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CHAPTER 1

S T THE beginning of the year 1845 the state of Ireland was,

as it had been for nearly seven hundred years, a source of

grave anxiety to England. Ireland had first been invaded in
1169; it was now 1845, yet she had been neither assimilated nor
subdued. The country had been conquered not once but several
times, the land had been confiscated and redistributed over and over
again, the population had been brought to the verge of extinction—
after Cromwell’s conquest and settlement only some half million
Irish survived—yet an Irish nation still existed, separate, numerous
and hostile.

Indeed, during the last few years it had seemed that Irish affairs
were moving towards a new and alarming crisis.

On January 1, 1801, an event of enormous importance had taken
place—the Act of Union between Ireland and England became
operative. The two countries were made one, the economy of Ireland
was assimilated into the economy of England, the Irish Parliament
at Dublin disappeared and the Parliament at Westminster hence-
forward legislated for both countries. It was as if a marriage between
England and Ireland had been celebrated, with the clauses of the
Act of Union as the terms of the marriage settlement.

At first sight it seemed that Ireland had everything to gain. Free
Trade between Ireland and England meant that the discrimination
hitherto practised by England against Irish industry would come to
an end; united with English riches Ireland would gain the capital
she desperately needed for development, while the hundred Irish
Members who were to sit at Westminster would give Ireland, for
the first time, a voice in Imperial affairs. Further, an impression had
been created that when the Union became law Catholic emancipation
would immediately follow. Catholics (and three-quarters of the
population of Ireland were Catholics) would be assured of justice
from the wide and unprejudiced views of the Imperial Parliament,
and the laws which, amongst other restrictions, prevented Catholics
from becoming Members of Parliament or Judges or being appointed
King’s Counsel would be repealed.

The reality, however, was very different. The primary object of
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the Union was not to assist and improve Ireland but to bring her
more completely into subjection.

Two years earlier, in 1798, the Irish had rebelled. England at that
moment was in extreme danger, passing through the darkest days of
her struggle with revolutionary France, and the rebels of 98 were
assisted by French troops and with French money. The rebellion
was put down with savagery, the strength of the army in Ireland
was increased to a hundred thousand men,! and the Union followed.
England tightened her hold over Ireland; rebellious action, it was
hoped, would henceforth become impossible.

The Union was bitterly opposed ; contemporaries described it not
as a marriage but as a ‘brutal rape’, and Ireland was compared to an
heiress whose chambermaid and trustees have been bribed, while
she herself is dragged, protesting, to the altar.? Nevertheless, after
bribery on a scale such as history has seldom witnessed, and a
generous distribution of places of profit and titles, ‘Union titles’, the
Act of Union became law.

As the years passed, however, no happiness resulted. The hope of
English investment proved a delusion. Free Trade between the two
countries enabled England to use Ireland as a market for surplus
English goods; Irish industry collapsed, unemployment was wide-
spread, and Dublin, now that an Irish Parliament sat no longer in
College Green, became a half-dead city. Above all, Catholic emanci-
pation, expected to follow immediately on the Union, was only
achieved, after a desperate struggle, in 1829.

Ireland besought a repeal of the Union, and by 1843 the strength
of the demand was seriously disquieting to the British Government.
The Catholic peasantry was becoming organized, the commercial
classes were being drawn in, substantial sums of money were being
raised. All this was the work of one man, Daniel O’Connell, who
gave up a brilliant career at the bar to devote his life to Ireland.

Adopted by a Catholic uncle living at Derrynane, County Kerry, a
fluent speaker of the Irish language, with a magnificent voice and
presence, a quick wit, a superb gift of invective, and a flamboyance
his enemies called vulgarity, he was nicknamed ‘Swaggering Dan’.
Self-government, not separation from England, was O’Connell’s
aim; and he cherished a romantic admiration for Queen Victoria,
‘the darling little Queen’.® He had a lawyer’s respect for the law,
with a horror of armed rebellion which derived from his personal
recollection of the hangings, torturings and floggings that had
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followed the ’98; his followers were pledged to obtain repeal only
by legal and constitutional means.

Nevertheless, the Repeal movement was felt by the Government
to be menacing. From March, 1843, O’Connell held huge mass
meetings, ‘monster’ meetings, demanding repeal, and tens of
thousands, hundreds of thousands, flocked to hear him. At the
historic hill of Tara, the ancient seat of Irish sovereignty in Meath,
a quarter of a million persons gathered; and Sir Edward Sugden,
Lord Chancellor of Ireland, wrote ‘The peaceable demeanour of
the assembled multitudes is one of the most alarming symptoms’.
At forty monster meetings the only disturbance which could be dis-
covered, after searching scrutiny by the Government, was the
accidental overturning of a gingerbread stall.4

An Irish people united and controlled was an ominous spectacle,
and the British Government, seized with something near panic,
began to prepare ‘as if in hourly expectation of civil war’. Troops
were hastily brought from England, barracks were fortified and
provisioned to withstand a siege, Justices of the Peace who were
repealers were dismissed, and in the courtyard of Dublin Castle a
regiment of infantry was kept drawn up and under arms, in readiness
to suppress a revolt.®

In the autumn of 1843 O’Connell announced that a monster
meeting, the greatest of all, would be held on Sunday, October 8,
on the fields of Clontarf, near Dublin, where eight hundred years
before the Irish hero, Brian Boru, had defeated the Norsemen and
driven them into the sea. The Government, convinced that a rising
would follow, decided to ‘proclaim’ the Clontarf meeting, that is, to
forbid it, in a proclamation issued by the Lord Lieutenant. Later,
O’Connell himself was to be arrested.

The subsequent conduct of the Government was, as Greville
wrote in his diary, ‘certainly most extraordinary’. Instead of
‘proclaiming’ the meeting at once, nothing was done until the
eleventh hour, on the Saturday afternoon before the Sunday. Then
the guns of the Pigeon House, the fort commanding Dublin Bay,
were trained on Clontarf, warships entered Dublin Bay, and troops
occupied the approaches to the meeting place when tens of thousands
of people were massing. Had it not been for O’Connell’s creed that
‘human blood is no cement for the temple of liberty’ a massacre
might have taken place; but O’Connell ordered the people to
go home and, directed by his lieutenants, the vast multitude
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quietly dispersed. No monster meeting took place, no disturbance
occurred.®

Nevertheless, O’Connell was arrested a week later on a charge of
trying to alter the constitution by force. Convicted by a ‘packed
jury’, a partisan jury on which no Catholic or repealer was allowed
to sit, he was sent to prison. The verdict was reversed by the House
of Lords on September 24, 1844, and he was released. But for the
movement the psychological moment had passed: the iron of Repeal
had cooled and O’Connell himself was a changed man, while in
prison he had ‘lost his nerve’. He was nearly seventy, and the
strain of the monster meetings, followed by arrest, trial and im-
prisonment, even though he had been treated with consideration in
prison, had broken his health.?

Constitutional methods having failed, as armed rebellion had
previously failed, Ireland relapsed into helpless hostility. No out-
break took place in 1844, the year immediately preceding the famine,
but the anxiety of the Government continued to be acute, and on
the eve of the famine, the Government of Ireland was admittedly a
military occupation, and the garrison of Ireland was larger than the
garrison of India. ‘How do you govern it ?” demanded Macaulay in
the House of Commons on February 19, 1844. ‘Not by love but by
fear . . . not by the confidence of the people in the laws and their
attachment to the Constitution but by means of armed men and
entrenched camps.’®

*

The hostility between England and Ireland, which six centuries had
failed to extinguish, had its roots first of all in race. After the first
invasions, the first conquests, the Irish hated the English with the
hatred of the defeated and the dispossessed. Nevertheless, eventu-
ally the English and the Irish might have fused, as the English and
the Scots, the English and the Welsh have, for practical purposes,
fused, had it not been that in the sixteenth century racial animosity
was disastrously strengthened by religious enmity.

The crucial event was the Reformation. The ideas of liberty
which the English cherish and the history of their country’s rise to
greatness are bound up with Protestantism, while Ireland, alone
among the countries of northern Europe, was scarcely touched by
the Reformation. The gulf which resulted could never be bridged.
In the political division of Europe which followed the Reformation,
England and Ireland were on opposing sides. Henceforward, Irish
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aspirations could only be fulfilled, Irish faith could only flourish,
through the defeat of England and the triumph of her enemies.

Freedom for Ireland meant Philip of Spain and the Inquisition
in place of Elizabeth I, it meant James II instead of William III, it
even meant, since misery and oppression make strange bedfellows,
the victory of Napoleon.

So completely is the history of the one country the reverse of the
history of the other that the very names which to an Englishman
mean glory, victory and prosperity to an Irishman spell degradation,
misery and ruin. In Ireland the name of Elizabeth I stands only for
the horrors of her Irish conquest; in the defeat of the Armada,
Ireland’s hopes of independence went down; above all; with the
name of William III and the glorious revolution of 1688, the very
foundation of British liberties, the Catholic Irishman associates only
the final subjugation of his country and the degradation and injustice
of the penal laws. Freedom for the one meant slavery for the other;
victory for the one meant defeat for the other; the good of the one
was the evil of the other. Ireland, resentful and hostile, lying only a
day’s sail, in fine weather, from Britain’s coasts, for centuries pro-
vided a refuge for enemy agents, a hatching-ground for enemy plots;
her motto was ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’, and in
every crisis of England’s history she seized the moment of weakness
to stab her enemy in the back. It is the explanation, if not the excuse,
for the ferocity with which the English have treated Ireland.

In the eighteen-forties, after nearly seven hundred years of Eng-
lish domination, Irish poverty and Irish misery appalled the traveller.
The Frenchman de Beaumont found in Ireland the extreme of
human misery, worse than the Negro in his chains; the German
traveller Kohl wrote that no mode of life in Europe could seem
pitiable after one had seen Ireland. He used, he said, to pity the
poor Letts in Livonia: ‘Well, Heaven pardon my ignorance! Now I
have seen Ireland, it seems to me that the poorest among the Letts,
the Esthonians and the Finlanders, lead a life of comparative
comfort.”

Exceptions were to be found in Ulster, particularly the north-
east portion, which includes Belfast. Throughout the first half of
the nineteenth century, while Dublin was decaying, Belfast was
growing into a leading industrial town and port, and the linen manu-
facture in which Ulster was to lead the world was rapidly develop-
ing; Belfast was the headquarters and distributing centre, and flax-
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growing and weaving were carried on in the surrounding districts.1®
A large part of Ulster differed from most of Ireland because it had
been ‘planted’. In the ‘plantation of Ulster’, at the beginning of the
seventeenth century, the original Irish owners of the soil had been
driven out and mainly Scottish Protestants put in their place. The
descendants of the plantation had not been dispossessed ; they shared
the religion of their rulers, had rights, seldom found elsewhere,
relating to the occupation of land, and their standard of life, assisted
by the rise of the linen industry, was somewhat higher than in the
south and south-west.

Better conditions, however, were by no means universal in Ulster.
Donegal, which then formed part of the province, was one of the
poorest and most backward counties in Ireland and, nearer Belfast,
in districts like the Fews, in County Armagh, the standard of living
was as low as anywhere in the country.

“There never was,” said the Duke of Wellington, a native of County
Meath, ‘a country in which poverty existed to the extent it exists in
Ireland.” Housing conditions were wretched beyond words. The
census of 1841 graded ‘houses’ in Ireland into four classes; the fourth
and lowest class consisted of windowless mud cabins of a single
room, ‘. . . nearly half of the families of the rural population,’
reported the Census Commissioners, ‘. . . are living in the lowest
state.” In parts of the west of Ireland more than three-fifths of the
‘houses’ were one-roomed, windowless mud cabins, and west of a
line drawn from Londonderry to Cork the proportion was two-fifths.

Furniture was a luxury; the inhabitants of Tullahobagly, County
Donegal, numbering about 9,000, had in 1837 only 1o beds, 93
chairs and 243 stools between them.!* Pigs slept with their owners,
manure heaps choked doors, sometimes even stood inside; the
evicted and unemployed put roofs over ditches, burrowed into
banks, existed in bog holes.

L]

All this wretchedness and misery could, almost without exception,
be traced to a single source—the system under which land had come
to be occupied and owned in Ireland, a system produced by centuries
of successive conquests, rebellions, confiscations and punitive legis-
lation.

In 1843, in the midst of the Repeal agitation, the British Govern-
ment, recognizing that the land question was at the root of Irish
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discontent, set up a Royal Commission ‘to inquire into the law and
practice with regard to the occupation of land in Ireland’. This
Commission, called the Devon Commission, after its chairman, the
Earl of Devon, visited every part of Ireland, examined 1,100 wit-
nesses, printed three huge volumes of evidence, and reported in
February, 1845, a few months before the outbreak of the famine.
Its secretary was an able and ‘improving’ landlord, John Pitt
Kennedy, who had gained some celebrity as the author of a pamphlet
on the Irish question entitled ‘Instruct: Employ: Don’t Hang
Them’. It adds to the weight of its conclusions that the Commission
was a landlords’ Commission; every member who sat on it was a
landowner, and O’Connell declared, ‘It is perfectly one-sided, all
landlords and no tenants.’

The Report of the Devon Commission stated that the principal
cause of Irish misery was the bad relations between landlord and
tenant. Ireland was a conquered country, the Irish peasant a
dispossessed man, his landlord an alien conqueror. There was no
paternalism, such as existed in England, no hereditary loyalty or
feudal tie. ‘Confiscation is their common title,” said the Earl of
Clare, the famous Tory Lord Chancellor, speaking of Irish land-
lords, ‘and from the first settlements they have been hemmed in on
every side by the original inhabitants of the island, brooding over
their discontent in sullen indignation.’2

With some notable exceptions—whose names survive and are
regarded with affection in Ireland today—the successive owners of
the soil of Ireland regarded it merely as a source from which to
extract as much money as possible, and since a hostile, backward
country is neither a safe nor an agreeable place in which to live,
from the first conquests the absentee landlord was common in
Ireland. The absentee evil was ‘a very great one’ as early as 1377.
Rents were spent in England or on the Continent; in 1842 it was
estimated that £6,000,000 of rents were being remitted out of Ire-
land, and Kohl, the German traveller, commented on the mansions
of absentee landlords, standing ‘stately, silent, empty’. Absentee
estates, however, were by no means always the worst managed, and
some, in particular the properties of great English territorial mag-
nates, for instance, the estates of the Duke of Devonshire, were
models. But too often owners visited property in Ireland only once
or twice in a lifetime, sometimes not at all; as Colonel Conolly, of
Kildare and Donegal, told a Select Committee of the House of Lords
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in 1846, ‘Where the landlords have never seen their estates, you can
hardly suppose that their sympathies are very strong for sufferings
they have never witnessed.’*® Meanwhile, almost absolute power was
left in the hands of an agent, whose ability was measured by the
amount of money he could contrive to extract.

During the eighteenth century a new method of dealing with Irish
property was adopted. Large tracts of land were let at a fixed rent
to a single individual on a long lease, and he sub-let as he chose.
This ‘middleman system’ produced misery: the landlord rid himself
of responsibility and assured himself of a regular income, but the
tenants were handed over to exploitation. Profit was the only motive,
and contemporary observers denounce middlemen as ‘land sharks’,
‘bloodsuckers’, ‘the most oppressive species of tyrant that ever lent
assistance to the destruction of a country’.** Moreover, the middle-
men degraded the land because, as the slum landlord finds it more
profitable to let out a house room by room, so they split farms into
smaller and smaller holdings for the sake of increased rents.

Yet whether he held under a middleman, a resident, or an absentee
landlord, the terms on which the Irish peasant occupied his land
were harsh, and two provisions in particular, the two ‘monster
grievances’ of Ireland deprived him of incentive and security.

First, any improvement he made to his holding became, when his
lease expired or was terminated, the property of the landlord, with-
out compensation. Second, he very seldom had any security of
tenure; the majority of tenants in Ireland were tenants ‘at will’,
that is, the will of the landlord, who could turn them out whenever
he chose.

Under a practice known as ‘tenant right’, found mainly in Ulster,
compensation for improvements was paid, and where the practice
existed it was jealously guarded. . . . It is one of the sacred rights of
the country which cannot be touched with impunity’, the agent for
Lord Lurgan’s property in County Armagh told the Devon Com-
mission; ‘and if systematic efforts were made among the proprietors
of Ulster to invade tenant right, I do not believe there is a force at
the disposal of the Horse Guards [the War Office] sufficient to keep
the peace of the province.’

The Devon Commission stated that the superior prosperity and
tranquillity of Ulster, compared with the rest of Ireland, were due
to tenant right.1%

The annexation of improvements was made more inequitable by
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the bare state in which land was customarily let, so destitute of every
aid to cultivation taken for granted in England or Scotland that it
was often impossible for the tenant to work it until he had made
‘improvements’ destined to enrich his landlord.

Even so, had the tenant possessed some degree of security, for
instance held a reasonable lease, he might have been encouraged to
exert himself. But leases were the exception not the rule, stated
Lord Stanley, himself an Irish landowner, in the House of Lords
on June g, 1845, the eve of the famine. In many cases the landlord
refused a lease because he had the tenant more completely under his
control; in others, the tenant declined because recent legislation had
so greatly increased the cost of the stamp on a lease that he could
not find the necessary £10 or so.

In most cases, however, even a lease did not give security, owing
to a deplorable and ‘very prevalent’ Irish practice known as the
‘hanging gale’—‘gale’ being the term used for a periodical payment
of rent. The hanging gale allowed an incoming tenant to leave his
rent in arrear, that is ‘hanging’, for six, twelve, or fifteen months.
Tenants were almost invariably without capital, land was let bare,
frequently even a dwelling had to be erected, and it was useless for
the landlord to look for his rent until at least one harvest had given
the tenant a chance to gain something.

But, once the tenant owed rent, any security his lease might give
vanished. Edward Wakefield, a well-known economist of the period,
described the ‘hanging gale’ as ‘one of the great levers of oppression
. . . the lower classes are kept in a kind of perpetual bondage . . . this
debt hangs over their heads . . . and keeps them in a continual state
of anxiety and terror’.1®

There were, of course, good landlords in Ireland, and on Lord
Monteagle’s estate at Mount Trenchard, the Duke of Leinster’s at
Carton, Mr. Guinness’s at Stillorgan, Lord Bessborough’s at Bess-
borough, to name only a few, farm buildings were erected by the
landlord, cabins were tidy, and the people contented. In such cases a
lease was often felt to be superfluous. A tenant of Lord Mount-
cashel’s told the Devon Commission: ‘From the unbending integrity
and honesty of Mr. Joy [the agent] we are considered as safe at will
as under a lease. I have expended £500 without the scratch of a pen.’
He added, however: ‘But Lord Mountcashel may be gathered to his
fathers and Mr. Joy may die, and another Pharaoh may arise who
knew not Joseph.’
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Too often the powers given to the landlord, ‘the most powerful
the law can create’, were remorselessly used. “The dread of land-
lords was such that people trembled before them,” recorded the
writer of a manuscript in Donegal, just before the famine. ‘In
Ireland alone,” wrote John Stuart Mill, ‘the whole agricultural popu-
lation can be evicted by the mere will of the landlord, either at the
expiration of a lease or, in the far more common case of their having
no lease, at six months’ notice. In Ireland alone, the bulk of a
population wholly dependent on the land cannot look forward to a
single year’s occupation of it.’!”

In these circumstances industry and enterprise were extinguished
and a peasantry created which was one of the most destitute in
Europe. ‘It would be impossible adequately to describe,’ stated the
Devon Commission in its Report, ‘the privations Wthh they [the
Irish labourer and his family] habltually and silently endure . . .in
many districts their only food is the potato, their only beverage
water . . . their cabins are seldom a protection against the weather . . .
a bed or a blanket is a rare luxury . . . and nearly in all their pig and
a manure heap constitute their only property.” The Commissioners
could not ‘forbear expressing our strong sense of the patient endur-
ance which the labouring classes have exhibited under sufferings
greater, we believe, than the people of any other country in Europe
have to sustain’.18

*
Wretched though their condition might be, the pre-famine Irish
peasants were not gloomy. ‘Their natural condition,” wrote Sir
Walter Scott during his visit to Ireland in 1825, ‘is turned towards
gaiety and happiness,” and the Census Commissioners noted ‘the
proverbial gaiety and lightheartedness of the peasant people’.

Dancing was the universal diversion, and Lord George Hill, who
owned property in Donegal, has left an account of removing a cabin
with dancing and fiddling. “The custom on such occasions is for the
person who has the work to be done to hire a fiddler, upon which
engagement all the neighbours joyously assemble and carry in an
incredibly short time the stones and timber upon their backs to the
new site; men, women and children alternately dancing and working
while daylight lasts, at the termination of which they adjourn to
some dwelling where they finish the night, often prolonging the
dance to dawn of day.” Arthur Young, at the end of the eighteenth
century, commented on the fine physique of the average Irishman
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and the good looks of Irish women, and even after the sufferings of
the famine Nassau Senior, the economist, revisiting Ireland, was
‘struck by the beauty of the population’.1?

The culture of the potato required little attention except at spring-
time and harvest, and through the long winter nights the people sat
within their cabins, fiddling, talking and telling stories. Firing, in the
shape of turf—peat cut from the bog and costing little or nothing—
was plentiful. ‘Few, if any, had any reason to complain of cold,’
records a manuscript, and poteen, illicit whiskey, was plentiful,
too. Groups of neighbours gathered for dancing to the fiddle, indoors
in the winter, in summer at the cross-roads; wakes, with liberal
potations of poteen, were social occasions; and crowds gaily travelled
immense distances to attend markets, fairs and, above all, races.
‘If there be a market to attend, a fair or a funeral, a horse race, a
fight or a wedding, all else is neglected and forgotten,” wrote George
Nicholls, the leading English Poor Law expert, when reporting on
the state of the Irish people.

As the main diversion of the women was talking, they disliked
living in 1solated houses. In schemes of land improvement the houses
were separated, since in the old-style Irish settlement of cabins in
clusters the women and the men spent too much time talking and
quarrelling. The change was always unpopular. Lord George Hill
relates a story of an agent who observed to a tenant that he seemed
to be doing much better now that he was living away from neigh-
bours and could ‘attend to his farm instead of idling and gossiping’.
The man assured him that precisely the contrary was true, and ‘he
could not stand it much longer on account of the expense, as he was
obliged to keep a servant maid just to talk to his wife’.20

Good manners and hospitality were universal among the poorest
Irish. “The neighbour or the stranger finds every man’s door open,
and to walk in without ceremony at meal time and to partake of his
bowl of potatoes, is always sure to give pleasure to everyone of the
house,” wrote Sir John Carr, a Devonshire gentleman who toured
Ireland soon after the Union; and twenty years later, Sir Walter
Scott found ‘perpetual kindness in the Irish cabin; buttermilk,
potatoes, a stool is offered, or a stone is rolled that your honour may
sit down . . . and those that beg everywhere else seem desirous to
exercise hospitality in their own houses’.

A young lady named Elizabeth Ham came to Ballina, County
Mayo, when her father, a British Army officer, was stationed there
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in connection with the disturbed state of the country, following the
rebellion of 1798. She was astonished to find that she could roam the
wild mountains without fear of molestation, while in England no
girl could ramble in the woods and fields alone, even though at this
time Irishmen who had taken a part in the rebellion were being
hanged by the English on Ballina bridge. She would, she wrote,
‘have fearlessly trusted’ the Irish peasantry ‘in any circurnstances’.
The intelligence of the people surprised her. ‘I never met a solitary
peasant in my rambles but I addressed him, and by this means got
stores of legendary lore. One man I remember told me the subjects
of most of Ossian’s poems in his own version of English.’

Returning to England after five years she was ‘greatly struck by
the vulgarity of everyone’. Driving from Holyhead in a chaise, ‘we
happened to stop opposite a cottage and . . . asked for a glass of
water. It was brought . . . and the woman asked for payment. An
Irish woman would have considered it an insult to be offered such.
The cottages were clean and neat and the country looked clean in
comparison but the manners seemed far inferior.’2!

Irish dignity, Irish hospitality and the easy good manners which
still charm the modern traveller have an historical explanation.
Three times, at least, the native aristocracy was conquered and dis-
possessed; many fled from Ireland to exile in France or Spain, but
many others remained, to be forced down by poverty and penal
legislation to the economic level of the peasantry.

Until the famine, it was by no means uncommon for poor peasants
in mud cabins to make wills bequeathing estates which had long
ago been confiscated from their forefathers, and that figure of fun
in Victorian days, the Irish beggar who claimed to be descended
from kings, was very often speaking the truth. ‘I am descended from
perhaps as good a family as any I address, though now destitute of
means’ runs a letter imploring assistance in the Distress papers.22

*

There was, however, a darker and more sinister side to the Irish
character. They are, said a land agent on the eve of the famine,
‘a very desperate people, with all this degree of courtesy, hospltallty
and cleverness amongst them.’

To understand the Irish of the nineteenth century and their
blend of courage and evasiveness, tenacity and inertia, loyalty and
double-dealing, it is necessary to go back to the Penal Laws.
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The Penal Laws, dating from 1695, and not repealed in their
entirety until Catholic emancipation in 1829, aimed at the destruc-
tion of Catholicism in Ireland by a series of ferocious enactments,
provoked by Irish support of the Stuarts after the Protestant
William of Orange was invited to ascend the English throne in 1688,
and England faced the greatest Catholic power in Europe—France.
At this critical moment the Catholic Irish took up arms in support
of the Stuarts. James II’s standard was raised in Ireland, and he,
with an Irish Catholic army, was defeated on Irish soil, at the battle
of the Boyne, near Drogheda, on July 1, 16g0.

The threat to England had been alarming, and vengeance followed.
Irish intervention on behalf of the Stuarts was to be made impossible
for ever by reducing the Catholic Irish to helpless impotence. They
were, in the words of a contemporary, to become ‘insignificant slaves,
fit for nothing but to hew wood and draw water’, and to achieve this
object the Penal Laws were devised.

In broad outline, they barred Catholics from the army and navy,
the law, commerce, and from every civic activity. No Catholic could
vote, hold any office under the Crown, or purchase land, and
Catholic estates were dismembered by an enactment directing that
at the death of a Catholic owner his land was to be divided among
all his sons, unless the eldest became a Protestant, when he would
inherit the whole. Education was made almost impossible, since
Catholics might not attend schools, nor keep schools, nor send their
children to be educated abroad. The practice of the Catholic faith
was proscribed; informing was encouraged as ‘an honourable
service’ and priest-hunting treated as a sport. Such were the main
provisions of the Penal Code, described by Edmund Burke as ‘a
machine as well fitted for the oppression, impoverishment and
degradation of a people, and the debasement in them of human
nature itself, as ever proceeded from the perverted ingenuity of
man’.23

The material damage suffered through the Penal Laws was great;
ruin was widespread, old families disappeared and old estates were
broken up; but the most disastrous effects were moral. The Penal
Laws brought lawlessness, dissimulation and revenge in their train,
and the Irish character, above all the character of the peasantry,
did become, in Burke’s words, degraded and debased. The upper
classes were able to leave the country and many middle-class
merchants contrived, with guile, to survive, but the poor Catholic
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peasant bore the full hardship. His religion made him an outlaw;
in the Irish House of Commons he was described as ‘the common
enemy’, and whatever was inflicted on him he must bear, for where
could he look for redress? To his landlord? Almost invariably an
alien conqueror. To the law? Not when every person connected
with the law, from the jailer to the judge, was a Protestant who
regarded him as ‘the common enemy’.

