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They say that now the land is famine struck


The graves are walking.


… Two nights ago, at [a] churchyard,


A herdsman met a man who had no mouth,


Nor eyes, nor ears; his face a wall of flesh;


He saw him plainly by the light of the moon,


… What is the good of praying?


—From scene 1, The Countess Cathleen,


a verse drama by William Butler Yeats
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Introduction





On a January morning in 1847, a carriage halted in front of a cabin outside Skibbereen, a market town in southwest Cork. The driver picked up the box on the carriage seat and handed it to the cabin owner, a small farmer, who had come out to greet him. “My dog brought it home last night,” the driver said, apologetically. After he left, the farmer removed the mutilated head from the box, took it into the cabin, and wrapped it in a cloth. Tomorrow, he would return his wife’s decapitated head to her grave.


By early 1847, “sights that … poison life til life is done” had become commonplace in Ireland. In the countryside, packs of feral dogs dug up the graves of the famine dead. In the cities, shoeless pauper women, with dead infants in their arms, stood on street corners, begging; along the coasts, men and women scaled three-hundred-foot cliffs in winter cold and wind in search of seagull eggs, or scoured the January tideline for seaweed. In the pestilential hospitals and workhouses, the weekly death rate rose into the thousands; in the crowded port towns, emigrants fought each other for space on the teeming docks. After more than two years of famine, people were no were longer leaving Ireland; they were fleeing, the way a crowd flees a burning building—heedlessly, recklessly—on ships that had no business on any ocean, let alone a January ocean, and often they fled in defiance of the family bonds for which the Irish were justly famous. In the overpowering desire to get out, husbands deserted wives, parents, children, brothers, sisters, sisters, brothers.


“The emigrants of this year are not like those of former years,” the Cork Examiner declared in March 1847. “They are now actually running away.” Ask an emigrant his destination that March, and he would have replied, “anywhere that wasn’t Ireland.” Among those too old, too young, too poor, sick, or frightened to leave, the ubiquity of death had compressed life to two simple wishes: an unmolested grave and a coffin to be buried in.




*





Terry Eagleton, a former professor of literature at Oxford, has called the Irish famine “the greatest social disaster of 19th century Europe—an event with something of the characteristics of a low-level nuclear attack.” In terms of the famine’s impact on Irish demography, that is a fair assessment. Between 1845 and 1855—the period that encompasses the crisis years of 1845 to 1847 and their immediate aftermath—the Irish population of almost 8.2 million shrank by a third. Starvation and disease killed 1.1 million; emigration claimed another 2 million. On an absolute basis, the numbers pale in comparison to the 30 million Chinese who died in the Great Leap Forward famine of the early 1960s, and the 7 million who perished in the Ukrainian famine of the early 1930s; but Mao Zedong’s China and Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union were large, populous nations able to sustain catastrophic mortalities. Ireland was not. At the end of the famine, one out of every three people was gone, and the survivors felt as stunned and bewildered by the scale of the loss as the Italian poet Petrarch did after the Black Death:




Where are our dear friends now? What lightning bolt devoured them, what earthquake toppled them? What tempest drowned them? … There was a crowd of us, now we are almost alone.





What made the famine so devastating?


The role of simple bad luck cannot be ignored. Had the potato failed two generations earlier, when Ireland had a lower rate of potato dependency—or two generations later, when the economy was on a sounder footing, the demographic impact might have been less severe. But the potato failed in the mid-1840s, when a generation-long collapse in peasant living standards had made the bottom two-thirds of the nation solely, or almost solely, reliant on the potato, and Ireland had not yet developed the physical, commercial, and human infrastructure needed to cope with a major catastrophe. There were not enough food stores in rural areas to feed the suddenly potato-less peasantry, not enough mills to process the hundreds of thousands of tons of provisions that had to be imported to replace the lost potatoes, not enough physicians to cope with the historic pestilence that broke out in the midst of the famine, and not enough engineers, administrators, or other trained personnel to organize and manage an efficient relief effort. A modern example of the difference such resources can make in a national crisis is the contrasting experiences of Haiti, a country with an undeveloped infrastructure, where in 2010 an earthquake of magnitude 7.0 killed as many as 85,000, and Japan, a sophisticated and resource-rich country, where in 2011 an earthquake, of 9.0 magnitude, a tsunami, and a nuclear meltdown, produced a death toll of under 25,000. In 1845, when Phytophthora infestans, the fungus that caused the crop failures, appeared for the first time, Ireland was Haiti.


However, bad luck, a primitive infrastructure, and a poverty bordering on immiseration can only explain so much of the one-third population loss. British policy makers also bore much responsibility for what happened. The accusation is not new, of course, but the modern brief against Britain contains a different set of accusations. The old Irish nationalist charge that London pursued a deliberate policy of genocide in Ireland has been discredited; modern research has also tempered another old charge. With the exception of one critical period in late 1846 and early 1847, famine Ireland imported more food than she exported. What turned a natural disaster into a human disaster was the determination of senior British officials to use relief policy as an instrument of nation building in one of the most impoverished and turbulent parts of the Empire. In particular, Whitehall and Westminister were eager to modernize the Irish agricultural economy, which was widely viewed as the principal source of Ireland’s poverty and chronic violence, and to improve the Irish character, which exhibited an alarming “dependence on government” and was utterly lacking in the virtues of the new industrial age, such as self-discipline and initiative. The result was a relief program that, in its particulars, was more concerned with fostering change than with saving lives. Thus, to facilitate agricultural modernization, London demanded that the inefficient small farmer, surrender his two-or three-acre plot in order to qualify for relief; and to promote self-reliance, Parliament passed the Poor Law Extension Act, which transferred the entire cost of relief to Ireland. The Extension Act proved a great boon for Irish tax collectors, whose numbers increased by 222.5 percent during the famine—and for Irish coffin makers, whose numbers increased by 187.6 percent—but not for the Irish peasantry, who were doing most of the dying. With saving lives reduced to a second order priority, the death toll continued its relentless march upward toward 1.1 million, carrying the headless mothers under one arm and the starving children under the other.


In The Last Conquest of Ireland, John Mitchel, a founding father of modern Irish nationalism, depicted the British officials who presided over the famine as genocidal gargoyles. They were not. In the main, they were wakeful-minded, God-fearing, and—by their own lights—well-intentioned men, and that is what makes them so depressing. If the famine has any enduring lesson to teach, it is about the harm that even the best are capable of when they lose their way and allow religion and political ideology to traduce reason and humanity.
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CHAPTER ONE


The Savage Shore:


Three Englishmen in Ireland





Late on a September afternoon in 1845, when the sky was low and the wind close, a horseman with a rooster’s plume of red hair and an indefinable air of Englishness about him stood on a road in Donegal, surveying the empty landscape. Near Lough Derg, the rider had passed two dirty peasant children selling “rudely carved wooden crucifixes” and a peeling window poster proclaiming “the Sacred beauty of Jesus,” and near Ballyshannon, a knot of half clad, shoeless peasant women lifting panniers of turf onto the back of an ancient ass. Then, the wind died, the ubiquitous castle ruins—palimpsests of conquest and loss—vanished from the landscape and the rider passed from human to geological time. Savage rock and cold mountain surrounded him now, and the only sound to be heard in the perfect stillness of the afternoon was the gravel crunching under the weight of his horse.


Out over the Atlantic, silos of angry black storm clouds were billowing skyward over a white-capped sea. By the time the rider arrived in Gweedore, it would be raining again. Even for Ireland, the weather had been unusually mutinous of late. “Heat, rain, cold and sunshine succeed each other at a confusing rate,” the Dublin Evening Post had complained the other day. “Monday last was extremely wet, Tuesday was beautifully dry; yesterday … both wet and dry, and to-day again is equally  variable.” During harvest season, the weather was always a major preoccupation in Ireland, but this season the news from Europe had made the preoccupation all-consuming. In June, a mysterious potato disease had appeared in Flanders; by the end of July, scarcely a sound potato was left between Silesia and Normandy; then, in early August, the Channel Islands and England were infected. Now there were rumors that the disease had appeared here.
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In a country where two thirds of the population lived by the aphorism 






Potatoes in the morning


Potatoes at night


And if I got up at midnight


It would still be potatoes.








the appearance of the new disease could be catastrophic. The rider was unworried, though. In Dungloe, he had passed fields “heavy” with healthy-looking potatoes, and last week, in County Fermanagh, the “luxuriant” potato fields had stretched all the way to the horizon. The Irish were an excitable people. The news from Europe, and the weather, had them on edge.




*





Mr. Thomas Campbell Foster’s journey to Ireland had begun with a summons. Earlier in the year, he had been called to Printing House Square, home of his former employer, The Times of London, and offered a challenging assignment. In the forty-four years since the formation of the Anglo-Irish Union, Britain had grown steadily wealthier and mightier, while her partner, Ireland, had grown steadily poorer and more disorderly. The editors of The Times wanted Mr. Thomas Campbell Foster to cross the Irish Sea and answer a question that had eluded the best efforts of one hundred and fourteen government commissions, sixty-one special committees, and fifty years of study by almost every leading political economist of the age:


Why was Ireland collapsing?


It was now several months later, and as Mr. Foster made his way northwest to Donegal, he found himself thinking what a sad, poor country Ireland was. Every road crowded with paupers entombed in rags and filth; every field crowded with slatternly little farms, undrained bogs, roofless barns, broken fences, and mud cabins that defied every architectural principle Mr. Foster was aware of: smoke poured out through a hole in the front of the cabin where the door ought to be, rain poured in through the roof, and wind whistled through cracks in the mud walls. In front of almost every dwelling sat a pig in a puddle and a pile of dung, and behind many dwellings, a line of somber, untreed hills. The Irish hill was one of the most forlorn things Mr. Foster had ever seen. 




*





In the 1830s and early 1840s, Ireland occupied the same place in the western mind that Haiti, the Congo, and Somalia occupy today. The very long parade of Irish experts that Mr. Foster joined the morning he accepted the Times assignment included not only government commissioners, members of Parliament, and political economists, but also some of the most famously enlightened personalities of the Victorian age, among them Alexis de Tocqueville, Sir Walter Scott, William Makepeace Thackeray, Anthony Trollope, Thomas Carlyle, and the well-known German travel writer Johann Kohl. On visits to Ireland, the celebrity experts would poke and probe every facet of the Irish economy, the Irish mind, the Irish family, the Irish work ethic, the Irish agricultural system, the Irish procreation rate, then return home in despair and write a book explaining why Ireland was the worst place in the world. “I used to pity the poor Letts of Livonia,” declared the German Kohl. “Well, pardon my ignorance, now, I have seen Ireland.” The Scot Carlyle came back to London proclaiming that he had seen hell: “The earth disowns it. Heaven is against it. Ireland should be burnt into a black unpeopled field rather than this should last.”


