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Prerace

The teacher resource packet on The Great Irish Famine may be used in
several ways. Teachers may implement selected activities from the packet
while teaching immigration issues in the 1840’s. The activities in this packet

could also be used during Irish Heritage Month which is to be held during the
month of March.

In addition, curriculum writers may find some of the activities appropriate for
the facilitation of aligning their local World and United States History curricula
with the Maryland State Core Learning Goals and Content Standards.

Furthermore, it is the hope of this committee that the activities created in this
packet will begin a process of awareness for both teachers and students.
The Great Irish Famine is an event which has not only shaped both Irish and
United States history but also served as an important link between our two
cultures. The teaching of The Great Irish Famine will not only embrace
these ideas, but also illustrate a benchmark in World and United States
history that has been overlooked. |
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Che Grear Dunger

A Synopsis

Between 1845 and 1850, over one million people died of starvation and
disease in Ireland and 1 1/2 million others emigrated in order to survive during
the period known as the “Great Hunger.” This tragic episode in Irish history
occurred as a result of many factors. Events leading to the Great Hunger
began as early as the 14th century when laws were established to keep
English colonists in Ireland separated from the conquered Irish. The Statutes
of Kilkenny made marriage between the two groups, the Protestant English
colonists and the native Catholic Irish, a capital offense.!

In 1614, the Irish rebelled against the English who had subdued them. Eight
years later, Oliver Cromwell arrived with 12,000 soldiers, crushed the rebellion
and established England’s authority over Ireland. Over eleven million acres of
land were confiscated and native Irish were forced to move to the rocky,
infertile areas of Connaught in western Ireland. Those who refused to move
taced the death penalty or exile to the West Indies as “servants against their
will.”® Once the lrish were deprived of their land, the English introduced the
Penal Laws in 1697. These laws were aimed at repressing the native Irish by
impeding Catholics from practicing their religion and forbidding them to vote,
own a gun, pistol or sword, hold public office, engage in trade or commerce,
lease or purchase land, or own a horse of greater value than five pounds.?
Under the Penal Laws, Catholic bishops were banished from the country,
priests were required to register with the authorities, and parishes were limited
to one priest per parish. In an attempt to cause the Irish clergy to die out,
ordained priests were forbidden to enter Ireland.* Coupled with the seizure of
land, the Penal Laws devastated the Irish economy so severely that it made
the Irish the poorest of the poor. Scottish Presbyterians were also relegated to
second-class citizenship and had to endure similar restrictions, though not as harsh.

"John O’Beirne Ranelagh, A Short History of Irefand. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p.41.

zF’hilip A. Crowl, The Intelligent Traveiler's Guide To Historic ireland. (Chicago: Contemporary Books, Inc., 1990), p.162.
*Thomas E. Hachey, Joseph M. Hemon, and Lawrence J, McCaffrey, The Irish Experienge. (New York: M.E. Shampe, 1896}, p.33.

*S.J. Connolly, The Oxford Companion to lrish History. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.438.
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The American Revolution, which ended in 1781, inspired the Irish to join with
the Scottish Presbyterians in the bold, but unsuccessful, United Irish Rising of
1798. In retaliation, a brutal repression followed. The Act of Union became
operative in 1801 annexing Ireland to England, dissolving Ireland’s 500 year-
old Parliament, subjecting lreland to the rule of Great Britain’s Parliament and

reducing the lrish people to a labor force serving the English landlords as
handymen, servants, or tenant farmers.3

Poverty became a way of life for the native Irish and the situation worsened. If
lucky enough, an Irishman could rent some of the landlord’s land on which to
live and grow enough crops to sell for his rent and taxes. What little remained
would clothe and feed his family. If he had no money to rent, there was always
“Conacre,” a system by which one signed for a plot of land—usually 1/4 to 1/2
acre—with payment due at harvest. His ability to pay depended on the
success of his crop. In spite of such poverty, the lrish muitiplied. Marrying
young to bring more helping hands into the family, bearing children to support
them in old age, and encouraged by their clergy to do so, the Irish population
grew at an alarming rate. The census of 1841 recorded a population of
8,200,000. The average density on cultivated land was about 700 persons per
square mile, among the highest in Europe.®

The growing population set in motion a series of events, which courted
disaster. There was no new land so, as each generation married, parents
subdivided their small plots to allow their children a place to live and plant. The
land became less and less able to support them. Since they worked for the
landlord from sunup to sundown, scarcity of time, land and money forced the
Irish to the one crop that could produce the highest yield per acre—the potato.
This versatile piant was a source of calories, protein, nitrogen, iron, calcium,
magnesium, sulfur, potassium, and other minerals necessary for adequate
health. It was also inexpensive, easy to cultivate, and required only a spade to
harvest.” By 1844, a family of five was consuming an average of 280 pounds
of potatoes a week. It was a bad situation, but not a secret. Between 1801 and
the time that tragedy struck in 1845, the condition of Ireland was the subject of
over 114 Commissions and 61 Special Committees. Each reported that the
Irish were on the verge of starvation, most were unemployed and lived in

*Mike McCormack, “The Great Hunger - A Synopsis,” p.1.