In these conditions suspicion of the law, of the ministers of the
law and of all established authority ‘worked into the very nerves and
blood of the Irish peasant’, and, since the law did not give him
justice, he set up his own law. The secret societies which have been
the curse of Ireland became widespread during the Penal period,
and a succession of underground associations, Oak Boys, White
Boys and Ribbon Men, gathering in bogs and lonely glens, flouted
the law and dispensed a people’s justice in the terrible form of
revenge. The informer, the supplanter of an evicted tenant, the
landlord’s man, were punished with dreadful savagery, and since
animals were wealth their unfortunate animals suffered, too. Cattle
were ‘clifted’, driven over the edge of a cliff, horses hamstrung, dogs
clubbed to death, stables fired and the animals within burned alive.
Nor were lawlessness, cruelty and revenge the only consequences.
During the long Penal period, dissimulation became a moral neces-
sity and evasion of the law the duty of every god-fearing Catholic.
To worship according to his faith, the Catholic must attend illegal
meetings; to protect his priest, he must be secret, cunning, and a
concealer of the truth.

These were dangerous lessons for any government to compel its
subjects to learn, and a dangerous habit of mind for any nation to
acquire.

*

Itis a curious contradiction, not very often remembered by England,
that for many generations the private soldiers of the British Army
were largely Irish; the Irish have natural endowments for war,
courage, daring, love of excitement and conflict; Macaulay described
Ireland as ‘an inexhaustible nursery of the finest soldiers’.?
Poverty and lack of opportunity at home made the soldier’s
shilling a day, and the chance of foreign service, attractive to the
Irishman; and the armies of which England is proud, the troops
which broke the power of Napoleon in the Peninsula and defeated
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him at Waterloo, which fought on the scorching plains of India,
stormed the heights of the Alma in the Crimean campaign, and
planted the British flag in every quarter of the globe in a hundred
forgotten engagements, were largely, indeed in many cases mainly,
Irish.

*

A hostile, lawless, oppressed and poverty-stricken population in
Ireland was already giving signs of future tragedy when a new
development made catastrophe inevitable.

Between sixty and seventy years before the famine the population
of Ireland began and continued to increase at a rate previously
unknown in the history of Europe. Why this took place has yet to be
fully explained. Demography, the science which deals with the
statistics of birth, death and disease, is a relatively new science, and
the waves of population growth, which from time to time pass over
the world, are not yet fully understood. In the case of Ireland
information is lacking; births were not compulsorily registered until
1863, and though the practice of taking a ten-yearly census began in
1821 the first figures considered reliable are those of 1841.

It is, however, agreed by all authorities that about the year 1780
the population of Ireland began to take an extraordinary upward
leap. The increase between 1779 and 1841 has been placed at the
almost incredible figure of 172 per cent.2?3

During the same period a rapid increase also took place in the
population of England and Wales. It is customary to ascribe this to
the spread of industrialization, resulting in improved communica-
tions and more towns with better opportunities for social intercourse
and early marriage, to a more general adoption of vaccination, with
a consequent reduction of deaths from smallpox, and to some degree
to improved cleanliness and medical care. More adults lived to old
age, more babies were born and fewer died.

But this cannot apply to Ireland. Little can have been effected
by medical care in a country which in 1841 possessed only 39
infirmaries, apart from hospitals for fever, venereal, ophthalmic and
maternity patients, to serve a population officially calculated to have
reached 8,200,000, and where the only medical aid available to the
mass of the people was a limited number of dispensaries. Dublin
had one dispensary to 6,286 people and Meath one to 6,545, but
Down, Longford and Leitrim had only one to more than 20,000,
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and Mayo, which was not visited in 1841, five years previously had
had a single dispensary for a population of 366,328.

Nor can the growth of towns and the improvement of com-
munications have played much part in the bogs, the mountains and
the lonely cabins of the West; yet Mayo, in Connaught, poorest and
most remote of counties, had the largest rural population in Ire-
land. Moreover, the highest figure at which authorities estimate the
increase in England and Wales is 88 per cent., almost half the
increase—if 172 per cent. is correct—in backward, poverty-stricken
Ireland.2¢

Still, certain circumstances favourable to population increase were
present in Ireland during this period. First, and most important,
there was an abundant supply of incredibly cheap food, easily
obtained, in the potato, and the standard of living of the time was
such that a diet of potatoes was no great hardship. With the addition
of milk or buttermilk potatoes form a scientifically satisfactory diet,
as the physique of the pre-famine Irish proved. Arthur Young
contrasted the Irishman’s potato diet favourably with the con-
temporary English labourer’s bread and cheese. The Irish, he wrote,
‘have a bellyful . . . I will not assert that potatoes are a better food
than bread and cheese but I have no doubt of a bellyful of the one
being much better than half a bellyful of the other’.

Next, far from acting as a deterrent, the miserably low standards
of Irish life encouraged young couples to marry early. No savings
were necessary, no outlay was required; a cabin was erected for
little or nothing in a few days, the young couple secured a scrap of
land, owned a pot, perhaps a stool, not always a bed. Marriages
were ‘daily contracted with the most reckless improvidence. Boys
and girls marry literally without habitation or any means of support,
trusting, as they say, to Providence as others have done before them’.
In fact, nothing was to be gained by waiting. Asked why the Irish
married so young, the Catholic Bishop of Raphoe told the Irish Poor
Enquiry of 1835: “They cannot be worse off than they are and . . .
they may help cach other.’ Women were chaste. Irish females,
stated George Nicholls in his Report on Ireland, were ‘very correct
in their conduct’, and his own impressions were ‘highly favourable
of their morals’—there was ‘no need to make provision for bas-
tards’. Girls married at sixteen, boys at seventcen or eighteen, and
Irishwomen were exceptionally fertile; . . . for twelve years 19 in 20
of them breed every second year. Vive la pomme de Terre! wrote
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Arthur Young; and travellers in Ireland before the famine invariably
comment on the troops of children to be found in every cabin.?’
When the famine drove tens of thousands across the Atlantic, it was
found that in the Irish immigrant slums of Boston, where infants
under five years of age died at the rate of 61-66 per cent., the Irish
nevertheless increased in numbers, because of their high birth-rate.

The Irish are fond of children, and family feeling is exceptionally
strong. Moreover, in pre-famine Ireland children were a necessity.
A Poor Law did not begin-to operate until 1838, and then its pro-
visions were limited; thus a man and woman’s insurance against
destitution in old age was their children.

There was too, barbarous and half-savage though conditions
might be, one luxury enjoyed by the Irishman which favoured the
survival and rearing of children—his cabin was usually well warmed
by a turf fire. Ill-clothed though he was, sleeping as he did on a
mud floor, with his pig in the corner, the Irish peasant did not have
to endure cold, nor did his children die of cold. They were warm,
they were abundantly fed—as long as the potato did not fail.

By 1841, when a census was taken, the population had reached
8,175,124, and Disraeli declared that Ireland was the most densely-
populated country in Europe; on arable land, he asserted, the popu-
lation was denser than that of China.

It seems possible, moreover, that the census figure may be too
low. Though the enumerators of 1841 were largely members of the
Irish Constabulary, superior to their predecessors and a ‘highly dis-
ciplined body of men’, much time, local knowledge and courage were
needed to climb into the wild mountain glens, to penetrate the bogs
and track down the communities of evicted and unemployed who
existed in caves, sod huts and under tree-roots. An intelligent relief
officer wrote that the Census of 1841 was ‘pronounced universally
to be no fair criterion of the present population’. He had tested it in
Co. Clare and found the population to be one third greater than had
been recorded; therefore in 1845 when famine came the population
might well have been above nine millions.?®

For this closely-packed and rapidly-increasing people the only
outlet—with the exception of parts of Ulster—was the land. Ireland
had never been industrialized; such deposits of coal and iron as she
possessed were ‘unfortunately of more significance to the geologist
than the economist’, and in 1845 the few industries she did possess
were moribund. A remnant of the famous Dublin poplin weavers
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worked fifteen hours a day for about twelve shillings a week; in the
once-prosperous woollen industry, production had fallen about fifty
per cent. in the last twenty years, and three-quarters of the frieze,
thick woollen cloth, worn by the peasantry, was dumped by Eng-
land. The fisheries of Ireland, too, were undeveloped, and in
Galway and Mayo the herring fishermen were too poor to buy salt
with which to preserve a catch.??

Even on the land, agricultural employment, as it was understood
in England, did not exist. Labourers were not regularly employed
on farms because Irish farms were too small to require hired labour;
over 93 per cent. consisted of fewer than thirty acres. Ten years
before the famine, the Poor Enquiry of 1835 stated that three-
quarters of the labourers in Ireland existed without regular employ-
ment of any kind, and the economist, Nassau Senior, told the
Government that for thirty weeks of the year, that is, for the whole
of the year except when potatoes were being cultivated, 2,385,000
persons were without employment because there was absolutely no
work to offer them.3° Unless an Irish labourer could get hold of a
patch of land and grow potatoes on which to feed himself and his
children, the family starved.

The consequence was the doom of Ireland. The land was divided
and sub-divided, again and again, and holdings were split into
smaller and still smaller fragments, until families were attempting
to exist on plots of less than an acre, in some cases half an acre.

Farms had already been divided by middlemen and landlords but
the sub-division which preceded the famine was carried out by the
people themselves, frequently against the landlord’s will. As the
population increased and the demand for a portion of ground grew
more and more frantic, land became like gold in Ireland. Parents
allowed their children to occupy a portion of their holdings be-
cause the alternative was to turn them out to starve; the children
in turn allowed occupation by their children, and in a comparatively
short time three, six, or even ten families were settled on land
which could provide food only for one family.

The possession of a piece of land was literally the difference
between life and death. ‘Ejectment,” the House of Commons was
told in April, 1846, ‘is tantamount to a sentence of death by slow
torture.” Turned off the land, evicted families wandered about
begging, ‘miserable and turbulent’. Since no employment existed
they crowded the already swarming lanes and slums of the towns,
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lived in ditches by the roadside until, wasted by disease and hard-
ship, ‘they die in a little time’.3!

To turn out an occupier to this fate, whatever his arrears of rent
or his irregularities of occupation, was to invite vengeance. On Lord
Carrick’s estate there was a covenant against sub-division, but it
‘could not be enforced for fear of outrage’. The Devon Commission
was told by a large landowner that clauses against sub-division
existed in most leases, but ‘to put them into operation is danger-
ous’. Normally good-humoured and kind, where occupation of the
land was in question the people became merciless. ‘I never knew
them attack anyone for money,” said a merchant in Tipperary,
‘. . . but touch the farm and turn them out and they get frantic and
wild.” Outrage was asserted to be the only protection of the poor;
without it, said a small farmer, ‘landlords would hunt tenants out
like rats from a cornstack’; and the Devon Commission reported,
‘. . . the one absorbing feeling as to the possession of land stifles all
others and extinguishes the plainest principles of humanity.’32

In a number of districts, especially in the West, sub-division was
aggravated by the system of joint tenancy known as ‘rundale’. Land
held in rundale was rented in common and divided up, so that each
tenant, in what corresponded to a syndicate, received a portion of the
different qualities of ground, good, bad and medium, that the pro-
perty contained. Rundale, combined with sub-division, produced
the merest fragments of land. One man, a tailor in Donegal, ‘had his
land in forty-two different places and gave it up in despair’. In
County Mayo, the land valuator cited the case of the townland of
Liscananawn, where about 167 acres of land, of three qualities, were
divided into 330 portions, the 110 inhabitants having three portions
each.33

As a result of the desperate competition for land, rents in Ireland
were enormously high, eighty per cent. to a hundred per cent. higher
than in England. High rents were further encouraged by the
practice, generally followed in Ireland, of letting land by advertising
for ‘proposals’ and disposing of it to the highest bidder. Only on the
best-managed estates, generally those owned by large proprietors,
were the character and record of the tenant taken into account.
Lord Gormanston, for instance, had let land to a witness before the
Devon Commission at four shillings an acre less than he was offered
elsewhere. But where landlords were greedy or in debt, the
people’s anxiety to secure a piece of land, or the fear of losing land
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already occupied, was so great that offers went beyond its value.
‘If you ask the man why he bid so much for his farm, and more than
he knew he could pay,” wrote Mr. Campbell Foster of The Times in
1845, ‘his answer is, “What could I do? Where was I to go? I know
I cannot pay the rent but what could I do? Would you have me go
and beg?” 34

An immense and increasing number of people were too poor to
make an offer to rent land, and this unfortunate class, mainly poor
day-labourers, eked out an existence by means of a method of
hiring land, called conacre.

Conacre was a contract by which the use of a portion of land was
let, to grow one crop. Conacre was not a lease but a licence to
occupy, and the relation of landlord and tenant was not created.
Very small portions of land were let in conacre; in Tipperary, a
quarter-acre was more common than half an acre; in Queen’s
County, it was reckoned that half an acre of conacre would support a
labourer’s family.

The owner of conacre ground manured the soil and prepared it
for the reception of seed; the hirer provided the seed, planted it, and
performed all subsequent operations. Rent was high; fr10 or even
£12 to £14 an acre on good ground, and about £6 on poor ground.
But the Devon Commission did not consider conacre rents ‘enor-
mous’, having regard to the crop which could be obtained in a
normal season.

Demand for conacre was overwhelming; without it, said the
O’Conor Don, one of the few representatives of the ancient pre-
Norman Irish aristocracy, ‘the people would starve’. But the system
was not popular with landowners; the drawback was the difficulty of
collecting the rent. Conacre hirers were almost invariably poor
labourers, and the custom was for the rent of conacre ground to be
paid after the crop was harvested. A labourer got permlssmn to
‘throw up’ a cabin somewhere, for which he paid in a certain number
of days® work, and then took a portion of conacre. If the season was
good, he derived a considerable profit; if the crop failed, he was
ruined, a gambler, as a witness told the Devon Commission, playing
fora stake he cannot pay. Yet on this precarious speculation the
existence of the poorest Irish depended.3?

The 1841 census showed that sub-division of land had reached the
point where 45 per cent. of holdings, taking Ireland as a whole, were
of fewer than five acres; and since no holding under an acre was
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enumerated hundreds of thousands of patches were not taken into
account. So accustomed had the people become to tiny holdings
that, as the Devon Commission noted, when ‘consolidation’, the
throwing together of several small farms into a larger, more efficient
unit, was discussed, the effect contemplated by witnesses was to
produce farms no larger than fifteen, ten or even five acres; and
Lord Stanley, called on to investigate complaints of excessive con-
solidation, found that a farm of 25 acres was looked on as a ‘mon-
strous grlevance’ o8

The whole of this structure, the minute subdivisions, the closely-
packed population existing at the lowest level, the high rents, the
frantic competition for land, had been produced by the potato. The
conditions of life in Ireland and the existence of the Irish people
depended on the potato entirely and exclusively.

The potato, provided it did not fail, enabled great quantities of
food to be produced at a trifling cost from a small plot of ground.
Sub-division could never have taken place without the potato: an
acre and a half would provide a family of five or six with food for
twelve months, while to grow the equivalent grain required an
acreage four to six times as large and some knowledge of tillage as
well. Only a spade was needed for the primitive method of potato
culture usually practised in Ireland. Trenches were dug and beds—
called ‘lazy beds’—made; the potato sets were laid on the ground
and earthed up from the trenches; when the shoots appeared, they
were earthed up again. This method, regarded by the English with
contempt, was in fact admirably suited to the moist soil of Ireland.
The trenches provided drainage, and crops could be grown in wet
ground, while cultivation by the spade enabled potatoes to be grown
on mountain sides, where no plough could be used. As the popu.a-
tion expanded, potatoes in lazy beds were pushed out into the bog
and up the mountain, where no other cultivation would have been
possible.

The potato was, moreover, the most universally useful of foods.
Pigs, cattle and fowls could be reared on it, using the tubers which
were too small for everyday use; it was simple to cook; it produced
fine children; as a diet, it did not pall.

Yet it was the most dangerous of crops. It did not keep, nor could
it be stored from one season to another. Thus every year the nearly
two and a half million labourers who had no regular employment
more or less starved in the summer, when the old potatoes were
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finished and the new had not come in. It was for this reason that
June, July and August were called the ‘meal months’: there was
always the danger that potatoes would run out and meal would have
to be eaten instead, the labourers would then have to buy it on
credit, at exorbitant prices, from the petty dealer and usurer who
was the scourge of the Irish village—the dreaded ‘Gombeen man’.

More serious still, if the potato did fail, neither meal nor anything
else could replace it. There could be no question of resorting to an
equally cheap food, no such food existed, nor could potato cultiva-
tion be replaced, except after a long period, by the cultivation of any
other food. ‘What hope is there for a nation that lives on potatoes!’
wrote an English official.

Yet the British Government felt no apprehension about the potato
crop. It was the problems arising from Ireland’s perennial rebellious-
ness and from the swarming, poverty-stricken ‘surplus’ population,
as it was called, that absorbed the attention of Parliament, and when
the exclusive dependence of the Irish on the potato was deplored it
was on moral grounds, as proving the improvidence and lack of
energy of the Irish people.3?

There were, however, voices crying in the wilderness, and con-
trary to the usual course of history the voices were official. The
Devon Commission reported in 1845, on the eve of the famine,
giving warning in grave terms of the dangerous state of Ireland. The
report was dismissed on the grounds that it did not ‘contain any-
thing of striking novelty’ and ‘there was nothing in it that everyone
did not know already, and a timid bill based on its recommendations
giving Irish tenants a right to compensation for improvements in
certain restricted circumstances was denounced as ‘a violation of the
rights of property’ and withdrawn. The Devon Commission more-
over was only one of many. In the forty-five years since the Union
no fewer than 114 Commissions and 61 Special Committees were
instructed to report on the state of Ireland, and without exception
their findings prophesied disaster; Ireland was on the verge of
starvation, her population rapidly increasing, three-quarters of her
labourers unemployed, housing conditions appalling and the
standard of living unbelievably low.38

True, an ‘Act for the more effectual relief of the Poor in Ireland’,
an Irish Poor Law Act, had been passed in 1838, but its object was
not so much to mitigate the sufferings of the Irish poor as to prevent
them from coming over into England. George Nicholls, who drafted
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it, admitted as much; the vast numbers of Irish, he wrote, who
‘crossed the Channel in search of the means of living . . . made it a
matter of policy, as it assuredly was of humanity, to endeavour to
improve their condition; and nothing seemed so equitable or so
readily effective for the purpose as making property liable for the
relief of the destitution in Ireland, as was the case in England—in
other words establishing some kind of Poor Law.’

In vain it was pointed out that the problems of poverty in England
and Ireland were totally different, that the immense amount of
destitution in Ireland would entail a gigantic expenditure if a poor
law was to be effective. Workhouses for hundreds of thousands
would have to be erected, and the annual cost would be at least five
million pounds a year: there was no possibility of raising such a sum
in Ireland.

The British Government’s mind was made up. The property of
Ireland must support the poverty of Ireland, and a menace to
England be removed. George Nicholls was sent to Ireland for six
weeks, his first acquaintance with the country; after that the opinion
of ‘the most representative Irish that could be consulted’ was set on
one side and on July 31, 1838, the Irish Poor Law Act became law.**

The British Government, however, concerned as it was with Irish
disaffection, with the recent alarm of the Repeal agitation, and with
religious differences—much of the last session of Parliament before
the famine was spent in debating an increase in the grant to the
Catholic seminary of Maynooth—continued to contemplate the con-
dition of the Irish people with ‘imperturbable apathy’.

Meanwhile, in 1844, a report was received that in North America
a disease, hitherto unknown, had attacked the potato crop.
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CHAPTER 2

partially immunised against disease by scientific breeding,
was singularly liable to failure.

Twenty-four failures of the potato crop were listed by the Census
of Ireland Commissioners of 1851. In 1728 there had been ‘such a
scarcity that on the 26th of February there was a great rising of the
populace of Cork’; in 1739 the crop was ‘entirely destroyed’; in 1740
‘entire failure’ was reported; in 1770 the crop largely failed owing to
curl; 1800 brought another ‘general’ failure; in 1807 half the crop
was lost through frost. In 1821 and 1822 the potato failed com-
pletely in Munster and Connaught; distress, ‘horrible beyond
description’, was reported in and near Skibbereen, and subscriptions
were raised for relief, £115,000 in London and £18,000 in Dublin.
1830 and 1831 were years of failure in Mayo, Donegal and Galway;
in 1832, 1833, 1834 and 1836 a large number of districts suffered
serious loss from dry rot and the curl; in 1835 the potato failed in
Ulster, and 1836 and 1837 brought ‘extensive’ failures throughout
Ireland.

In 1839 failure was again universal throughout Ireland, from
Bantry Bay to Lough Swilly; famine conditions followed, Govern-
ment relief works were started and a Treasury grant made. In 1841
the potato crop failed in many districts, and in 1844 the early crop
was widely lost.!

Thus the unreliability of the potato was an accepted fact in
Ireland, ranking with the vagaries of the weather, and in 1845 the
possibility of yet another failure caused no particular alarm.

However, at the beginning of July of that year, the potato crop
promised remarkably well—the weather was then dry and hot. The
abrupt change which followed, extraordinary even for the fickle
climate of Ireland, brought for upwards of three weeks ‘one con-
tinued gloom’, with low temperatures and ‘a succession of most
chilling rains and some fog’.2 Nevertheless, at the end of July the
crop was still exceptionally heavy, and on July 23 the Freeman’s
Journal reported that ‘the poor man’s property, the potato crop,
was never before so large and at the same time so abundant’. There
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was every sign of a year of plenty; old potatoes of excellent quality
were, ‘even at this advanced season’, being sent in to market, show-
ing that ample stocks were still in hand, new potatoes were already
‘coming in freely’, and on July 25, 1845, The Times, printing favour-
able reports from all four provinces of Ireland, announced that ‘an
early and productive harvest was everywhere expected’.

The first disquieting news came from an unexpected quarter. At
the beginning of August, Sir Robert Peel, the British Prime Minister,
received a letter from the Isle of Wight, as famous for its market
gardens as anywhere in the South of England, reporting that disease
had appeared in the potato crop there.?

Though the significance of the news was not realized, this was
the first recorded evidence that the ‘blight’ which had recently
ravaged the potato crop in North America had crossed the Atlantic.

The British Government was anxious not only for Ireland but
for England. During the previous fifty years potatoes had assumed a
dangerous importance in the diet of the English labouring classes.
Hard times, the blockade during the Napoleonic wars, the unem-
ployment and wage-cutting, which followed the declaration of peace
after Waterloo, had been gradually forcing the English labourer to
eat potatoes in place of bread,* and on September 30, 1845, The
Times reported that in England the two main meals of a working
man’s day now consisted of potatoes. Indeed, but for the interven-
tion of the blight, it is almost certain that the English labourer,
however unwillingly, would have been driven to greater and greater
dependence on the potato, and in due course suffered the insecurity
a potato diet brings.

Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary, circulated a letter of
inquiry about the crop, and on August 11 Mr. Parker, a large grower
and salesman, reported severe blight in Kent. The previous Tuesday
he had driven round Sandwich, Ash and Wingham, to find the
whole of the crop, early and late, including potatoes in the cottage
gardens, ‘entirely destroyed’. On Thursday, at Maidstone and
Gravesend, he found ‘fearful destruction’; that evening he had found
blight just appearing at East and West Ham, and next day he had
seen it at Leytonstone. It was understood, he added, that the situa-
tion was the same in Holland and France. If the failure should
become general it would be ‘a shocking calamity for the poor’.

A failure would be serious enough for England, but for Ireland
it would be disaster, and Ireland loomed in every mind, wretched,
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rebellious and utterly dependent on the potato. ‘Ireland, Ireland
that cloud in the West, that coming storm,” wrote Gladstone to his
wife that summer.® As yet, however, no disease was reported from
Ireland, though the weather had again become wet.

The leading horticultural paper in Great Britain was the Gardeners’
Chronicle and Horticultural Gazette, which owed its influence and
authority to the distinction of its editor, Dr. John Lindley, the first
professor of botany to be appointed in the University of London and
the man responsible for the establishment of Kew Gardens as the
headquarters of botanical science for the British Empire. On
August 16 he printed, without unduealarm, a report which described
‘a blight of unusual character’ in the Isle of Wight, and invited advice
from subscribers. Potato disease was familiar in England: it had
occurred, for instance, in East Kent in the previous autumn, and
the news from the Isle of Wight caused no great apprehension.
But a week later, on August 23, Dr. Lindley was telling his readers,
in consternation: ‘A fearful malady has broken out among the
potato crop. On all sides we hear of the destruction. In Belgium the
fields are said to be completely desolated. There is hardly a sound
sample in Covent Garden market . . . As for cure for this distemper,
there is none . . . We are visited by a great calamity which we must
bear.’

It was now only a question of time before the blight spread to
Ireland, and on September 13 Dr. Lindley held up publication of
the Gardeners’ Chronicle to make a dramatic announcement. ‘We
stop the Press with very great regret to announce that the potato
Murrain has unequivocally declared itself in Ireland. The crops
about Dublin are suddenly perishing . . . where will Ireland be in
the event of a universal potato rot?’

Nevertheless, through the next few weeks the British Government
was optimistic. Very likely the failure would be local, as had often
happened in the past; and the Home Secretary, who ‘repeatedly’
requested information from Ireland, was receiving many favourable
reports. These were explained later by the sporadic nature of the
failure of 1845—‘the country is like a checker-board,” wrote a
Government official, ‘black and white next door. Hence the con-
tradictory reports’. It was, too, the habitual policy of British
governments to discount the veracity of news from Ireland: ‘there
is such a tendency to exaggeration and inaccuracy in Irish reports
that delay in acting on them is always desirable’, wrote Sir Robert
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Peel on October 13, 1845.% For the credit of British administration
it was perhaps better not to admit that Ireland was as poverty-
stricken and wretched as reports persistently affirmed.

However, the potato disease devastating Europe had undeniably
appeared in Ireland. Now the question was, how far would it spread ?

For the next week or two it was possible to hope. On Septem-
ber 25, 1845, Mr. Robert Murray, of the Provincial Bank of Ireland,
in Dublin, wrote to Mr. Henry Goulburn, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, that the ‘alleged failure of the potato crop was very
greatly exaggerated’. A week before this a circular had been sent
to all officers of the Irish Constabulary, directing that weekly reports
be submitted on the state of the crop in their districts, and on the
28th Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary, received ‘more satis-
factory accounts of the potato crop in Ireland’ and was ‘willing now
to hope that the failure, though extensive, is by no means general’.
On October 6 he wrote again that the accounts of the potato crops
were more favourable than he had ventured to expect, though ‘the
recent terrible rains’ would do harm; and two days later he was still
‘sanguine in my belief that the potato crop, tho’ damaged, is not so
much below the average as some of the exaggerated reports from
Ireland have led us to apprehend’.”

A week later it was time for the potatoes to be taken out of the
ground. As soon as digging began disastrous reports poured in.

Sir James Graham wrote to Sir Robert Peel, the Prime Minister,
in the utmost agitation. He had received information of the most
serious nature from the Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland, Lord Heytes-
bury, and it required the immediate attention of the Government.
Alarming reports on the state of the potato crop were being received
in Dublin, and Lord Heytesbury had warned the Government to be
prepared for the worst. Though, Graham added, he himself was still
willing to hope that present fears might be exaggerated, nevertheless,
‘our Lord-Lieutenant . . . does not readily give credit to false alarms’.
It was necessary to be prepared for famine in Ireland. And what
substitute could be found for the potato, the cheapest of all foods?
Perhaps Indian corn [maize], but that was an acquired taste. Should
the ports be opened to free trade in food? Should the duties be
lifted on flour and oatmeal ? What should be done?

On the same day Sir Robert Peel wrote to Graham that he, too,
had heard from Lord Heytesbury and that he found the accounts
‘very alarming’, though he again reminded Graham that there was
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always a tendency to exaggeration in Irish news. However, at an
early period the Cabinet would have ‘imposed’ on them the necessity
for adopting measures for relief. It had been suggested that the
export of food from Ireland should be prohibited and that the
distillation of spirits from grain be made illegal, but he had no
confidence in the efficacy of these measures—‘the removal of impedi-
ments to import is the only effectual remedy’.®

The implications of that phrase were very nearly as alarming to
Graham as the prospect of famine in Ireland. Removal of impedi-
ments to import meant the removal of the duties on foreign grain,
the famous Corn Laws, which protected the price of United King-
dom home-grown grain. No issue was so violently controversial and
so dangerous, politically, as the repeal of the Corn Laws.