Most contemporary analysis of Irish poverty began with Irish demography. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, population growth accelerated everywhere in Europe but nowhere so sharply as in Ireland. Between about 1745 and 1800, the population doubled, from two and a half million to five million; then, between 1800 and 1845, it almost doubled again, from five million to nearly 8.2 million. During the French Wars—1793 to 1815—British demand for Irish foodstuffs and manufactures provided enough revenue to support the expanding population. In the early 1800s, the better sort of Irish farmer often lived nearly as well as his English counterpart. There was a sturdy two-story stone house, a wife and daughters dressed in imported clothes, and a cupboard full of tea, tobacco, and other luxury items. For a few decades, the smooth glide of history even made the life of the eternally poor Irish peasant more tolerable. With the country awash in British money, the peasant could afford to supplement his traditional bowl of potatoes with “extras” like buttermilk, meat, and herring. The official who called Napoleon the best friend the Irish farmer ever had exaggerated—but not greatly. 


Waterloo brought an end to the happy time. In the postwar years, British demand for Irish goods weakened, agricultural prices fell, and the domestic economy contracted. In the 1820s, when tariffs between the Union partners were lifted, the contraction intensified. An influx of cheap machine-made goods from the mills of Lancaster devastated the Irish textile industry outside Ulster. Thousands were thrown out of work, and, in the pockets of southern Ireland where the industry survived, wages fell precipitously. In 1800, at the height of the wartime boom, a weaver in Drogheda, a town north of Dublin, earned between 14 shillings and 21 shillings (£1.1) per week. A generation later, a Drogheda weaver earned a quarter to a half of what his father had: 4 shillings per week for plain goods and 8 shillings for fancy goods. In Limerick, John Geary, a physician, told a visiting English commission about his recent encounter with a former textile worker; the man was lying in bed next to his wife, who had typhus. “I begged him to get up,” said Geary, “and I shall never forget so long as I live his answer to me, ‘Ah sir, if I get up and breathe the air and walk about I will get an appetite … and I have nothing to eat and not a penny to buy anything.’”


Between 1821 and 1841, shipbuilding, glass making, and other domestic industries followed textile manufacture into oblivion, and the portion of the Irish workforce employed in manufacturing plummeted from 43 percent to 28 percent. At a trade show in Dublin in the early 1850s, almost all the machinery on exhibit was British. “A net for confining sheep on pasture” was one of the few examples of Irish technology.


The industrial collapse pushed people onto the already crowded land. In the 1820s and 1830s, Irish agriculture went where Irish agriculture had never gone before—up mountainsides, down to the thin sandy soils of the seashore, out onto wild, windswept cliffs. For a time, Irish rents also went where Irish rents had never gone before, and although they stablilized in the years before 1845, the Irish farmer was slow to feel the stabilization. “People are forced from want to promise any rent,” a land agent in Galway observed. “I know a man named Laughlin, who outbid his own brother and took a farm for more than it ever was or ever will be worth.”


The intense land hunger produced a granular subdivision of the Irish countryside. Unable to make the rent, the four-acre farmer would sublet two acres to another farmer, who would rent half an acre of potato ground to an agricultural laborer. By 1841, 45 percent of the agricultural holdings in Ireland were under five acres, and as subsistence farming grew, living standards fell. Milk disappeared from the peasant diet or became bull’s milk—unsifted oats fermented in water. Meat, eggs, butter, herring also vanished. And the cow that had formerly attended the peasant’s cabin was replaced by the pig, less expensive and easier to convert into rent money. Asked why he allowed his pig to sleep in the family cabin, one peasant replied, “It’s him that pays the rent, ain’t it.”


Peasant dress also grew meaner; clothing was mended, remended, then mended a third, fourth, and fifth time. The kaleidoscope of patched elbows, knees, and bottoms in peasant Ireland astonished the German traveler Kohl. The Irish look like a nation of “broken down dance masters,” he declared. As living standards fell, the potato became an even more irresistible economic proposition for the small subsistence farmer and for the agricultural laborer, who was often unemployed half the year.


A single acre of potato ground produced up to six tons of food, enough to feed a family of six for up to a year, and the potato’s high nutritional content ensured that every member of the family enjoyed rude good health.


The robust appearance of the Irish peasantry gave much of the contemporary writing about prefamine Ireland a slightly schizophrenic quality. In one sentence the author would be decrying the wretched state of Irish dress, in the next, praising the athleticism of the men and the beauty of the women. Adam Smith, of all people, was among the first to notice this Irish paradox and he was quick to credit the potato for it. In London, noted the economist, the strongest men and most beautiful women were largely drawn from the “lowest rank of people in Ireland, who are fed on this root.” The Halls, an English couple, who visited Ireland in the early 1840s went even further than Smith, crediting the potato with producing the hardiest peasantry in the world. And, indeed, on metrics of physical well-being like height and strength, the early-nineteenth-century Irishman was a wonder. Half an inch taller than the Englishman and an inch taller than the Belgian, the Irishman was stronger than both. On a Victorian contraption called a dynamometer, the average physical strength of the Irishman was 432 lb. compared to 403 lb. for the Englishman and 339 lb. for the Belgian. 


Nonetheless, the fact remained, the profound nature of Irish poverty made the Irish peasant acutely vulnerable to the potato’s failure, and, in the years following the French Wars, the potato had become almost reliably unreliable. In the 1830s, scarcely a year passed without a regional crop failure somewhere in Ireland. A general failure would deprive as many as five million people of their dietary mainstay, and, too poor to purchase an alternate food, most of them would immediately plunge into starvation. Thomas Malthus’s work on poverty, rapid population growth, and demographic disaster suggested what would happen next. There would be death, and death not in the thousands or tens of thousands, but in the hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions.


In 1841, when new census data indicated a slowing in the growth of the Irish birth rate, the Malthusian threat seemed to recede, but the data were misleading. The subsistence farmers and landless agricultural laborers, who accounted for 70 percent of the population of rural Ireland, were still having six or seven children, and those children were growing up to become laborers and subsistence farmers who led lives at least as brutal and desperate as their parents’. In 1837, when residents of Tullaghobegly, Donegal, submitted a memorial—a petition for assistance—to the lord lieutenant, the chief British official in Ireland, the introductory page included a description of life in Tullaghobegly by the local teacher, Patrick M’Kye:




I have traveled a part of England and Scotland, together with part of British America…, I have likewise perambulated 2,253 miles in seven United States and never witnessed [a] tenth of such hunger, hardships and nakedness [as here]…. More than one half of both men and women cannot afford shoes to their feet, nor can many of them afford a second bed, … whole families of sons and daughters of mature age [lie] indiscriminately together with their parents in the bare buff…. None of the women can afford more than one shift … [and the] children are crying and fainting with hunger.





Donegal was one of the poorest counties in the poorest region of Ireland. When British officials had nightmares about all the things that could go wrong in Ireland, the nightmares were usually set in the west, in Donegal, Kerry, Mayo, and Galway. The region had the highest rate of population growth and the largest number of subsistence farms; 64 percent of the agricultural holdings in the west were under five acres (the national average was 45 percent). However, by 1845, immiseration, the deepest form of poverty, had spread to parts of the (relatively) prosperous east and north. At the end of the national cattle show in Dublin, the Scottish writer Henry Inglis was astonished to see paupers slip into the exhibition ring and fill their pockets with the half-eaten turnips discarded by the animal contestants. In Londonderry, an Ulster “boomtown” of six thousand, “people regularly [pawned] their Sunday clothes on Monday morning and release[d] them on … Saturday night,” after Friday payday. In County Wicklow, another “prosperous” region, a traveler saw a young mother pick up a gooseberry seed spat out by a passerby, lick it clean with her tongue, and feed it to her baby. Asenath Nicholson, an American visitor, described the Irish pauper as “a hunger-armed assassin.”




*





Visiting Cavan, an Ulster market town, Mr. Foster encountered another aspect of Irish life that troubled British officials as much as the poverty. In high summer, Cavan usually bustled with traders and tinkers and broad-shouldered countrymen in from the surrounding farms, but the day Mr. Foster passed through on his way to Donegal, Cavan had the look of an armed camp. Thick metal locks hung from the doors of the public houses and municipal buildings, and notices covered the walls near the town square. Some offered rewards “for private information relative to the secret society commonly called … [the] Molly Maguires”; others ordered the arrest “of all vagrants and suspicious persons.” Except for a contingent of red-jacketed Royal Dragoons and a handful of Irish Constabulary officers, almost as glamorous looking in olive-green coatees and white duck trousers, the streets were empty. Upon inquiry, Mr. Foster learned that Cavan had been “proclaimed”—put under martial law—in late June, after the assassination of a local magistrate, a Mr. Bell-Booth, who had been murdered one Sunday morning while driving his children home from church. As the magistrate lay slumped across the carriage seat, dying, an old man, himself too feeble to assist, had shouted to the crowd around the carriage: “For God’s sake, someone help the man!” No one moved.


The economic malaise of the 1820s and 1830s had also inflamed Ireland’s bitter class and sectarian divisions. Public officials, landowners, land agents, large farmers—almost every member of the gentry, Protestant or Catholic—lived in fear of the “midnight legislators,” the Molly Maguires, the Whiteboys, and the other secret societies that defended the interests of the subsistence farmer and agricultural laborer. The proprietor, or large farmer—the fifty- to hundred-acre man—who rackrented (charged an exorbitant rent) or evicted a tenant could find his cattle “cliffed” (driven over the edge of a cliff), his hunting dogs clubbed to death, or his horses immolated in a fire. In Galway, the “midnight legislators” dug up the corpse of a landlord who had evicted 108 families and placed a gallows over his body. The bitter historic emnity between the Catholic majority—eighty percent of the population—and the Protestant Anglo-Irish ruling class both exacerbated and made the violence hard to control. The day Mr. Foster visited Cavan, the municipal authorities were grappling with a problem familiar to Irish officials. All the Catholic witnesses to the Bell-Booth murder refused to come forward because the assailant was a Catholic, and the one Protestant witness, the magistrate’s sister-in-law, was afraid to testify for fear of assassination. Visiting Ireland in 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville wondered how long Britain could maintain order in a nation where the disaffected majority refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of the legal system.


