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TOPIC: Impact of the Great Irish Famine

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

TITLE: Asneath Nicholson describes the Great Irish Famine

AIM QUESTION: How does Asneath Nicholson help us understand the impact of the

Great Famine on the Irish people?

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: This lesson uses Asneath Nicholson’s description of the potato

blight and the famine on the people of Ireland. Nicholson was an American woman

who traveled across Ireland during the famine distributing Bibles in Irish and

English and helping to provide famine relief. She wrote describing famine

conditions.The lesson is designed so that student teams examine different sections of

the document package and report on their findings to the full class. The goal is to

help students create their own metaphors for understanding events of this

magnitude.

REFLECTION: Teachers recommended using edited, adapted or rewritten

versions of documents depending on lesson goals and performance level of

students. See discussion of the use of differentiated texts. High school teachers

used this lesson to review concepts like poverty, prosperity, justice, injustice,

and oppression.
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AIM: How does Asneath Nicholson help us understand the impact of the Great Famine

on the Irish people?

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 develop and explain there views on the roles of individuals and

individual choice in history.

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

contemporary problems to explain historical events.

DO NOW ACTIVITY: Read introduction and section A) Relief. Answer questions 1-3.

1- Who was Asenath Nicholson?

2- Why does Nicholson suggest sending a few heads of barley to William Bennet?

3- What is Nicholson's attitude toward government relief efforts?

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY: Review section A) Relief and the answers to questions 1-3.

In the United States today there is sharp debate over the public welfare or relief

programs. In your opinion, are the issues similar to or different from the issues in

Ireland during the Great Famine?

TRANSITIONAL ACTIVITY: If Asneath Nicholson were alive today, what do you think

she would say about efforts in the United States to force people off of welfare? Why?

ACTIVITY: Working in groups, students should examine passages B, C, D, and E and

answer the questions at the end of each section. At the end of the activity, a

representative of each group should report to the entire class.

Key Questions: What are the stages of hunger? What happened each time the old man

traveled to town in search of food? What did the man discover when he opened the

cabin? Why is it difficult to bury people along the sea-coast? In your opinion, why

does Asenath Nicholson describe these scenes in detail? In your opinion, can we

count on the accuracy of her account? Why or why not?

- Examine section F) Dogs. What is happening in this passage? Why is it so painful to

read? In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson decide to tell this story?
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SUMMARY QUESTION: According to Asenath Nicholson, what was the impact of the

Great Famine on the Irish people? In your opinion, what would be the long term

impact of these conditions on the Irish people?

HOMEWORK: Asneath Nicholson was an American who visited Ireland during the

Great Famine and tried to help its victims. Throughout history, rescuers have placed

their own lives at risk in order to help others. Could you have been a rescuer?

Explain.

APPLICATION: In your opinion, are government's responsible to address the problems

of poverty in society? Why? Does it make a difference if the poverty is a regular

feature of the society or if it is caused by a sudden event like the potato blight? Why?

- Asneath Nicholson was an American who visited Ireland during the Great Famine

and tried to help its victims. Throughout history, rescuers have placed their own

lives at risk in order to help others. Could you have been a rescuer? Explain.

PROJECT: Asneath Nicholson was an American who visited Ireland during the Great

Famine and tried to help its victims. Throughout history, rescuers have placed their

own lives at risk in order to help others. Research and write a biography of a

rescuer.
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(EDITED VERSION)

ACTIVITY SHEET: Nicholson Describes the Impact of the Great Famine on Ireland

M. Murphy, ed., Asenath Nicholson, Annals of the Famine in Ireland (Dublin: Lilliput, 1998).

Asenath Nicholson was an American woman who traveled across Ireland during the

famine distributing Bibles in Irish and English and helping to provide famine relief.

She wrote describing famine conditions.

A) Relief

At a little distance was a smooth green field, rearing its pretty crop of young

barley, whose heads were full and fast ripening for the sickle. 'This is the growth of

seed which was presented by William Bennet, last March, the poor creatures have

sowed it, and if the hands that planted it live to reap the crop, they will have a little

bread. Take a few heads of it, and send them to him as a specimen of its fine growth,

and of their care in cultivating it. Had these industrious people been supplied in the

spring with seed of barley and turnips they would not need charity from the public.

The government sent a supply around the coast, the delighted people looked up with

hope, when to their sad disappointment, this expected gift was offered at a price

considerably higher than the market one, and we saw the ships sailing away, without

leaving its contents; for not one was able to purchase a pound. And we have since

been told, that the "lazy dogs" were offered seed, but refused, not willing to take the

trouble to sow it.'