Graham hastened to procrastinate and to soothe the Prime
Minister. No steps need be taken yet, he wrote on October 15, since
the truth about the potato crop could not fully be ascertained until
digging was completed. He agreed, however, that to prohibit the
export of food from Ireland would be an inadequate measure to
meet the crisis.®

Sir Robert Peel, on whom as Prime Minister the responsibility for
Ireland would fall during the coming crisis, was a man of outstand-
ing talents with considerable experience of Ireland—he had been
Chief Secretary for six years.

During that period he had shown no liking for the Irish character,
no sympathy with Irish aspirations; ‘cordially detested’ Irish life,
and had identified himself with the extreme Protestant party. Year
after year he had opposed the motions for Catholic emancipation
and for enquiry into the state of Ireland; he had also been largely
responsible for a severe Coercion Act and had supported the revival
of punishing clauses from the repealed Insurrection Act. The Duke
of Leinster, premier nobleman of Ireland and head of the great
Norman-Irish family of FitzGerald (called the ‘good family’ in
Ireland), recalled that Peel, when Chief Secretary for Ireland, fre-
quently rose after dinner and, assuming the traditional attitude,
‘standing on his chair with one foot on the table’, drank the Orange
toast to ‘the pious, glorious and immortal memory of William IIT’.
These and similar activities led O’Connell to give him the nickname,
by which he is still remembered in Ireland, of ‘Orange Peel’.

Deliberate in manner, carefully and cautiously weighing his words
and possessing a singularly chilly smile, ‘like the silver plate on a
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coffin’, Peel did not readily inspire liking; he had, wrote Greville,
‘no popular or ingratiating qualities’.2® But though Peel might be a
man whom it was difficult to like, he was also a man whom it was
impossible not to respect. His family and his friends loved him, he
possessed consummate political skill, vigour and power in debate,
and a supreme capacity for administration. Extreme conscientious-
ness and a sense of justice were his leading characteristics, and how-
ever little liking Peel might feel for the Irish people he could be
relied upon never to allow his feelings to influence what he con-
sidered to be his duty towards Ireland.

The passage of time had somewhat softened Peel’s attitude on
Irish questions; it was nearly thirty years since he had drunk the
Orange toast, and recently he had been responsible for measures of
conciliation; he had appointed the Devon Commission in 1843, he
trebled the annual grant to the Catholic seminary of Maynooth, and
he established non-sectarian ‘Queen’s Colleges’ in three Irish towns.

Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary, was already distrusted
in Ireland for his part in the eleventh-hour suppression of the
monster meeting at Clontarf and for the subsequent arrest and trial
of Daniel O’Connell. Head of an old north-country family, tall,
handsome and supercilious, he also possessed personal integrity and
a capacity for business, and showed an invaluable attention to detail.
He was Peel’s closest colleague and had been in office as Secretary
of State for Home Affairs, and consequently responsible for the
administration of Ireland, since 1841.

*

As digging of the potato crop progressed the news from Ireland
grew steadily worse, and the Constabulary Reports of October 15
were the gloomiest yet forwarded. In Antrim, the failure was more
serious than at first supposed; Armagh had hardly a sound potato;
in the South, Bantry and Clonakilty reported great failure; in Bandon
and Kinsale disease was extending, while in the fertile midlands and
Kildare blight had appeared. In Wicklow potatoes grown between
the sea and the mountains, where the clouds broke on the mountains
in rain, were diseased to an alarming extent. In Monaghan, Tyrone
and several other counties it was reported that ‘potatoes bought a
few days ago, seemingly remarkably good, have rotted’.

The soundness of the potato when first dug was responsible for
bewildering contradictions. Optimists, delighted to witness the
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digging of what seemed a splendid crop, hastened to send off glow-
ing accounts. Lord Heytesbury received one such report, on
October 17, from the Dean of Ossory, though in forwarding it he
wrote he ‘must observe that the Dean tho’ a sensible is a somewhat
sanguine man’.t

In almost every case, hope was short-lived. Within a few days the
fine-looking tubers had become a stinking mass of corruption, and
growers began to flood the market with potatoes, anxious to get rid
of them before the rot set in.

For some years Peel had been on friendly terms with Dr. Lyon
Playfair, a scientist and chemist of considerable reputation, and on
October 18 he was staying at Peel’s country house. Dr. Playfair had
studied chemistry under the great Liebig, but was perhaps more
successful as a courtier than as a scientist. He had conducted
scientific experiments before Queen Victoria and was a noted sitter
on Parliamentary enquiries and Royal Commissions. Subsequently
he became a gentleman usher in Prince Albert’s houschold and
was, finally, elevated to the peerage as the first Baron Playfair of
St. Andrews.

He now advanced a theory that potatoes which were apparently
sound, or almost sound, when dug could be given a chemical treat-
ment to prevent them from rotting: ‘it might be possible to mitigate
the evil of the potato disease by some chemical application and by
the issue of plain, practical instructions for the treatment of those
potatoes which are not at all, or only partially, affected by the
disease.”?

Peel decided to set up a Scientific Commission in Ireland to
investigate what science could do to save the potato. Dr. Lindley
agreed to serve with Playfair, and they crossed immediately to
Dublin. By October 24 the Lord-Lieutenant, Lord Heytesbury, was
reporting that ‘the two professors’ were already ‘earnestly em-
ployed’. Indeed, that very day, as a proof of ‘unremitting atten-
ion’, the first of six long documents was addressed to Lord Heytes-
bury. In addition, Peel arranged for the co-operation and assistance
of an Irish Catholic scientist of eminence, Professor Robert Kane,
knighted in 1846, who was already making an investigation of the
potato disease on behalf of the Royal Agricultural Improvement
Society for Ireland and had recently published an important book,
The Industrial Resources of Ireland. Kane was to supply local
knowledge and information, and it was hoped that, since neither
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Lindley nor Playfair had any previous connection with Ireland, they
would be able to form ‘a dispassionate judgment as to the real
character and extent of the evil to be apprehended’.13

No deliberation was necessary. The briefest possible enquiry was
sufficient for the professors to become alarmed, and after two days
Playfair wrote to Peel that ‘the account is melancholy and it cannot
be looked upon in other than a most serious light. We are confident
that the accounts are under-rated rather than exaggerated . .. I am
sorry to give you so desponding a letter, but we cannot conceal from
ourselves that the case is much worse than the public supposes’.

All too soon the Scientific Commissioners were estimating that
half the potato crop of Ireland had either been already destroyed or
would shortly perish; thus to find a method of preventing potatoes
sound when dug from rotting was of overwhelming importance. A
number of suggestions were now put forward by the Commissioners.
Advanced in all good faith, these recommendations were the first
evidence of that fatal ignorance of conditions in Ireland which was
to be responsible for a large part of the suffering in the famine years.

The traditional Irish method was to store potatoes in a pit; to dig
a pit was simple, and in it the tubers were to some extent protected
from frost and rain. In the Commissioners’ ‘Advice concerning the
Potato crop to the Farmers and Peasantry of Ireland’ the peasant was
instructed to dry his potatoes in the sun, then to ‘mark out on the
ground a space six feet wide and as long as you please. Dig a shallow
trench two feet wide all round, and throw the mould upon the space,
then level it and cover it with a floor of turf sods set on their edges’.
On this was to be sifted ‘packing stuff’, made by ‘mixing a barrel of
freshly burnt unslacked lime, broken into pieces as large as marbles,
with two barrels of sand or earth, or by mixing equal parts of burnt
turf and dry sawdust’.

There followed instructions so complicated that the ‘indefatigable
trio of potato Commissioners’, as The Times called them, appear to
have had some doubts as to their intelligibility, for they concluded,
‘If you do not understand this, ask your landlord or clergyman to
explain its meaning.’

To deal with diseased potatoes, the Irish peasant was to provide
himself with a rasp or grater, a linen cloth, a hair sieve or a cloth
strainer, a pail or tub or two for water, and a griddle. He was then
to rasp the bad potatoes, very finely, into one of the tubs, wash the
pulp, strain, repeat the process, then dry the pulp on the griddle,
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over a slack fire. In the water used for washing the pulp would be
found a milky substance, which was starch. Good, wholesome bread
could be made by mixing the starch with dried potato pulp, peas-
meal, bean-meal, oatmeal or flour. ‘There will be of course,” wrote
the Commissioners, ‘a good deal of trouble in doing all we have
recommended, and perhaps you will not succeed very well at first;
but we are confident all true Irishmen will exert themselves, and
never let it be said that in Ireland the inhabitants wanted courage to
meet difficulties against which other nations are successfully
struggling.’

Seventy thousand copies of these well-meant suggestions were
printed by the Government and circulated to local agricultural com-
mittees, to newspapers, and to parish priests, who received thirty
copies each.

This was only a beginning. For between October 26 and Novem-
ber 12 the ‘untiring industry’ of the Commissioners produced,
in rapid succession, what The Times called ‘four monster reports’,
as well as two statements dated from the Royal Dublin Society and
addressed to the Lord-Lieutenant. Of these Graham wrote to Peel,
on November 8, that it was ‘difficult to extract much that is useful
from Playfair’s letters’.14

Four days later, having been in Ireland something less than three
weeks, the men of science returned to London.

Meanwhile, in Ireland, the possibility of making use of diseased
potatoes was being anxiously explored, and confusion arose about
starch. In the Nation a correspondent stated that as much as twenty
to twenty-one pounds of starch might be extracted from every
hundred pounds of diseased potatoes, and this could be used,
mixed with flour, for pies, puddings and ‘farinaceous spoon meat’;
at the same time the Freeman’s Journal urged that a machine for
extracting starch on a large scale be installed in every workhouse.

Unhappily, the Commissioners were obliged to point out that
‘starch is not the material which serves for the support of the human
frame, and an animal fed merely on starch dies of starvation nearly,
if not quite as soon, as if totally deprived of food’.1®

Perhaps, then, the good and bad parts of a partially blighted
potato could be used separately? Sir John Murray, at any rate,
printed in the Nation a recipe he claimed to have tested: ‘cut off
diseased parts and steam or boil into a2 mash with bran and salt.
When warm [it] is nourishing for pigs and cattle but tainted potatoes
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cold are apt to disagree.” Other correspondents’ proposals directed
that the potatoes should be cut up in slices and soaked in bog water,
or dried out in ovens, or spread with lime and salt, or treated with
chlorine gas, which was to be manufactured by the Irish cottiers
themselves mixing vitriol, manganese dioxide and salt, thus embark-
ing on the domestic manufacture of poison gas.

Common sense was forgotten. One suggestion called for the
baking of diseased potatoes, presumably in primitive Irish cabins,
for 18 to 22 minutes at a temperature of 180 degrees Fahrenheit.
When ‘blackish matter’ with a foul smell oozed out, the potatoes
would, it was claimed, then turn white, and could be peeled.

All specifics, all nostrums were useless. Whether ventilated, desic-
cated, salted, or gassed, the potatoes melted into a slimy, decaying
mass; and pits, on being opened, were found to be filled with
diseased potatoes—‘six months’ provisions a mass of rottenness’.1é
Alarm turned to terror.

Where did the rot come from, people asked fearfully ? Did it fall
from the sky in rain, did it drop from the clouds, did it rise from
the ground ? Had the soil itself become infected ?

Wild suggestions were advanced. Had the potatoes become
blighted by ‘static electricity’, generated in the atmosphere by the
puffs of smoke and steam issuing from the hundreds of locomotives
that had just come into use? Or was the disease caused by ‘morti-
ferous vapours’ rising from ‘blind volcanoes’ in the interior of the
earth? Another school of thought blamed guano manure, consist-
ing of the droppings of sea fowl, which had recently become
fashionable. From County Clare came a new theory: a field was
partly covered with clothes laid out to dry, and the covered portion
escaped the blight—‘this,” reported the Nation, ‘proves that the
blow came from the air.’?

The opinion of Dr. Lindley himself was that the potatoes had
contracted a kind of dropsy. Through the extraordinary dampness
of the weather they had become laden with water they could not
absorb, and ‘wet putrefaction’ had set in. Torrential rain was
commonly blamed. It is the ‘general opinion’, wrote Lord Heytes-
bury, that ‘the season had been so ungenial and the absence of
sunshine so remarkable during the last two months that the potatoes
have imperfectly ripened’.28

At the end of October urgent warnings began to reach the
Government. Lord Monteagle, one of the most enlightened Irish
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landowners and a man of importance—he had been Chancellor of
the Exchequer from 1835 to 1839—told Sir Robert Peel on Octo-
ber 24 that he did not ‘recollect any former example of a calamitous
failure being anything near so great and alarming as the present . . .
I know not how the peasantry will get through the winter in very
many cases.’

Another ominous warning came from Coleraine. The condition
of the potato crop throughout the whole country was ‘deplorable’,
wrote the medical officer to the Coleraine workhouse on October 13.
‘Nothing else is heard of, nothing else is spoken of . . . Famine must
be looked forward to and there will follow, as a natural consequence,
as in former years, typhus fever, or some other malignant pesti-
lence.’

On November 5 the Under-Secretary at Dublin Castle was
warned by Lord Clare that he would not ‘answer for the conse-
quences’ if a famine occurred. ‘The farmers with a good supply of
corn and high prices will struggle through the year; but what will
you do with the unemployed multitude whose store of provisions
for the next ten months is gone and who have not a shilling to
purchase food . . . the thousands of the occupiers of conacre land in
wild and remote districts, how are they to exist until August 1846 ?’19

Suggestions for adding to the available food supply included one
for reducing the amount of corn given daily to Government horses:
if the 12,000 police and army horses in Ireland were given five
instead of ten pounds of corn daily, an extra 60,000 pounds a day
would be available to feed the people. More far-reaching was a
suggestion made by the Duke of Norfolk, that in place of the potato
the Irish should learn to consume curry powder, on which, mixed
with water, he appeared to believe the population of India was
nourished.2°

Meanwhile, apart from the appointment of the ‘men of science’,
the Government had taken no steps, and on October 28 a meeting
was called by a committee of the Dublin Corporation, under the
chairmanship of the Lord Mayor. Three days later a meeting of
citizens was called, which appointed a committee presided over by
the Duke of Leinster. As a result on November 3 a deputation of the
highest respectability waited on the Lord-Lieutenant, Lord Heytes-
bury, to urge him to adopt measures ‘to avert calamity’. The deputa-
tion included the Duke of Leinster, Daniel O’Connell, Lord Clon-
curry, the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Henry Grattan, son of the famous
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patriot, Sir J. Murray, John Augustus O’Neill and some twenty
others. The proposals, drawn up by O’Connell, called for the
immediate stoppage of the export of corn and provisions and for the
prohibition of distilling and brewing from grain; the ports should
be thrown open for the free import of food and rice and Indian corn
imported from the colonies; relief machinery must be set up in every
county, stores of food established, and employment provided on
works of public utility. It was proposed that the cost be met by a
tax of ten per cent. on the rental of resident landlords and from
twenty to fifty per cent. on that of absentees. In addition, a loan of
£1,500,000 should be raised on the security of the proceeds of Irish
woods and forests.

The Lord-Lieutenant received the deputation ‘very coldly’ and
read aloud a prepared reply. Reports on the potato crop varied and
at times contradicted each other, and it was impossible to form an
accurate opinion of the extent of the failure until digging was com-
pleted. The proposals submitted by the deputation would at once
be placed before the Government, but the greater part of them
required new legislation, and all must be ‘maturely weighed’. As
soon as Lord Heytesbury ‘had concluded reading he began bowing
the deputation out’.

Next day the Freeman’s Journal denounced the Government in a
furious leading article: ‘They may starve! Such in spirit, if not in
words, was the reply given yesterday by the English Viceroy to . . .
the deputation which . . . prayed that the food of this kingdom be
preserved, lest the people thereof perish.’2

In fact, Peel had arrived at a momentous decision. To compensate
for the failure the millions of Irish who had lived on potatoes must
be fed on grain; to accomplish this, grain must be freely imported,
and therefore the Corn Laws must be repealed.

The decision was not sudden but the result of long deliberation.
Though famine in Ireland provided the immediate cause, Peel had
been painfully moving for more than four years towards the convic-
tion that he no longer believed in protection for British agriculture,
and that the Corn Laws must be removed. He was well aware that to
advocate Corn Law repeal meant almost certain political ruin—his
old friend and supporter, the Duke of Buckingham, had gone to the
length of resigning from the Cabinet in 1842 on a mild modification
of the Corn Laws being proposed. Now, as the news from Ireland
grew steadily worse, Peel suffered mental torture. ‘I never witnessed
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in any case such agony,” wrote the Duke of Wellington. By
October 15 Peel’s decision had been made. “The remedy,’ he wrote,
‘is the removal of all impediments to the import of all kinds of
human food—that is, the total and absolute repeal for ever of all
duties on all articles of subsistence.”? And to inform the Cabinet of
this most serious decision he summoned an emergency meeting for
October 31.

*

The entanglement of the Irish famine with the repeal of the Corn
Laws was a major misfortune for Ireland. Short of civil war, no
issue in English history has provoked such passion as Corn Law
repeal. As a consequence of Peel’s decision the country was split in
two, and the controversy was conducted with frightful acrimony
and party bitterness. The potato failure was eclipsed by the burning
domestic issue of Corn Law repeal. The Irish famine slipped into
the background.

In the simplest terms the purpose of the Corn Laws was to keep
up the price of home-grown grain. Duties on imported grain guaran-
teed English farmers a minimum and profitable price, and the
burden of a higher price for bread was borne by the labouring classes,
in particular by the millions of factory workers and operatives toiling
in the great new industrial cities.

It was asserted that if the Corn Laws were repealed all classes
connected with the land would be ruined and the traditional social
structure of the country destroyed, and in ‘the rising wrath of Tories
and landlords’ all interest in Ireland was submerged.

More unfortunate still, because the potato failure in Ireland
provided an urgent reason for pressing forward with Corn Law
repeal, the opponents of repeal denied that any failure had taken
place, ‘except to a very partial extent’, and famine in Ireland became
a Party question. The Tory Mayor of Liverpool refused to calla meet-
ing for the relief of Irish distress, the Mansion House Committee
in Dublin was accused of ‘deluding the public with a false alarm’,
and the blight itself ‘was represented as the invention of agitators
on the other side of the water’. “To profess belief in the fact of the
existence of a formidable potato blight,” wrote Mr. Isaac Butt, Q.C,,
‘was as sure a method of being branded as a radical as to propose to
destroy the Church,’23

Peel’s position was painful. He was leader of the Conservative
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Party, the Protectionist party, and he was aware that for him to
propose repeal would be considered gross and shameful treachery.

The emergency meeting of the Cabinet summoned by him took
place on October 31, and immediately it began ‘very serious differ-
ences of opinion’ became evident. The first day was occupied in
reading aloud memoranda and reports from Ireland on the potato
failure; next day the Prime Minister proposed that a relief com-
mission should be set up in Ireland, employment on drainage
increased, and a sum of money advanced to the Lord-Lieutenant to
buy food for destitute districts. These proposals were readily
approved; indeed, they were standard measures which had already
been adopted in previous periods of famine in [reland.

But, as Peel went on to point out, these measures rcquired an
advance of public money, and the first sum voted for the purchase
of food to be issued to destitute districts must unavoidably open the
whole question of the Corn Laws. ‘Can we vote public money for
the sustenance of any considerable portion of the people on account
of actual or apprehended scarcity and maintain in full operation the
existing restrictions on the free import of grain? . . . I am bound to
say,” declared Peel, ‘my impression is we cannot.’

The crucial point had been reached, the issue of Corn Law repeal
was out in the open, and the Cabinet split, with an overwhelming
majority against Peel. To reach a decision proved impossible, and
the Cabinet adjourned until November 6.

On that day Peel laid proposals before the Cabinet for the imme-
diate relaxation of the Corn Law duties and the modification of the
Corn Laws themselves in a bill to be brought forward after Christ-
mas. He was once more defeated, being supported by only three of
his fourteen Cabinet Ministers. Nevertheless, he determined not to
resign on the spot: time should be allowed for reflection. The
Cabinet was once more adjourned.?*

On November 15 Dr. Lindley and Dr. Playfair issued their official
report. They had visited Louth, Meath, Westmeath, part of Kildare,
and the districts round Dublin and Drogheda, some of the most
fertile country in Ireland, and had examined official reports and
returns at Dublin Castle. ‘Judging from the evidence thus collected
. . . we can come to no other conclusion than that one half of the
actual potato crop of Ireland is either destroyed or . . . unfit for the
food of man. We, moreover, feel it our duty to apprise you that we
fear this to be a low estimate . . . We would now add, melancholy as
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this picture is . . . that in all probability the late rainy weather has
rendered the mischief yet greater.’23

When the Cabinet met again, on November 23, its attitude had
modified, and after a further meeting, on December 2, Peel was
‘not without hopes that there will be general concurrence’.

His hopes were not realized. After further discussion at Cabinets
held on December 4 and s, twelve out of his fourteen Cabinet
Ministers, including the Duke of Wellington, were ‘reluctantly’
persuaded to agree with him, but two Ministers of immense influ-
ence and importance stood out. Neither Lord Stanley nor the Duke
of Buccleuch would support ‘a measure involving the ultimate repeal
of the Corn Laws’.

Peel decided he must resign. Without the support of Lord Stanley
and the Duke of Buccleuch he thought it ‘very doubtful’ whether he
could carry Corn Law repeal ‘to a successful issue’, and on Dec-
ember 5 he ‘repaired to Osborne in the Isle of Wight’ and tendered
his resignation to Queen Victoria.2¢

According to custom, the Queen then sent for the Leader of the
Opposition, and requested him to form a government. The Party in
opposition, the Whig Party, was led by Lord John Russell, who was
pledged to Corn Law repeal; but after ten days’ suspense, negotia-
tion and intense excitement, known as ‘the famous ten days’,
Lord John, on December 20, wrote to the Queen, to state that he
had found it impossible to form an administration. Great political
difficulties, he wrote, lay before a government ‘prepared to attempt
the settlement of the Corn Laws’, and the formation of a Cabinet
had proved impossible because Lord Grey refused to take office if
the headstrong and high-handed Lord Palmerston were made
Foreign Secretary.

What Disraeli described as ‘the poisoned chalice’ was now handed
back to Peel, who was summoned again by the Queen. ‘On entering
the room,” wrote Peel, ‘Her Majesty said to me very graciously,
“So far from taking leave of you, Sir Robert, I must require you to
withdraw your resignation and remain in my service”.’?’

So Peel was Prime Minister once more, but in a situation of
unexampled difficulty and complexity. Leader of the Tories, he
was now to carry Corn Law repeal against a majority of his Party
and in the midst of ‘such a storm of rage and hatred as no other
Minister was ever exposed to’. He was accused of apostasy, of
turning his coat for his own ends; his conduct was christened the
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‘Great Betrayal’, and Lord Alvanley declared he should not be
allowed to die a natural death.

His support must come from the Opposition, but that support
would be unwilling and resentful, since the Whigs considered Corn
Law repeal their measure, and Peel had filched it from them. It was
a further complication that between Peel and Lord John Russell the
Whig leader a ‘mutual antipathy’ existed.

Nevertheless, Peel took up office again, with feclings of satis-
faction. ‘I resume power,” he wrote to Princess Lieven on Dec-
ember 26, 1845. “. . . I feel like a man restored to life after his funeral
service has been preached.’2®

In common with the rest of the Conservatives, however, the Duke
of Wellington, Peel’s intimate friend and the pillar of the Tories,
found the situation unpalatable. ‘Rotten potatoes have done it all,’
he grumbled to Greville, ‘they put Peel in his d—d fright.’??
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CHAPTER 3

OME WEEKS before these dramatic events Peel had taken a

bold step. On November g or ro—‘some days after the Cabinet

meeting of November 6’—he had ordered, acting on his own re-
sponsibility and without waiting for Treasury sanction, £100,000
to be spent on Indian corn (maize), to be purchased in the United
States and shipped to Ireland.

It was a step which could only have been taken by a Minister
exercising Peel’s authority. With the single exception of Corn Law
repeal, his ‘mastery’ over his Cabinet was said to be complete; he
had ‘got them as obedient and well trained as the crew of a man of
war’.! His purchase of Indian corn proved the decisive factor in
relieving the distress of 1845-46, but the subsequent value to Ireland
of Peel’s boldness, independence and strength of mind was unfor-
tunately outweighed by his belief in an economic theory which
almost every politician of the day, Whig or Tory, held with religious
fervour.

This theory, usually termed /laissez faire, let people do as they
think best, insisted that in the economic sphere individuals should
be allowed to pursue their own interests and asserted that the
Government should interfere as little as possible. Not only were the
rights of property sacred; private enterprise was revered and
respected and given almost complete liberty, and on this theory,
which incidentally gave the employer and the landlord freedom to
exploit his fellow men, the prosperity of nineteenth-century England
had unquestionably been based.

The influence of /aissez faire on the treatment of Ireland during
the famine is impossible to exaggerate. Almost without exception the
high officials and politicians responsible for Ireland were fervent
believers in non-interference by Government, and the behaviour of
the British authorities only becomes explicable when their fanatical
belief in private enterprise and their suspicions of any action which
might be considered Government intervention are borne in mind.

The loss of the potato crop was therefore to be made good, with-
out Government interference, by the operations of private enterprise
and private firms, using the normal channels of commerce. The
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Government was not to appear in food markets as a buyer, there was
to be ‘no disturbance of the ordinary course of trade’ and ‘no com-
plaints from private traders’ on account of Government com-
petition.

The flaw in the plan was the undeveloped state of the food and
provision trade in a great part of Ireland. Large numbers of people,
especially in the west and south-west, hardly purchased food at all;
they grew potatoes and lived on them. Shops and organizations for
importing foodstuffs and distributing them on the English model
were generally found only in more prosperous districts in north-east
Ulster, Dublin, some places in Eastern Ireland, and the larger towns,
like Cork. Where relief would be most needed, the means by which
it was to be supplied seldom existed.

Peel’s plan, nevertheless, was far-seeing and ingenious. He
intended to use the Indian corn he had bought as a weapon to keep
prices down. It was to be held in reserve, controlled by Government,
and a supply ‘thrown in’ whenever prices rose unreasonably. At no
time did he contemplate attempting to feed on Indian corn all those
who had lost their potatoes; that loss has been estimated by a modern
authority at a value in money of £3,500,000, and £100,000 of Indian
corn could not conceivably replace it.2

Indian corn was purchased because doing so did not interfere
with private enterprise. No trade in Indian corn existed: it was
virtually unknown as a food in Ireland or any other part of the United
Kingdom and was neither imported nor bought and sold. No com-
plaints of Government interference could therefore be made ‘in a
trade which did not exist, nor could prices be raised . . . on an article
of which no stock was to be found in the home market’.3 Moreover,
it had the immense advantage of being cheap, one of the cheapest
foods on which a human being could keep alive.

The possibility that a situation would arise in which no food of
any kind was offered, at prices extortionate or otherwise, and that
the Government’s Indian corn would become the only food avail-
able was not foreseen, even by Peel.

Placing the order caused some misgiving. How was the purchase
to be made? Would not ‘doubts and apprehensions’ arise in the
minds of merchants if the Government appeared ‘as a purchaser in
a new field of operations’? Would not prices rise instantly if the
Government were known to be the buyer 74

At this date the only Government department which had experi-
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ence of buying food on a large scale was the Commissariat depart-
ment, which supplied food for the British Army; and Sir Randolph
Routh, senior officer in that department, was consulted. He had
served in Canada and married there, and since the purchases were
to be made in the United States he suggested that his brother-in-
law, a merchant in Quebec, should be employed and, to ‘avoid all
appearance of interference by Government’, buy in his own name.
But the Commissariat department was not highly regarded, and
Sir Randolph was snubbed. The Chancellor of the Exchequer wrote,
on November 11, that Routh’s brother-in-law, though ‘doubtless
respectable’, was ‘hardly likely to be a first-class merchant’, and
suggested that the great mercantile house of Baring Brothers, with
its international organization, should be employed.