In 1843, the Devon Commission was established to examine what most experts believed to be the principal source of Irish poverty and violence, the Irish landholding system. In testimony, commission witnesses described the Irish landowner as often indebted and improvident, frequently exploitative and only occasionally interested in agricultural investment, while the small Irish tenant farmer was depicted as living on the edge of immiseration and unwilling to make even minimal agricultural improvements as he held his land “at will,” without a lease, and could be evicted “at will” by the landlord.


“Are the small tenantry improving in their condition or otherwise?” the Commission asked John Duke, a County Leitrim surgeon.


Duke: “They are fifty percent worse than they were twenty years ago.” 


Commission: “What is the cause of their being so wretched?”


Duke: “They are not able to pay their rents and are lying naked in such a state, it would hardly be believed.”




*





Very little of surgeon Duke’s testimony or that of his fellow witnesses ended up in the Commission’s policy recommendations. The Earl of Devon, the chairman, was a political ally of the current prime minister, Sir Robert Peel, and Peel wanted a report that appeared to do something without actually doing anything. Eager to oblige, Devon and his colleagues produced a set of policy recommendations most notable for an octopuslike ability to embrace every side of every question. Thus, the Commission saw “unequivocal symptoms of improvement” in Ireland except when it did not see them: “We regret … that the agricultural laborer … continues to suffer the greatest deprivations and hardships.” The Commission likewise expressed a fervent desire to bring an end to the inhumane practice of mass evictions, except in instances where mass evictions were useful. “When it is seen … how minute … holdings are frequently found to be, it cannot be denied that such a step is, in many cases, absolutely necessary.” The commission also supported tenant leases, except when it opposed tenant leases as an infringement on the property rights of the proprietor. “We cannot recommend any direct interference by the Legislature.” The Devon Commission’s report was published in February 1845 and concluded with a rousing defense of the Irish landlord. “There has been much exaggeration and misstatement in the sweeping charges which have been directed against Irish landlords,” declared the commissioners, all Irish landlords themselves.


A uniformly “unreadable,” unfailingly “ponderous” “cartload of cross examinations,” erupted The Times. John Delane, the paper’s ambitious young editor, decided the moment had come for The Times to send its own man to Ireland. A Times commissioner would be appointed to conduct an inquiry into “the mischief which prevails” in that country, “lay out the simple, basic facts” of the Irish situation, and suggest remedies. “Whatever the success of our present inquiry,” The Times told its readers, “… we have this consolation … every other method has failed.”


A Leeds man and a journalist’s son, Mr. Thomas Campbell Foster was not the most obvious choice for the post. Only thirty-two, he possessed no special knowledge of Ireland, and had left journalism to study for the bar at Middle Temple. If his name sounded familiar to Times readers, it was because Foster had done some enterprising reporting during the Rebecca Riots, a worker uprising in Wales. Entrusting the prestige of the most influential newspaper in the world to a young man of such thin experience was not without risk; but Mr. Foster was intelligent, intrepid, resourceful, a fast, facile writer, possessed of all the unearned confidence of youth, and had a big personality—an important asset in a small island full of big personalities.


In Whitehall and Westminster, the Foster appointment was greeted with loud harrumphs: The Times was engaging in another publicity stunt. And so it was. Still, there was historical precedent for the Foster mission. Twice before at a critical moment in Irish history, a man with a plan had appeared, and, like Mr. Foster, he was English.


The Poet


One day in 1582, in a hillside cottage heavy with the smell of men who had walked a distance in the morning sun, a group of literary-minded friends gathered to hear Lodowick Bryskett, a retired civil servant, read from his current work in progress, Discourse of Civill Life. The guests were mostly military men, though a few of Bryskett’s fellow civil servants were also present, among them a young man whose physical glamour put a colleague in mind of an “Italianate signor.” Edmund Spenser was an aide to Lord Grey de Wilton, the British governor in Ireland, and an aspiring poet. He was in Ireland for the same reason as the other guests. In the 1580s, Ireland was one of the few places in the Elizabethan world where a young man of humble origins and large ambitions could hope to make a mark, and Spenser was both humbly born and hugely ambitious. Within fifteen years, the cloth-maker’s son would change the course of English literature with a poem, The Faerie Queene, and the course of Irish history with a book, A View of the Present State of Ireland.


In 1582, Spenser had been in the country for only two years—not long, but long enough to come to one conclusion: Ireland was in a state of savage primitiveness. Even on the most rudimentary measure of “civilized” development, a knowledge of the national geography, the Irish were lacking. While the country’s four provinces—Connaught in the west, Munster in the south, Ulster in the north, and Leinster in the east—had been delineated, within each province many regions remained unshired (that is, they had not been divided into counties) and unmapped. A century after Columbus sailed to the Americas, exactly where the coast of Donegal began and ended remained a mystery. This inattention to marking and ordering extended into the Irish agricultural system. The lack of hedges and fences made it difficult to tell where an Irish farm or pasture began or ended, and the lack of common measurements like the acre made it difficult to determine the farm’s size. Ask an Irish farmer how much land he held and he would reply, “A cow’s grass,” meaning the amount of land required to feed a cow. Except for coastal settlements like Galway and Dublin, the country had nothing an Englishman would call a town, and except for fortified redoubts and churches, it had few stone buildings. About the Irish national character, Spenser was in accord with the medieval Welsh monk Giraldus Cambrensis, who declared the natives to be “a race of savages, I say again, a race of utter savages.”


For Irish backwardness, the poet blamed the “Old English,” the country’s nominal rulers. Instead of anglicizing the natives, the natives had celticized the conquerors. Beyond the pale of settlement, a thin strip of land around Dublin, England barely existed, even as an idea. Celtic law, language, manners, and customs dominated the rhythms and activities of daily life for both the “Old English,” descendants of the twelfth-century Anglo-Norman conquerors, and the Irish. As Spenser contemplated these facts, he reached a second momentous conclusion: Ireland would have to be reconquered and forcibly anglicized and modernized. Irish and Old English lords who resisted the reestablishment of English rule, law, and culture would be summarily executed; those suspected of resisting, imprisoned. The bearers of Celtic culture—the bards and storytellers—would also be physically eliminated. In the final stages of the reconquest, the lands of the domestic aristocracy would be seized and transferred to Protestant settlers from England and Scotland, who would anglicize the Irish and the Old English remnant through personal example.


In the early 1580s, a war with Spain loomed, and Queen Elizabeth was loath to provoke her Irish subjects with talk of reconquest and plantation, but a decade later, when Ulster rose in rebellion, the Spanish Armada was at the bottom of the English Channel, and royal patience with the tumultuous Irish was at a nadir. For Old English and Celtic chieftains, rebellion was almost a form of sport; the Ulster uprising was at least the fourth in as many decades but it possessed two particularly menacing characteristics. It spread quickly to the rest of the island and the leaders, the enigmatic Earl of Tyrone and that wickedly handsome Braveheart, Red Hugh O’Donnell, had Spanish backing. Having failed to batter down England’s front door, Spain was now using the Ulster warlords to pick the lock on her back door. Upon defeat of the rebellion, the Crown ordered the lands of Tyrone, O’Donnell, and their lieutenants seized and transferred to English settlers. Within a few generations, Ulster, formerly the most Celtic of the four Irish provinces, became the most British region of the country. A rebellion by Old English and native Irish in the 1640s set the stage for the reconquest of the rest of the country On August 15, 1649, Oliver Cromwell arrived in Ireland with an army of eight thousand foot and four thousand on horse, and “lightening passed through the land.” Three years later, as many as 400,000 people out of a population of a little over a million were dead, and British settlers—“planters”—were pouring into the country.


In 1600, a year after Spenser’s death, Ireland was 2 percent British; in 1700, after the Cromwellian reconquest and the victory of the Protestant armies of William of Orange at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690, Ireland was 27 percent British. By 1750, English and Scottish settlers controlled 95 percent of the land and held all social, political, and economic power. After the Penal Laws stripped Catholics of the right to practice their religion freely, to own firearms, to purchase or inherit estates, to own a horse, or to lease land beyond a certain value, some of the Celtic and Old English elite fled abroad, some converted to Protestantism, and some became tenant farmers. The Irish language and Irish culture went into exile in the cabins of the peasantry


The Protestant Ascendancy had begun.


The Agriculturalist


On a late June morning in 1776, a Suffolk man with flaring black eyebrows, a lively expression, and the callused hands of a farmer sat in a harbor station on the eastern shore of the Irish Sea, awaiting his packet, the Claremont. For millennia, Holyhead in Wales had been the departure point for the Ireland-bound, but the eighteenth-century traveler remained as much at the mercy of wind, tide, and the vagaries of the Welsh weather as his prehistoric counterpart.






Here I sit in Holyhead


With muddy ale and moldy bread.


For want of matter swears and frets


Are forced to read the old gazettes








wrote one long-suffering traveler, the Irish cleric Jonathan Swift.


This morning wind and tide favored the Dublin-bound. Twenty-two uneventful but tedious hours later, the traveler, Arthur Young, was surprised to find himself in a handsome Anglo-Irish city of broad streets, well-tended parks, sun-dappled squares, gracious Georgian homes, and “magnificent” public buildings. On the banks of the River Liffey, the sons and daughters of the Ascendancy had torn down Spenser’s dark, savage Ireland and erected a sparkling monument of cut stone and brick to themselves. Dublin has “much exceeded my expectations,” declared Young, author of two renowned books on agriculture, A Six Weeks Tour Through the Southern Counties of England and Wales and A Six Months Tour Through the North of England.


Dublin’s resemblance to a national capital was not a matter of happenstance. In the generations after the plantations, the descendants of the colonists, like their counterparts in North America, had grown restive under English rule, and for many of the same reasons: unfair imperial tax and trade policies, and a colonial nationalism born of economic achievement. Between the 1720s and the 1770s, Irish per capita income may have doubled. The morning Young arrived—June 20, 1776—in Dublin, as in Philadelphia, the talk was all of independence. In the corridors of the “spacious, elegant” new Parliament building, there were discussions about an Irish navy, Irish ambassadors, and the proper accent for the new Irish nation. Spenser’s vision of an anglicized Ireland was dead; the new vision was of a semi-autonomous Anglo-Irish state. Ireland and England would remain linked together under the Crown, but an independent Irish legislature would be free to act in Irish interests. 