Questions

1- Who was Asenath Nicholson?

2- How does she describe the Irish farmers?

3- What is Nicholson's attitude toward government relief efforts?

B) Hunger

To those who have never watched the progress of protracted hunger, it might be

proper to say, that persons will live for months, and pass through different stages,

and life will struggle on to maintain her lawful hold, if occasional scanty supplies

are given, till the walking skeleton becomes in a state of inanity -- he sees you not,

he heeds you not, neither does he beg. The first stage is somewhat clamorous -- will

not easily be put off; the next is patient, passive stupidity; and the last is idiocy. In the

second stage, they will stand at a window for hours, without asking charity, giving a

vacant stare, and not until peremptorily driven away will they move. In the last state,

the head bends forward, and they walk with long strides, and pass you unheedingly.



5

Questions

1- What are the stages of hunger?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson describe them in such detail?

C) Starvation

I met a pitiful old man in hunger and tatters, with a child on his back, almost

entirely naked, and to appearance in the last stages of starvation. The old man was

interrogated, why he took such an object into sight, upon the street, when he

answered that he lived seven miles off, and was afraid the child would die in the

cabin, with two little children he had left starving, and he had come to get the bit of

meal, as it was the day he heard that the relief was giving out. The officer told him he

had not time to enter his name on the book, and he was sent away in that condition; a

penny or two was given him, for which he expressed the greatest gratitude.

The next Saturday, we saw an old man creeping slowly in a bending posture upon

the road. The old man looked up and recognized me. I did not know him, but his

overwhelming thanks for the little that was given him that day, called to mind the

circumstances; and, inquiring where the child was, he said the three were left in the

cabin, and had not taken a 'sup nor a bit' since yesterday morning, and he was afraid

some of them would be dead upon the hearth when he returned. The officer had told

him to come on Saturday, and his name should be on the book, he had waited without

scarcely eating a mouthful till then, and was so weak he could not carry the child,

and had crept the seven miles to get the meal, and was sent away with a promise to

wait till the next Tuesday, and come and have his name on the books. This poor man

had not a penny nor a mouthful of food, and he said tremulously, 'I must go home and

die on the hearth with the hungry ones.'

Questions

1- What happened each times the old man traveled to town in search of food?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson recount the story of this old man?

D) Death

A cabin was seen closed one day a little out of the town, when a man had the

curiosity to open it, and in a dark corner he found a family of the father, mother, and

two children, lying in close compact. The father was considerably decomposed; the

mother, it appeared, had died last, and probably fastened the door, which was always

the custom when all hope was extinguished, to get into the darkest corner and die,
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where passers-by could not see them. Such family scenes were quite common, and

the cabin was generally pulled down upon them for a grave.

Questions

1- What did the man discover when he opened the cabin?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson describe the scene in detail?

E) Burial

A famine burying-ground on the sea-coast has some peculiarities belonging to

itself. First, it often lies on the borders of the sea, without any wall, and the dead are

put into the earth without a coffin, so many piles on piles that the top one often can

be seen through the thin covering; loose stones are placed over, but the dogs can

easily put these aside, and tear away the loose dirt. This burial-place was on a cliff,

whose sides were covered with rough stones, and the ascent in some parts very

difficult. . . A straw rope was lying near a fresh-dug grave, which the pilot said

belonged to an old man, who two days before he saw climbing the cliff, with a son of

fifteen lashed to his back by that cord, bringing in his feeble hand a spade. 'I untied

the cord, took the corpse from the father's back, and with the spade, as well as I could,

made a grave and put in the boy;' adding, 'Here you see so many have been buried

that I could not cover him well.'

Questions

1- Why is it difficult to bury people along the sea-coast?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson describe the scene in detail?

F) Dogs

Six men, beside Mr. Griffith, crossed with me in an open boat, and we landed, not

buoyantly, upon the once pretty island. The first that called my attention was the

death-like stillness -- nothing of life was seen or heard, excepting occasionally a dog.

These looked so unlike all others I had seen among the poor -- I unwittingly said --

'How can the dogs look so fat and shining here, where there is no food for the

people?' 'Shall I tell her?' said the pilot to Mr. Griffith, not supposing that I heard

him. This was enough:  if anything were wanting to make the horrors of famine

complete, this supplied the deficiency.
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(ADAPTED/REWRITTEN VERSION)

ACTIVITY SHEET: Nicholson Describes the Impact of the Great Famine on Ireland

M. Murphy, ed., Asenath Nicholson, Annals of the Famine in Ireland (Dublin: Lilliput, 1998).

Asenath Nicholson was an American woman who traveled across Ireland during the

famine. Nicholson distributed Bibles in Irish and English and helped provide famine

relief. She also wrote describing famine conditions.

