London Times, September 22, 1846.

Do Now: Read and answer questions 1 and 2.

Word Bank: calamity - disaster; murmur - whisper; palliate -relieve;

afflictions - illnesses.

“The people have made up their minds to report the worst and believe the worst.

Human agency is now denounced as instrumental in adding to the calamity inflicted

by Heaven. It is no longer submission to Providence, but a murmur against the

Government. The potatoes were blighted by a decree from on high. Such are the

thanks that a Government gets for attempting to palliate great afflictions.”

(ADAPTED VERSION) ACTIVITY A: AN EDITORIAL ON PUBLIC RESPONSE TO THE GREAT

IRISH FAMINE. Based on an editorial in The London Times, September 22, 1846.

Do Now: Read and answer questions 1 and 2.

The people have made up their minds to report the worst and believe the worst.

Human actions are now blamed as responsible for adding to the disaster caused by

Heaven. It is no longer submission to Providence, but a complaint against the

Government. The potatoes were blighted by a decree from on high. Such are the

thanks that a Government gets for attempting to relieve great suffering.

(REWRITTEN VERSION) ACTIVITY A: AN EDITORIAL ON PUBLIC RESPONSE TO THE GREAT

IRISH FAMINE. Based on an editorial in The London Times, September 22, 1846.

Do Now: Read and answer questions 1 and 2.

The Irish people report the worst and believe the worst. England is blamed for

making a disaster caused by Heaven even worse. Instead of accepting that the potato

blight was an act of God, the Irish complain about the government. The potatoes were

destroyed by a decree from on high. Such are the thanks that the government gets

for attempting to relieve great suffering.

Questions

1- Who does the editorial blame for the Great Irish Famine?

2- What is the editorials view of the Irish response to action taken by the English

government?
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(EDITED VERSION)

ACTIVITY B: Read section B, C and D and answer questions 3, 4 and 5.

Word Bank: indolence - laziness; suffrage - voting; doles - welfare benefits;

bonbons- chocolate candy; Celts - Irish; potatophagi - potato lovers; dun - bill.

B) The Government provided work for a people who love it not. It made this the

absolute condition of relief. The Government was required to ward off starvation, not

to pamper indolence; its duty was to encourage industry, not to stifle it; to stimulate

others to give employment, not to outbid them, or drive them from the labor markets.

Alas! the Irish peasant had tasted of famine and found that it was good.

 C) There are ingredients in the Irish character which must be modified and

corrected before either individuals or Government can hope to raise the general

condition of the people. It is absurd to prescribe political innovations for the remedy

of their sufferings or the alleviations of their wants. Extended suffrage and

municipal reform for a peasantry who have for six centuries consented to alternate

between starvation on a potato and the doles of national charity! You might as well

give them bonbons.

D) For our own parts, we regard the potato blight as a blessing. When the Celts once

cease to be potatophagi, they must become carnivorous. With the taste of meats will

grow the appetite for them. With this will come steadiness, regularity, and

perseverance. Nothing will strike so deadly a blow, not only at the dignity of Irish

character, but also the elements of Irish prosperity, as a confederacy of rich

proprietors to dun the national Treasury.

Questions

3- Who does the editorial blame for the hardships in Ireland during the Famine?

4- Why does the editorial blame them?

5- In your opinion, how are these arguments similar to or different from statements

made about welfare recipients in our country today? Explain the reason for your

answer.
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(ADAPTED VERSION)

ACTIVITY B: Read section B, C and D and answer questions 3, 4 and 5.

B) The Government provided work for a people who love it not. It made this the

absolute condition of relief. The Government was required to ward off starvation, not

to reward laziness; its duty was to encourage industry, not to stifle it; to stimulate

others to give employment, not to outbid them, or drive them from the labor markets.

Alas! the Irish peasant had tasted of famine and found that it was good.

 C) There are ingredients in the Irish character which must be modified and

corrected before either individuals or Government can hope to raise the general

condition of the people. It is absurd to prescribe political solutions for the remedy of

their sufferings or the lessening of their wants. Extended voting and municipal

reform for a peasantry who have for six centuries consented to alternate between

starvation on a potato and national charity! You might as well give them chocolate

candies.

D) For our own parts, we regard the potato blight as a blessing. When the Irish once

cease to be potato lovers, they must become meat eaters. With the taste of meats will

grow the appetite for them. With this will come steadiness, regularity, and

persistence. Nothing will strike so deadly a blow, not only at the dignity of Irish

character, but also the elements of Irish prosperity, as a group of rich landlords

billing the national Treasury.

Questions

3- Who does the editorial blame for the hardships in Ireland during the Famine?

4- Why does the editorial blame them?

5- In your opinion, how are these arguments similar to or different from statements

made about welfare recipients in our country today? Explain the reason for your

answer.
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(REWRITTEN VERSION)

ACTIVITY B: Read section B, C, and D and answer questions 3, 4 and 5.