‘Pater Gray, The irish Famine. (Harry Adams, Inc), p.9.

'Robert Rhodes, “The incredible Potato: (National Geographic Magazine, May 1982)
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appalling housing conditions in the lowest standard of living in Europe. They
concluded that the landlords treated Ireland merely as a source of income to
enhance their lifestyles in England, and warned of the drain of money from
Ireland. The reports were given to Parliament, but since many members of that
body were landlords themselves, little was done. In the early 1800’s, a Poor
Law was suggested to provide relief but England’s leading economist, Thomas
Malthus, advised against such a measure by arguing that it would lead to an
increase in the population growth.® in the 1840’s, many government officials
still championed the beliefs of Malthus, including the man who could authorize
relief, Lord Trevelyan, Permanent Secretary of the Treasury.

Tragedy struck in 1845 when a previously unknown fungus—phytophthora
Infestans—appeared on the potato. Spores carried by wind and rain brought
the disease to Ireland from Britain and the European continent. The fungus
produced black spots and a white mold and rotted the potato into a puip.® The
blight spread like wild fire but affected no other crop. As the Irish grew hungry,
panic set in. There was no relief in sight until the next harvest. The lrish
appealed to the government for help, but to no avail. In fact, as starvation
spread, grain exports to Great Britain continued at the following rates:

¢ 513,000 tons (1845)
¢ 284,000 tons (1846)
¢ 146,000 tons (1847)
¢ 314,000 tons (1848)

While the amount of exported grain would not have compensated for the loss
of the potato crop, it could have eased the situation until relief arrived.*
Initially, Parliament even refused to allow the import of relief grain since it was
against the Corn Law, which restricted the import of competitive products.
When the Irish asked for monetary assistance, it was refused on the grounds
of Laissez Faire—the economic theory that government should not interfere

with private enterprise. The Secretary of-the Treasury, Lord Trevelyan,
believed that the burden of relief was on the landiords.™

‘Christine Kinealy, This Great Calamity: The Irish Famine 1845-52, (Gill & Macillan, Ltd., 1994), p.11.
*Raneiagh, A Short History of Ireland, p.111.

“John Keating, Ingh Famine Facts. (Dublin: Teagasc, 1996), p.57.
"Christine Kinealy, This Great Catamity: The lrish Famine 1845-52, p.38.

—_———
CEPPPP00000000000000000000000000000%0000000000000000000000000000000
Page 4




0000000000000 0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 0000000000

English Prime Minister Peel defied his advisors, started a public works
program, and ordered American maize, or Indian corn, sent to Ireland. Peel
and his party were voted out of office. His successor, Lord John Russell,
ended the public works and stopped the importation of maize. A few starving
Irish were able to find enough family heirlooms and belongings to sell to
finance their escape to America. As they sailed away, the remaining Irish
settled in to face a horror that was unimaginable. The tragedy of An Gorta Mor
had begun.

The blight in 1845 destroyed 1/3 to 1/2 of the potato crop, and devastated the
Irish poor who then experienced the worst winter in living memory. Hopes
were dashed in 1846 when the blight destroyed the entire potato crop and
diseases that accompany starvation struck. A dying people ate grass, roots,
and what little seed potato they had for the coming year. During the winter of
1846-47, tens of thousands of Irish tenants were evicted from their homes by
their landlords. By the summer of 1847, mass starvation began. They were
either homeless, too sick or too weak to plant, or their seed potato was gone.
The government was asked to provide seed, but refused. So many people
died in so short of a time that mass graves were dug. Three million people,
nearly half the population of Ireland, were being fed by private charities—often
organized by Quakers—or at public expense. Soup kitchens were set up to
feed the starving. However “Souperism” (the ofter of food in exchange for
conversion to the Anglican religion) brought about distrust of the idea of soup
kitchens.” Housing for the absolute destitute was provided in workhouses
where conditions were very harsh and families were separated. Workhouses
provided two meals a day, consisting of porridge and milk. All inmates were
forced to work, often when they were too weak to do so. In addition, admission
to a workhouse was open only to those owning a quarter of land or less.

Therefore, “. . . hundreds of thousands gave up their holdings in order not to
starve.”?
2John O'Beirne Ranelagh, A Short History of Ireland, p.115.

BJohn O'Beirne Ranelagh, A Shert History of Ireland, p.11S.
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After years of starvation and death, several solutions were attempted. The
government ruled that landlords were to pay poor rates for their tenants. in
response, the landlords evicted them and turned the land over to cattle
grazing. Some landiords shipped their tenants off to America on “coffin ships’
designed to carry freight, not humans, because the cost of passage was less
than the poor rate for one year. Thousands of emigrants died on the “coffin
ships” during the Atlantic crossing with 17,465 documented deaths in 1847
alone." Some public works were started but many saw corrupt officials skim
money off the top leaving less for the Irish poor. After five years of starvation
and disease, the answer came from abroad. Those lrish who found passage to
foreign lands early in the tragedy, and were fortunate to find work, began
sending money back to their families. Some of the money was used to help
other members of the family leave Ireland and some was used to improve
conditions at home. Lost income during the famine led to bankruptcy for 10%
of landlords.” Gradually, the situation stabilized. In time, tenants were able to
purchase land. Agriculture prospered as Ireland’s grain output decreased in
favor of an increase in cattle and poultry. However, it took another 25 years
before the damaging effects of the Great Hunger were over.