For its part the Treasury pressed for official purchasing: a repre-
sentative should be sent to New York, ‘to buy under Treasury rules.
Any increase in price would be counter-balanced by the advantage
of adhering to official rules’.®

Treasury advice, however, was not followed. Mr. Thomas Baring
was consulted, and on November 15 he submitted a plan. Baring
Brothers had a confidential agent in Boston, Mr. Thomas Ward,
‘in whose discretion and management we have the greatest con-
fidence’. Mr. Ward would distribute orders throughout the United
States, so that no unnecessary rise in prices would result and it
would not be known ‘who are the real buyers and for what purpose
the purchase is being made’. The scheme was accepted and the
choice proved admirable. A complicated series of transactions was
carried through without any leakage of information; ‘Economy is
desirable but secrecy is essential,” wrote Mr. Ward to Baring
Brothers’ representative in New Orleans; and on December 30
Mr. Thomas Baring assured the Treasury, ‘No one in our counting
house has been entrusted with any particulars, except my partner
and myself, and, what is perhaps of more importance, no one in the
United States, except those to whom the execution of the order has
been confided.’

So well was the secret kept that when the first cargoes from
America arrived ‘they had been more than a fortnight in Cork
Harbour before it became generally known that such a measure was
in progress’.

Baring Brothers were not only efficient but public-spirited.
Regarding the execution of the transactions as the fulfilment of a
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duty, they declined any commission on purchases which had em-
ployed their organization for more than six months.¢

*

While this operation was being carried out the Relief Commission
for Ireland, approved before the Cabinet split on Corn Law repeal,
had been appointed, and it held its first meeting on November 20.
The members mainly consisted of the senior members of those
departments of the Irish Government concerned, Sir James Dom-
brain, Inspector-General of the Coastguard service, who had already
served on Irish famine relief in 1836-39; Colonel Harry Jones, a
distinguished English officer of the Royal Engineers, who had been
appointed Chairman of the Board of Works, Ireland, a few weeks
before, and knew Ireland well; Mr. Twisleton, the resident Irish
Poor Law Commissioner, and Colonel McGregor, Inspector-
General of the Constabulary. The Chairman, Mr. Edward Lucas,
had been Under-Secretary at Dublin Castle, and the Secretary was
the able and enlightened John Pitt Kennedy, who had successfully
managed properties in Donegal and Tyrone and been Secretary of
the Devon Commission. At Peel’s request, Professor later Sir
Robert Kane was added. ‘He is an Irishman, a Roman Catholic, and
we have not one on the Commission,” wrote Peel to Graham on
November 9. ‘He has gained some practical knowledge from having
served on other Commussions . . . he has written on the industrial
resources of Ireland. But, mainly, he is a Roman Catholic.’?

The leading member of the Commission was Sir Randolph Routh,
of the Commissariat department of the British Army, whose brother-
in-law had been rejected as Government buyer in North America;
it was Sir Randolph Routh’s duty to distribute the Indian corn.

There was much to be said in favour of putting Routh in charge,
for he possessed ‘more extensive experience than any other person
. . . of feeding large bodies of people in sudden emergencies’. He
had served throughout the Peninsular campaign and been senior
Commissariat officer at Waterloo. Transferred to Canada, he had
achieved unusual success, been appointed a member of the executive
council and, finally, knighted for his services in the Canadian
rebellion of 1837-38. He was, moreover, recommended as being
‘remarkable for the invariable quality of acting cheerfully and
cordially with those with whom it is his duty to act’.8

Yet his appointment had drawbacks. During the period of severe
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military economy which followed Waterloo, the Commissariat had
been cut to the bone, and the efficiency of the department impaired;
within nine years it would be largely responsible for the disaster
which destroyed the British Army in the Crimea. It was another
drawback that Commissariat officers were regarded as inferior by
other officers of the army. Though their work was with the army, it
was administered by the Treasury; supply was considered to be
merely a business of accounts and bills, which could be performed
by any clerk. The Commissariat was thus a civilian department of
clerks, responsible to the Treasury, and not of soldiers, responsible
to the War Office. Every Commissariat officer received a commission
from the War Office and what was termed a ‘constitution’ from the
Treasury; this inconsistency was not corrected until 1855.

Routh, in fact, had been trained to cheesepare, to save a farthing
wherever a farthing could be saved; nor in dealing with his superiors
was he likely to make a stand for any opinion of his own, especially
as he was answerable to the rigid and all-powerful department of
the Treasury.

All expenditure required Treasury sanction: the money to be
spent on famine relief, the expenses of the Relief Commission, the
grants for Poor Law, for public works, for medical services; and at
the Treasury, standing guard over the British nations’ money-bags,
was the formidable figure of Charles Edward Trevelyan.

The official title of Trevelyan was Assistant Secretary, but he was
in fact the permanent head of the Treasury, and owing to his remark-
able abilities and the structure of British administration, which
results in a capable, permanent official exercising a high degree of
power, he was able to influence policy to a remarkable extent.

Trevelyan was by far the ablest man concerned with Irish relief
and, unaffected by changes of government and policy, he remained a
dominant figure throughout the famine years. He had been brought
up in what was known as the ‘Clapham Sect’, not a religious body
but a number of highly-cultivated families (including the Wilber-
forces and the Thorntons of Battersea Rise) who lived round Clap-
ham Common and were distinguished for their philanthropic and
evangelical views. Trevelyan, who was of rigid integrity, delighted
in reading chapters of the Bible aloud in a ‘deep sonorous voice’.®
At the outset of his career, when he was no more than twenty-one,
in India, he risked his future by publicly denouncing his superior,
a very powerful and popular man, for taking bribes. ‘A perfect storm
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was raised against the accuser,” wrote Macaulay, who was in India
at the time and knew Trevelyan well. ‘He was almost everywhere
abused and very generally cut. But, with a firmness and ability
scarcely ever seen in a man so young, he brought his proofs forward,
and, after an inquiry of some weeks, fully made out his case.” His
superior was dismissed with ignominy and Trevelyan himself
applauded ‘in the highest terms’, though Lord William Bentinck,
Governor-General of India, remarked, “That man is almost always
on the right side in every question; and it is well that he is so, for
he gives a most confounded deal of trouble when he happens to take
the wrong one.’

Seven years later Trevelyan married Macaulay’s idolized sister,
Hannah, in India. At the time of the marriage Macaulay, who was
greatly attached to Trevelyan, wrote: ‘He has no small talk. His
mind is full of schemes of moral and political improvement, and his
zeal boils over in his talk. His topics, even in courtship, are steam
navigation, the education of the natives, the equalization of the
sugar duties, the substitution of the Roman for the Arabic alphabet
in Oriental languages.’ His temper was pronounced ‘very sweet’, his
religious feelings ardent, but he was rash and uncompromising in
public affairs, and his manner was blunt, almost to roughness, and
at other times awkward.1®

Trevelyan was proud of being a man of family, ‘one of the best
and oldest families in England’; the Trevelyans originated in Corn-
wall, a few miles from Fowey, and the name of the family is recorded
as far back as the reign of Henry III. He described himself as
being a Celt, ‘belonging to the class of Reformed Cornish Celts,
who by long habits of intercourse with the Anglo-Saxons have
learned at last to be practical men’.*

At the time of the famine Trevelyan was thirty-eight, at the
height of his powers, immensely conscientious, and with an obses-
sion for work. Though his integrity was absolute and he had a
strong sense of justice, yet he was not the right man to undertake
Ireland. He disapproved of the Irish; the cast of his mind, his good
qualities, were such as to make him impatient with the Irish char-
acter, and some slight family difficulties may have intensified his
feelings. His cousin, Alfred Trevelyan, married the daughter of
Mr. Boyse, ‘a respectable solicitor of Limerick’, and soon she was
left a widow, with an infant son in whose welfare Trevelyan took,
in his own words, a great interest. The boy was brought up in
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Limerick, but not, Trevelyan thought, suitably: he was not sent to
a public school, and members of the Trevelyan family went over to
Limerick to try to induce his mother to send him to Cambridge,
‘under a Church of England tutor’. Trevelyan even appealed for
help to Lord Monteagle, an important figure in Limerick, but with
what result does not appear.12

The episode was characteristic of a weakness in Trevelyan; con-
scientious, acting from a genuine conviction of doing right, he found
it impossible to refrain from,interference, official as well as private,
when he considered matters were going wrong, and irritated com-
plaints came from other departments of the meddling ways of the
Treasury. Trevelyan’s mind was powerful, his character admirably
scrupulous and upright, his devotion to duty praiseworthy, but
he had a remarkable insensitiveness. Since he took action only after
conscientiously satisfying himself that what he proposed to do was
ethical and justified, he went forward impervious to other considera-
tions, sustained, but also blinded, by his conviction of doing right.
As a result, Trevelyan, the strict adherent to Treasury rules, the
terror of the departments, could sometimes be indiscreet.

A remarkable episode occurred at the height of the repeal agita-
tion, the period of the monster meetings, in 1843. Trevelyan went
to Ireland, probably in connection with young Alfred Trevelyan’s
affairs, and on his return, in an interview with Sir Robert Peel and
Sir James Graham, made a confidential report on the state of Ireland.
Immediately afterwards he published two long letters in the Morn-
ing Chronicle, on October 11 and 14, signed Philalethes (lover of
truth), in which he predicted an early rebellion, described warlike
preparations, accused the Catholic priests of fomenting a rising,
abused O’Connell as being actuated by ‘the vulgar but nevertheless
very powerful motive of saving himself from pecuniary ruin’, and
related a number of conversations with Irish peasants so hair-rais-
ing that it is probable he had been a victim of the favourite Irish
sport of ‘codding’ a stranger.

Peel identified Philalethes and was furious. ‘How a man after his
confidential interview with us could think it consistent with common
decency to reveal to the Editor of the Morning Chronicle, and to the
world, all he told us, is passing strange. He must be a consummate
fool. Surely he might have asked us what we thought of his intended
proceedings ?” he wrote to Graham. Trevelyan was unmoved, and
after being rebuked for publishing the first article told Sir James
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Graham that, though he might have made a mistake in writing to
the Morning Chronicle, ‘1 think there cannot be a doubt that now the
first portion of the letter has been published it will be better that
the second portion should be also,” and published it was.!?

Trevelyan’s qualities of rectitude, industry and complacency were
not calculated to win popularity, and the Treasury is not in any case
a much-loved department. In 1846 Lord Lincoln, Chief Secretary
for Ireland under Peel, called Trevelyan ‘our old incubus’, and
added that he ‘knew as much about Ireland as his baby, if he has
one’.}* Trevelyan at the time did in fact have a baby, who was
destined to become the historian Sir George Otto Trevelyan, Bt.,
Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1882-84.

*

When the first Relief Commission started work in November, 1845,
the influence of Trevelyan was limited; his relations with Peel on
Ireland were not good. Peel himself laid down the policy for the Re-
lief Commission, and the instructions for putting it into effect were
drawn up by Sir James Graham. Within a few months, however,
Trevelyan had become director and virtually dictator of Irish relief.

The consequences of a potato failure are not immediate: “The
first effect of the disease is not scarcity, but plenty, owing to the
people’s anxiety to dispose of their potatoes before they become
useless.” It was not until five or six months after a failure that
famine began, after every scrap of food, every partially-diseased
potato, every fragment that was conceivably edible by human beings,
had disappeared. On October 27, 1845, Sir James Graham, the
Home Secretary, wrote to Peel: ‘The extreme pressure from want
will not take place until the month of April or May. It was then in
1822 that distress became extreme.’

Until April or May, then, the Commissioners had an interval to
prepare. They were to ‘ascertain the extent of the deficiency and
watch approaching famine, even in the most remote localities’ and to
‘assist in devising the necessary measures for the employment of the
people and their relief’.1

The relief plan devised by Peel fell into four parts. The first and
most important was the organization of local efforts: the Relief
Commissioners were instructed to form committees of local land-
owners, or their agents, magistrates, clergy and residents of im-
portance. These committees would raise subscriptions, out of which
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food was to be bought for resale to distressed persons, or in urgent
cases given free. Local employment schemes were to be started and
landlords persuaded to give increased employment on their estates.
The Government pinned its faith on the landlords; ‘Our main
reliance,’ said Peel, ‘must be placed on the co-operation of the
landed interest with local aid.’

The second part of the plan depended on the Irish Board of
Works; it was to create extra employment by making new roads,
a traditional undertaking for the provision of famine relief.

The third part was concerned with ‘destitute poor persons
affected by fever’; in previous famines the British Government had
learned that fever always followed scarcity in Ireland. Fever patients
might be maintained in a fever hospital, or a house could be hired
for their reception; or they could be put in a separate building in the
grounds of the local workhouse but not in the workhouse itself. A
circular containing these directions was sent to the Clerk of the
Board of Guardians in every Union, and the Poor Law Com-
missioners directed that a separate fever hospital was to be got ready
as soon as possible in connection with each workhouse.

Finally, the sale of the Government Indian corn would keep down
food prices: as soon as they rose unreasonably a sufficient quantity
of the Indian corn was to be thrown on the market to bring them
down.®

*

The scheme was on a larger scale than had ever before been under-
taken by a British government for the relief of an Irish famine;
and Peel was later accused of having embarked on plans which were
too costly and too large. There was, however, an important restric-
tion—a distinction was to be made and relief to be given only to
those who were in distress solely on account of the recent failure of
the potato.

On January 1, 1846, as soon as he arrived in Dublin, Routh wrote
to Trevelyan: ‘Claims will be made on account of the distress of the
people, rather than from their want of food proceeding from losses
of the potato crop. There must be a distinction clearly kept.’

It was at once evident, however, that to make such a distinction
was all but impossible. Distress was the normal condition of a great
mass of the Irish people, and the Poor Inquiry Commission had
stated that 2,385,000 persons in Ireland were in a state of semi-
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starvation every year, whether the potato failed or not. It was easy
to issue an order in London that no relief was to be given to what
was termed ‘ordinary distress’. But starvation carries no certificate
of origin, and imposition on a large scale did undoubtedly take place;
yet it was imposition which, in the words of a relief official, was
‘difficult to detect and cruel to expose’.1?

Meanwhile, the Relief Commissioners were finding their other
instructions equally difficult to put into practice. Peel had stated that
the ‘main reliance’ of the relief scheme must be placed on local
landowners; and now, presumably to assist the Relief Com-
missioners, Trevelyan sent each of them a memorandum containing
copies of corréspondence describing what had been done for relief in
six previous famines. It was not an encouraging document, since
on previous occasions local aid had entirely failed to materialize. In
the famine of 1839, for instance, Captain Chads, the officer in charge
of relief, had written to the Chancellor of the Exchequer that ‘after
having visited the most distressed districts from Bantry to Lough
Swilly . . . there had hardly been a single instance in which adequate
relief might not have been afforded to the poor without calling for
aid from Government’ but the landlords were ‘looking to their future
rents only and setting aside the calls of justice, duty and humanity’.18

The fact was that a large number of Irish landlords were hope-
lessly insolvent. The extravagance of their predecessors, the building
of over-large mansions, reckless expenditure on horses, hounds and
conviviality, followed by equally reckless borrowing, had brought
very many landowners to a point where, however desperate the needs
of their tenantry, they were powerless to give any help.

On the subject of road-making, Colonel Harry Jones, Chairman
of the Board of Works, was discouraging. In his opinion road-
making offered no solution. The districts where distress would be
greatest were poor, uncultivated and boggy; the important lines of
communication had already been made through them, in earlier
famines, and the only roads left to be made were farm roads, which
would unduly profit the owner of the land through which they
passed and would not provide a large amount of employment.

Moreover, before public works of any description could be satis-
factorily established a great deal of preliminary work must be done.
He suggested that a meeting of gentlemen should be called in each
neighbourhood where distress was expected, with a representative of
the Board of Works in attendance; it would then be possible to
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ascertain what help could be given by local proprietors and how
many persons would need employment. Proposals for possible works
could be examined and estimates prepared.!®

On January 10, 1846, the first local meeting was held at Kilkee,
County Clare, but it was a failure. ‘The room was so filled with
people that very few of the proprietors could gain access to it.” A
committee elected without official authority occupied itself in pass-
ing resolutions, complimenting the local Catholic clergy on their
‘untiring and unremitting zeal in the cause of the people’, and
returning ‘warmest thanks’ to the chairman for the ‘dignified
manner’ in which he conducted the proceedings.

That afternoon the principal landlords in the district assembled
at the hotel in Kilkee and drew up a statement: ‘Under their present
difficulties and in the apprehension of those which may come on
them in the spring, they neither can advance funds now, nor can
they offer any sufficient security for the payment by instalments
hereafter.’2°

Next, unexpected difficulties arose with regard to the Indian
corn. On January 5, 1846, the United States Chargé d’Affaires at
Brussels wrote to warn Barings that Indian corn could not be treated
as an ordinary grain: it was very hard and was called ‘flint corn’.
In fact, ‘hominy’, a staple food in the southern states of America,
was not ground at all but ‘chopped’ in a steel-mill. Ordinary mill-
stones might not answer.2!

Indian corn was also very liable to sweating and over-heating;
and having regard to the long voyage from the United States, it was
essential that, immediately ships arrived, cargoes should be taken
out of the holds and ground at once. It was impossible. The Irish
ate potatoes, not bread. Mills were not to be found, as in England,
and Routh wrote that by the middle of May only 30,000 bushels
would be ground, ‘and we shall have arriving 350,000 bushels’.
Even in Cork, the centre of import trade into Ireland, only 2,400
bushels could be ground weekly, even supposing that ordinary
millstones could be used.

The solution was highly complicated. The Indian corn, having
arrived at Cork, was to be unloaded at once, and, to prevent heating,
dried in kilns for eight hours, being turned twice, to avoid parching;
next it was to be cooled for 70 hours, dressed, and cooled again for
24 hours, before sacking. Ordinary millstones would have to be
used, but to produce a reasonably fine and digestible meal the corn
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was to be ground twice—which to Trevelyan seemed an un-
necessary piece of refinement. ‘We must not aim at giving more than
wholesome food,” he wrote to Routh. ‘I cannot believe it will be
necessary to grind the Indian corn twice . . . dependence on charity
is not to be made an agreeable mode of life.’

Even with the help of these arrangements only a limited quantity
of meal could be produced, and Trevelyan wrote to Barings, on
January 2, 1846, asking that the order should be cut down, for the
moment, by fifty per cent. and that in future, whenever possible,
Indian corn-meal should be sent instead of Indian corn in the
grain.??

*

The Relief Commissioners became discouraged, and on January 20
drew up ‘conclusions’ which breathed despair. They ‘entertained
the greatest doubt whether any adjustment of public works can be
made’, and were of opinion that ‘there was a widespread failure in
the potato crop but there was no legislation, either in existence or
contemplated by Government, which could relieve it’.

As a result, in February, the Relief Commission was reorganized.
Routh became chairman; new ‘formal and detailed’ instructions
were drawn up, and this time by Trevelyan; a Treasury accountant
was sent over, and to expedite decisions an executive committee was
formed within the Commission. ‘Our Commission is to be re-
modelled, thank God,” wrote Routh, on February 19, 1846. The
committee met daily at 11 a.m., and though Mr. Twisleton, the
Poor Law Commissioner, was included, Colonel Harry Jones,
chairman of the Board of Works, was not. The third member was
Robert Kane.?3

Trevelyan was now exercising great authority over Irish relief.
The administration would be carried out according to his ideas and
decisions on points of detail or of policy made by him.

The supply and distribution of food was to be in the hands of the
Commissariat; two main depots were established at Cork and at
Limerick, each under the charge of a senior Commissariat officer.
At Cork, Deputy Commissary General Hewetson was responsible
for receiving, unloading, drying, milling and dispatching cargoes
of Indian corn; at Limerick Deputy Commissary General Edward
Pine Coffin, of the well-known Devon family of Pine Coffin, a
man of marked ability and of higher social rank than the majority
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of Commissariat officers, was to arrange for the supply of the
remote and impoverished districts of the west and south, where
distress would be most severe.

Out-depots varying in size were to be in charge of Commissariat
officers and Commissariat clerks, and every member of the Commis-
sariat was under Treasury control, that is the control of Trevelyan.
They were dependent on him for their future careers, they made
applications for employment to him, and he decided the appoint-
ments, issued the instructions, meted out praise or blame. It was
with a distinct note of command that Trevelyan told Routh on
February 20, “The time has come for the authoritative promulgation
of the plans of the Government.’24

Routh, however, was struggling with difficulties; every aspect of
the Government plans, laid down in Whitehall, bristled with prob-
lems. He had been instructed to establish depots of food against the
coming shortage, but how was he to fill them, since the purchase of
any food in ordinary use was forbidden in order to avoid com-
petition with private enterprise and private traders? On January 25
Trevelyan had sent Routh a list of food in Government hands, and
the total was far from encouraging. The principal item was the
Indian corn, in process of being imported; to this, wrote Trevelyan,
might be added certain supplies of biscuit and oatmeal which had
been in store at different military stations since the troubles of 1843,
and some quantity of similar supplies in naval establishments. How-
ever, Mr. Hewetson, the Commissariat officer in charge at Cork,
wrote that oatmeal which had been in store since 1843 was not fit
for human food.?? It seemed that Routh would have to depend on
the Indian corn and little else.

More difficulties arose over transport. The plan was to send
supplies from Cork to the west coast by sea, but the west coast of
Ireland is notoriously dangerous, and on February 25, 1846, Barings
wrote to warn Trevelyan that all charters were for the east coast of
Ireland, or Cork; if cargoes were to be sent to the west coast,
freights would be much higher.

It was decided to use Admiralty steamers; but the Admiralty
detached only two, Alban and Dee, and Dee was ‘proverbially slow’.
Routh protested vehemently; two steamers were ‘entirely insuffi-
cient’; three, at least, were needed for the west, and there should
also be a large steamer to supply the depots on the east coast. Two
more steamers were then detached, one of which was immediately
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condemned as unseaworthy, while the other, wrote Routh, ‘only
moves at four miles an hour’.

When supplies did reach the west coast of Ireland it came as a
surprise to find that no satisfactory harbours existed. To Routh this
was yet another proof of Irish inadequacy: and he wrote to Hewet-
son, ‘It is annoying that all these harbours are so insignificant. It
shows Providence never intended Ireland to be a great nation.’2®

It had been realized that there would be great difficulty in setting
up the organization to distribute relief, because the class of respon-
sible person suitable to undertake such work hardly existed in
Ireland; Routh expected, however, that the officials of the Irish
Poor Law would assist: Boards of Guardians would work with
Commissariat officers, help in distribution, take charge of supplies,
and supervise accounts. He was flatly refused. Under the Irish Poor
Law Act, outdoor relief, that is, relief to persons outside the work-
house, was illegal, and Mr. Twisleton, the resident Irish Poor Law
Commissioner, interpreted the Act as forbidding any participation
by Poor Law officials in the relief scheme because the relief was to
be distributed outside the workhouse.

Routh was dismayed. ‘Mr. Twisleton’s declaration seems . . . as I
understand it, to throw on me a mass of detail worthy of much
thought and apprehension,’ he told Trevelyan on February 9, 1846,
and he warned Coffin at Limerick that no help of any kind must be
expected. ‘We are thrown back on Commissariat resources.’?’

Meanwhile the filling of the depots proceeded very slowly, and
in addition to previous difficulties a series of violent storms delayed
February cargoes for nearly a month. “Time is gaining on us,” wrote
Routh to Trevelyan on February 18. ‘We are driven into a corner
for assistance.” By March ‘scarcely any’ of the depots had been
formed, and Routh feared they could not be full before the first of
May, ‘even if they are then’.?8

Urgent appeals for relief were already coming in. The Relief
Commission set up an intelligence service, one of their best measures,
with £5,000 granted by the Treasury to cover the cost, and as
early as January 10, 1846, it reported complete destitution in
Killarty, a village near Limerick. Hewetson sent an officer from
Cork to investigate; destitution of the most appalling nature proved
to exist, and £15 was sent immediately from a private charitable
fund.

But, Routh told Trevelyan, such cases were continually being
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reported. Within the last few weeks he had investigated complaints
of distress from Bantry, Skull, Baltimore, Crookhaven and Castle-
town Berehaven, all of which proved genuine. This district, not
far from Skibbereen, was particularly wretched, though, as Routh
observed {50,000 of rents were collected there annually, and he
attached to his letter a list of the landlords and the amounts they
received yearly.

By February 20, 1846, Routh had reports of more than ninety cases
of extreme distress. In the far West, at Belmullet, in Erris, the
Commissariat officer had already been forced to distribute food, and
by March 6 his supplies were exhausted.??

Much, perhaps even most, of this starvation and destitution could
be attributed to ‘ordinary’ distress, and residents in Ireland refused
to admit a crisis. ‘It is always so at this time of year,” an Irish land-
owner told the Commissariat officer in charge of the depot at
Banagher; and on February 17 Frederick Shaw, Member for
Dublin University, reminded the House of Commons that distress
in Ireland was a ‘usual occurrence’. Though he did not doubt that,
owing to the failure, there would be an aggravation of distress
during the coming season, at the same time when Drs. Playfair and
Lindley reported that at a low estimate one half of the potato crop
was destroyed, ‘there was no practical man in Ireland who did not
believe they had been imposed upon.’3®

With Irish residents denying the existence of a crisis, subscrip-
tions were not coming in, and on March 17 Routh wrote that he had
only one subscription from the whole of County Clare. Trevelyan
directed that lists of landlords who failed to subscribe were to be
sent to the Lord-Lieutenant, with their reasons for refusing; but
relief committees were unwilling to provoke local magnates, and few
lists were ever forthcoming.3!

The local relief committees, generally speaking, were proving a
failure, largely because unsuitable persons contrived to become
members, especially in poor and remote districts. This problem had
at once become evident when the first disorderly relief meeting was
held at Kilkee, County Clare, and the Government tried to ensure
that relief committee members possessed some education and stand-
ing by issuing additional instructions laying down that members
must be chosen from the semi-official or professional classes. The
respectability of relief committees was in fact of immense im-
portance because not only did they handle subscriptions but the
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Government proposed to add a substantial contribution to sums
raised locally, varying from one-third to one-half. The instruc-
tions were circulated at the end of February, 1846, but a large
number of districts either never received them or ignored them, and
elected relief committees without reference to the Government’s
directions.

As a result, a number of responsible landlords were unwilling to
subscribe money to be spent by committees in whom they had no
confidence, and instead did what they themselves considered neces-
sary for their tenants. Many were unable to subscribe on account
of financial embarrassment, while absentees frequently denied all
responsibility: if the land had been leased to a middleman they
declared it had long ago passed out of their control. Whatever the
cause, it was noticed that when a landowner refused to subscribe
unrest and bad feeling followed throughout the neighbourhood.?2

In many parts of the country signs of disaffection appeared,
threatening letters were sent, arms stolen. In one week in November,
1845, notices were posted on church doors and gates in Clare,
Limerick, Louth and Cavan telling the people to pay no rent and
thrash no corn on account of the potato failure. In the neighbour-
hood of Ennis ‘resident aristocracy and absentee noblemen’ were
threatened if they did not ‘come forward with plans to help’; and in
Tipperary bands of men visited tenants and instructed them to
refuse payment of rent.

Landowners in Ireland, whose feelings of security were never
great, at once became alarmed, and in a letter to the Military
Secretary at Kilmainham one of them, Sir Charles O’Donnell,
demanded ‘fixed patrolling of the country with a mixed force of
military and police at unexpected times during the day and night’,
with ‘concentrations of military at fixed points’; he stated that
‘attempts to assassinate, assaults, way layings and nightly visitations
for the purpose of . . . intimidation’ were taking place.