Young’s role in the formation of the new state, though more indirect than Spenser’s, was, nonetheless, foundational. In A Tour in Ireland, he provided the first comprehensive look at the agricultural system that had evolved out of the plantation period and that would still be in place seventy years later when Mr. Foster visited. For the patriots in Dublin who were relying on the agricultural economy to support the new Anglo-Irish state, Tour made sober reading.
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On the surface, the Irish landholding system resembled the English. At the top was a small elite of eight thousand to ten thousand landowning families, almost all descendants of the Protestant planters; below the landowners was a large group of tenant farmers with holdings of various sizes, and below the farmers, an even larger group of landless laborers. However, the peculiarities of Irish history had produced singularities at every point in the system, beginning at the top. Almost every foreign expert who visited Ireland, from Young in 1776 to the Frenchman Gustave de Beaumont in 1835, believed Irish poverty was rooted in the unproductive use of the land. The experts also agreed that the low quality of Irish agriculture was rooted in the peculiar character of the Irish landowning class. Between 20 percent and 30 percent of the land was held by absentee owners, men whose families had acquired Irish land during the plantations, and who lived in England or elsewhere in Ireland and rarely visited their nonresidential properties. “My father saw [the estate] but once, when he drove along the mail coach road that skirts it,” recalled William Bence Jones, an English absentee. With notable exceptions, the goal of the absentee landowner was to extract the maximum amount of wealth from his holdings with the minimum investment of time and money.


Resident landowners had their own singularity: a preference for conspicuous consumption over agricultural investment. Memorable examples of the Irish landowners’ tropism for unnecessary fabulousness included Lord Baltimore’s touring entourage of eight mistresses and a black eunuch; the £20,000 Lord Muskerry spent on a home he never bothered to finish; and the almost million acres of Irish deer parks and gardens. “Our great farming Landlords … are lost in admiration [for] the wonderful effects of their abilities on 100 acres … altogether neglecting the ten, fifty or hundred thousand acres … beyond the little boundary enclosing themselves.” John Pitt Kennedy, a leading Irish agriculturalist, was right. Often, the landlord’s hundred acres of lawn and garden was surrounded by miles of broken fences, slouching cabins, rudely cultivated fields, and treeless hills. In Spenser’s time, woodland had covered an eighth of the Irish land surface; by Young’s time, ruthless commercial deforestation had reduced the tree cover to a scattered series of redoubts. If “you would hang all the landlords … who destroy trees without planting, you would lay your axe to the root of the evil,” Young declared.


The power the Irish proprietor exercised over his tenants was, with the exception of the American South, also singular. “A landlord in Ireland can scarcely invent an order which a servant laborer … refuses to execute,” noted Young. “Nothing satisfies him but an unlimited submissiveness. Disrespect or anything tending toward sauciness he may punish with his cane or his horsewhip.” On some estates, proprietors also demanded sexual services. When one “landlord of consequence” defended the practice, asserting that many “cottars [poor laborers] … think themselves honored to have their wives and daughters sent to the bed of their master,” Young was outraged. Sexual exploitation is “a mark of slavery,” he declared.


Tour also included examples of humane, wakeful-minded proprietors, but about the middleman, another singularity of the Irish landholding system, Young found nothing good to say. Typically, a middleman leased several hundred acres from a proprietor and divided the land into rental plots. The members of this class were famous largely for “screwing up the rent to the highest farthing,” for commandeering their tenants’ horses and carts at harvest time to take in their crops, and for a love of strong drink and fast hounds. “These men, very generally [are] the masters of packs of hounds, with which they waste their time and money and … are the hardest drinkers in Ireland.”


Below the middlemen were the tenants. Large farmers, some descendants of old Catholic gentry, typically held fifty to a hundred acres; middling farmers, between ten and forty acres; and small farmers, four, five or six acres. The bottom of the landholding system was home to two types of laborers: the cottier, who bartered his labor in return for a cabin and a potato plot, and the spalpeen, the itinerant laborer, who survived on day work and rented a conacre, a small plot of potato ground from a local farmer, usually on an eleven-month lease. Demographically, the largest segment of the population, the agricultural peasantry, was also the class most resistant to anglicization. In the cabins of the small farmer and laborer, ancient Celtic culture continued to dominate the rhythms of life. In this “Hidden Ireland,” Irish remained the first language; myth and legend attached itself to every feature of the landscape; the storyteller and the poet remained revered figures; and the great old Irish families—the dispossessed “ancient race”—were remembered and honored. “Oh sir,” joked a nervous Ulsterman about a rumored list of confiscated Catholic estates, “there is a map … [that] would singe your eyebrows but to smell the fiery fragment …; you would bless yourself to peruse the hideous, barbaric names with which it abounds Published sir … for the sole purpose of reminding herdsmen and ditchers of what great folks their grandmas were.”


For all the hardships of peasant life, Young believed contemporary accounts of Irish poverty were somewhat overstated. True, the roadside cabins of the spalpeens—“a few sticks, furze, and fern” propped up against a rise—had the ephemeral look of a Bedouin encampment, the townland, the closest thing Hidden Ireland had to a village, contained no shops, no paved roads, no church steeples, and no monetary economy to speak of; in Hidden Ireland the primary unit of exchange remained the barter of land and labor for goods. Still, the shoeless feet, the straw bedding, the meanness of the economic system, had to be set against the livestock that often attended even the lowest hovels and against the superb physical condition of the peasantry, which Young, like Smith, attributed to the potato. Observing the cottages swarming with pink-cheeked children, the great black eyebrows flared, and England’s leading agriculturalist exclaimed, “Vive la pomme de Terre.”


Except for the robust condition of the peasantry, however, Young’s Tour in Ireland, published in 1780, contained little good news for the Anglo-Irish patriots in Dublin. Irish barns and fences were in short supply; farmers bound the feet of their turkeys and chickens to keep them out of the cow pastures; crops were improperly rotated, which kept yields low; the lack of agricultural tools reduced productivity; and inadequate capital investment by landowners allowed tens of thousands of acres of potentially valuable farmland to go to waste. On almost every metric associated with national prosperity, Irish agriculture failed.


Young could think of only one solution: a massive influx of English investment capital. No one including, probably, Young, expected the recommendation to be adopted.
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A few years after Tour was published, the dream of an Anglo-Irish state died in the hills of Wexford and Mayo. Upon the outbreak of the French Wars in 1793, the French began to dream the old Spanish dream: an attack on England through disaffected Ireland. In November 1796, a French invasion fleet appeared off Bantry Bay. A “Protestant wind” drove the invasion force away, but ambitious Frenchmen and disaffected Irishmen continued to conspire. In May 1798, the Catholic peasantry of Wexford rose and slaughtered the local Protestant gentry, and in August a French invasion force of a thousand and a band of Mayo peasants, whose martial ardor exceeded their military skills, attacked the market town of Castlebar. A British army of twenty thousand took the field and the glen hollows, and what remained of the “goodly woods” filled with “anatomies of death.” As many as thirty thousand rebels and loyalists may have died.


In a postmortem on the uprising, London concluded that a semi-autonomous Irish state was economically untenable and strategically dangerous. On January 1, 1801, Great Britain and Ireland were joined in Union. “Yesterday morning,” the Belfast News Letter declared on the second, “the Union flag was hoisted at the Market House, and at one o’clock a Royal salute was fired by the Royal Artillery.”


The Irish Parliament building, constructed at a cost of £95,000, almost enough to fund Young’s investment scheme, became a bank.


The Times Commissioner


On the morning of September 3, 1845, a homesick Mr. Foster sat at a window in the Gweedore Inn. Except for the mountains off toward the sea, he might have been in England. Four days later, The Times published the commissioner’s first column from Gweedore. “I date my letter from the center of the hills in the north of Donegal, where ten years ago, there was not a road—where scarcely anything but bogs and heather and rock were to be seen for miles—where the people held the land in rundale [a form of communal farming], paid no rent and lived on potatoes…. Yet I now write from an inn as comfortable as any in England…. Luxuriant crops surround the inn; industry; industriousness and cleanliness begin to mark the people; each man has … a decent cottage and there are good roads.” All this is to be attributed to “the … individual and personal exertions of the present noble owner.”


The “noble owner,” Lord George Hill, was “a gravely handsome” former army major with a national reputation as a wakeful-minded agriculturalist. In the 1830s, when Hill purchased a 23,000-acre estate in Gweedore, the local people were still tail plowing (attaching the horse to the plow by tying it to the animal’s tail), measuring land by the cow’s grass, and practiced rundale farming, an ancient and unproductive form of communal agriculture in a which a group of small farmers worked a jointly held field. By 1845, Hill’s modernization efforts, recounted in an influential pamphlet, “Facts from Gweedore,” had made him a symbol of the latest scheme to modernize Ireland: English-style commercial farming.


Early in the nineteenth century, Malthus, the first man to propose the idea, argued that commercial farming would restrain Irish population growth because the wage-earning laborer on a commercial farm would have to purchase his food: that necessity would make him more alive to the consequences of unrestrained procreation. In the 1830s and early 1840s, with the British permanent garrison numbering between 15,000 and 25,000, advocates of commercial farming advanced a new rationale: anglicizing the landholding system would help reduce Irish poverty and violence and undermine the assault on the Anglo-Irish Union by the Catholic leader Daniel O’Connell.
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One day, not long after the American Revolution, nine-year-old Daniel O’Connell turned to his uncle, “Hunting Cap,” and announced, “I’ll make a stir in the world yet.” And so the boy would. Kerry handsome and honey voiced, O’Connell’s personality was large enough to encompass all manner of contradictions—statesman and ward pol, idealist and rogue, charmer and deceiver. In the 1820s, during the campaign for Catholic Emancipation, O’Connell acted upon Catholic Ireland as a lit match acts upon an oil slick. When the emancipation campaign ended in 1829, Catholics had won the right to sit in Parliament and serve in the military (rights promised thirty years earlier when the Union was formed), O’Connell had a new name, the Liberator, and Ireland had two power centers: Dublin Castle, the ancient seat of British rule in Ireland—and the man from Kerry.