A) Relief

At a little distance was a smooth green field. Its crop of young barley was fast

ripening. The barley seeds were a gift. Hungry farmers planted and cared for the

crop. If they live until it is ready for harvest, they will have a little bread. Had these

hardworking people been supplied in the spring with enough barley seed and

turnips they would not need charity from the public. When the government sent a

supply of seed, the delighted people looked up with hope. Then, to their sad

disappointment, this expected gift was offered for sale at a price higher than the

market one. No one was able to purchase a pound. We saw the ships sailing away,

without leaving their contents. We have since been told, that the "lazy dogs" were

offered seed, but refused, not willing to take the trouble to plant it.

Questions

1- Who was Asenath Nicholson?

2- How does she describe the Irish farmers?

3- What is Nicholson's attitude toward government relief efforts?

B) Hunger

Let me describe the progress of long term hunger. A persons will live for months,

and pass through different stages, if small amounts of food are available. Eventually

the walking skeleton becomes lifeless -- he sees you not, he hears you not, neither

does he beg.  During the first stage of hunger, people are demanding, not easily put

off. Next they become patient, then passive and lifeless; and at the end they

arefeeble-minded. In the second stage, they will stand at a window for hours, without

asking charity, giving a vacant stare, and will not move. In the last state, the head

bends forward, and they walk with long strides, and pass without seeing.

Questions

1- What are the stages of hunger?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson describe them in such detail?
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C) Starvation

I met an old man in hunger and rags, with a child on his back, almost entirely

naked, and in the last stages of starvation.I asked the old man why he took the child

around with him like this. He answered that he lived seven miles away, and was

afraid the child would die in the cabin, with two little children he had left starving.

He had come to get the bit of meal because he heard that the relief was being

distributed. But the officer told him he could not enter his name in the book. The old

man man sent away. I gave him a penny or two, for which he expressed the greatest

gratitude.

The next Saturday, I saw an old man creeping slowly on the road. He looked up and

recognized me. I did not know him, but his overwhelming thanks for the little that

was given him that day, helped me remember. He said the three children were left in

the cabin, and had not taken a 'sup nor a bit' to eat since yesterday morning. He was

afraid some of them would be dead when he returned. The officer had told him to

come on Saturday and his name should be in the book. He had waited without scarcely

eating a mouthful till then and was so weak he could not carry the child. He had crept

the seven miles to get the meal, and was sent away with a promise to wait till the next

Tuesday. This poor man had not a penny nor a mouthful of food, and he said, shaking,

'I must go home and die with the hungry ones.'

Questions

1- What happened each times the old man traveled to town in search of food?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson recount the story of this old man?

D) Death

A cabin was seen closed one day a little out of the town. When a man opened it, he

found a family of the father, mother, and two children, lying in together in a dark

corner. The father’s body was considerably decomposed. The mother, it appeared, had

died last. She probably fastened the door, which was the custom when all hope was

gone, and went into the darkest corner to die, where passers-by could not see them.

Such family scenes were quite common. The cabin was generally pulled down upon

them for a grave.

Questions

1- What did the man discover when he opened the cabin?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson describe the scene in detail?
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E) Burial

A famine burying-ground on the sea-coast has some special qualities. First, it

often lies on the borders of the sea, without any wall. The dead are put into the earth

without a coffin. So many are piled up that the top one often can be seen through the

thin covering. Loose stones are placed over, but the dogs can easily put these aside,

and tear away the dirt. This burial-place was on a cliff, whose sides were covered

with rough stones, and the climb was very difficult. A straw rope was lying near a

fresh-dug grave. The pilot said it belonged to an old man, who two days before he saw

climbing the cliff, with a son of fifteen lashed to his back by that cord. The pilot

explained that, 'I untied the cord, took the corpse from the father's back, and with the

spade, as well as I could, made a grave and put in the boy.’ He added, 'Here you see so

many have been buried that I could not cover him well.'

Questions

1- Why is it difficult to bury people along the sea-coast?

2- In your opinion, why does Asenath Nicholson describe the scene in detail?

F) Dogs

Six men crossed with me in an open boat. We landed upon the once pretty island.

Nothing of life was seen or heard, except occasionally a dog. These looked so unlike

all others I had seen among the poor. Without thinking, I said, 'How can the dogs look

so fat and shining here, where there is no food for the people?' 'Shall I tell her?' said

the pilot toanother man, not supposing that I heard him. That was enough. If

anything was missing to make the horrors of famine complete, this supplied the last

piece.