On February 12, in the House of Lords, another Irish landowner,
the Marquess of Clanricarde, declared that a great part of Ireland
was already in a state of insurrection. He demanded instant action
by the Government—a Bill for the Protection of Life in Ireland
must be brought in at once, and such a Bill, known as a Coercion
Bill, was introduced into the Lords on February 23, 1846. A
Coercion Bill enabled the Lord-Lieutenant, by issuing a proclama-
tion, to place any district under what amounted to martial law; a
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strict curfew was imposed between sunset and sunrise, magistrates
were given exceptional powers—for instance, they could sentence to
transportation for seven years—arrests could be made on suspicion,
and the possession of any description of firearms was a criminal
offence. Seventeen previous Coercion Acts had been in operation at
various times during the forty-six years since the Union; the new
Bill, however, as Lord Brougham remarked, ‘possessed a superior
degree of severity’.®?

No objection was made to the Bill in the House of Lords, but in
the Commons William Smith O’Brien, a member of perhaps the
leading family of the ancient Irish aristocracy—he was descended
from Brian Boru—fiercely attacked the Government. Famine was
menacing Ireland, and the Government sent not food but soldiers—
Ireland was to starve, and be coerced.34

*

Nevertheless, in the spring of 1846 a wave of hopefulness swept
over the Irish people; the establishment of the Relief Commission
had become known, food was being brought into the country; and
as the people knew nothing of the strict limitations of relief they
believed the Government was going to ‘do something’ for Ireland
at last. Faith in the power of England was absolute—‘people have
unlimited confidence in the Government,” wrote a Commissariat
officer. Routh’s own experience was that ‘there was a general
impression that Government was about to issue free food to the
whole population’.3%

It was now six months since the blight had struck the potato, and
in many districts the people had begun to starve: they were eating
anything that could conceivably be devoured, food that stank,
diseased potatoes that brought sickness and caused death in pigs
and cattle.

In Limerick, Smith O’Brien saw families eating potatoes which
no Englishman would give his hogs; in Clare, people were eating
food ‘from which’, said Lord Monteagle, ‘so putrid and offensive
an effluvia issued that in consuming it they were obliged to leave the
doors and windows of their cabins open’; and illness, including
‘fever from eating diseased potatoes’, was widespread. A

The Government decided that the expected epidemic of fever,
following famine, was about to break out, and on March 13, Sir
James Graham, after telling the House of Commons, ‘In all the
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provinces, almost in every county . . . dysentery has made its appear-
ance attended by fever in many instances,” announced that a Board
of Health was to be established in Dublin by the Lord-Lieutenant.
Five honorary commissioners, of whom Routh was one, were given
powers to require Boards of Guardians to set up fever hospitals and
to provide medical assistance, nursing and comforts in every Union
where there was an ‘appearance of fever in a formidable shape’. The
measure was not permanent; it was designed to meet the coming
crisis only and would expire in September.3¢

*

Throughout these months, as famine, in Routh’s words, was
‘steadily and gradually approaching’, evictions were reported
weekly. The potato failure endangered the payment of rents, a
swarming population was likely to become unprofitable, and land-
lords were eager to clear their property of non-paying tenants.

Evictions, however, were not confined to populations of paupers
and squatters living in mud huts. The most notorious instance, was
the eviction of 300 tenants by Mrs. Gerrard from the village of Balling-
lass, County Galway, on March 13, 1846. A population reason-
ably prosperous, according to Irish standards, was evicted with the
assistance of police and troops, in order that the holdings might be
turned into a grazing farm.

The village of Ballinglass consisted of 61 houses, solidly built
and well-kept, with thick plastered walls. The inhabitants were
not in arrear with their rent, and had, by their industry, reclaimed
an area of about four hundred acres from a neighbouring bog.
On the morning of the eviction a ‘large detachment of the 4gth
Infantry commanded by Captain Brown’ and numerous police
appeared with the Sheriff and his men. Taking part in evictions
was disliked by troops; a little later, on April g, at an eviction of
nine families at Guitmore, County Tipperary, a detachment of the
72nd Highlanders ‘openly said they detested this duty and gave the
people money’.

At Ballinglass, the people were officially called on to give up
possession, and the houses were then demolished—roofs torn off,
walls thrown down. The scene was frightful; women running wail-
ing with pieces of their property and clinging to door-posts from
which they had to be forcibly torn; men cursmg, children screaming
with fright. That night the people slept in the ruins; next day they
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were driven out, the foundations of the houses were torn up and
razed, and no neighbour was allowed to take them in.3?

Turned from every door, it was common for the evicted to seek
refuge in what was called a ‘scalp’. A hole was dug in the earth, two
to three feet deep, roofed over with sticks and pieces of turf, and in
this burrow a family existed. Slightly superior was a ‘scalpeen’, a
rather larger hole often made within the ruins of a ‘tumbled’ house.
Both from ‘scalps’ and ‘scalpeens’ the evicted when discovered were
remorsely hunted out.

The Ballinglass eviction caused a scandal and was ‘personally
investigated’ by Lord Londonderry, a great Ulster landlord and a
staunch Tory. On March 30 he made a statement in the House of
Lords. He was ‘deeply grieved’, but there was no doubt the state-
ments with regard to the eviction at Ballinglass were true: ‘76 families,
comprising 300 individuals, had not only been turned out of their
houses but had even—the unfortunate wretches—been mercilessly
driven from the ditches to which they had betaken themselves for
shelter and where they were attempting to get up a covering of some
kind by means of sticks and mud . . . these unfortunate people had
their rents actually ready . . . If scenes like this occurred,’ finished
Lord Londonderry, ‘. . . was it to be wondered at . . . that deeds of
outrage and violence should occasionally be attempted ?’

Lord Brougham, however, a staunch supporter of laissez faire,
held a different view. He said on March 23 in the House of Lords:
‘Undoubtedly it was the landlord’s right to do as he pleased, and
if he abstained he conferred a favour and was doing an act of kind-
ness. If on the other hand he chose to stand on his right, the tenants
must be taught by the strong arm of the law that they had no power
to oppose or resist . . . property would be valueless and capital would
no longer be invested in cultivation of land if it were not ack-
nowledged that it was the landlord’s undoubted, indefeasible and
most sacred right to deal with his property as he list. . . .’38

It happened that at the time Britain was celebrating a great feat
of arms in India, where General Gough, against enormous odds, had
won the two battles of Aliwal and Sobraon. When the lists of the
killed came in Daniel O’Connell observed, ‘On looking over the
returns from the two glorious battles lately fought in India . . . I
find a great number of names in the list exactly resembling the
names of the cottagers dispossessed by Mrs. Gerrard.’3®

Ominous reports came in. From the beginning of April Con-
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stabulary reports recorded that in Kerry, Galway and Kilkenny men
were gathering in crowds, declaring they were starving; a pro-
vision ship was plundered on the river Fergus; at Mitchelstown,
a mob of about a hundred women and children held up carts going
to the Commissariat store, cut the meal-bags and took about two
tons. Similar incidents were repeated in the western and south-
western half of Ireland, and in some districts in the east—nothing
was taken but food.4°

A new difficulty now arose; at first the Government’s Indian
corn-meal had been loathed—it was called ‘Peel’s brimstone’ from
its bright yellow colour. ‘Never was anything so calumniated as our
corn meal,” wrote Routh to Trevelyan on March 19. Attempts to
introduce it into workhouses to replace potatoes caused riots; the
inmates at Limerick refused to touch it; at Waterford it was declared
that persons who ate it had been poisoned and died, and its appear-
ance was greeted by weeping and wailing. This prejudice was
founded on the fact that in the famine of 1831 a quantity of very bad
quality meal had been distributed as an experiment. It had been
damped by the millers to increase weight, was sour and unfit for
human food and the people became ill when, driven by hunger, they
ate it.

However, as the season advanced and food grew scarce Indian
meal began to be eaten. ‘Gradually the bolder and more hungry
tried it,) Trevelyan was informed on March 30, and it became
immensely popular. Trevelyan conducted ‘Indian corn experiments’
on himself, eating the meal as stirabout (porridge) and in cakes,
and he arranged for a halfpenny pamphlet to be prepared, with
simple instructions for cooking.*!

On March 28 ‘the Relief Committee of the Gentlemen of Cork’
announced that, as an experiment, Indian meal would be on sale
that day at cost price, 14. a pound. The result, reported The Times,
was alarming: a huge crowd gathered, there was a ‘tremendous rush’
for the meal, and a disturbance that was almost a riot took place.
It was all instantly bought up, and more was demanded; but the
senior Commuissariat officer in charge at Cork refused a second issue,
saying he had no further instructions. At this, many hundreds of
persons who were still waiting for a sharc became ‘angry and
threatening’, and the demonstrations subsided only when the Mayor
issued a notice saying that further supplies were expected daily.
This was not true; in fact, the Relief Commissioners, frightened by
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the revelation of mass hunger, and dreading a ‘rush upon the
Commission’, would allow no further issue. On April 9 John Pitt
Kennedy, secretary of the Relief Commission, wrote to the Relief
Committee of the Gentlemen of Cork that ‘it was intended to
reserve issues from the depots for the more heavy pressure of the
summer months . . . until then landholders and Relief Committees
were expected to exert themselves to meet the existing distress’.42

By April 2 the demand for the pamphlet of cooking instructions
‘exceeded all credibility’; two weeks later Routh told Trevelyan he
‘could not have believed Indian Corn meal would become so popu-
lar’ and officially informed the Lords of the Treasury that the
demand continued to increase ‘beyond my anticipation’.

The Freeman’s Journal now printed a furious denunciation of the
Government’s policy: holding over the Indian corn-meal was
‘positive cruelty’, the poor were left to the mercy of speculators
and would be destroyed before the Government interfered. Routh
insisted that ‘we must hold out with a little firmness in spite of the
wretchedness and bad character of the people’; the habitual want
of the country was not to be thrown on to the potato failure.4?

There was, however, a fact of which relief committees and news-
papers appeared to be unaware—Government supplies were only a
drop in the ocean compared with the needs of Ireland. Potatoes
worth £3,500,000 had been lost, and to make good that deficiency,
in Trevelyan’s words ‘to fill the vacuum’, the Commission had at
their disposal £100,000 of Indian corn and an uncertain quantity
of biscuit. It was indeed, as Trevelyan put it, a ‘delicate and anxious
. . . operation’, and Coffin at Limerick, the most intelligent of the
Commissariat officers, estimated that four million people would have
to be fed during May, June and July before the new crop of potatoes
was fit to eat.?* The task was clearly impossible.

Peel made a statement in the House of Commons on April 17:
he had received ‘an entreaty that for God’s sake the Government
should send out to America for more Indian corn’; and the pressure
was no doubt very severe. But ‘if it were known that we under-
took the task of supplying the Irish with food we should to a great
extent lose the support of the Irish gentry, the Irish clergy and
the Irish farmer. It is quite impossible for Government to support
4,000,000 people. It is utterly impossible for us to adopt means of
preventing cases of individual misery in the wilds of Galway or
Donegal or Mayo. In such localities the people must look to the
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local proprietors, resident and non-resident’. Sir James Graham
added, ‘We never said this foreign supply would be sufficient for
the whole population of Ireland; but we believed that under the
judicious management of this supply the markets could be so regu-
lated as to prevent an exorbitant price for native produce.’

Yet throughout these months and throughout the famine years
the ‘native produce’ of Ireland was leaving her shores in a ‘torrent

of food’.4®
*

In the long and troubled history of England and Ireland no issue
has provoked so much anger or so embittered relations between the
two countries as the indisputable fact that huge quantities of food
were exported from Ireland to England throughout the period when
the people of Ireland were dying of starvation. ‘During all the famine
years,” wrote John Mitchel, the Irish revolutionary, ‘Ireland was
actually producing sufficient food, wool and flax, to feed and clothe
not nine but eighteen millions of people’; yet, he asserted, a ship
sailing into an Irish port during the famine years with a cargo of
grain was ‘sure to meet six ships sailing out with a similar cargo’.

Figures were produced in the House of Commons giving the
amounts of grain and cereals exported from Ireland to England for a
period of, roughly, three months from the date when the potato
failure was established up to February 5, 1846. 258,000 quarters of
wheat and 701,000 hundredweight of barley, worth about a million
pounds, had left Ireland with, in addition, 1,000,000 quarters of
oats and oatmeal; and since February 5 export had been continuing
at the same rate.

Coffin wrote to Routh from Limerick pointing out ‘the incon-
sistency of importing supplies into a country which is at the same
time exporting its own resources’. Limerick was an export centre,
and no doubt Coffin had seen ship after ship laden with wheat, oats,
cattle, pigs, eggs and butter, sailing away down the Shannon from
a country which was on the verge of starvation. He urged that the
Government should buy and store all the grain, which would other-
wise be exported, and sell it when the time of extreme scarcity came.
He did not succeed.%®

At first sight the inhumanity of exporting food from a country
stricken by famine seems impossible to justify or condone. Modern
Irish historians, however, have treated the subject with generosity
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and restraint. They have pointed out that the corn grown in Ireland
before the famine was not sufficient to feed the people if they had
depended on it alone, that imperts must be examined as well as
exports: in fact, when the famine was at its worst four times as much
wheat came into Ireland as was exported, and in addition almost
3,000,000 quarters of Indian corn and 1,000,000 cwts. of Indian
meal.4?

Suppose, however, the grain and other produce had been kept in
the country, it is doubtful if the starving would have benefited
substantially. The districts where distress was most severe, Donegal,
Mayo, Clare, west Cork, produced little but potatoes. Food from
other districts would have had to be brought in and distributed.
Grain would have had to be milled which, as the British govern-
ment had discovered, was a difficult problem.

Moreover in the backward areas where famine struck hardest,
cooking any food other than the potato had become a lost art. “There
is,” wrote Trevelyan, ‘scarcely a woman of the peasant class in the
West of Ireland whose culinary art exceeds the boiling of a potato.
Bread is scarcely ever seen, and an oven is unknown’; and Father
Mathew, the celebrated apostle of temperance, whose crusade against
drinking had for a time almost suppressed the national vice and
whose knowledge of Ireland was unmatched, wrote, “The potato
deluge during the past twenty years has swept away all other food
from our cottagers and sunk into oblivion their knowledge of
cookery.” There was no means of distributing home-grown food,
no knowledge of how to use it and in addition the small Irish farmer
was compelled by economic necessity to sell what he grew. He dared
not eat it. Routh writing to Trevelyan on January 1, 1846, told him
that the Irish people did not regard wheat, oats and barley as food—
they were grown to pay the rent and to pay the rent was the first
necessity of life in Ireland. It would be a desperate man who ate up
his rent, with the certainty before him of eviction and ‘death by slow
torture’. Therefore the Irish peasant sold his little produce, even
when his children were crying with hunger, to save them from a
worse fate.48

Nevertheless the harsh truth that the poverty of the Irish peasant,
the backward state of his country and the power of his landlord
prevented him from benefiting from home-grown food did not
mitigate his burning sense of injustice. Forced by economic necessity
to sell his produce he was furiously resentful when food left the
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market towns under the eyes of the hungry populace, protecteéd by a
military escort of overwhelming strength. From Waterford, the
Commissariat officer wrote to Trevelyan, on April 24, 1846, “The
barges leave Clonmel once a week for this place, with the export
supplies under convoy which, last Tuesday, consisted of 2 guns,
50 cavalry and 8o infantry escorting them on the banks of the Suir
as far as Carrick.’*®

It was a sight which the Irish people found impossible to under-
stand and impossible to forget.
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CHAPTER 4

controlling the price of food, went on to attempt some solution

of the unemployment which, as the Devon Commission had
reported, was responsible for the unhappy condition of the peasantry
in most parts of Ireland and ‘the privations which they and their
families patiently endure’.

He now introduced four Bills to increase employment in Ireland,
and on March 5, 1846, they received the Royal Assent.! The first,
and most important, was intended to provide for the rapid establish-
ment of public works. Five persons of respectability, two magistrates
and three county taxpayers, could meet in any barony—a barony
being a county division, used in Irish local government—and send
to the Lord-Lieutenant proposals for local works; if approved, the
works were to be executed with Government funds, half being a
loan, repayable to the Treasury, and half a grant.

A second Act provided for the execution of specified works by
contractors, such as road repairing, levelling, drainage and sewerage.
It was found to be ‘ill adapted’: the procedure was slow, contractors
proved unreliable, and in addition the whole sum, instead of only
half, advanced out of public funds had to be repaid by the barony
that obtained the loan.

The two other Acts, of less importance, dealt with the construction
of piers and fishing harbours and the encouragement of large projects
of drainage, water power and improvement of navigation. The sum
set aside for piers and harbours, £5,000 a year, for ten years, was too
small to be effective, and for large projects, a preliminary survey had
to be carried out, at the applicant’s expense; consequently, only one
important work, the drainage of the river Fergus, in County Clare,
was undertaken under the Act.?

These Acts were to be put into operation and administered by
the Irish Board of Works, and it was a heavy and difficult task.
Businesslike habits and technical knowledge were rare in backward
Ireland. Moreover, the Irish Board of Works, established in 1831,
was lamentably under-staffed and already charged with extensive
duties: thanks to a ‘rage for economy’ it consisted of only three
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members and a ‘niggardly office establishment’. At one point, a
fourth member had been added, to deal with fisheries and drainage,
but he was never to be found, because he happened to be a Parlia-
mentary draftsman, and was kept busy at Dublin Castle, preparing
Bills for Parliament which were in no way connected with the Board
of Works. Nevertheless, only two or three persons were added to the
staff in preparation for administering the four new Acts.

Though its duties were exclusively Irish, the Board was under the
control of the Treasury. “The Board of Works,” stated Trevelyan,
‘is a subordinate Board to the Treasury; they are under their orders
and the Treasury have full power to give them any directions they
think proper.’®

The authority which Trevelyan exercised over the distribution of
food for relief, through the Commissariat, would now cover the
establishment and administration of public works; thus, item by
item, Irish relief plans came under Treasury control, and Treasury
control was strict and jealous. The procedure following the initial
meeting of five persons, as directed in the first of the new Acts,
bristled with safeguards and was immensely complicated. Estimates
and plans had to be prepared, a difficult task in primitive Ireland,
and submitted in turn to three sets of officials, the County Surveyor,
the Lord-Lieutenant and the Relief Commissioners; if all three
approved, then an official of the Board of Works visited the site and
made a detailed report; if this, too, was satisfactory, the papers were
posted to the Treasury, in Whitehall, for final sanction. Further, the
type of works which might be undertaken as public works was
restricted. They were to be, wrote Trevelyan, ‘of such a nature as
will not benefit individuals in a greater degree than the rest of the
community and therefore are not likely to be called for from any
motive but the professed one of giving employment’. In other
words, all works were to be useful to the community in which they
were carried out and not simply of benefit to individuals.

The length and intricacy of the procedure bewildered officials in
Ireland. ‘I really do not see my way clear with the Board of Works,’
wrote Routh to Trevelyan, on March 18. ‘Something more direct,
more immediate is necessary. The forms of office and the course of
law, so invaluable at other times, must give way to a system more
rapid in its erection and more powerful in its application.’*

Difficulties were now enormously increased by the arrival of a
deluge of applications, overwhelming the inadequate organization of
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the Board of Works. The fact was that the Government had failed to
realize the financial attraction to landowners of the first of the new
Acts. Half the money to be expended was a free grant, twenty years
were allowed for repaying the remaining half, and making the
application was simple—the only simple step, in fact, in the entire
procedure.

Landlords hurried to secure a share of government money,
innumerable meetings of two magistrates and three county rate-
payers were held, and before the end of May applications for works
to cost no less than £800,000 had been received. Baronies sent in
applications not for one or two but for dozens of works—one barony
applied for ninety-nine, another for one hundred and thirteen. The
consequent burden thrown on the Board of Works was crushing.
Though some fifty surveyors were detached from the Ordnance
Survey and six officers seconded from the Royal Engineers the
technical staff remained totally inadequate, while the three or four
members of the Board in Dublin had piled on them the impossible
task of sifting and making a decision on a mass of proposals from all
over Ireland. Applications piled up unanswered, undertakings were
not inspected, employment did not begin, and the country became
rebellious.®

On March 23, 1846, a deputation from Limerick, headed by the
Mayor, came to Dublin to urge the Relief Commission to hurry on
with the works: if employment were not instantly provided there
would be an outbreak in Limerick. On April 6, a riot took place in
Carrick-on-Suir—a mob marched through the town, demanding
work, and troops were called out; the rioters, however, quietened
down on being given some temporary employment. In the course
of similar riots disappointed unruly mobs invaded the Petty
Sessions, declaring that ‘all they sought for was employment
and wages’; and Routh anxiously urged Trevelyan to hurry
schemes through: ‘employment is the only way of restraining the
people.’

But hurrying on proved impossible; and as late as July 31, 1846,
Lord Monteagle declared that though both he and Lord Kenmare
had, months since, put in applications for works they had been quite
unable to get the Board to do the preliminary survey.®

Usually well over 60,000 men migrated from Ireland to England
for the harvest, but this year few went. As there was hope of
employment at home, on the public works, men were unwilling to
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leave their families at a time of crisis; and very few had a stock of
potatoes to feed their families while they were away.?

The numbers who applied for employment were frightening. Tens
of thousands appeared, the relief committee rooms were ‘besieged
with unfortunate people’, and, in a panic, committees issued
tickets broadcast. In answer to criticism from Trevelyan, Routh
pointed out that it might seem easy to adhere to rules in Whitehall,
but for the relief committees it was a very different matter. Faults
of ‘looseness and irregularity’ were readily committed when one was
‘surrounded by an immense population clamorous for food and em-
ployment’. ‘Work at any cost,” wrote the Board of Works, ‘was
prayed for as the only means of saving the people from famine and
property from pillage,” and the meetings of magistrates and rate-
payers, which should have deliberated what could best be done in
the neighbourhood, ‘through haste and pressure became useless.’

With a strong sense of grievance, the Board of Works complained
of the position into which they had been forced and the useless
works they had been compelled to undertake. A ‘rush’ had taken
place and pressure was so great that ‘the Commissioners of Public
Works . . . felt themselves under the necessity of recommending . . .
works which were not really wanted . . . and to authorise the com-
mencement of works sooner than was required’; distress had swept
away caution and magistrates and ratepayers had undertaken to
repay sums far beyond the means of the barony.® Meanwhile, the
impossibility of finding suitable staff in Ireland made supervision of
the works impossible; labourers were to be seen ‘in groups, talking
or smoking tobacco’, and Board of Works’ officers were assaulted and
ill-treated by groups of idlers who had failed to get employment.
In the opinion of an intelligent observer, Mr. John Ball, a Catholic
Irishman who inspected 219 relief districts as Assistant Poor Law
Commissioner and, later, entered politics and rose to ministerial
rank, this unsatisfactory state of affairs was largely due to the relief
committees; members were unsuitable persons and too closely con-
nected with the distressed population, as neighbours or even rela-
tions, though he observed that many of their actions, for instance the
broadcast distribution of tickets, were due to genuine, if mistaken,
benevolence. They were also usually at daggers drawn with the
officials of the Board of Works, who accused them of interference
with the Board’s officials and instructions.®

Difficulties with relief committees were, however, of minor
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importance compared with the supreme cause of the confusion—the
ignorance of the British Government about conditions existing all
over Ireland, with the exception of north-east Ulster and large
towns in the east—conditions which made providing relief through
employment an almost impossibly difficult task. In Whitehall, pro-
viding relief through employment appeared simple. Everyone knew
that the number of applications would depend on the rate of wages
offered—this was an economic law. Therefore all that was necessary
was to fix the rate of wages, on the public works, below what was
usually offered locally: ‘a lower rate of wages acts as a test of destitu-
tion’. The British Government, however, now discovered that in
Ireland ‘there is no such thing literally as wages’.

The potato, not money, was the basic factor by which the value
of labour was determined. Farmers and landlords gave their
labourers a cabin and a piece of potato ground, or permitted them
to put up a cabin and allowed them a portion of conacre. Rent, in
each case, was worked off in days of labour, at wages varying from
44. to 84. a day, with frequently two meals on each working day.
These wages were not given in money into the labourer’s hand, but
set off against his rent, and they did not represent the real reward
for his labour. The real reward was the patch of potato ground.
Customarily the only dealing in money was the receipt of a few
shillings from the sale of a pig, and this provided such clothing as the
family possessed. The poorest labourers could not afford a pig, and
coins of small value only were involved: unfamiliarity with money
was so great that coins and notes of value were not recognized.

When The Times Commissioner, Mr. Campbell Foster, for ex-
ample, visited Galway in 1846 he found ‘so little do the people know
of the commercial value of money that they are constantly in the
habit of pawning it’. A pawnbroker in Galway city had shown him
a drawer full of coins and notes of substantial value which had been
pawned; they included a ten-pound Bank of Ireland note, pawned
six months previously for 10s., and a gold guinea, pawned two
months previously for 15s. It was not unusual for owners to fail in
redeeming their pledges.'®

But ignorance of values did not mean that money in the shape of
those coins which the people understood was not prized; it was
prized inordinately. Money meant ability to purchase land, and land
was life itself in Ireland. However wretched a family, if they had a
little money they would not use it to improve their living conditions
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but jealously hoarded it. In a graphic phrase a witness said-that
money was never used or even put out at interest—it was ‘stuck in
the thatch’. Consequently, as soon as silver coins were paid out on
the public works they vanished.

For instance, on August 8 the Board of Works told the Lords of
the Treasury that at Kilrush, in County Clare, £11,360 had been
issued in silver but only ,{;4,760 had come back through the banks.
So extra coin, in boxes containing £ 500 to £1,000, had to be sent
down in charge of confidential clerks, ‘a risky proceedmg s

Whether wages were at a low rate or a high rate made no differ-
ence. In many districts only 64. or 84. a day was offered; neverthe-
less, whatever the rate, the prospect of wages paid into the labourers’
hand in coin was irresistible, and holdings were left uncultivated and
farming operations abandoned as eager crowds besieged the relief
committee rooms for employment. Moreover, the British Govern-
ment had failed to take into consideration how, without potatoes, a
man and his family were to keep alive while cultivating the ground
for next year’s crop; and landlords were already proceeding against
the luckless hirers of conacre—i50 in Fermoy alone. It was an
added inducement that wages on the public works were paid by the
day; there was no ‘task’ or piece-work, which Irish labourers
detested because so much power was given to stewards; and workers
on the Shannon Navigation scheme earning 1s. 64. a day by task-
work walked out, to apply for employment on the public works at
9d. a day.?

While the Board of Works, struggling with these difficulties and
hopelessly under-staffed, was being overwhelmed, the month of May
arrived, the period when, as Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary,
had stated, the effects of the potato failure would be severely felt,
and when, every year, a kind of famine more or less intense occurs
in Ireland between the going out of the old and the coming in of the
new crops. Applications became even more numerous, crowds
began to get out of hand, threatening language was used by labourers
with destitute families, and ‘larger numbers than could be employed
forced themselves on the works’. The height of the season of
‘normal distress’, enormously intensified by the potato failure, was
approaching.!3

Trevelyan now judged the time had come to call in the Com-
missariat, and he fixed May 15 as the date when the depots in
Ireland would open for the sale of Indian corn. The two senior
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officers of the Commissariat, Routh in Dublin and Coffin in Limer-
ick, were dismayed—the depots were not filled. Eight thousand
tons of Indian corn and meal was the quantity, by no means
excessive, ultimately imported by the British Government into
Ireland, but this total was reached only on July 31. On May 15
there was much less, and on the 13th Coffin had written urging that
opening should be postponed until further supplies had come in.1*

Nevertheless, the opening took place. Routh directed Coffin to
restrict issues as far as possible, to make no ‘regular supply daily or
monthly’, to consider each issue as ‘single in itself and dependent on
the merits and truth of each separate representation’, and to instruct
all officers to ‘distinguish between the usual scarcity of the season
and the present extraordinary dearth’.