B) The English government provided work for a people who love it not. It made this

the condition ofhelp . The government was required to prevent starvation, not to

reward laziness. Its duty was to encourage the growth of industry in Ireland, not to

prevent it. Its task was to stimulate others to give people jobs, not to outbid them, or

drive them from the labor markets. The problem is that the Irish peasant tasted of

famine and found that it was good.

 C) There are ingredients in the Irish character which must be changed and

corrected before either individuals or government can hope to raise the general

condition of the people. It is ridiculous to try political solutions for ending sufferings

or decreasing the desires of the Irish people. How will voting and reform help

peasants who for six centuries alternated between starvation on a potato and national

charity? The government might as well give them chocolate candies.

D) This newspaper believes the potato blight was a blessing. When the Irish stop

depending on the potato, they must become meat eaters. With the taste of meats will

grow their appetite for them. With this will come steadiness, regularity, and

persistence. Nothing will strike so deadly a blow at the dignity of Irish character and

prosperity as allowing rich landlords to charge the national Treasury for relief

programs.

Questions

3- Who does the editorial blame for the hardships in Ireland during the Famine?

4- Why does the editorial blame them?

5- In your opinion, how are these arguments similar to or different from statements

made about welfare recipients in our country today? Explain the reason for your

answer.
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 ACTIVITY C - Famine Chronology

The fungus that caused the Potato Blight probably originated in either Peru or

Mexico. It was transported to the United States, either with new potato stocks or with

shipments of guano, a type of fertilizer. 1851 The 1851 census revealed a population

decline in Ireland of approximately 2.4 million people, including 1.1 million dead.

1843 Potato Blight reported in New York.

1845 By 1845, the Potato Blight fungus spread around the United States and

across the Atlantic Ocean to Belgium, France, Switzerland, Germany,

Scandanavia, and Ireland.

August, 1845 The Potato Blight is first reported in Ireland.

October, 1845 The potato crop is heavily damaged in eastern Ireland. One-third of the

total Irish potato crop is lost.

November, 1845 English landlords in Ireland refuse to halt export of oats. Parliament

will not end Corn Laws that tax imported foreign grain. However, Prime

Minister Sir Robert Peel authorizes the purchase of half a million

dollars worth of non-taxed corn (maize) from the United States. This

corn could feed about half a million people for three months.

Winter, 1845-1846 The British government sets up local committees of landlords and

gentry to supply the poor with affordable food. Committees will receive

donations from the government. Landlords were also expected to

establish a system of public work for the poor. The government agreed

to grant loans and subsidize work projects. Ireland avoids mass

starvation. Tens of thousands die in Belgium and the Netherlands.

Spring, 1846  Irish farmers plant a new potato crop, approximately 80% the size of

the 1845 crop.

August, 1846 Public works projects are shut down and workers are laid off. The public

work system is reorganized. Localities are expected to pay for projects.

Charles Trevelelyan, in charge of relief efforts for the British Treasury,

declares the goal is to end the "cancer of dependency" and make "Irish

property support Irish poverty."

August, 1846 The potato blight reappears in Ireland and Scotland. Because of a dry

summer, potato crops in England and continental Europe survive.

September, 1846 An estimated nine-tenths of the potato crop is destroyed by the

potato blight. Ireland cuts back on oat exports to England by one-third,
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but the oats provide less than one-tenth the food value of the lost potato

crop.

Fall, 1846 Parliament under Prime Minister Lord John Russell refuses to interfere

with free trade and block food exports out of Ireland.

October, 1846 Relief work is resumed. Wages are kept below the "normal" rate, so a

worker cannot support a family. An average of 114,00 are employed

daily. It reaches 441,000 by the end of the year. Food riots begin. In

Dungarvan, troops fire on the crowd killing two.

Winter, 1846-1847 Quakers begin large-scale relief effort. Funds are raised in

England and the United States. However, starvation and disease,

especially typhus, yellow fever, and dysentery ravage the population.

The year 1847 becomes known as Black'47.

Spring, 1847 Rice and corn arrive from the United States, but many have already died

of starvation and disease.

June, 1847 A new Poor Law holds the Irish landlords, rather than the British

government, responsibile for relief.

Summer, 1847 The USS Macedonian arrives with food at Cork. By July, three million

rations are being distributed daily. Morality begins to decline.

December, 1847 During the year, approximately 230,000 people migrate to the United

States and Australia. Another 100,000  go to Canada. Over twenty

thousand were assisted by landlords anxious to drive them off their

lands.

Winter 1847-1848 Landlords start a wave of evictions of small farmers. The evicted are

driven off the land by a bailiff supported by the police and army. Homes

are torn down and neighbors who offer shelter to the homeless are

punished. Other farmers are forced to abandon their homes in order to

receive poor relief. Between 1849 and 1854, nearly a quarter of a million

people are permanently evicted from their homes. Landlord brutality is

met by increasingly violent "outrages." The government responded by

strengthening the power of the police and courts. James Fintan Lalor

and the Young Ireland nationalists call for social revolution and

"repealing the conquest." John Mitchel calls for a rent and tax strike.