In the 1830s, London introduced a series of reforms in an attempt to weaken O’Connell’s hold on Catholic Ireland, including an Education Act, which created the first national school system, and a Poor Law, which created the first national welfare system, a network of 130 workhouses dedicated to the care of the indigent poor. But the reforms were overshadowed by an ever lengthening litany of peasant miseries. In the decade before the famine, the potato grew more unreliable, plots smaller, landlords meaner, and shoes and leases rarer. “Worse than we are, we cannot be,” an Irish countryman told a group of visiting English commissioners.


England has given us rags and misery, declared O’Connell. Repeal the Union! By August 1843, the Liberator’s Repeal Association had grown into the most powerful political organization in Ireland and his almost weekly anti-Union rallies were the talk of Europe. No one could remember the last politician who was able to routinely turn out crowds of a hundred thousand or more. By September 1843, anxious British politicians were consulting their calendars. O’Connell’s next “monster” rally was scheduled for October 8 in Clontarf, a Dublin suburb. At 3:30 on the afternoon of October 7, Dublin Castle issued a proclamation banning the meeting. Fearing a bloody clash with the army, O’Connell, dedicated to non-violent resistance, observed the ban. The next morning, the rally field was empty except for a detachment of the 60th Rifles and 5th Dragoons. A few days later, London ordered the flotilla of warships stationed in Dublin harbor back to Britain.


The anti-Union agitation led to the creation of the Devon Commission, and the witness testimony it collected—as opposed to its recommendations—led many British officials to conclude that the Irish peasantry would never reconcile themselves to the Union or forswear violence until they were released from an agricultural system that provided only a subsistence living and not always even that. By the time the Devon Commission published its report in February 1845, there was a consensus that the Irish landholding system, unchanged since Young’s time, would have to be restructured. But in what way?


Prime Minister Peel and Lord John Russell, leader of the opposition Whig party, eminent political economists like Nassau Senior and Robert Torrens, and the Times commissioner believed that the best answer to the question was Malthus’s old answer. The modern English commercial farm, structured around an owner, a few large tenant farmers, and a proletariat of wage-earning laborers, would extract far more wealth from the soil than would improvident and absentee landowners and three- and four-acre farmers who were about half as productive as their English counterparts.


Theories about the origins of the Irish peasant’s low productivity abounded. The potato’s ease of cultivation had fostered a culture of laziness, said some critics. Others blamed Irish history. Two centuries of oppression had deprived the peasant of ambition and a sense of agency. “It is because the poor Celt is content to put up with bad fare and worse clothing … that he is made to put up with them,” wrote a visiting Englishman. Peasant culture, which put a high premium on leisure activities, also came in for blame. “If there be a market to attend, a fair or funeral, a horse race or fight, the peasant forgets all else,” complained George Nicholls, a British official. More thoughtful critics recognized that the Irish landowning class also played a role in the productivity gap; the typical proprietor was far more interested in prompt rent payment than in providing tenants with modern farm implements or schooling them in the techniques of modern agriculture. Nonetheless, the fact remained that the Irish peasant was poor because he was unproductive and he was unproductive because his work ethic was wanting.


In the 1830s, a canny Scot textile magnate named Buchanan demonstrated one way to improve the Irish work ethic: hire children “almost naked … off the streets” and put them into the structured environment of a factory where they could be taught industriousness, self-discipline, initiative, and personal responsibility. Advocates of commercial farming believed that the modern agricultural enterprise, which operated not unlike the modern factory, could also be used to inculcate the values of the new industrial age into the “aboriginal” Irish—to use a favorite term of the period. 


Proponents also pointed to other ancillary benefits of the new agricultural system. During the transition to commercial farming, weak landowners—those who lacked sufficient capital and technical expertise—would fall or be pushed to the wayside, making room for a new class of solvent, industrious, business-minded proprietors like Lord Hill. In addition, the new system would promote commercial development. The wage-earning laborer would need to purchase food, and that would give rise to a network of provision shops in rural Ireland; as commercial food proliferated, dependency on the increasingly undependable potato would decline—and with it, the traditional barter economy of the countryside, which would be replaced by a modern economy.


However, before the plan could be implemented, a way had to be found to dispose of the hundreds of thousands of small farms and potato plots that presently cluttered the countryside, and to remove the incompetent landlords who had allowed the proliferation to occur. No one, including the most enthusiastic proponents of commercial farming, expected that to be easy. The Irish landowner was protected by history and by tightly written deeds, and the Irish peasant was unlikely to give up his two or three acres on the vague promise of a better life at some distant date in the future. Lord Hill’s first attempts at modernization in Gweedore had been met with uprooted fences, damaged barns, and other acts of vandalism. Like Spenser’s plantation scheme, the transition to commercial farming could best be accomplished in the plastic atmosphere of a crisis—a rebellion or natural disaster that destabilized the established order.


On September 9, 1845, two days after Mr. Foster’s Gweedore column appeared in The Times, the Dublin Evening Post carried an interview with David Moore, the chief curator at the National Botanic Gardens in Dublin. Mr. Moore, who had recently examined several samples from the new potato crop, told the Post that the samples contained “only too convincing proof of the rapid progress this alarming disease is making.”


“This alarming disease” was Phytophthora infestans, the mysterious ailment that had destroyed the continental potato crop earlier in the summer.
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CHAPTER TWO


The News from Ireland





Across most of western Europe, the early summer of 1845 was unseasonably cool and wet. Almost daily, sheets of pelting rain lashed trees, swelled rivers, pummeled fields, and washed away roads. In mud-soaked pastures, livestock huddled together, eyes shut against wind and rain; in farmhouses, men stood in doorways, listening to the crackle and boom of thunder and praying for the rain to end. The summer of 1816 had begun like this—persistent rain and cold—and ended in continent-wide crop failure, starvation, and death. Heavy summer rains always brought ill tidings; 1845 would be no exception. In June, potato farmers in Flanders noticed a powerful stench in the air. Men put on greatcoats and boots and went out into the muddy fields to investigate. Fresh white spots had formed on the leaves of the potato plants; the next day the spots had turned brown and gangrenous, and the potato stalks were wilting and blackening; the day after that, the tubers in the wet earth beneath the stalks were dead. Variations on this pattern occurred. Some potato fields died in the space of a single night; some potatoes grew no larger than a walnut, others were full-sized but a slimy residue had formed on their grotesquely pockmarked jackets. Pluck such a potato from the ground and it would slip from the hand; cut it open and a putrid, oozing mass of red-brown mucus spilled out. One element of the pattern never varied: the violent odor of decay. Even the rains could not wash it away.


Dread seized Flanders. Once a single tuber displayed symptoms of infection, the entire potato field was often doomed. In the cheerless June of 1845, Flemish barns were transformed into triage centers; amid the smell of livestock and damp wood, women and children worked deep into the summer evenings, cutting away the blighted portions of infected tubers. Surgical intervention proved useless. The disease quickly reappeared and the salvaged portion of the potato died. Even tubers healthy when harvested frequently turned bad in storage. No one had ever seen a potato die-off quite like this before. Flemish farmers stood in town halls and beer halls and debated the cause. Was it due to the degeneration of the potato’s “vital forces”? A prominent school of scientific opinion held that the tuber’s recent vulnerability to disease had its genesis in the constant inbreeding that made midgets and dwarfs common in certain royal lines. Was it the weather? Across Flanders that June, men who had lost everything stood in the ruined fields cursing God and the rains. Though largely ignored, there was another explanation for the mystery.


In 1843, the same year the Provincial Council of Flanders attempted to strengthen the “degenerate” local strain of potato by cross-breeding it with a sturdy republican strain of American tubers, a new potato disease appeared in the United States. By the autumn of 1843, hardly a sound potato was left between Maryland and Massachusetts. The following year, 1844, the disease reappeared, and this time its reach extended northward into Canada and westward into the Great Lakes region. In the summer of 1845, weather and geography allowed the mysterious disease to move across the European plain even more swiftly. By early July, the Flemish potato crop was all but destroyed, and farmers in neighboring Holland were awakening to a foul odor in the morning air. France and Germany were infected next. A satellite photo of western Europe in mid-August 1845 would have shown great black swaths of ruin crisscrossing thousands of neatly squared gold and green fields. Some of the swaths would have been capriciously shaped, beginning here and ending there; others would be composed of telegraph-like dots and dashes; still others would extend in a monstrous unbroken line for a hundred miles or more. To the east, the black lines would sweep past Sedan and halt abruptly in front of the high forest of the Ardennes; others would pivot around the forest in the direction of the German heartland. To the west, the ruined swaths would extend from Paris to Normandy, break up in the dense bocage country behind the Norman coast, halt at the waterline, then reappear on the Isle of Wight, disturbing the domestic prettiness of the local market gardens.


The Gardener’s Chronicle and Horticultural Gazette was the first publication to announce the arrival of the new disease on British soil. In the August 16 issue, the Chronicle warned that “a blight of unusual character” had infected the potato gardens on the Isle of wight. The paper’s intelligence was about two weeks behind the disease, which had already ravaged the island’s potato crop and was now on the British mainland. Five days before the Chronicle announcement, one Mr. Parker, an English potato dealer, told the Home Office that the potato fields in Kent, a channel county, and in East Ham and West Ham in Essex were exhibiting signs of infection. In the final weeks of August, English farmers learned what Flemish farmers had learned in June: even if a potato field looked healthy, a heavy odor in the air meant the field would die. The August 23 issue of the Chronicle offered a fuller description of the blight, and this time the editors did not hide their alarm. “We are visited by a great calamity…. Should we have fine weather, the disease will probably disappear; should rain and cold continue, it will spread.” The Chronicle’s readers were well advised to pray for fine weather. “As to cure for this distemper,” the editors declared, “there is none.”


By early September, The Times of London, The Manchester Guardian, Le Moniteur Belge, the Journal des Débats, and the Journal de Bruxelles—major national publications—were giving the blight extensive coverage. Specialty publications soon followed suit. The Mark Lane Express, a business paper, and Banker’s Circular wrote about the disease’s likely effect on grain prices and credit, while The Dublin Medical Press worried about the effect on physicians’ incomes if the government used the famine threat to pass a “medical charities bill.” In London, The Medical Times declared war on “the Giessen-bitten boys,” the chemists who ascribed the die-off to chemical changes in the potato. Watching the coverage from America, The Monthly Journal of Agriculture complained that the British press had lost interest in everything except the potato distemper and the bubble in railway stocks.