A rush followed; at about 14. a pound the Government Indian
corn was by far the cheapest food available, and depots everywhere
were besieged. At Limerick, Coffin was writing two or three letters a
day to relief committees to explain why demands could not be met;
‘I am instructed not to promise any specific supply’; ‘the aim of the
depots is to maintain an equilibrium of prices, they are not intended
to feed the whole population and are not adequate to do so’; ‘Meal
1s not sold as the sole or even the principal resource for the period of
want. . . .” These and similar letters were received by the com-
mittees throughout Ireland with angry indignation. ‘They univer-
sally thought,” Coffin told Trevelyan, on June 4, ‘all their demands
would be filled and they had only to send a carter to the depot with
money in his hand as to an ordinary shop.”?

Trevelyan’s intentions were very different. Irish relief was to be
restricted to a single operation; the government Indian corn, pur-
chased at the orders of Sir Robert Peel, was to be placed in depots
by the Commissariat, sold to the people—and that was the end.
There was to be no replenishment, even if there was a sum of money
in hand from sales; once supplies had been disposed of relief was
over. In several letters, written with unusual boldness, Routh
begged Trevelyan to allow further purchases. The demand on the
depots was ‘immense’, far heavier than anything that had been
anticipated, and it was increasing every day; surely the depots should
remain open until September. The new potato crop would not
provide any food whatsoever for the people before the middle of
September at the earliest, while ‘lumpers’, the huge, coarse potato
called the ‘horse’ potato, on which the people mainly depended,
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would not be ready until the end of that month. Trevelyan refused;
relief was to be brought to a close; possibly some depots might shut
down a little later than others, but issues must shortly cease. By
the end of June, 1846, government supplies were all but exhausted;
on the 24th of that month, 5,000 bushels of Indian corn were all that
remained in Cork and, at that, were unground,’¢ while in remote
districts the people were starving. The revenue cutter, Elzza, making
a visit of inspection, on June 22, to the Killeries, a wild district of
mountain and deep ocean inlets in the far west, was implored for
food by a boat-load of skeletons. The Commissariat officer at West-
port, supply centre for the Killeries, had been instructed to send no
more meal to the region because the depot was becoming empty.

One man, stated the officer in command, was lying on the bottom
of the boat, unable to stand and already half dead, the others, with
emaciated faces and prominent, staring eyeballs, were evidently in
an advanced state of starvation. The officer reported to Sir James
Dombrain, Inspector-General of the Coastguard Service, who had
served on relief during the famine of 1839, and Sir James Dombrain,
‘very inconveniently’, wrote Routh, ‘interfered’. He ‘prevailed’ on
an officer at the Westport depot to issue meal, which he gave away
free; he also ‘prevailed’ on the captain of the Government steam-
ship, Rhadamanthus, to take 100 tons of meal, intended for West-
port, to the Coastguard Station at the Killeries. “The Coast Guard
with all their zeal and activity are too lavish,” wrote Routh to
Trevelyan.?

Almost on the same date Coffin at Limerick wrote Trevelyan an
urgent letter. He could not answer for the consequence if the depots
were closed. ‘Only issues of food,” he declared, ‘keep the country
peaceful . . . Only for the Government meal thousands would be
now dying by the road side.” In a private letter to Routh, Coffin
confessed himself bewildered and depressed. Intelligent, well-
intentioned and widely experienced though he was, the state of
Ireland baffled him. ‘I sincerely hope August will see us out of our
troubles,” he wrote; ‘. . . the most anxious and unsatisfactory task I
ever undertook, working in the dark . . . I have often felt I could not
go on any longer.’®

Nevertheless, on June 25, Routh received directions to carry out
‘the closing measures of our present service’; supplies were to be
transferred from less destitute to more destitute districts, demand
cut down by raising prices, and the relief scheme wound up. In a
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private letter to Routh, Trevelyan attributed the enormous demand
on the depots to the low price at which the meal was sold; above all,
to the fact that it was sold to persons suffering from distress, normal
at the time of year, and not solely to persons whose distress was
caused by the potato failure. Indiscriminate sales had ‘brought the
whole country on the depots, and without denying the existence
of real and extensive distress’, the numbers were beyond the power
of the depots to cope with; they must therefore be closed down as
soon as possible.1?

Meanwhile, across the Channel, in London, dramatic events were
taking place, and a change of Government was imminent.

Repeal of the Corn Laws was proving Peel’s downfall. He was
regarded with detestation by the Protectionists, who formed a large
part of his own Party, and the Whigs, forced into the mortifying
position of supporting their chief enemy, who had, they considered,
stolen their principal measure, were consumed with vindictive fury.
The ingenious mind of Benjamin Disraeli devised a way to bring
Peel down. Whigs and Protectionist Tories must combine. Nothing
could be done, as far as the Bill to repeal the Corn Laws was con-
cerned, since the Whigs could hardly vote against a measure with
which they had been identified; but if the second reading of the Irish
Coercion Bill, introduced by Peel in February, was opposed by a
combination of Whigs and Protectionist Tories, the defeat of Peel
was assured. There were difficulties, since both Lord George Ben-
tinck, leader of the Protectionists, and Lord John Russell, the leader
of the Whigs, had previously voted in favour of the Irish Coercion
Bill; but scruples were overcome ‘with boldness and dexterity’.

The momentous night was June 25, and by a curious coincidence,
as the debate on Irish Coercion was in progress, messengers entered
the House of Commons, returning with the Bill repealing the Corn
Laws, which had just received the assent of the Lords. The debate
was interrupted while ‘Mr. Speaker, amidst profound silence,
announced that the Lords had agreed to the . .. Bill . . . without any
amendment’.

A few hours later the House divided on Irish Coercion; Disraeli’s
scheme succeeded, and Sir Robert Peel fell, defeated by a majority
of 73 votes. His resignation was officially announced on June 29,
1846.

The majority which defeated Peel had no connection whatsoever
with the real situation in Ireland. Indeed, the apathy of the House
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of Commons with regard to Irish affairs was seldom more marked
than during the discussions on the Coercion Bill. During the debate
on the first reading Mr. Fitzgerald, Member for Tipperary, noted
there were ‘not half a dozen gentlemen on the benches opposite’;
and when the Bill was debated for the second time there were not
twenty-five Members present, and the number never rose to more
than forty. As was said at the time, the majority which defeated Peel
had ‘as much to do with Ireland as Kamschatka’.2°

The new Whig Government, under Lord John Russell, was more
to Trevelyan’s taste than Peel’s administration. As a government
servant he had no politics, but in private life he was a Whig, and his
relations with Sir Robert Peel had not been happy. On July 6 he
wrote in a private letter to Routh, “The members of the new Govern-
ment began to come today to the Treasury. I think we shall have
much reason to be satisfied with our new masters,” and he added, on
the 13th, ‘Nothing can be more gratifying to our feelings than the
manner in which the new Chancellor of the Exchequer has appre-
ciated our exertions.’®!

The new Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Wood, who
succeeded as Sir Charles Wood, Bt., in December 1846 and was
later created first Viscount Halifax, was congenial to Trevelyan. Toa
solid mind, he united a fixed dislike both of new expenditure and
new taxes, and was a firm believer in laissez faire, preferring to let
matters take their course and allow problems to be solved by ‘natural
means’. Head of an ancient Yorkshire family, he united love of liberty
with reverence for property, a strong sense of public duty, lack of
imagination and stubborn conservatism. Humanitarianism was not
among his undoubted virtues. Charles Wood remained in office, as
Chancellor of the Exchequer, for six years, and came increasingly
under Trevelyan’s influence. The two men were alike in outlook,
conscientiousness and industry, and Charles Wood brought
Trevelyan a further access of power in the administration of Irish
relief.

Winding up relief was now pushed on vigorously, and on July 8
Trevelyan rejected a shipload of Indian corn. “The cargo of the
Sorciére 1s not wanted,” he wrote to Mr. Thomas Baring; ‘her
owners must dispose of it as they think proper. Mr. Baring sent
congratulations ‘on the termination of your feeding operations’.
But Routh, in Ireland, was depressed. He sincerely hoped that con-
gratulations might not prove premature; the pressure on the depots
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was still increasing. ‘This is a worse month than June,’ he
wrote.??

Trevelyan, however, had an urgent reason for wishing to get
Sir Robert Peel’s relief scheme for the 1845 failure cleared up and
out of the way. He disagreed with it in several important respects,
and during the last few weeks a new and alarming probability had
become evident—there were unmistakable signs that the potato was
about to fail again.

As early as February 16, 1846, new potatoes had been shown at
meetings of the Horticultural Society in London ‘in which the
disease had manifested itself in a manner not to be mistaken’,
and on February 20, a question had been asked in the House of
Commons. In reply Sir Robert Peel admitted that the potatoes
‘exhibited the disease of last autumn’, but added that they had been
grown from sets of potatoes which were themselves slightly
diseased.

Whether blight reappeared or not, however, the outlook for the
potato crop was poor. Distributing seed potatoes had proved im-
practicable. Immense quantities would have been needed, ‘nearly a
ton an acre’, wrote Trevelyan, and there was neither an organization
to buy such huge amounts nor means of conveying and distributing
them.2®

In April, Mr. E. B. Roche, Member for Cork, had warned the
House of Commons that thousands of people were eating seed
potatoes as a result of the refusal of the Government to open the
depots; and on July 10 Routh reminded Trevelyan, ‘You must
remember we kept back all issues during the winter making the
people consume their potatoes.” Routh estimated that the acreage
of potatoes planted in 1846 was about one-third less than in 1845,
and since the quantity of potatoes grown was never sufficient, except
in a very good year, scarcity in the coming season was inevitable,
unless the crop was overwhelmingly good.2*

An overwhelmingly good crop, however, was what the people of
Ircland persisted in expecting. There was a belief that plenty
followed scarcity; the Irish temperament is naturally optimistic,
and hope ran high. During May and June the weather was warm and
the plants grew strong; on June 10 the Commissariat officer at
Clonmel reported that the crop of early potatoes ‘looks most
abundant. It is generally supposed here that the crops have never
looked better at this season’. On the 26th the Freeman’s Journal
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confirmed that there was ‘every appearance of an abundant harvest’
—crops were ‘most luxuriant’. In the spring there had been ‘icy
continuous drenching rain’; but now the weather was ‘most pro-
pitious for growing crops’.

True, on July 3 the Freeman’s Journal noted reports of ‘a few
cases of potato disease’, but ‘not enough to cause any excitement’
and, later, ‘exaggeration’ was rebuked: ‘Every spot and blemish’
was being ‘magnified’ into incipient disease.

Routh, however, who was receiving daily reports from every part
of the country, could not be optimistic, and on July 14 he told
Trevelyan, ‘Disease is reappearing’. Three days later he wrote a
letter of solemn warning: ‘The reports of the new potato crop are
very unfavourable. All letters and sources of information declare
disease to be more prevalent this year than last in the early crop.’
It was too soon to speak of the main crop, the ‘people’s crop’, but
he judged that most of the early crop had already been lost.2®

Trevelyan considered these ominous facts as the strongest possible
argument for winding up the present relief scheme with all possible
haste. If Government relief was still available when the people
became aware that another failure had occurred they would expect
to be fed. “The only way to prevent the people from becoming
habitually dependent on Government,” he told Routh, on July 17,
‘is to bring the operations to a close. The uncertainty about the new
crop only makes it more necessary.” In a second letter he wrote,
‘Whatever may be done hereafter, these things should be stopped
now, or you run the risk of paralysing all private enterprise
and having this country on you for an indefinite number of
years. The Chancellor of the Exchequer supports this strongly.’
Routh received instructions to close the Commissariat depots on
August 15.

Had the decision rested with Routh he would not have closed the
depots in the face of a second failure. However, he shrank from
opposing Trevelyan; the training of a lifetime forbade it, and his
admiration for Trevelyan’s capacities was great. He tried therefore
to convince himself that Trevelyan’s policy was just and wise. “The
apprehensions for the new crop make it all the more necessary that
we should close our present labours on August 15,” he wrote to some
of his senior officers on July 20, . . . so as to allow the Government
time to make up their opinion as to the future, for if we were to
remain at our stations and depots until the end of September when
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the fate of the late crop will be determined, it might be difficult to
relieve us, and the authorities might be forced into a continuance of
the same measures without a fair opportunity of consideration.’26

Trevelyan next turned his attention to the Board of Works. Of the
bodies concerned with relief, the Board of Works had been the least
satisfactory; not only Trevelyan, but Routh, declared ‘the Board of
Works has been a failure’; and on July 20, Trevelyan wrote,
privately and peremptorily, to the chairman of the Board, Colonel
Jones, telling him that the Board was to be reorganized. The
reconstruction had been already drafted in a Treasury minute, and
was, wrote Trevelyan firmly, ‘as good as settled’.

The minute, dated July 21, 1846, directed the closing of all public
works, save in exceptional circumstances, on August 15, and also
directed the reconstruction of the Board and the augmentation of its
staff ‘to meet the increased magnitude of the coming exigency’.
Proper plans and estimates for works under the recent Acts were
to be prepared now, in anticipation of the new emergency, in order
that the confusion of the previous season might be avoided.

The Board of Works received the Treasury minute with indig-
nation. It was not possible or reasonable to stop works, without
warning, at only three weeks’ notice. How could works be left in
their present state? Many roads were actually dangerous to the
public; was this to be ignored? Local distress was already more
urgent than ever, and immense new destitution was known to be
impending.??

The Government gave way. An attempt was made to limit ex-
penditure, but in fact what amounted to a general renewal of relief
works took place. Trevelyan became exasperated, and so much
annoyance was evident in his letters that Routh ventured to remon-
strate. The Board of Works, admittedly, had been a failure, but he
was not sure, he wrote, on August 3, that the relief committees had
been unsatisfactory: ‘Pray if you put forth any public documents on
the subject speak carefully of the Committees whose assistance you
will certainly require next year. Praise if you like, but do not find
fault, at least publicly; they are very sensitive and so are all the
Irish.” Whatever their shortcomings, the relief committees had
collected £98,003 by July 31, 1846, the largest sum ever raised in
Ireland for the relief of distress; to this, £65,914 10s. 0d. was added
by the Lord-Lieutenant out of pubhc funds, as the Government
contribution.?®
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The Government had now accepted the fact that a second failure
of the potato was about to occur, and Trevelyan was preparing
plans. He was determined to pursue a new policy, a policy which all
but reversed that of Peel.

Trevelyan and Charles Wood, the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
had decided that, in the second failure, there was to be no Govern-
ment importation of food from abroad and no interference whatso-
ever with the laws of supply and demand; whatever might be done
by starting public works and paying w: ages, the provision of food for
Ireland was to be left entirely to private enterprise and private
traders.2®

The new policy was received by officials in Ireland with dismay,
and on August 4 Routh pressed Trevelyan to import food, now and
at once. ‘“You cannot answer the cry of want by a quotation from
political economy. You ought to have 16,000 tons of Indian corn . . .
you ought to have half of the supply which you require in the
country before Christmas.” How great a quantity would be needed,
wrote Routh, would be determined this month, when the main crop
began to be dug.?°

No preparations, however, even if preparations had been made on
double the scale urged, could, in fact, have saved the Irish people
from the fate which lay before them. Before the depots could be
closed or the public works shut down, almost in a night, every
potato in Ireland was lost. ‘On the 27th of last month,’ wrote Father
Mathew to Trevelyan, on August 7, ‘I passed from Cork to Dublin
and this doomed plant bloomed in all the luxuriance of an abundant
harvest. Returning on the third instant I beheld with sorrow one
wide waste of putrefying vegetation. In many places the wretched
people were seated on the fences of their decaying gardens, wringing
their hands and wailing bitterly the destruction that had left them
foodless.’

‘I shall never forget,” wrote Captain Mann, a Coastguard officer
employed in relief service, ‘the change in one week in August. On the
first occasion, on an official visit of inspection, I had passed over
thirty-two miles thickly studded with potato fields in full bloom. The
next time the face of the whole country was changed, the stalk
remained bright green, but the leaves were all scorched black. It was
the work of a night.’31

Sir James Dombrain reported that, in a tour of eight hundred
miles during the first week in August, ‘all is lost and gone’; the
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horrible stench from the diseased potatoes was ‘perceptible as you
travel along the road’; in Cork, on August 3, the stench from
rotting potatoes was ‘intolerable’. On August 7 Colonel Knox
Gore, Lieutenant of County Sligo, found ‘from Mullingar to May-
nooth every field was black’, and on August 8 the steward of the
Ventry estates wrote that ‘the fields in Kerry look as if fire had
passed over them’. Failure was ‘universal’ in Ulster by August 7,
and in Longford, Galway, King’s County, Westmeath and Co.
Dublin every potato was completely blighted.®2

Disaster was universal. The failure of 1845 had, to some degree,
been partial; the loss, though serious, had been unequally distri-
buted, and the blighted areas ‘isolated and detached’. The country,
in Routh’s words, had been ‘like a checker board, black and white
next door’, and Trevelyan, summing up the first failure, was able
to describe it as ‘a probationary season of distress’.®?

The difficulties experienced in administering Sir Robert Peel’s
relief scheme were due to the state of Ireland, the poverty, the
unemployment, the annual semi-starvation which millions custom-
arily endured. It was these unfortunate wretches, ‘the old habitual
mass of want in Ireland’, the ‘fixed tide of distress which never
ebbs’ who, besieging the relief committee rooms and surging on
to the public works in tens of thousands, had broken down the
administrative machinery.

In the first failure, with the exception of the potatoes, the harvest
had been above the average, and though distress was greatly intensi-
fied, yet thanks to the relief scheme the people in many districts had
been better off than usual. Trevelyan, with whom John Ball agreed,
wrote, ‘In the first failure the people suffered less than in ordinary
years, owing to the pains taken to prevent them from feeling want.’34

In the summer of 1846 the situation was very different. The
harvest, generally, was poor, and the people were at the end of their
resources. Every rag had been already pawned to buy food, every
edible scrap had gone. The people were weakened and despairing.
‘A stranger,’” wrote a sub-inspector of police from County Cork, on
August 4, ‘would wonder how these wretched beings find food . . .
Clothes being in pawn there is nothing to change. They sleep in
their rags and have pawned their bedding.’?? 7

The whole face of the country was changed. ‘From the Giants
Causeway to Cape Clear, from Limerick to Dublin, not a green
field is to be seen.’ Violent thunderstorms occurred: ‘electricity’—
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lightning—was seen playing over the blackened fields, torrential
rain fell, the country round Dublin was flooded, and an ‘extra-
ordinary dense fog’ was seen by Routh on August 6 to descend over
blighted areas, ‘cold and damp and close without any wind’.?¢

It is, declared a leader-writer in The Times on September 2,
‘total annihilation’.
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CHAPTER s

T 1s now known that blight is caused by a fungus named

Phytophthora infestans.* It was not a sickness of the plants them-

selves which turned the potato fields of Ireland black almost
overnight. Invasion by a microscopic living organism took place,
an organism able to reproduce itself with lightning speed and ‘an
addition to the known flora of Europe and a part of the creation
which had never been catalogued before’.

Blight is with us still. Every year since 1845, in potato fields
throughout the northern hemisphere, the blight fungus has been
present, waiting only for the right weather conditions to multiply
with fearful rapidity, as again happened, with exceptional severity,
in 1958.

Up to 1939 blight is estimated to have cost the United Kingdom
an average of five million pounds a year. In a bad year—1879 for
instance—potatoes worth six million pounds were destroyed in Ire-
land alone. In the United States during the severe attack of 1928 a
single state, the State of New York, lost thirteen million bushels.

Where the potato blight originated and how it came to Europe is
a mystery. Early botanists and natural historians do not mention any
disease resembling blight, and potatoes had been grown in most
European countries for nearly two hundred years before blight
appeared. A potato disease identical with blight was found in North
Germany near Hanover about 1830, but the first fully-recorded out-
break took place in the New World in 1842, when potatoes along the
Atlantic coast of North America, from Nova Scotia to Boston, were
destroyed. This attack was followed, in Europe, by the serious
outbreak of 1845 and the total loss of 1846.

It has been proved that the organism of the blight fungus is so
sensitive to heat and drought that its spread, for any considerable
distance, by air currents is impossible, and the blight fungus almost
certainly reached Europe in a diseased tuber, carried in a ship from

* For the material in this chapter I am indebted to the kindness and patience of Mr.
Geoffrey Samuel, late of the Agricultural Research Council, and for the historical aspects
to Mr. E. C. Large of the Plant Pathology Laboratory, who has generously allowed me to

make a free use of the facts in his remarkable book 7ke Advance of the Fungi. I should
also like to thank Dr. N. Robertson of the University of Hull for his valuable suggestions.

94



North America. When this took place is not known, but the descrip-
tion of blight in Germany about 1830 disposes of a pleasing theory,
that blight had to wait for the coming of steam to cross the Atlantic.
It had been argued that potatoes stored in the hold of a sailing-ship
became so warm during the slow passage through the Doldrums that
the fungus was killed, whereas the shorter passage, by steam, allowed
it to survive. But the first crossing of the Atlantic by a steamship was
not accomplished until 1838, eight years after blight was observed
in Germany; and early steamships, owing to their extravagant con~
sumption of fuel, were not used to any extent as cargo vessels for
more than fifteen years after the initial crossing.

Blight is now treated by spraying with copper compounds, such
as Bordeaux mixture, the compound of copper sulphate and quick-
lime first used in the vineyards of France against Peronospora, the
deadly fungus of the vines. Potato crops attacked or threatened by
blight are nowadays sprayed on a large scale, frequently from aero-
planes and helicopters, and though blight remains the most serious
plant pestilence in the northern hemisphere complete destruction of
a crop no longer takes place.

In 1846, however, there was no notion of treating or protecting
potato plants, nor any comprehension of the nature of blight. More
than fifteen years were to pass before blight was acknowledged to
be the work of a fungus and nearly forty before, in 1885, Bordeaux
mixture was first used.

Yet almost as soon as blight appeared the truth was discerned;
what was lacking was proof.

In the summer of 1845 the Reverend M. J. Berkeley, a country
clergyman, perpetual curate of the parishes of Wood Newton and
Apethorpe, in Northamptonshire, observed that whenever the
mysterious new disease attacked the potato plants in his parish a
tiny growth, a minute fungus, was invariably to be found on the
blighted parts of leaves and tubers. Mr. Berkeley was no ordinary
country parson. A gentleman ‘eminent in his knowledge of the
habits of fungi’, he had done valuable work on molluscs, seaweeds
and algae when a curate at Margate, and been responsible for the
volume on fungi in Smith’s famous English Flora, published in 1836.

Mr. Berkeley was in the habit of corresponding with a French
botanist of eminence, Dr. Montagne, originally a surgeon in the
Napoleonic army who had become an authority on mosses and
lichens. When blight appeared in France, Dr. Montagne also
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observed the tiny growth, and communicated with Mr. Berkeley;
drawings and descriptions were exchanged, and the growth in Eng-
land and the growth in France proved identical. On August 30, 1845,
at a meeting of the Société Philomatique, in Paris, Dr. Montagne
described the growth and claimed the discovery of a new species
of fungus. The claim was recognized and accepted.

Mzr. Berkeley now went further. In January, 1846, after the first
failure, he published an article in the Journal of the Horticultural
Society of London, entitled ‘Observations, Botanical and Physio-
logical, on the Potato Murrain’, in which, after describing the new
fungus, he asserted that it, and it alone, was the cause of the recent
potato pestilence. The disease known as blight, he declared, was
caused by the growth of the fungus, as a parasite, on the potato
plant, and by nothing else.

Vehement controversy followed. Mr. Berkeley’s theory, the
‘fungal theory’, as it was called, contradicted the doctrines generally
held at that time, and many scientists, including Dr. Lindley, the
well-known editor of the Gardeners’ Chronicle, disagreed. A pro-
longed altercation followed, and Dr. Lindley and Mr. Berkeley
argued hotly, week after week, in the columns of the Horticultural
Journal and the Gardeners® Chronicle.

It was generally believed then that fungi were the consequence,
not the cause, of decay. Because they were usually to be found on
rotting matter it was argued that fungi appeared as a result of the
heat and fermentation which accompany the processes of decom-
position; and there was also a lingering belief that the fermentation
and heat of decomposition could somehow generate life, that over-
ripe cheese could generate mites and bad meat blowflies. An earlier
generation had believed that old rags and stale cheese, shut up
together in a box, could produce mice, and though scientists had
discarded these fables more than a century ago, they still believed
that such rudimentary forms of life as fungi could be produced by
the processes of decomposition.

Therefore, though Dr. Lindley, too, had observed the invariable
presence of the tiny fungus on blighted plants, he had passed it over
as being a normal consequence of decay, or of the ‘wet putrefaction’
and ‘dropsy’ which, in his opinion, were the cause of blight.

Moreover, Mr. Berkeley was now asked some very awkward
questions. Mr. Berkeley’s theory, the ‘fungal theory’, must depend
on the order in which the fungus and the blight appeared, and if the
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fungus caused blight, it must come first; could Mr. Berkeley prove
this ? Could he demonstrate that healthy plants were attacked by the
fungus and then developed blight ? It was admitted that the fungus
was invariably to be found on the blighted parts of leaves and tubers,
but that fact proved nothing, except its close association with decay,
which was already known.

There was another important question. If a fungus was respon-
sible, how was it that potatoes not yet dug and still in the ground
were found to be blighted? True, certain species of fungi had air-
borne spores, and might spread from leaf to leaf of the potato plants,
but how could tubers, which were underground, be affected ?

To these and other questions Mr. Berkeley could give no satis-
factory answer; though with a flash of genius he had divined the
truth, he had little evidence to support his theory, and the ‘Observa-
tions’, now regarded as a landmark in botanical history, which he
published in the Fournal of the Horticultural Society were almost
universally rejected.

Unfortunately Mr. Berkeley never did produce proof, and the
truth of the fungal theory was established very slowly, over more
than three-quarters of a century. While mycology, the science of the
fungi, made notable advances in the fifty years following 1843, and
the life cycles of Rust, the fungus of wheat, and Oidum, the fungus
of vines, were traced and a remedy brought within sight; the life
cycle of the potato fungus remained a mystery. It was not until well
into the twentieth century that, after ‘one of the longest games of
hide-and-seek in natural history’, the enigma was solved and the
habits, the method of functioning and the manner in which Phyto-
phthora infestans survives and propagates itself became known.

By a stroke of poetic justice it was in Ireland that much of the
final research was carried out, by Professor Paul Murphy, a Kilkenny
man, at the Albert Agricultural College, Glasnevin, Dublin.

*

Phytophthora infestans first makes its appearance as a minute,
whitish growth, resembling a fringe, just visible to the naked eye,
surrounding the blighted and decaying parts on the leaves of infested
potato plants. Under the microscope, this ‘down’ is seen to be made
up of countless long, slender, branching filaments, each carrying
at its tip a minute pear-shaped swelling. The filaments are, in
fact, fungus-tubes, and the pear-shaped swelling each carries is a
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container, like a capsule, which contains the spore of the fungus. The
blight fungus consists of these fungus-tubes; they form a vegetable
organism of great destructive power; without roots, without flowers,
without any differentiation between stem and leaves, which grows
and develops within the plant, and, by means of the spore container,
is able to propagate itself with frightening rapidity. The spores
formed on a single potato plant which has been invaded by the blight
fungus can, if weather conditions are favourable, infect many
thousands of other plants in a few days.

The spore containers grow at the ends of the fungus-tubes, like
fruits on a branch, until they are mature, when they become
separated. The lightest breeze detaches them; the gentlest rain or
dew washes them off. Countless thousands then fall to the ground;
other myriads become airborne, and drift.