July, 1848 Habeas  corpus is suspended in Ireland. Rebels declare war on Great

Britain. A small group of insurgents is dispersed. Leaders, including

John Mitchel, are exiled to Tasmania. Others escape to the United States

and France. The potato blight returns and half the crop is lost.
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November, 1848 A cholera epidemic sweeps Ireland. Thousands of the most

vulnerable perish. Most private charity efforts collapse. By June, 1849

the Quakers abandon relief efforts, delcaring that "the Government

alone could raise the funds necessary in many districts to save the lives

of the people."

February, 1849 A small relief effort by Great Britain is opposed by the British press.

The Tiomes declares that Ireland "has broken the back of English

benevolence."

August, 1849 Queen Victoria visits Ireland to mark a symbolic end to the Famine.
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ACTIVITY A: THE LIFE OF FREDERICK DOUGLASS

Source: F. Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom.

A- Who was Frederick Douglass?

Frederick Douglass was African American. He was born in February, 1817 on a

plantation in Maryland. According to his autobiography, Douglass' father may have

been his mother's white "master." Because his mother was an enslaved African,

Douglass was also a slave. She was hired out to work on another plantation, so

Frederick Douglass hardly knew her. She died while he was still a young boy.

Frederick Douglass escaped to freedom in the north in 1838. He was twenty-one

years old. He never told anyone how he escaped because he did not want to put the

people who helped him in danger. We do know that he made it safely to New York and

then settled in Massachussetts.

Douglass devouted his life to ending slavery in the United States and to winning

equal rights for African Americans. He worked as an abolitionist lecturer and

newspaper editor and wrote his autobiography twice. During the Civil War, Frederick

Douglass recruited blacks to join the Union army. After the war, he spent the rest of

his life fighting against Jim Crow laws and racial segregation. Douglass was one of

the first African Americans to hold an appointed political office in the United States.

He died in 1895.

Questions

1- Why was Frederick Douglass considered a slave?

2- Why did Douglass refuse to tell people how he escaped to freedom?

3- How did Douglass help the Union win the Civil War?

B- Why was Frederick Douglass in Great Britain?

Even after he had reached the north, Frederick Douglass was still considered a

runaway slave and the property of his former master. Douglass decided to fight to end

slavery in the United States. He joined the abolitionists and travelled around New

England giving anti-slavery lectures. In 1845, Frederick Douglass wrote pamphlets

that described his experience as a slave. The publication of these pamphlets put

Douglass in danger of being captured and being returned to the south.

Abolitionist friends helped Frederick Douglass escape to Great Britain where

he lived for almost two years. While living in Great Britain, Douglass travelled

across England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, gave lectures on the evils of

slavery, and wrote articles for abolitionist newspapers in the United States.
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During this time his supporters purchased his freedom for $700. This made it

possible for Frederick Douglass to return to the United States as a free man.

Questions

1- How did Frederick Douglass work to end slavery in the United States?

2- Why did Frederick Douglass travel to Great Britain?

3- Why was Frederick Douglass able to return to the United States?

C- Why did Douglass compare the Irish and enslaved Africans?

In his autobiography, Frederick Douglass compared the songs of enslaved

Africans and poor Irish during the Great Irish Famine. He wrote:

"I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those rude, and

apparently incoherent songs. I was myself within the circle, so that I neither saw

nor heard as those without might see and hear. They were tones, loud, long and deep,

breathing the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish.

Every tone was a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for deliverance from

chains. The hearing of those wild notes always depressed my spirits, and filled my

heart with sadness."

"I have never heard any songs like those any where since I left slavery, except

when in Ireland. There I heard the same wailing notes, and was much affected by

them. It was during the famine of 1845-1846 (When Douglass wrote his book he had

the year wrong. It was actually 1846-1847)."

Questions

1- In your opinion, what does Frederick Douglass mean when he describes the songs

of enslaved Africans as "the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the

bitterest anguish"?

2- The Irish men and women described by Frederick Douglass were free. In your

opinion, why did Douglass compare their songswith the songs of enslaved Africans?
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ACTIVITY B- COMPARING SONGS OF HARDSHIP

Nobody Knows The Trouble I’ve Seen (Traditional African American Spiritual)

1) Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Nobody knows my sorrow,

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Glory halleluia!

4) What makes old Satan hate me so?

Cause he got me once and lt me go.

I never shall forget that day

When hope wiped my sins away.

2) Although you see me going long so

I have my trials here below

One day when I was walking long

The element opened and Love came

down.

5) Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Nobody knows my sorrow,

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Glory halleluia!

3) Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Nobody knows my sorrow,

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Glory halleluia!

6) Sometimes I’m up, sometimes I’m

down,

Sometimes I’m almost to the ground,

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

Glory halleluia!


