Chapter 13 – Section 2 
The North’s People

NARRATOR: THE IRISH POTATO FAMINE STRUCK IN 1845 AND LASTED NEARLY SIX YEARS. IT NOT ONLY DESTROYED A VITAL CROP, BUT IT ALSO KILLED MORE THAN A MILLION PEOPLE, AND EXPOSED THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC PROBLEMS FACING 19TH CENTURY IRELAND. 

A MYSTERIOUS FUNGUS DESTROYED THE POTATO HARVEST ON A SCALE SEEN BEFORE.  BUT THE GOVERNMENT’S INADEQUATE RESPONSE ONLY MADE THE CRISIS WORSE.  

DURING THE ENTIRE FAMINE, BRITISH OFFICIALS NEVER PROVIDED MASSIVE FOOD AID TO IRELAND FOR FEAR THAT THE CONSTANT CHANGES IN FOOD PRICES WOULD UNFAIRLY HARM ENGLISH LANDOWNERS.  IN ADDITION, POORLY ORGANIZED PRIVATE RELIEF EFFORTS FAILED TO RAISE FUNDS FROM DONORS. 

THE IRISH DIDN’T HELP THEIR CAUSE EITHER. FARMERS WHO NEEDED CASH TO AVOID EVICTION EXPORTED LOCAL GROWN WHEAT AND OTHER FOOD STAPLES THAT COULD HAVE FED THEIR STARVING PEOPLE. 

AS THE FAMINE WENT ON, THE SITUATION GREW MORE DESPERATE. TO AVOID MASS STARVATION, THE IRISH LIVED OFF EVERYTHING FROM SEAWEED TO GRASS. MANY PAWNED ALL THEY OWNED TO BUY WHAT LITTLE FOOD THEY COULD AFFORD. AFTER THE HARSH WINTER OF 1846, FOOD RIOTS ERUPTED AND THE BRITISH SENT IN TROOPS TO STOP THE UNREST. 

TO SAVE THEIR ESTATES FROM RUIN, LANDLORDS EVICTED THE POOR FARMERS, FORCING THEM TO MIGRATE TO CANADA ON POORLY BUILT, OVERCROWDED VESSELS THAT BECAME KNOWN AS “COFFIN SHIPS.”

THE CANADIAN RECEPTION FACILITIES AT GROSSE ISLE AT THE MOUTH OF THE ST. LAWRENCE RIVER WERE WOEFULLY INADEQUATE TO HANDLE THE MASSIVE INFLUX OF IMMIGRANTS. 

OF THE 100,000 IRISH WHO SAILED TO CANADA IN 1847, AN ESTIMATED ONE OUT OF FIVE DIED FROM DISEASE AND MALNUTRITION. ABOUT HALF THE SURVIVORS CROSSED THE BORDER AND BEGAN NEW LIVES IN THE UNITED STATES. 

THE POTATO FAMINE HAD A DEVASTATING EFFECT ON IRELAND AND LED TO A PERMANENT REORGANIZATION OF THE NATION’S AGRICULTURE AND LAND USE. 
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