*





For the past hundred years, the potato—high yielding, reliable, and inexpensive—had been a major engine of European growth. Both the dramatic rise in population—from 140 million in 1750 to 266 million in 1850—and the industrialization that allowed Europe to feed its growing working class from a shrinking agricultural base owed much to the potato; it produced two to four times more calories per acre than grain and was cheaper and easier to prepare than bread. By August, the dietary mainstay of the European industrial worker and the agricultural laborer was in the midst of a massive die off. Belgium had lost 87 percent of its potato crop (in Flanders, 92 percent); in Germany and France, the disease claimed 20 percent of the potato crop; in Holland, 70 percent. One Dutch newspaper, De Leidsche Courant, reported that “many and among them fairly well to do people … live on the herbs of the field … on stinging nettles, wild elder and such plants.” Toward September, the prospect of a hungry, violent winter began to agitate the European mind. “The whole of the [potato] crops … [are] rapidly perishing from the rot,” The Economist wrote on September 6. “With the grain crop damaged by the summer rains and the international food supply depleted by the blight, the question [of] how people are to be fed is becoming urgent.” The Morning Chronicle, a large London daily, painted an even more vivid picture of the threat facing Europe. “In Poland, there is such a dearth that the people are making sudden eruptions into the neighboring parts of Prussia…. The north of Russia is in a state of famine…. The Ottoman Court … has issued a decree prohibiting the export of grain…. France has, during the whole summer, been importing wheat…. [I]n Belgium and Holland the potato crop is a complete failure…. [The] surplus of food … is becoming less and less.”




*





On August 20, as the blight slithered through the potato fields of West Ham, a letter from Charles Morren, a professor of botany at the University of Liège, appeared on the front page of L’Indépendent Belge, a large Brussels paper. Brilliant and vainglorious, Morren dismissed the current theories about the blight with a rhetorical wave of the hand. The true cause of the disease, he declared, was a fungus of the Botrytis genus. Two weeks later, on September 4, a letter of historic importance appeared in the Gardener’s Chronicle. An observant reader named Matthew Moggridge, who lived near a smelting factory, had noticed an interesting correlation. The nearer a potato garden was to the factory chimney, which puffed out copper smoke, the less likely the garden was to be infected. Gardens within two hundred feet of the chimney were completely free of disease. Neither man had all the details right. Nonetheless, a month before the destruction of the main Irish potato crop, the cause and cure of the blight had been identified. Habits of mind, vanity, ambition, jealousy, stubbornness, stupidity—all the usual suspects—would prevent the information from being put to a useful purpose.


The blight divided the European scientific community into three hostile camps. The botanists, who gathered under the flag of meteorology, held the wet, cold summer of 1845 responsible for the disease. Besides the advantage of defending the conventional wisdom, the meteorological camp also had a formidable leader, Dr. John Lindley, editor of Gardener’s Chronicle and the first professor of botany at the University of London. Urbane, intelligent, with a core of toughness, Lindley was the botanist as imperial viceroy. In early September, he set out the meteorological case with forceful authority. “During the present season … the Potatoes have been compelled to absorb an unusual quantity of water [due to the rain]; the lowness of the temperature has prevented them from digesting it.”


A second group of scientists assembled under the flag of degeneracy. The “degenerists,” who included botanists, pamphleteers, and the “Gissenbitten boys” (chemists), also had a claim on the conventional wisdom and a plausible theory of the case. They held that the blight was simply another manifestation of the biological corruption produced by “the repeated cultivation of the same stock.”


The third group, the fungalists, had neither conventional wisdom nor public opinion on their side, as well as a highly idiosyncratic membership: a self-taught lady botanist; a former French army surgeon, Jean Montagne; an abbot; several mycologists (students of fungi); and the group’s two leaders: Charles Morren, the flamboyant Belgian botanist, who spoke only in exclamation marks, and the Reverend Miles Joseph Berkeley, an English vicar, who barely spoke at all.


Through sheer force of personality, Morren dominated the causation debate through August and early September. His articles on the fungal theory appeared in France, Belgium, and North America. In Paris, the Journal des Débats, the official government paper, printed a Morren article on the front page. Then, a Brussels municipal body warned that the fungalists were destroying the potato market, and the tide began to turn. One former colleague denounced Morren as an “armchair scientist!” a “controversialist!” an “egotist!” “The sun will soon dispose of M. Morren’s … microscopic fabrications,” predicted another former associate. And, indeed, by mid-September the sun had begun to set on Morren. All that bravado! All that vainglory! Even supporters found the swaggering Belgian exhausting. Meanwhile, Jean Montagne, the army surgeon, had deserted to the anti-fungal camp.


Montagne life’s dream was to become a member of the French Academy of Sciences, and as the controversy over the blight intensified, he could see the doors of the academy shutting in his face. When Morren had a public temper tantrum and called his critics “harebrained” and “full of evil passions,” the fate of the fungal theory fell into the tremulous hands of the Reverend Miles Joseph Berkeley, vicar of Kings Cliffe in Northamptonshire and “a gentleman eminent in the habits of fungi.” In between tending to church duties and his fifteen children, Berkeley had written two classic monographs: Notices of British Fungi (with C. E. Broome) and Outlines of British Fungology. Despite his professional association with fungi, for most of the summer Berkeley had stood shoulder to shoulder with Lindley in the meteorology camp. Only when the blight arrived in Northamptonshire and the opportunity arose to observe the disease firsthand did the clergyman change his mind. After Morren retreated to his laboratory to sulk, Berkeley became the only member of the fungal camp with the scientific prestige to make a credible defense of the theory, and by late autumn the theory badly needed a defender. Most scientists were now persuaded that the fungus, evident on infected potatoes, was a byproduct of other diseases and/or physical insults, not a cause of the blight. During the annual meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, the fungalists could be counted on the fingers of one hand. The fungal theory “ha[s] lost ground latterly, very materially,” noted the prominent Dr. E. Solly. At a moment in the debate when a shout was urgently needed, the Reverend Berkeley chose to whisper again. In a paper in the Journal of the Horticultural Society of London, he offered this tepid declaration:




After an attentive consideration of the progress of the disease and of almost everything of value that has been written on the subject and after duly weighing the peculiar difficulties with which it is attended, I must candidly confess, that … I believe the fungal theory to be the true one.





When the Royal Agricultural Society conducted an essay contest on the origins of the blight, the first, second, and third prizes went to contestants who subscribed to the meteorological theory.


Sixteen years would pass before the fungal origins of the blight were recognized. The Frenchman who established its legitimacy, Anton de Bary, also had a genius for names. He called the fungus Phytophthora infestans. Phytophthora means “plant destroyer”; infestans, “infective.” Neither word overstates the case; between them, they also provide a good description of how the fungus works. The spores of P. infestans settle on the leaf of a plant, where they generate tubular filaments; the tubes penetrate the “tightly packed palisade cells” near the surface of the leaf and invade the interior, where the business of plant life is conducted, where nutrients and gases are processed into food, and from which waste products, such as water vapor, are emitted. Using the interior tissue as an energy source, the fungus manufactures new spore-bearing filaments. The terrible odor associated with P. infestans is the smell of a living thing being eaten from the inside out. Upon maturing, the filaments push their way through the decaying plant interior to the stomata (the plant pores) and eject spores into the atmosphere; the spores land on a nearby potato plant, and the process of invasion, corruption, and death repeats itself. The meteorologists were right about one aspect of the disease: weather plays an important role in the transmission of P. infestans. Wind spreads the spores from plant to plant, while moisture fosters spore reproduction and enhances the spore’s ability to move across a leaf and penetrate the surface. Moisture is also essential in the second mode of infection. Grotesquely misshapen potatoes are infected not from the stem but from spores that are washed off the leaves by rain and penetrate the wet, loose soil to reach the tubers beneath.


Moggridge’s observation about copper took even longer to verify. Not until the 1880s did another French scientist, Pierre-Marie-Alexis Millardet, demonstrate why famine-era experiments with copper solutions had failed. Following the example of wheat farmers, early experimenters bathed potatoes in a copper solution. Two generations later, botanists discovered that what works for wheat does not work for potatoes. To protect a tuber, the solution must be applied directly to the leaves.




*





Over the summer of 1845, events in Europe intruded on Irish life, though not deeply enough to take people’s minds off the weather. Not even the elderly could remember a June as hot and dry. Grass parched, streams evaporated, sweat stained shirt collars and hat brims. Then, in early July, the skies darkened, the air acquired an edge, and everyone said, Can you remember a July so cool and wet? “As much rain has fallen [in] the last fortnight … as during the previous four months,” the Athlone Sentinel reported on the sixteenth. Traveling through County Down three days later, a Belfast Penny Journal correspondent passed row upon row of cabins “oozing … liquid filth.” August was wetter still. For three weeks, howling rains rattled windows, flooded hollows, collapsed mud walls, and stung exposed skin. On the hillsides of Kerry and Donegal, the shivering sheep looked like cotton balls afloat on a teal-colored sea.


Occasionally, a blight report from England or the continent produced a ripple of anxiety, but then people went back to complaining about the weather. In mid-August, while the Gardener’s Chronicle was warning readers that “a fearful malady has broken out among the potato crop,” in County Wicklow, Elizabeth Smith, the wife of a prominent local landlord, was complaining to her diary: “So little is there to write about here, … [this] journal stands very little chance of filling rapidly.” On September 17, four days after the Gardener’s Chronicle stopped the presses to announce “with very great regret … that the potato Murrain has unequivocally declared itself in Ireland,” the talk of the Royal Horticultural Society exhibition in Dublin was of grapes, melons, plums, and peaches, and of “plants never [so] numerous and evidenc[ing] very superior management.”


The final weeks of that last Irish summer before the famine had a soft, valedictory glow, which the Dublin Evening Post’s interview with Dr. Moore of the Dublin Botanical Gardens did little to disturb. After the interview appeared on September 9, press accounts of the potato disease began to appear more frequently, but the notices—small, qualified, and full of reasons why readers should not worry—continued to be overshadowed by the other news of the day. A suspect—a man named Heany—had been arrested in the murder of Mr. Bell-Booth, the Cavan magistrate; and Daniel O’Connell and Mr. Foster, the Times commissioner, had become embroiled in an amusing and very noisy public quarrel over the quality of Irish beauty. “No race [is] … more perfectly developed than the Irish,” declared the Liberator. “A stunted people,” responded the Times commissioner.