When an airborne spore container drifts on to the leaf of a potato
plant it settles and, given one necessary condition, germinates at
once. The necessary condition is moisture. The spore of the blight
fungus is water-borne; when it moves it swims and, therefore, to
germinate effectively it needs a drop of moisture. The scientists of
1846 who attributed blight to the wetness of the summer were very
nearly right. Though rain and damp are not the cause of blight,
without them the fungus does not multiply rapidly. Consequently,
in a dry summer there is little blight, and the fungus, though
present, is more or less dormant; while during a damp season blight
is at its most vigorous. Violent driving rain does not provide the
conditions most favourable to the spread of blight; in gales of rain
the down-like fringe, consisting of thousands upon thousands of
fungus-tubes, is washed off. It is when the atmosphere is moist and
muggy that spore production reaches its height, and the blight
fungus spreads with such rapidity that potato fields seem to be
ruined overnight. The soft, warm climate of Ireland, particularly in
the west, with its perpetual light rains and mild breezes, provides
ideal conditions for the spread of the fungus, and has been truly
described as a forcing-house for blight.

Given adequate moisture, the container proceeds surprisingly to
germinate in two different ways. Sometimes it germinates as one
unit, sending a single germ-tube instantly into the potato leaf, some-
times its contents split up within the container and become from six
to sixteen smaller spores, which are then released in a swarm. Under
the microscope these spores can be seen, at the moment of release,
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jostling each other, ‘much more like little uni-cellular animals let
out of a bag than anything one might expect to find in the vegetable
kingdom’. The tiny spores are called zoospores, meaning that they
are able to move; after liberation they swim away and, settling on a
fresh part of the leaf, each sends out a minute germ-tube to invade
the leaf, but at six to sixteen points instead of one.

In a short time the leaf is overrun by a system of radiating fungus-
tubes, pushing their way through, to emerge in due course, each
bearing at its tip the pear-shaped containers which, in a very few
hours, will release fresh hordes of spores. In this process the potato
plant is destroyed. As the fungus-tubes, whether originating from
large or small spores, work their way through the leaf, lengthening
and branching, they leave ruin behind, the juices of the leaf are
drained and the tissues exhausted; a change takes place in the matter
of which the leaf is composed, fermentations appear, followed by
discoloration and mortification; finally, the entire foliage of the
potato plant turns black, withers and dies. Yet this process is not
purely destructive; it is from the fermentation and decay of the leaf
that the fungus extracts its nourishment, the ‘protoplasm’, or vital
substance, which enables the fungus-tubes to live.

The unfortunate potato plant is now not only being devoured but
choked as well. ‘If a man,” writes Mr. E. C. Large, ‘could imagine
his own plight, with growths of some weird and colourless seaweed
issuing from his mouth and nostrils, from roots which were destroy-
ing and choking both his digestive system and his lungs, he would
then have a very crude and fabulous, but perhaps an instructive, idea
of the condition of the potato plant. . ..

Meanwhile, beneath the ground, the blight fungus is attacking
the potatoes themselves. How this happens was for many years one
of the major mysteries of blight. It used to be thought that the
disease travelled down the stem of the plant to the tubers, and one
of the earliest treatments for blight, still occasionally practised today,
was to cut off the stems ard foliage of infected plants, close to the
ground. But this operation by no means invariably prevents infec-
tion, and if done too early it may prove as ruinous as blight itself.
Once stems and foliage are amputated, none of the food material
which the plant derives from the green chlorophyll in the leaves can
pass down to the tubers, growth stops, and the result is a useless
crop of wizened, dwarfed potatoes the size of walnuts.

It has now been established that blight penetrates the soil to the
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tubers. Moisture is, once more, the deciding factor; if rain is suffi-
ciently heavy and continuous, some of the myriads of spore con-
tainers which fall to the ground are washed down, through the soil,
on to the potatoes. The process of destruction which took place on
the leaf is now repeated: the spore container germinates, each spore,
whether entire or the result of splitting up, sends a germ-tube into
the tuber and the fungus then works its way from cell to cell. Black-
ened and decomposing patches appear on the skin of the potato and
in its flesh, and eventually the exhausted tissues collapse into pulp.

As a rule, however, blight fungus remains inactive for a consider-
able period when it has entered the potato; only a discoloration of
the skin betrays the presence of the fungus within, and such infected
tubers are the means by which blight is most commonly spread. If
tubers containing the dormant blight fungus are planted either
accidentally or because the importance of the partial infection is not
realized, as happened in Ireland in 1845-46, a small number will
throw up shoots early in the season; these are infected with blight
when they appear. A fungus-tube from within the potato has grown
up inside the stem of the shoot, and thus, at the beginning of the
season, a nucleus of infection is established, ready to develop with
lightning rapidity when the weather becomes warm and moist in
July, August, or September.

The Ministry of Agriculture in London forecasts the onset of
blight each year from a study of the weather records. As soon as
conditions favouring blight occur, warnings are issued recommend-
ing potato growers to spray their crops.

The blight fungus also infects potatoes after digging, a source of
despair and bewilderment in 1845. The top and foliage of a plant
can be destroyed by blight while the potatoes in the ground beneath
may be sound: either the potatoes were too well-covered with earth
for the blight spore to reach them or, as was frequently the case in
Ireland, rain was light and did not wash the spore containers down
through the soil. But, even so, danger of infection is not over;
countless thousands of live spore containers are on the leaves of
surrounding plants, and as the potatoes are dug they are showered
with spores. If the weather is dry no harm is done, but if it is moist
the spore containers find the drop of water they must have to
germinate, and within a few hours the fungus is active, growing
rapidly through the tubers. In a few weeks the potatoes which were
sound when dug are a mass of rottenness.
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In 1845 much of the infection occurred after the potatoes were
dug. In 1846 rain was exceptionally heavy, the spore containers were
washed down on to the tubers, which were then devoured by the
fungus and became rotten in the ground.

The life of the blight fungus is short. If the air is dry the spore
containers carried at the end of each fungus-tube live for only a few
hours; if the weather is damp, and the spore germinates, the new
germ-tube must penetrate a leaf quickly, or it dies. When cold
weather comes, the work of destruction being completed, the fungus
dies.

For long it remained a mystery how the fungus survives the
winter and starts its work of destruction again the following year.
It has never been proved that the spore of the blight fungus can
survive the winter in European soil, but it appears that the fungus
survives from season to season, lying dormant in the slightly
diseased potatoes which are occasionally planted, through ignorance
or accident, with healthy tubers. The fungus grows up within the
stem, diseased shoots develop, and as soon as conditions of weather
and temperature are favourable the fungus begins to form its spores
again. Once spore production has started the blight fungus can
spread with astonishing rapidity. In moist, warm conditions one
diseased plant within a day or two releases several million spores,
each one of which is capable of dividing within itself and producing
a swarm of smaller spores. If a number of slightly diseased seed
potatoes have been planted in different places, and diseased shoots
appear in any quantity, blight can become general in a few weeks.
Countless millions of spore containers germinate hourly ; germ-tubes
work their way into leaf and tuber, reducing green and healthy plants
to decay; fields are seen to turn black, tubers, hastily dug, collapse
into stinking masses, and the fearful stench of decomposition hangs
over the land.

In Ireland in 1846 conditions favoured the spread of the blight
fungus to an extent which has not been recorded before or since.
There had been an outbreak of blight the previous year, and very
many slightly diseased potatoes had been planted in the fields,
sending up diseased shoots. The weather of 1846 was wet—‘con-
tinual rain’ yet warm; on June 6 The Times recorded a heat wave.
Ignorance was complete; blight was not known to be a fungus;
treatment with Bordeaux mixture was not attempted for nearly forty
years.
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The great Irish failure of 1846 is the classic example of an
outbreak of blight, and the people of Ireland, gazing over their
blackened fields, despaired. They were already exhausted. What
resources they possessed had been used up, and death from starva-
tion was not a possible but an immediate fate.

Once more, the question so frequently asked in the past was on
every lip—what would the British Government do to save Ireland ?
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CHAPTER 6

HE GOVERNMENT in power was the Whig Government
which had defeated the Tories under Sir Robert Peel at the

end of June, and at first glance it seemed as if the Whigs were
more likely to be sympathetic to Ireland than the Tories.

Civil and religious liberty was the Whig watchword, and the Whig
leader, Lord John Russell, had an impressively liberal record. He
had moved the first reading of the famous Reform Bill on March 31,
1831; he had brought forward a resolution, in 1834, to inquire into
the expenditure of the immense revenues of the Established Pro-
testant Church of Ireland; after the Repeal crisis, he had moved for
an inquiry into the state of Ireland, which resulted in the great Irish
debate of February, 1844. William IV had called him ‘a dangerous
little Radical’.?

His radicalism was, however, qualified by the circumstances of his
birth. John Russell was the son of the sixth Duke of Bedford, and
with liberal principles he combined a strong, at times an overween-
ing, sense of rank. His manners were arrogant; his brother, the
Marquess of Tavistock, warned him in 1838 that he was giving great
offence to his followers in the House of Commons by not being
courteous to them, by treating them superciliously and ‘de haut en
bas’; while the diarist Greville complained of being received in
John’s ‘coldest and most offensive manner, nothing could be more
ungracious and I mentally resolved never to go near him again. . . .2

He had had to contend, however, with disabilities which would
have crushed a less determined man. To begin with, he was so small
as to be little more than a dwarf. The savage wit of the period
caricatured him as a large-headed midget, a puny little girl, an elderly
child seated on Melbourne’s lap; and when he married, as his first
wife, the widow of Lord Ribblesdale, he was nicknamed ‘The
Widow’s Mite’.

John Russell had some connections with Ireland: his father had
been Lord-Lieutenant between 1806 and 1807, and Lord John had
spent three months of the summer of 1806 at the Vice-Regal Lodge
in Phoenix Park; there was also a family property, Ardsallagh Castle,
in County Meath.
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He was now to be in control of the fate of Ireland throughout the
coming crisis. He held office from June, 1846, until February, 1852,
the worst of the famine years, and during that period the Irish policy
of the British Government was his responsibility. When he ceased
to be Prime Minister, in 1852, the famine, officially at least, was over.

*

One of the first acts of Lord John Russell’s administration was to
appoint a new Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland; the office was political,
and when the Tories went out their Lord Lieutenant, Lord Heytes-
bury, automatically resigned. Lord Bessborough was selected, an
admirable and popular choice. He was head of the respected family
of Ponsonby; his estates at Bessborough were well administered, and
he was not only a good but a resident landlord, the first resident
landlord to be appointed Lord-Lieutenant since the Union. His
temper was ‘remarkably calm and unruffled’, and he had dis-
tinguished himself as a minister during two successful terms of
office. Most important of all, he had been ‘during almost the whole
of his life on terms of warm friendship’ with O’Connell? and had
introduced him to the House of Commons when no one else would
do so, on O’Connell’s first taking his seat, after Catholic emancipa-
tion was passed. It was hoped that, through Lord Bessborough, the
enormous power O’Connell wielded in Ireland would be used for,
and not against, the Government during the coming crisis.

But in the summer of 1846 O’Connell’s power was no longer
absolute. The Liberator was seventy-one years of age, his health
was beginning to fail; within the Repeal Association there was dis-
content, and a group of intelligent, ardent young Repealers had
formed themselves into a new party, which they called ‘Young
Ireland’. The Young Irelanders were extremists; their language was
violent, and they declared that O’Connell’s policy of moral force, his
insistence on ‘the carrying the Repeal by peaceable, legal and constitu-
tional means and by none other’,* had failed, and must be discarded.

In July, 1846, on the eve of the total failure of the potato, and the
month when Bessborough took office, differences between Young
Ireland and Old Ireland came to a head, on the question of resorting
to physical force to win freedom, and the leaders of Young Ireland,
now labelled the ‘physical force men’, walked out of Conciliation
Hall, Burgh Quay, Dublin, the Repeal Association’s headquarters.

O’Connell’s power and prestige were shaken, armed rebellion
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appeared a possibility, very violent language had been used. Bess-
borough became alarmed. In spite of his Irish sympathies, he asked
for a Coercion Bill declaring that Ireland could not be governed
without emergency powers amounting to martial law. The Coercion
Bill was, in fact, withdrawn; for no reason connected with Ireland,
but because members of Parliament, having turned out the Tory
Government ona voteagainst Irish Coercion, refused to vote in favour
of it a few weeks later; nevertheless, irreparable damage had been
done. Young Ireland, the physical force men, had presented a fatal
image of Ireland when the time of her greatest need was just at hand.

English newspapers represented the Irish, not as helpless famine
victims, but as cunning and bloodthirsty desperadoes. Punch, for
instance, published cartoons week after week depicting the Irishman
as a filthy, brutal creature, an assassin and a murderer, begging for
money, under a pretence of buying food, to spend on weapons.
‘With the money they get from our relief funds, they buy arms,’
wrote Greville.5

Ireland was a disturbing thought, and it was therefore a comfort
to be able to believe that the Irish were not starving or, if some of
them were, the depravity of the Irish was such thet they deserved to
starve; and to treat Ireland’s desperate appeals, as famine approached,
as merely another whine from a professional beggar. ‘It is possible
to have heard the tale of sorrow too often,” observed The Times
leader-writer, on August 3, 1846.

*

Yet no doubts of the gravity of the impending catastrophe were felt
by Lord John Russell and his Government; reports of the universal
failure of the potato were being confirmed by every mail, and new
measures for Irish relief had been in course of preparation for some
weeks.

The new plans were the work of Trevelyan. He prepared a
memorandum, dated on August 1, 1846, in which he detailed last
season’s relief plans, set out the respects in which they had failed,
and outlined a plan to meet the coming crisis. This memorandum
formed the basis of the new scheme, and Trevelyan, who possessed
the administrative abilities which Lord John Russell’s colleagues on
the whole lacked, now became virtually dictator of relief for Ireland.

*
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On August 17, 1846, Lord John Russell rose in the Commons to
acquaint the House, ‘with great pain’, that ‘the prospect of the potato
crop is even more distressing than last year—that the disease has
appeared earlier, and its ravages are far more extensive’; it was
‘imperative on the Government and Parliament to take extraordinary
measures for relief’.

The new relief scheme, briefly, fell under two main heads. First,
though public works were again to be undertaken, and on a large
scale, the British Government would no longer, as last year, bear
half their cost. The whole expense was to be paid by the district in
which the works were carried out. ‘Presentment sessions’, meetings
of ratepayers at which works were proposed, would be held as
before, but instead of being voluntary meetings they were to be
summoned by the Lord-Lieutenant, at his discretion. Works were
to be approved and executed by the Board of Works. The cost was
to be met by advances from the Treasury, repayable in their entirety
in ten years, at 3} per cent. interest, and the money for repayment
was to be raised by a rate levied on all poor-rate payers in the
locality, a momentous and controversial innovation. The expense
was designed to ‘fall entirely on persons possessed of property in the
distressed district’, who were, after all, responsible for the poor on
their estates. This part of the new procedure was embodied in an
Act, ‘to facilitate the employment of the Labouring Poor for a
limited period in distressed districts in Ireland’, popularly called the
Labour Rate Act.” This measure was the most important section
of the new scheme, and proved a source of difficulty, confusion,
discontent and ruin. In addition, the modest sum of £350,000 was to
be spent in free grants to those districts in Ireland too poor to bear
the whole cost of public works.

Second, the Government would not import or supply any food.
There were to be no Government depots to sell meal at a low cost
or, in urgent cases, to make free issues, as had been done during
last season’s failure. No orders were to be sent abroad, nor would
any purchases be made by Government in local markets. It was held
that the reason why dealers and import merchants had so signally
failed to provide food to replace the potato last season had been the
Government’s purchases. Trade, said Trevelyan, had been ‘para-
lysed’ on account of these purchases, which interfered with private
enterprise and the legitimate profits of private enterprise; and how,
he asked, could dealers be expected to invest in the very large stocks
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necessary to meet this year’s total failure of the potato if at any
moment Government might step in with supplies—sold at low cost
—which would deprive dealers of their profit and ‘make their outlay
so much loss #’8

This section of the scheme was received with consternation, and
Routh, with unaccustomed boldness, wrote from Dublin, ‘As for
the great question of leaving the country to the corn dealers they are
a very different class of men from our London, Liverpool and
Bristol merchants. I do not believe there is a man among them who
would import direct a single cargo from abroad.’

On August 7, 1846, Father Mathew, the ‘apostle of Temperance’,
wrote in agitation to Trevelyan: he had heard rumours that ‘the
capitalists in the corn and flour trade are endeavouring to induce
government not to protect the people from famine but to leave them
at their mercy’, and he implored Trevelyan to take some action to
feed the people.?

The merchants however declared ‘they would not import food
atall if it were the intention of government to do so’; they required
an official assurance that no Government importation was contem-
plated, and Charles Wood, Chancellor of the Exchequer, told the
House of Commons on August 17, 1846, that the assurance had been
given. The Government was pledged ‘not to interfere with the
regular mode by which Indian corn and other grains were brought
into the country’, but ‘to leave that trade as much liberty as
possible’1® Trevelyan and Charles Wood were convinced that,
once wages were being paid on the new large-scale public works,
and the people had money to spend on food, then food would be
attracted to Ireland. The field was to be left strictly to private
enterprise.

The west of Ireland, however, was to receive special treatment.
In Kerry, Donegal, the country west of the Shannon, and that part
of west Cork which included Skibbereen and the Dingle Peninsula,
the population lived so exclusively on the potato that no trade in
any other description of food existed; and here, and here only,
Government food depots were to be established. Each depot was
to be in charge of a Commissariat officer; officers stationed in
Canada, the West Indies and the Mediterranean, had already been
instructed to proceed home ‘without delay’, and gaps were to be
filled by temporary appointments of military officers. But even in
these districts depots were to be opened only as a last resort, when

107



private traders had failed to provide supplies of food; and the
Government gave a pledge that the eastern part of Ireland was to be
left wholly to private enterprise.®> Members of local relief com-
mittees were no longer to be elected, but nominated by the Lieut-
enant of the county, and instead of issuing employment tickets would
‘furnish lists of distressed persons eligible for employment’.
Nominations must be of persons holding official or semi-official
positions, magistrates and resident magistrates, senior constabulary
and coastguard officers, chairmen of Poor Law unions, and the
principal clergymen of each denomination, Protestant, Roman
Catholic and Nonconformist. The regulation specifying only
principal clergymen had the effect of excluding Catholic curates;
and though it was true that during the previous year some Catholic
curates had found difficulty in working smoothly with persons not
of their religious persuasion, they undoubtedly possessed an intimate
and invaluable knowledge of the inhabitants of their parishes. ‘You
must not exclude R.C. curates,” wrote Lord Monteagle, a Protestant,
to Lord Bessborough; ‘without them we could not do a stroke
and here they are labouring like tigers for us, working day and
night.’12

Lieutenants of counties had power to add members to committees,
but whether or not this power was ever exercised in favour of
Catholic curates does not appear to be recorded.

Subscriptions were still to be collected locally in aid of relief, but
the Government donation was limited to half the total amount
collected, at the most. Finally, officials employed by the Com-
missariat and the Board of Works would be paid by the British
Government.!3

Such, very broadly, were the outlines of the scheme devised by
Trevelyan for the Government of Lord John Russell to meet the
total failure of the potato. In the course of relieving last season’s
failure some very painful lessons had been learned. Then the whole
labouring population of Ireland, wherever they had the chance, had
rushed to throw themselves on the Government works; the scheme
had, to a large extent, been swamped; there had been confusion and
waste, and very large sums of public money had melted away. Yet
last year’s failure had been only partial; the prospect of relieving a
total failure by the same methods was impossible to contemplate—
Trevelyan declared that the Exchequer itself would not be equal to
the occasion.
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Therefore, the first object of the new plans was to ‘check the
exorbitant demands of last season’; they were, in fact, designed
not to save Ireland but to protect England. The scheme was to be
in force for a vear, and no longer; writing to Mr. Labouchere,
appointed Chief Secretary for Ireland by the Whigs, Trevelyan
spoke of ‘the year of relief’, and laid down, in a Treasury minute,
‘No advances . . . will in any circumstances be made for carrying
on . . . works after the 15th August 1847.)14

It has to be admitted, wrote a Whig historian, ‘that the Govern-
ment in the summer of 1846 did not realize the full consequences of
the loss of the potato’.15

Trevelyan anticipated that there would be what he called a ‘breath-
ing time’ about the second week in August, when the potatoes
from the new crop became fit to eat. Last year there had been such a
pause: while the crop was hurriedly dugand every potato conceivably
edible eaten before it rotted. He intended to use this ‘breathing
time’ to overhaul the relief organization, so that the departments
would be ready ‘to put our whole machinery in motion at an early
date’; in particular, he was determined that the Board of Works
should be set out ‘to re-organize to meet the increased magnitude of
the coming exigency’.1® At the beginning of the scheme he lost one
of his ablest colleagues: Edward Pine Coffin, who had been in
charge of the depot at Limerick, was knighted in recognition of his
services and sent to report on distress in the highlands of Scotland.

Throughout August, 1846, Trevelyan worked very hard indeed.
He speaks of being at the Treasury until 3 a.m., ‘dead beat’, and of
working weekdays and Sundays alike. An official of the Board of
Works, summoned over to London, was told ‘to come on Sunday
and knock at the private entrance in Downing Street below the
Treasury’. Every detail of the new relief scheme was controlled
by Trevelyan, and all Commissariat and Board of Works, Ireland,
letters, as well as all private letters, were, by his instructions, sent
up to him unopened.}” Commissariat officers recalled from Canada
and the West Indies each received a personal letter from Trevelyan,
with ‘blue books’ to study during the voyage. It was, he wrote,
‘the most difficult and responsible task that has ever fallen to my
lot’.

Great exertions were expected of his subordinates; Mrs. Perceval,
wife of a Commissariat officer, wrote to Trevelyan complaining that
her husband was being worked so hard that he was losing his health,
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and was told, shortly, by Trevelyan, on July g, that he had ‘never
known a person injured by hard work’ 18

All these exertions were in vain. It was too late for preparation.
Disaster was upon Ireland now.

No ‘breathing time’ occurred; the ‘influx of early potatoes’, wrote
Routh, on August 13, 1846, ‘due to the desire to realize something
before that something shall be wholly lost . . . failed on account of
the rapid progress of the disease’;'? and the notification that the
Government depots were to close brought frantic protests. Already,
in the west, the Government meal was all that stood between a
swarming population and starvation. From Swineford, the secretary
of the Relief Committee wrote on August 5, 1846, that closing the
depot there would produce ‘the extremest misery’; all the new
potatoes had failed and the price of meal was already more than
doubled. At Ballyhaunis the people were ‘not far off starvation’:
if the Government depot shut down there would be violence.
At Ballina Mr. Vaughan Jackson, a well-known resident landlord,
considered the situation critical; if the depot closed peace would be
endangered.

Outside Government circles, closing the food depots at the
moment of total failure appeared inexplicable. The Times, no advo-
cate of relief for Ireland, found it impossible to understand why ‘the
authorities cut off supplies with the undisputed fact of an extensive
failure of this year’s potato crop staring them in the face’, and the
Catholic Archbishop John MacHale, known as ‘the Lion of St. Jar-
lath’s’, told Lord John Russell, “You might as well issue an edict of
general starvation as stop the supplies. . . .’2?

But Trevelyan and the British Government were not to be shaken
in their determination. A quantity of meal, rather under 3,000 tons
in all, the residue of Sir Robert Peel’s scheme, remained in the
depots, and permission was given to distribute this to starving
districts, but in the smallest possible quantities, and then only after
a relief committee had been formed and a subscription raised to pay
for it. No free issues whatever were to be made. Nevertheless,
Commissariat officers in Ireland did give food away; a Major Wain-
wright, for instance, was detected in giving a quantity of meal to
starving persons in Oughterard, County Galway, early in August,
and was reprimanded from Whitehall.2

Closing the public works was even more difficult. The Treasury
minute of July 21, 1846, directing all works to be closed, except
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in certain unusual cases, had had little effect; on the excuse that
works were not finished, or that extraordinary distress existed in the
neighbourhood, a large number continued. The Chancellor of the
Exchequer now ordered that all undertakings must be shut down
on August 8, irrespective of whether or not they were completed
and of the distress in the district.22

Angry demonstrations followed. In Limerick, on August 5, on
being told their employment was to end, labourers tore up the stretch
of road they had just laid; in Cork, about August 18, a mob of
400 labourers, declaring they were starving, marched into the town
carrying their spades and demanding work; however, they dispersed
‘quietly’, on being addressed by the Sub-Inspector of Police,
who added a note to his report that ‘employment is very much
needed’. Bodies of starving, workless labourers marched into Dun-
garvan, Clogher and Macroom, and the Poor Law Guardians of
Bandon, ‘expecting a visit from a mob demanding employment’,
asked for Government protection.

Suffering was so painful and widespread that by order of the
Lord-Lieutenant, Lord Bessborough, all uncompleted works were
re-started on September 6.22 The unfortunate Board of Works thus
received a double task, to get the works of last season going again and
to set up an organization capable of meeting the demands which
would follow the first presentment sessions to be held under the new
Act, in September. Staff was wanting, office space in Dublin was
wanting, the interval for reorganization did not occur, and even
before the new scheme began the Board of Works was in confusion. 24

Mr. Richard Griffith and Mr. Thomas Larcom were appointed,
by Act of Parliament, special Commissioners, to supervise relief
works, and two better men could not have been found; Mr. Griffith
had pushed through a scheme which fixed the value of land through-
out Ireland; Captain Larcom had played a large part in the Ordnance
Survey and had been a Census Commissioner in 1841. The Freeman’s
Journal, however, remarked that, whatever their attainments and
aptitudes, they could not possibly get through ‘all that was heaped
upon them’.23

Extra office accommodation for the new Commissioners was not
provided, and the offices of the Board in Dublin were crammed to
bursting point. Desks stood in corridors, ‘in every available place
where there was light for a clerk to see’, and corridors and passages
were further ‘blocked with deputations and expectants for office’.
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Trevelyan was asked, on September 17, to sanction the addition of
an extra storey to the Board of Works’ building, at a cost of £905 4s.,
and refused.

‘A stranger can form no idea!” wrote Colonel Jones. ‘Instead of
the quiet of a well regulated London office, ours resembles a great
bazaar.’

Meanwhile, from London, Trevelyan, toiling to produce order
and method, sent directions and requests for information which
must have arrived in the ‘great bazaar’ of the Board of Works’ office
like messages from another world.

On August 26, for instance, he directed Colonel Jones to submit
‘a sketch map of Ireland showing the number of separate works and
the total . . . in each Barony, and distinguishing improvements of roads,
etc., and their cost from new roads and their cost, and also stating the
number and amount of works of each of the two above descriptions
which have been discontinued, that is the number sanctioned and not
commenced, the number commenced and stopped, and the amount
which has been saved by each of these proceedings.’26

No answer appears to have been received, and in any case a few
days later the information would have been useless. The Labour
Rate Act received the Royal Assent on August 28. Presentment
Sessions, under the Act, began on September 4, and applications
immediately poured into the Board of Works in numbers exceeding
the worst expectations. Last year’s history repeated itself on an
immensely larger scale, and the Board of Works was again swamped.

The object of the Labour Rate Act was to force Irish landlords
to pay for the relief of their distressed tenantry. Since they had failed
to do their duty voluntarily, they were to be compelled: under the
new Act, there could be no evading payment of the rate to be levied.
“The backwardness of the landlords has made compulsory measures
inevitable,” Trevelyan wrote to Stephen Spring Rice, Lord Mont-
eagle’s son, on September 2.27

Trevelyan was further convinced that because, under the Labour
Rate Act, the whole of the money advanced had to be repaid by the
district in which it was spent, the scramble of last year would not
take place and property owners would think twice before sending
distressed labourers in droves to the works, when the result would
be that they incurred a mountain of debt.

Yet there was a possibility which the Government had not con-
sidered. How would the Labour Rate Act operate if the landlords
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did not possess sufficient funds to pay the rate for relief works
assessed on them ? Trevelyan, however, chose to believe as firmly in
the financial resources of Irish landlords as in the capacity of Irish
private enterprise; and the only direct contribution Government
proposed to make was the £50,000 advanced, under the Labour
Rate Act, to districts so poor that it was impossible advances should
ever be repaid.