And what about the lrish who fled to America? Initially, they faced menial jobs,
low wages, poor living conditions and prejudice. They built the railroads and
dug the canals that opened the American West. As the years progressed, they
influenced all aspects of American life: cultural, religious, business and
political. Ultimately, Ireland’s loss was America’s gain.

“John QO'Beirne Ranelagh, A Short History ¢f lreland, p.112. -
“John Keating, Irish Famine Facts. (Dublin, Teagasc, 1996}, p.73.
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Cxpcrience:
THE GREAT IRISH FAMINE
1845-1850

KEYy QuEsTION: What was the Great Irish Famine, how did it
evolve, and what were the results?

INDICATORS FOR THIS EXPERIENCE

POLITICAL SYSTEMS

Students will evaluate how British political policy promoted the conditions that
surrounded the Great Irish Famine from 1845-1850.

Students will be able to explain why the Great Irish Famine is considered a
benchmark in both Irish and United States history.

PEOPLES OF THE NATION AND WORLD

Students will explain how the consequences of the Great Irish Famine helped
to establish immigration patterns to the United States.

Students will draw conclusions about how differences in religious beliefs
heiped to bring about the Great Irish Famine and the resulting Diaspora.

SKILLS AND PROCESSES

Students will develop and use appropriate investigative techniques in research
in order to give examples of the term “genocide.”

UNDERSTANDING AND ATTITUDES

Students will present an analysis of cases involving the violation of the rights
of people.

PG00 000000000000000000000000000000000 0000000000 00000 00000000000
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PROCEDURE

ACTIVITY 1

As a motivational activity, write the term “Great Irish Famine” on the
chalkboard or the overhead projector. Then, place a series of transparencies
on the overhead. (Teacher Resource lllustrations as appropriate). Ask
students to explain what they think each of the drawings represents while
covering written text at the bottom of each illustration. Write student responses
on the chalkboard. Uncover the written text for each illustration and then
discuss with the ctass elements of the Great irish Famine that include dates,

causes, events and possible results. Debrief students by writing responses on
the chalkboard.

ACTIVITY 2

To help students understand the development of the Great Irish Famine,
distribute Student Resource sheets entitled, “Synopsis of the Great Irish
Famine.” Using these resource sheets, their textbooks and other resource
materials, have students complete the graphic organizer entitled, “Factors
Contributing to the Great lrish Famine.” Students may work in pairs or threes
to complete this activity. Debrief student answers by creating a priority list of
what they believe to be the most to the least important factor. The teacher
should work to create a class consensus.

ACTIVITY 3

As a formative assessment, have students work independently to create their
own children’s book on the Great Famine. Students may use their textbook,
resource sheets, and other research materials to help in this project. The text
of the children’s book shouid be simple but historically accurate. lllustrations
should accompany each page. Interactive devices such as questions with
answers hidden under flaps, puzzles, mazes, word searches, and so on,
should be incorporated throughout the book. The class will be debriefed by
students presenting their books to the whole class.

ACTIVITY 4

As an enrichment activity, have each student assume the role of an American
journalist sent to Ireland to report on the famine. Each student should write a
newspaper article that deals with the issues and personal tragedies
associated with the Great Irish Famine. These articles can then be collected
and made into a class newspaper and should be distributed to all members of

QUL 000000000000000000000000000000000 000000000000 0000000000000 0%
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the class. Headlines, illustrations, and political cartoons coulid also be added
to complete the newspaper.

ACTIVITY 5

As a closing activity, have students use several resources to define the word
genocide. Debrief the class by having the students read their definitions.
Then develop a class consensus of what the term means. The teacher
should then write this working definition on the chalkboard or overhead.
Divide the class into groups of four for the purpose of researching other
possible examples of genocide that have occurred throughout human
history. Each group is to create a poster with illustration and text that
surveys its topic. The events that could be investigated include, but are not
limited to: Bosnia, 1992-present; Rwanda, 1995-1996; the Cambodians
during the Pol Pot Regime, 1973-1974; Kurds, throughout 20th century;
Jewish population in Europe, 1939-1945; Kulaks of Russia, 1928-1932;
Armenian, 1915-1922; the Spanish conquest during 16th century. Have
students report their findings to the class. They should be prepared to

present a rationale indicating if their historical example fits the definition of a
genocide.

or

As closing activity, divide the class into groups of four for the purpose of
researching other examples of why groups emigrated to the United States.
Each group is to create a poster or display with illustrations and text that
survey its topic. ltalians, Germans, Chinese, Africans and Vietnamese are

but a few of the possible groups that could be researched. Have students
report their findings to the class.
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Student Resource Sheet

IRISH FAMINE

POLITICAL

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO THE GREAT
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