In London, summer ended on a more anxious note. The arrival of the blight in Ireland was causing deep concern in the Home Office, the department responsible for the internal affairs of the United Kingdom. In England, a crop failure would produce hardship, but factory workers and agricultural laborers earned a cash wage and English shops were stocked with food. In rural Ireland, where provision shops and cash wages were scarce, more than half the population depended entirely or mostly on home-grown potatoes for food. “If [the potato] fail[s] … famine becomes a fatal certainty,” declared Sir James Graham, the home secretary.


At fifty-three, Sir James had had a more than normally interesting career. Formerly the handsomest man in England—“a very Apollo”—he was now a stout, balding, middle-aged politician; formerly a Whig, he was now a Tory; formerly an MP for Carlisle, Pembroke, and Dorchester, he was now MP for Ripon; formerly an Anglican, he was now a Providentialist. Prime Minister Peel, himself a man of twists and turns, pierced through the change-abouts, through the reputation for ruthlessness and the “terrifyingly logical mind,” and saw what nearly every other colleague of Graham had missed. Sir James had the makings of a perfect number two man: loyal, efficient, competent, and, when the occasion demanded, prepared to be ruthless on behalf of his prime minister. When Peel came to power in 1841, one of his first acts was to send Graham to the Home Office.
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A scene of an Irish jig








In mid-September, Sir James, though concerned, remained hopeful that a disaster could be avoided in Ireland. Reports from the Irish Constabulary, which had officers in the field monitoring the progress of the blight, indicated that the disease was confined to a few counties in the east; moreover, it was progressing in a checkerboard pattern: an infected field here, a healthy field there. The great swaths of ruin characteristic of a general disease metastasis had not developed. Intelligence from the Coast Guard and the Bank of Ireland, which also had people in the field, painted a similarly reassuring picture. On the twenty-fifth, Robert Murray, an official of the Provincial Bank of Ireland, pronounced the failure of the potato crop “very greatly exaggerated,” and on the twenty-eighth the Constabulary informed the government that a larger than normal potato crop had been planted in the spring. The extra planting would provide a food reserve if the blight did spread. A few days later, a report from Ulster described the oat crop as “the best …, in quantity and quality, we have had for ten years past.” There was also a reassuring crop report from Mayo, one of the most potato-dependent regions of the country Images of harrowing affliction began to recede from the home secretary’s mind. At the end of September, Graham told Peel, “I am willing now to hope that the … supply [of potatoes in Ireland] will not … be much below average.”


The Freeman’s Journal, a leading voice of Catholic Ireland, was more pessimistic. “Up to the hour,” the paper wrote on September 17, “the accounts we continue to receive as to the prevalence of the blight… [are] discouraging.” Still, the Journal was careful to avoid alarmism: “In all probability, we are better off than England or the continental countries.” In late September, almost every Irish paper provided its readers with some version of that reassurance, and there was a legitimate reason for the optimism: the reports from Europe indicated that wet harvest weather hastened the spread of the blight, and Ireland had had a dry, sunny September.


In early October, when heavy rains brought the clement weather to an end, public anxiety rose. The late crop, the main potato crop, was about to be taken out of the ground. On the eighth, with the Dublin streets full of dripping black umbrellas, the Bank of Ireland warned that a failure of the potato was now likely in many districts. A week later, the Constabulary reported that the disease had regained momentum. The blight was either advancing, intensifying, or appearing for the first time in Antrim and Armagh in the northeast and in Bantry, Brandon, and Kinsale in the south. A negative report from Lord Heytesbury, the Irish viceroy, made a particularly deep impression in Downing Street. In the main, London distrusted reports from Irish officials; the same lively Hibernian imagination that saw imaginary fairies could also see imaginary crop failures. Heytesbury was a levelheaded Englishman. If he said there was reason for concern, there was. On October 13, Graham, ever the loyal subordinate, attempted to reassure his prime minister. I am “willing still to hope,” he told Peel. 


In Ireland, the late harvest was just beginning. A half century later—in Liverpool, London, Glasgow, Brooklyn, Montreal, Sydney, San Francisco, and Boston—men and women too old to remember anything else would still remember October 1845. The way the watery afternoon light fled up the hillsides, the dense blue fog that settled over the puddled potato fields, the odor of decay in the air, the “terrible stillness” that would descend on a field when the wind and rain died away, the heaving of the heavy October seas against the tide line. Irish folk memory also recalled the shock and terror that attended the 1845 harvest. In Cork, men wept openly as half-ruined potatoes were lifted from the ground. In Limerick, shovels dropped and laborers soaked through to the skin with rain filed out of the fields like mourners. In County Sligo, the howl of one bereft peasant awoke the entire town of Moytirra. In Castlederg, a farmer named Robert Verner plunged a bayonet into the chest of his son John during an argument over the family potato ground. Men sprinkled holy water on their potatoes; they buried them with religious medallions and pictures of Christ and the Virgin Mother. Nothing worked. God had turned away.


In mid-October a new set of Constabulary reports indicated that the area of infection was widening in the east and new areas of infection were appearing in the west. In Inishowen, Donegal, a region of low mountains and dense bogland, Michael Loughrey, a local landowner, instructed his bailiff to inform the tenantry that he would “demand no rent at present; and that should any of the tenants be obliged to sell any part of their crop for other purposes, he will give them the highest price.” As the bailiff made his rounds, the hills above Inishowen flared red with celebratory bonfires.


On October 25, James Prendergast, of Milltown, County Kerry, described the events of the past few weeks to his children in “Boston, America” (in a letter written by the town scrivener):




The beginning of the Harvest was very promising, the Crops … had a very rich appearance. And it was generally expected that [the] season would be very plentiful. But within the last few days, the greatest alarm prevails throughout the Kingdom…. A disease has seized the potato crop … the standing food of the country. The Potatoes which were good and healthy a few days since are now rotten in the Ground, even some which were … stored in pits seem to be affected with the same blight. The Newspapers teem with alarming accounts of the same disease throughout the Kingdom.


… [I]t is dreaded that nothing less than a famine must prevail.







*





In England, the crop failure quickly turned into a political crisis, ushering in a radical new phase in the thirty years’ war over the Corn Laws. In 1815, when Parliament passed the Corn Laws, which imposed tariffs on foreign grain (“corn” is the European name for cereal grains, such as wheat and oats), proponents predicted an era of prosperity and tranquillity. Instead, a generation of bitter class warfare followed. The aristocracy, whose estates provided most of Britain’s grain, benefited greatly from the legislation, which protected them from competiton with cheap foreign grain. But high grain prices beggared factory workers, clerks, and tradesmen, the foot soldiers and quartermasters of the industrial revolution.


In 1842, agitation by industrialists, financiers, and merchants—who believed cheap food for the laboring classes was essential to Britain’s industrial growth—forced the government to amend the Corn Laws. When the crop failed in 1845, the Anti-Corn Law League, the most powerful free-trade organization in the United Kingdom, eschewed compromise and demanded complete repeal of the laws. In pamphlets and mass demonstrations, league members warned that the combination of food tariffs and the failure of the potato, an important food for poor Britons, would impose terrible suffering on the industrial classes during the coming winter. The aristocracy also put out the battle flags. In London, the Duchess of Richmond placed a half dozen stuffed rats under a glass cover, decorated the cover with pictures of prominent free-trade proponents, and placed it on her dining table. The government braced for a season of civil disorder. Food tariffs had the power to transform perfectly decent butter merchants, greengrocers, and aristocratic ladies into lunatics who screamed “Murderer!” at opponents and chained themselves to fences. 


In Ireland, too, the food crisis quickly erupted into a political crisis. Protestants blamed the blight on Catholics, Catholics on Protestants; Daniel O’Connell, always alert to political opportunity, blamed the Anglo-Irish Union. At a “monster” rally in Tipperary in October, O’Connell denounced the Union under a banner inscribed “England has given us ignorance and bigotry, starvation and rags.” The theft of firearms rose—portent of a violent winter on the horizon. In Dublin, there was talk of a British plan to reinforce every regiment in the country with a reserve battalion. In Limerick, gangs of “armed banditti” roamed the nighttime countryside, terrorizing farmers, bailiffs, and other local officials. Christopher Bunton, a well-off farmer, was dragged from his bed in the middle of the night and beaten severely about the head. Thomas Coghlan, John Hogan, and dozens of other prominent local men also fell victim to the “banditti.” In Irish country houses, fears grew about the export crops, a major source of revenue for the landowning gentry. Rumor had it that “violent priests” were “advising laborers not to thresh the corn or allow it to go to market at Limerick—as strangers will be eating it in England.”


Images of affliction again began to crowd the home secretary’s mind.
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On the afternoon of October 18, four men gathered in a Yorkshire country house, Drayton Manor, to discuss the crop crisis. William Buckland was an eminent geologist, Josiah Parkes an expert in agricultural drainage; Lyon Playfair was the twenty-seven-year-old wunderkind of British chemistry. The fourth man was the prime minister of Great Britain, the fifty-seven-year-old Sir Robert Peel. A French diplomat who met Peel around this time described him as a man in “the full flower of his powers … [his] thick hair an auburn hue, [his] complexion blond, … [his] constitution well calculated to endure the fatigues and trials of public life.”


The gifted first son of a wealthy textile industrialist, the prime minister had impressed from the very beginning. “We all had great hopes for Peel, masters and scholars alike,” recalled Lord Byron, a schoolmate at Harrow. Praise and high expectations followed the future prime minister through Oxford and later through a political apprenticeship that included learning how to write thank-you notes for George III and how to cut orders for a certain Captain Bligh, after the captain had become stranded in the South Seas by a mutiny on his ship, the Bounty. On a visit to Ireland with the Duke of Wellington, the young apprentice politician also got a first glimpse into the private lives of the good and great. “Wellington … stayed in the house of a Mr. Dickson, a shoemaker,” Peel wrote a friend. “Mrs. Dickson had a son, who by some accident or other bore a much stronger resemblance to Lord Wellington than Mr. Dickson.” In Ireland, Peel also displayed his executive abilities for the first time. During a crop failure in 1816, the young chief secretary organized a model relief program. As secretary of the Home Office in the 1820s, he scored a further triumph: the creation of the Metropolitan Police—the “Bobbies,” the first modern police force in the world.