Fifty thousand pounds to save a starving people! exclaimed Arch-
bishop MacHale, and he reminded Lord John Russell that although
twenty million pounds of public money were spent by England to
emancipate the Negroes of the West Indies, £50,000 was all that
was to be allotted to save Ireland from death.28

Irish landlords considered they had been disgracefully treated by
the British Government over the Labour Rate Act—it was pushed
through and became law before they realized what was taking place.
Stephen Spring Rice, Lord Monteagle’s son, wrote that ‘the Irish
gentry were taken by surprise’. The Act ‘was not introduced until
the middle of August 1846, and was hurried through in ten days,
after almost all the Irish Members had left London’. ‘It is enough
to make a man turn Repealer,” he told Trevelyan angrily, ‘to have
such a measure hurried through Parliament . . . without giving us
an opportunity to be heard’; while Lord Palmerston, then Foreign
Secretary and an Irish landlord, observed that if the Act was to
remain in force for any length of time ‘the landlords will in the end
be as well qualified as their cottiers to demand admission into a
Union [Work] House’.?°

The Labour Rate Act, however, contained a fatal and most allur-
ing provision—no money had to be found immediately. In 1848,
landlords who assumed half the cost of a work undertook a consider-
able personal responsibility, even though the other half was a free
grant. This year, under the Labour Rate Act, personal responsibility
was removed and the liability spread over all ratepayers in a district.
No man felt the debt would fall on him; if he could not pay, someone
else would, and repayment was in any case ten years away. The result
of the Act was the direct opposite to Trevelyan’s expectation, and
there was an orgy of wild extravagance. ‘Large sums are voted at
baronial sessions, as if there were no such thing as repayment in the
memory of the ratepayers,’ reported The Times, on September 22,
1846.

Presentment Sessions were held in public, to prevent property
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owners from evading their obligations; any person might attend and
any person might put forward proposals for works. From these the
most suitable were selected by what, in effect, was a committee of
ratepayers and submitted to the Board of Works; and to make
cettain that adequate relief works were provided the Act required
the ratepayers to select works large enough to employ all the dis-
tressed in the district.

The consequence, however, of admitting the public was chaos.
‘All persons,” wrote Mr. Stephen Spring Rice, ‘had a right to attend
and make proposals without stint, mobs beset and crowded the
session-houses until there was scarcely space to sit or air to breathe.
Hundreds of proposals, drawn up by illiterate and interested persons
—Ilabourers, petty farmers or whiskey sellers—were thrust before
the persons appointed to preside, and supported by threats within
doors and sometimes by violence without.

At a typical session, held at Kilfinan, Coshlea, County Limerick,
Lieutenant Inglis, of the Board of Works, reported on September 20
that ‘all was riot and confusion. Sums were named without any
regard whatever to the nature and extent of the work . . . Everything
was approved. No one dared oppose . . . During this, the riot both
inside and outside the court became more and more violent, and the
confusion on the Bench became more and more confused. At length
we left and passed with difficulty through the crowd to a neighbour-
ing hotel’. At a township named Hospital, near Ennis, on Sep-
tember 30, a Board of Works’ officer, Mr. Kearney, was ‘hunted like
a mad dog by the whole country population’. It was believed by the
people that Mr. Kearney was preventing works being started in the
district, and they were, he wrote, ‘in a fury’. Police had to interfere,
‘with loaded carbines’, before he could drive off in his gig, ‘under
awful groaning and pelting of stones . . . Several hundred disen-
cumbering themselves of their coats, shoes and stockings . .
followed me for 4 miles, but thanks to a good horse I got off with
my life’.

Even at Shanagolden, County Limerick, where the landlord,
Lord Monteagle, was one of the best in Ireland, the Sessions were,
wrote Monteagle to Charles Wood, on October 4, ‘tumultuous’. On
the one hand, some ratepayers were ‘prepared to pass anything up
to the Board of Works for the sake of peace and quietness . . . others
were encouraging a lavish expenditure in the hope that repayment
will be rendered improbable if not impossible’.2® On October 7
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he described to Trevelyan a ‘presentment session in the midsf of a
crowd of hungry peasants and eager farmers to give consideration to
no less than 200 projects’. Deliberation and discussion were im-
possible, and on the advice of the Board of Works’ Inspector the
whole 200 proposals were sent up to the Board of Works in Dublin.
Though the rates collected, annually, for all purposes in the district
amounted only to £34,303, the proposed works would cost £53,000.

What the Dublin Evening Mail described as a ‘delirium of pre-
sentments’, and The Times as ‘presentment mania’, took place.
Poverty-stricken Mayo, with a total annual rateable value of only
£293,282, presented, within a month, works to cost £403,466; in
about the same period the County of Cork, containing some of the
poorest and most distressed districts in Ireland, asked for £600,000,
while turbulent, half-starving Clare in six Presentment Sessions
demanded £300,000. A total of more than a million and a half
pounds’ worth of works was sent forward in the first month,3!

Panic had seized the country, and the people clutched wildly at
public works as their only hope of staying alive. On September 5,
the day after the Presentment Sessions began, Colonel Jones told
Trevelyan that ‘dismay appears to have taken possession of men’s
minds’; those who were ‘optimistic in 1845 are despairing now’,
and Trevelyan himself wrote, “The general failure of the potato
spread despondency and alarm from one end of Ireland to the
other.’32

Presentments, however, enormous though they might be, did not
produce wages; and while the Board of Works, on receiving pro-
posals, was very ready to send forms and requisitions for further
information, the operation of the Act then stopped dead.

It was impossible for a staff which, up to September 30, consisted
of only 24 county surveyors, 15 engineers in charge, 39 assistant
engineers and 36 inspecting officers to examine, sift and establish
works out of a total of a million and a half pounds’ worth of applica-
tions.

“The utter inadequacy of the Government measures,” wrote a
resident of Skibbereen, was ‘impossible to describe.’ All the Govern-
ment had done was to send a printed circular, requiring names of all
families, number in each family, whether large families or small
families, and the names of all persons requiring employment on the
public works. How was this information to be obtained ? It would
not be worth while to collect it. What use were a few relief
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committees ‘in a corner here and there’ to deal with the sufferings
of ‘hundreds, thousands, nay millions of starving people . . . I defy
anyone to exaggerate the misery of the people . . . it is impossible . . .
Whatever is done by Government or Public Works will be too late,
after people have been driven to desperation by hunger. The whole
country is nothing but a slumbering volcano. It will soon burst.’33

On September 5, Sir James Dombrain, Inspector-General of the
Coastguard Service, informed Routh that his officers had found it
necessary to make free issues of meal. The coastguards and Sir James
Dombrain were not popular in Whitehall, and Trevelyan had
directed that this year they were to be employed only for transport-
ing supplies in their cutters. However, coastguard officers, making
tours of inspection in the Killeries, Clifden and Ballinakill, remote
districts in the far west, had found the people apparently dying,
owing, said the local dispensary doctor, to a ‘total absence of food’.
Upon this, Sir James Dombrain decided that ‘people must not be
allowed to starve’, and in the circumstances ‘Her Majesty’s Govern-
ment would justify the issue of small quantities of food on certificates
of the Dispensary Surgeon’, and free issues were then made. He
was, he admitted, ‘quite unprepared for the quantity thus issued,
though in every case on doctor’s certificate’™—it amounted to as
much as 11,663 1b.

For this action Sir James received a public and severe rebuke, in a
Treasury minute. He had no authority, he was informed, to give
meal away free. His proper course would have been to call upon the
leading persons in each distressed locality to form themselves into a
relief committee, and raise a fund by private contribution, which
might possibly be increased later by a Government donation. On
September 18 Sir James replied, shortly, ‘No Committee could have
been formed. There was no one within many miles who could have
contributed one shilling . . . The people were actually dying.’34

At Lochrus, near Adara, the people had been starving from
August 25 onwards; the district was mountainous, no grain was ever
grown and the only food was potatoes, which were entirely lost.
Mr. Moore, a coastguard officer, managed to obtain some meal from
Sligo, but only enough for one-third of the people. ‘I never saw
anything like it,” he wrote, ‘and I hope I never will. People came
18 miles for a little meal, which I could not give. 14 tons, all but
one bag, went in a day.” Unless the Government sent a supply of
food the people must inevitably die of starvation.33

116



In Longford, on August 20, not ‘a loaf of bread or half a cwt. of
meal’ was to be obtained, even from a meal-merchant; and on
September 5 The Times reported ‘people hunting up and down
Longford with money in their pockets looking for food’. In neigh-
bouring Roscommon the people were getting out of hand; Lord de
Freyne, a large landowner, had been hanged in effigy opposite the
hall door of his mansion, Frenchpark; and the O’Conor Don wrote
urgently to Routh, on September 7, telling him that destitution in
Roscommon was fearful and that supplies of food must be sent at
once. The letter was sent on to Trevelyan, who saw a chance to
get rid of some of the unwanted biscuit, which had been in store
since 1843. He wrote by return, pointing out to Routh that the
destitution in Roscommon was the right kind of opportunity to
transfer the broken biscuit from military stores; his letter contained
no other comment or suggestion.3¢

The British Government was not prepared to supply food but
very ready to call out troops. On August 28, for instance, the people
of starving Longford were ‘made angry’ by two troops of Dragoons
galloping through the town, to ‘repel a hunger movement of the
people’ in Roscommon. The hunger movement consisted of 200 to
300 starving men, marching to make a protest at Lord Crofton’s
seat, Mote Park.37

Protests, however, were few and violence rare; the general feeling
was despair. Fear of famine was in the Irish people’s blood; only too
clearly they realized that they were helpless before the fate overtaking
them, and turned blindly to those in authority for salvation.

“The subjection of the masses,” wrote Captain Perceval, the Com-
missariat officer at Westport, County Mayo, was ‘extraordinary’. On
August 31 a ‘large and orderly body of people’, including ‘many
respectable persons’, marched, in fours, through Westport to West-
port House and asked to see Lord Sligo. When Lord Sligo came out,
someone cried ‘Kneel, kneel!” and the crowd dropped on its knees
before him. The state of Westport, Captain Perceval had already
reported to be ‘indescribable’; it was ‘a nest of fever and vermin’.38

Nothing was done; nothing could be done. An unforeseen situa-
tion was upsetting the plans of the Government; 1846 was a year of
general shortage in Europe, and not only were the expected imports
of food into Ireland not arriving, but the British Government was
experiencing difficulty in securing any supplies at all.
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CHAPTER 7

LL oVER Europe the harvest of 1846 was wholly or partially
a failure. The wheat crop was scanty, oats and barley

‘decidedly deficient’, rye and potatoes a total loss, and
‘general famine’ followed. European countries outbid Britain for
supplies. Ships bringing cargoes were diverted from British to
European ports, and Trevelyan complained that France and Bel-
gium, by paying high prices, secured ‘more than their share in the
Mediterranean market, besides placing large orders in the United
States’.!

The British Government could not have foreseen the general
failure of the harvest in Europe, but it might have led them to
modify their Irish relief plans. No modification was attempted, the
scheme stood as drafted. No orders for food were to be placed
abroad; no Government food depots were to be established, except
in the west; all importing was to be left to private enterprise.

Routh was uneasy and apprehensive. He did not agree that private
enterprise would bring in sufficient imports of food, and towards
the end of August he came over to London and saw Trevelyan and
Charles Wood at the Treasury. He failed to obtain permission to
place any large orders. All he could get was a promise that Barings
should be asked to purchase the moderate amount of 2,000 tons of
Indian corn, and in the United Kingdom only. Trevelyan was
insistent that purchases made in foreign markets would raise prices
against British buyers, and pointed out that the British people were
also suffering from the European shortage. An exception to the rule
of buying only in the United Kingdom was made in favour of
‘floating cargoes’, that is, cargoes already at sea and on their way to
European ports. Trevelyan frequently referred to ‘floating cargoes’
as if they constitued a substantial resource.

This year, however, Barings declined to act. The request, officially
made on August 25, 1846, in a highly complimentary Treasury
minute, was declined by Mr. Thomas Baring, who wrote that in
view of the new policy, which ‘excludes from its operations all
purchases in foreign countries . . . Government does not need the
co-operation of a mercantile house of general business, but of a
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reliable corn-factor’; and he recommended Mr. Erichsen, of 110
Fenchurch Street, in the City of London.2

Mr. Erichsen’s appointment was announced on August 28, and
on the same day he broke the news to Trevelyan that to buy 2,000
tons of Indian corn in the United Kingdom was all but impossible:
supplies of Indian corn on the Liverpool and London markets were
already short, he wrote, and as for floating cargoes, ‘there are two or
three buyers for every seller’. On September 2 prices were still
rising, and on September 7 there was yet another ‘considerable rise’
on the Liverpool market.

Private enterprise was operating briskly. ‘Everything that offers
is being bought up with the greatest eagerness for Ireland,” wrote
Erichsen,? but by a very different class of trader from the respectable
corn-merchants and provision dealers of Trevelyan’s imagination—
it was the Irish meal-dealer and petty money-lender who was active,
the dreaded ‘gombeen man’, the merciless and rapacious ogre of the
Irish village. By September 15 meal, except at enormous cost, was
unobtainable by relief committees and philanthropic private persons.
Dealers ‘hungry for money’, wrote Captain Pole, Commissariat
officer at Banagher, ‘buy up whatever comes to market and offer it
again in small quantities at a great price which a poor man cannot
pay and live.’

Sales of a pound or two at a time, at exorbitant prices, produced
large profits, and Irish dealers in the west paid high figures for meal;
50s. a quarter was being paid in Sligo when Trevelyan was instruct-
ing Erichsen to buy for Government at 40s.4 Even so, price was not
the real difficulty, as Erichsen warned Trevelyan, on September 14;
the real difficulty was to find anything to buy at all. When purchasing
for his own account, Erichsen had been ‘obliged to give 46s. for the
only good lot of Indian corn in London, and then it was only
500-600 quarters I could get’. Trevelyan, however, ignoring
Erichsen’s warnings, instructed him, on September 17, to purchase
‘5,000 quarters of Indian corn to be delivered on the West coast of
Ireland in November and December at 4os. to 41s.’. That day
Erichsen wrote an alarming letter. Any supply wanted before the
end of November would be extremely difficult to obtain, at any price,
and as for talking in figures of thousands of quarters, ‘what I have
actually secured amounts only to goo-1,000 quarters’.®

A quantity of 1,000 quarters to feed the starving millions of the
west of Ireland was so evidently inadequate that Trevelyan agreed
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to allow Erichsen some latitude in price. It was too late; the season
for importing Indian corn was coming to an end, famine conditions
in Europe had produced a demand previously unknown, and it had
vanished from British markets. On September 23 Erichsen wrote
from London, that ‘not one single cargo offers here’; on the Liver-
pool market on October 13, Indian corn reached 54s., and even at
that price was virtually unobtainable.®

Trevelyan was forced to give up his plan of buying only in the
United Kingdom. British markets, he wrote, were ‘so bare that we
have had to have recourse to the plan of purchasing supplies of
Indian corn already exported to Continental ports’. Nevertheless,
prices were still too high, and in a typical instance Erichsen reported
being ‘outbid for 3,000-4,000 quarters at Antwerp after venturing
as high as 47s. before retiring’.?

Trevelyan for his part was able to consider the rise in prices a
‘great blessing’. He pointed out to Routh that high prices, by limit-
ing consumption, exercised a ‘regulating influence’ in time of
shortage; they were also ‘indispensably necessary to attract from
abroad the supplies necessary to fill up the void occasioned by the
destruction of the potato crop’. ‘Nothing,” he wrote, ‘was more
calculated to attract supplies, and especially from America,” than
high prices, and he drew a picture of what would happen in the
United States when high prices made themselves felt—‘then down
from Cincinnati and Ohio would come quantities of Indian corn,
formerly used to keep pigs.’®

He appeared to be unaware of the conditions governing the
export of Indian corn from the United States. It was not fit for
export until several months after it was harvested, and the Indian
corn sold for export in the summer of 1846 was the harvest of 1845.
True, the harvest of 1846 had been particularly abundant, but the
produce would not be exportable until 1847. Moreover, the period
during which Indian corn was shipped to Europe was limited; at
that time crossing the Atlantic in late autumn and winter was a
dangerous proceeding—ships were sailing-ships, and few left for
Europe after September. The clearance of the 1845 harvest of Indian
corn had been early and complete; the hungry nations of Europe had
acted promptly and paid high prices, the crop was shipped and gone.
Those large supplies which Trevelyan imagined could be diverted
from the pigs of Cincinnati and Ohio to the starving Irish were
non-existent.
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In Ireland, Routh was in a state of ‘painful anxiety’. Nothing
whatever, he wrote, on September 19, had arrived at either Westport
or Sligo, the two centres of supply for the most remote and poverty-
stricken western districts. He had seen Erichsen’s bills of lading, and
the quantities secured were much tuo small; when they did eventu-
ally come in they would be ‘eaten up within 24 hours or less of
arrival’. He needed ‘at least’ 1,000 tons each for Westport, Sligo,
Killibegs, Limerick and Galway, and this would make only a
‘temporary impression’.?

The quantity Erichsen had managed to buy by the end of Sep-
tember amounted only to 35,500 quarters of Indian corn and 300
quarters of Indian corn-meal; about 7,200 tons in all. He had
attempted to purchase barley, but owing to the European demand
had secured only 1,085 quarters. On September 21 Routh wrote
again, this time almost in distraction, privately to Trevelyan and
officially to the Lords Commissioners of the Treasury. He feared
that the Government, by purchasing solely in the United Kingdom
and European ports, would not be able to secure the quantity of
Indian corn required to fulfil their pledge to feed the west; and he
begged the Lords Commissioners of the Treasury to authorise
‘importation from the U.S.A.’—sixty to eighty thousand quarters
should be ordered immediately. And he told Trevelyan that in his
judgment a further contract should be made for 125,000 quarters at
least.10

Trevelyan now renounced a basic principle of his scheme: orders
for Indian corn were sent to the United States by the September
packets. It was too late. The next arrivals of Indian corn from the
United States could not reach the United Kingdom until the spring
of 1847. ‘We have relied too much on the resources of the American
market,” Trevelyan wrote privately to Routh. “The produce of the
present harvest will only begin to be fit for exportation in December
or January . . . and then it will be subject to serious obstruction from
the closing of the rivers by ice.’!*

On the same day, however, in a Treasury minute, Routh was
officially rebuked: he was asking too much for Ireland. Scarcity of
food, he was reminded, extended over the whole of western Europe
and the United Kingdom, and nothing ought to be done for the
west of Ireland which might send prices, already high, still higher
for people ‘who, unlike the inhabitants of the west coast of Ireland,
have to depend on their own exertions’.!2
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The views of the Treasury were shared by The Times. In a
‘Sermon for Ireland’, on September 8, The Times leader-writer
declared that this year ‘the Irishman is destitute, so is the Scotch-
man, and so is the Englishman . . . It appears to us to be of the very
first importance to all classes of Irish society to impress on them that
there is nothing so peculiar, so exceptional, in the condition which
they look on as the pit of utter despair . . . Why is that so terrible in
Ireland which in England does not create perplexity and hardly
moves compassion ?’

*
Commissariat officers serving in Irish relief declared that the English
knew as little of Ireland as of West Africa; in fact, they knew less.
The distant parts of the Empire which Britain then ruled, in Africa,
India, China, were more carefully studied than Ireland and their
economic structure better understood.

For instance, Routh wrote from Sligo, on September 14, that
harvest was in progress, and he could not understand why distress
in Sligo was so acute that 200 tons of meal had to be issued weekly
at a time when ‘the fields were teeming with crops’, or why frantic
appeals for food were coming in from Bantry, Valencia, Cahirciveen
and Gweedore in the last twenty-four hours. ‘It is impossible there
can be this total want, this extinction of every supply in the midst of
harvest.’'3

British high officials, in spite of the previous season’s experience,
failed to grasp the place of the grain harvest in Irish life. Grain and
oats were not grown to eat but to pay the rent. ‘If the people are
forced to consume their oats and other grain, where is the rent to
come from ?’ wrote the Commissariat officer at Westport.14

Trevelyan, in Whitehall, however, doubted if any real want yet
existed. In his opinion ‘the scramble for our supplies is indicative,
not so much of a general destitution, as of a perfectly natural desire
to get food where it can be had at the cheapest rate’. Rejecting an
appeal from Roscommon he wrote, ‘I cannot believe there is no
store of food in Roscommon from the oat harvest.’1®

It was notorious that, for the Irish peasant, failure to pay his rent
meant eviction. Yet even in the present emergency no protection,
no period of grace, was given the small tenant; he was left to the
mercy of his landlord, and as a Commissariat officer wrote to
Trevelyan from Sligo, ‘The first object of landlords will be to collect
rents.’
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A letter survives written on September 20, 1846, by Simon Dun-
ane, a small farmer at Gurtnahaller, County Limerick. He tells his
landlord that he can pay his rent only by thrashing and selling his
oats, and since all his potatoes are lost this means death by starvation
for himself, his wife and his six children.1¢ Nevertheless, since fear
of eviction was in the very blood of the Irish peasant, grain was sold,
rents were paid, and Simon Dunane, with his fellows, flocked,
starving, to the depots.

A number of landlords did reduce their rents, or agreed to forgo
them altogether, among them Lord Rossmore, the Earl Erne and
the Marquess of Ormonde; Sir George Staunton, owner of
Clydagh, County Galway, though an absentee, renounced his rents
entirely, as did Mr. Henry O’Neill of Derrymacloughlin Castle,
whose tenants lighted bonfires and danced in his honour; and near
Tuam, Mr. Charles Cromie, of Annefield House, instructed his
steward to arrange for all oats and grain grown on his property to
be ground and made into meal and flour for distribution to tenants.
In October the Duke of Devonshire gave rent reductions varying
from 33 per cent. to 50 per cent.; Lord Fortescue followed, and by
the middle of November, 1846, the Nation was publishing lists of
landlords who were reducing-or forgoing rents.!?

Feelings of humanity were not, however, universal. ‘Every day
there has been some notice of sale for rent,” wrote the Dublin
Evening Mail on September 18. Troops and bodies of police were
called in to enforce the law; and in a notorious case at Ascragh,
County Galway, forty-seven persons were evicted by being
thrown bodily out of their houses by a numerous force of constabu-
lary.18

The Irish peasant was told to replace the potato by eating his
grain, but Trevelyan once again refused to take any steps to curb
the export of food from Ireland. ‘Do not encourage the idea of
prohibiting exports,” he wrote, on September 3, ‘perfect Free
Trade is the right course.’

Routh disagreed, a rare occurrence. He considered exports to be a
‘serious evil’ and estimated, on September 29, that by the end of the
harvest, of oats alone, apart from other produce, ‘60,000 tons’ would
have left the country.!® Trevelyan would not be moved; according to
Free Trade doctrines the sale, by export outside Ireland, of grain
and other produce which commanded a high price should provide
Irish merchants with money to purchase and import low-priced
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foods, to replace the loss of the potato. However, the undeveloped
commercial system of Ireland made any such operations highly
improbable. Merchants engaged in the import business, of the type
common in England, were very few—a handful of firms only,
operating in ports such as Cork and Belfast. The dealers in the
backward west knew nothing whatever of importing. ‘Their opera-
tions,” wrote the Commissariat officer at Sligo, ‘are restricted to
exportation.” The dealers bought produce and sent it out of the
country, but they never imported anything. Even had they wished
to do so, wrote the officer, they were quite unable to reverse their
businesses at short notice and, he added, there had been ‘no im-
portation whatever since my arrival in the district of any Indian corn
or cheap food on private account’.2°

So the enormous void left by the loss of the potato remained
unfilled, and the grip of hunger tightened on Ireland.

On market-day, September 12, 1846, in Skibbereen, County Cork,
an agricultural centre, there was not a single loaf of bread or pound
of meal to be had in the town. The Relief Committee applied to
Mr. Hughes, the Commissariat officer, asking him to sell or lend
some meal from the Government depot. He refused, saying ‘his
instructions prevented him’, and an angry scene followed. Two days
later, members of the Committee again came to see him, followed
by a starving crowd, imploring food. The sight was too much for
Mr. Hughes. The misery in Skibbereen, he assured Routh on
September 20, had not been exaggerated, and he issued two and a
half tons of meal, instantly distributed in small lots. Upon this, the
Catholic curate of Trellagh, a neighbouring village, came and asked
for two tons, telling Mr. Hughes his people were starving and he
dared not return empty-handed. Again Mr. Hughes gave way. The
curate of Trellagh was followed by the Relief Committee of the
village of Leap, who asked for ten tons; Mr. Hughes refused, and a
most painful scene took place. In the presence of Captain Dyer, the
Board of Works’ inspecting officer, and Mr. Pinchen, sub-inspector
of Police, the spokesman for the Relief Committee of Leap said,
‘Mr. Deputy Commissary, do you refuse to give out food to starving
people who are ready to pay for it? If so, in the event of an outbreak
tonight the responsibility will be yours.” What, Mr. Hughes asked
Routh, was the right course for him to pursue? Routh, in reply,
instructed Mr. Hughes to ‘represent to applicants for Government
supplies of food the necessity for private enterprise and importation
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... Towns should combine and import from Cork or Liverpool . . .
Now is the time to use home produce’.#

By September 25 the people at Clashmore, County Waterford,
were living on blackberries, and at Rathcormack, County Cork, on
cabbage leaves. In Leitrim, where there were few shops, the parish
of Cloone, with 22,000 inhabitants, had no provision dealer or
baker of any kind, and people were starving ‘by hundreds’. Even
in prosperous Leinster food became unobtainable. In Maryborough
(Port Laoighise), on September 31, there had not been a grain of
oatmeal in the town for three weeks, and the bakers had no flour to
make bread.??

To people desperate with hunger the sight of food streaming out
of the country was once more unbearable, and serious riots took
place—more serious than any riots of the previous years. At Youghal,
near Cork, a small port much used for export, an outbreak took place
on September 25. A large crowd of country people, described by the
police as ‘enraged’, attempted to hold up a boat laden with export
oats—the police sent for troops, and the crowd was checked, with
difficulty, at Youghal bridge. The disturbance was sufficiently
important for Mr. T. N. Redington, the Under-Secretary at Dublin
Castle, to be sent over to London by the next boat to explain to the
Government.?3

A riot, with loss of life, occurred at Dungarvan, County Water-
ford, on September 29. A crowd of starving unemployed entered the
town, threatened merchants and shopkeepers, ordering them not to
export grain, and plundered shops. The Resident Magistrate had the
ringleaders arrested and put in the lock-up, upon which the crowd
declared they would not go home until the prisoners were released.

After the police had tried, in vain, to clear the streets, the 1st Royal
Dragoons were called out; the crowd began to pelt them with stones
and the Riot Act was read. But as stone-throwing continued the
officer commanding the Dragoons, Captain Sibthorp, gave the order
to fire, and twenty-six shots were fired into the crowd, which then
retreated. Several men were wounded and two were left lying on the
ground, dead.

Four companies of the 47th Foot were then sent to keep order in
Dungarvan; nevertheless, on October 1 vessels in Dungarvan
harbour could not be loaded with grain for export because the
labourers, hired to load, were afraid of the crowds.?4

The British Government now took strong steps to defeat anti-
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export disturbances, and Trevelyan arranged for the provisioning,
with beef, pork and biscuit, of 2,000 troops, formed into mobile
columns ‘to be directed on particular points at very short notice’.
Provisions for six weeks were sufficient, wrote Trevelyan, because
‘food riots are quite different from organized rebellion and are not
likely to be of long duration’.??

In addition, all vessels loaded with grain or meal passing up the
river Fergus were to have a naval escort, and the Admiral at
Cork, Sir H. Pigot, suggested that a ‘vessel of war’, with a detach-
ment of marines on board, should be sent to lie off Bantry and
Berehaven. Government food depots and sub-depots were guarded
by police and troops; and Mr. Hewetson reported from Limerick,
on October 10, that troops were sent out daily into the harvest fields
to ‘protect’ the corn, because the people were cutting the traces of
the horses which drew carts and wagons to prevent grain being
taken away.2¢

*
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