By the mid-1840s, Peel had become an icon to the strivers of provincial Britain, though not to his colleagues in the House of Commons. The cheerless Peel manner was italicized by a lifeless smile that one parliamentarian likened to “a silver platter on a coffin.” There was also the odd foppishness: the “perfumed handkerchiefs,” the fashionably “thin shoes.” Peel “looks more like a dapper shopkeeper than a Prime Minister,” complained the political diarist Charles Greville. And even the prime minister’s most sympathetic biographer described his country house, Drayton Manor—a whirligig of “dull cupolas,” monkey-puzzle trees, and winged cherubs—as “one of the first great examples of the disintegration of taste” in the Victorian era.


Fellow MPs also had more substantive complaints about the prime minister. Young Benjamin Disraeli accused Peel of stealing other people’s ideas: “There is no statesman who has committed political larceny on so great a scale.” Peel’s frequent changes of mind also inspired distrust. “Altered circumstances,” the prime minister explained when he changed his mind about the gold standard, and again when he changed his mind about Catholic Emancipation. More recently, Peel had appeared to change his mind about Ireland. As Irish chief secretary, the prime minister had been such an ardent supporter of Anglo-Ireland that O’Connell christened him “Orange Peel.” (Orange was the signature color of Protestant Ireland.) Now, Orange Peel was courting Catholic Ireland with promises of educational reform. Underneath the patina of English solidity lay a complex, enigmatic personality.


Peel had summoned Playfair, Parkes, and Buckland to Drayton  Manor for advice on a scientific problem. In Ireland, healthy potatoes were turning bad in storage. Could anything be done to prevent the spoilage? Dr. Playfair thought a chemical treatment might solve the problem. That night, in a letter to Graham, the prime minister sounded almost optimistic: “Dr. Lyon Playfair, Buckland and Josiah Parkes are here…. They are impressed with the belief that it may be possible to mitigate the evil of the potato disease by some chemical application and by the issue of practical instructions for … treatment.” The next day, Playfair returned to London with orders to begin experimenting on chemical treatments immediately.
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Over the next week, the news from Ireland worsened. Lord Monteagle, a prominent Limerick landlord, told Peel he could not “recall a former … calamitous failure being anything near so great.” Mr. Bueller, the secretary of the Royal Agricultural Society of Ireland, believed “the entire crop [was] … affected in all parts of the country.” Though the situation was clearly serious, a small but persistent stream of favorable reports suggested there still might be reason for optimism. In Galway, the local potato crop was said to be “abundant”; in Tralee (County Kerry), the blight had not even appeared; and in Athlone (County Roscommon), it had caused only minor damage. “There is nothing like a fact,” the prime minister believed, but the current set of “facts” had the spongy feel of rumor and innuendo. Peel decided to appoint a Scientific Commission to assess “the real character and extent of the evil.”


The Times immediately gave the three-member commission a snappy name, “Potato Triumvirate,” and hailed the scientific prowess of its members. The paper would come to deeply regret its haste. One member, Dr. Lindley, though an accomplished scientist, was a leading proponent of the meteorological theory, while Dr. Playfair knew more about fatty acids and atomic volume than potatoes. Moreover, he owed his scientific reputation as much to his skills as a courtier (he was a gentleman usher in the household of Prince Albert) as to his acumen in the laboratory. The Irish member of the commission, the ubiquitous Dr. Robert Kane, did know Ireland and potatoes; but Kane had been the token Irish Catholic on so many royal commissions he was in danger of appearing like the product of an imperial affirmative action policy.


The Dublin that the two English members of the commission visited in late October maintained an air of normalcy. In the harbor, shouting, shoving porters pressed the charms of local hotels and lodging houses on arriving visitors. The shops along Grafton Street were as “busy as beehives”; the parks and squares packed with “swirling crowds”; and, to at least one visitor’s eye, the city’s fashionable women looked “the equal of Frenchwomen in good taste” and far superior to the “vulgar, shewy English.” The Dublin press, however, was anxious. The autumn crop was the main source of food for the peasantry from October until May, and even out of the ground the 1845 crop was continuing to shrink. Many seemingly healthy potatoes were dying in the underground pits the peasants dug to store tubers. One man buried sixty barrels of potatoes and walked away from his pit, thinking he had a five-month food supply for his family. A few weeks later, not enough edible potatoes were left to fill a single barrel. Toward the end of the month, a Dublin market report warned that even “with the greatest care, the [current] crop will be all out by the end of January … as the tendency to decay, even in the best, is evident.”


In a six-county tour of the east and Irish Midlands, the Potato Triumvirate found little to contradict the pessimistic press accounts. Blackened stalks hugging the roads; diseased tubers scattered across watery fields; dazed laborers and cottiers standing idle in the rain; children eating turnip tops: almost every district presented the same bleak picture of want. In January and February, the fields would be crowded with men and women down on their hands and knees in the snow, digging for nettles and grass. The commissioners returned to Dublin in a fume of despair. “At a low estimate,” half the 1845 crop had been lost, and that did not account for the eighth of the good crop that would have to be set aside as seed for the 1846 planting, or for the losses in the storage pits. When it was learned that only three-eighths of the 1845 crop could be salvaged, the public-spirited stepped forward with suggestions to counter the famine threat. Lord Kenyon, an astute Yorkshire man, urged the government to pay the Irish peasant a bounty for every fish he caught and make “a special public acknowledgement of … God’s mercy.” The Duke of Norfolk recommended curry powder. Imported curry powder would not materially increase the Irish food supply, said Norfolk, but it would make hunger more tolerable. “When a man came home and … had nothing better [to eat], this [curry powder] would make him warm in his stomach and he could go to bed better and more comfortable.”


On October 26, the chemist Playfair urged that British consular officials in the blight-free parts of southern Europe—northern Spain, Portugal, Italy—inquire into the availability of potato exports in their region. “Pray aid us,” Playfair pleaded to Peel. A few days later, James MacEnvoy, a parish priest, stood on a road in County Meath, watching fifty drays (carts) of meal moving on to Drogheda. From Drogheda, most of the grain would go to London, which was importing 16,000 quarters (a quarter equals 480 pounds) of Irish grain a week in October 1845. That night, MacEnvoy thought of the difference the fifty drays would make to his parishioners. “Self preservation is the first law of nature,” he wrote in a letter to a Dublin paper. “The right of the starving to … sustain existence is far and away paramount to every right property confers.” In early November, Dr. Lindley, the most influential member of the commission, returned to England, depressed. A good part of the 1845 crop was gone, he told Peel, and the rest was likely to go in the next few weeks, unless the new storage pit guidelines that the commission had issued were implemented; Lindley thought that unlikely. For the unpopularity of the guidelines, he blamed “want of means,” “landlord tenant disputes,” the “wet climate”—everything except the guidelines themselves. Pity the poor parish priest or land agent who had to explain “Advice Concerning the Potato Crop,” a pamphlet on storage pit construction, to thirty or forty illiterate laborers:




Mark out on the ground a space six feet wide and as long as you please. Dig a shallow trench two feet wide all around 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 sift or spread very thinly, the dry mixtures, or any of the dry materials described below and which you may call the packing stuff. Also get some dry slack lime, and dust all the potatoes with it as well as you can. Then put one row of turf sods, laid flat, on the top of the floor, all around the sides, so as to form a broad edge, and within this, spread the dry potatoes, mixed well with the packing stuff, so as not to touch one another. When you have covered the floor in this manner, up to the top of the sods, lay another row of sods all around the first.





Those able to faithfully follow the instructions in “Advice,” quickly discovered the commissioners didn’t know what they were talking about. Even a dry, ventilated trench offered little protection against P. infestans.


Another pamphlet, “How to Save the Value of Every Bad Potato,” did little to restore the commissioners’ reputations for scientific acuity. To extract edible food from a diseased potato, the reader was advised to equip himself with a grater, which he could purchase for five shillings, more than a week’s wages for an Irish countryman—or he could make his own grater, by punching holes in a sheet of tin. The conversion process also required “a hair sieve or hand sieve or lining cloth, … a griddle and two tubs or pails of water.” Implements at the ready, the reader was instructed to rasp the diseased tubers into one of the tubs, wash the pulp, strain, and dry. Repeated enough times, the process eventually produced pulp for the griddle, and starch for soup and pies and bread. “There will of course be a great deal of trouble doing everything that we have recommended,” the pamphlet admitted. “But we are confident that all true Irishmen will exert themselves and never let it be said that in Ireland the inhabitants lacked courage to meet difficulties against which other nations are successfully struggling.”


Arguably, the Scientific Commission’s only real achievement was to produce a rare instance of Anglo-Irish accord. “Vain” in its researches, “idle in its suggestions,” and “unsatisfactory” in its information, sneered a disillusioned Times. The Freeman’s Journal agreed: “[The] Commissioners have satisfactorily proved, [that] they know nothing whatever about the cause of, or remedies for, the disease.” The criticism was deserved. Besides burying Ireland in a blizzard of useless pamphlets, Lindley, Playfair, and Kane had also miscalculated the extent of the crop losses, in part because they failed to include the increased size of the 1845 planting, which was about 6 percent above average.*




*





On the afternoon of November 3, a train of carriages passed through the main gates of Phoenix Park in Dublin and disappeared into a landscape of mist, wood, and lawn. Near an ancient tower of beaten stone the caravan halted, black-coated footmen appeared, carriage doors were flung open, collapsible steps popped from the bottom lip of the carriage doors, and Daniel O’Connell, Lord Cloncurry, John O’Neill, John Arabin, the lord mayor of Dublin, and a host of other dignitaries stepped onto the lawn of the Viceregal Lodge, the private residence of the English viceroy.† Inside, the very sour current viceroy, Lord Heytesbury, awaited the party in a large reception room. As the visitors disappeared into the lodge, a Morning Chronicle reporter on the lawn checked the time: almost exactly three P.M.


The atmosphere in the reception room was chilly as the lord mayor read aloud the emergency relief program prepared by the Dublin Corpo ration, the municipal government of the capital. The six points in the plan included a ban on food exports (a common measure after crop failures and one already taken by Belgium, Holland, and Russia); a ban on the use of grain in the distillation of alcohol; a suspension of food tariffs; the establishment of a network of government food depots; and a national program of public works to put food money into the pockets of the peasantry. After the mayor finished, a “very cold” Heytesbury praised British vigilance and concern for Ireland—“the state of the potato crop … [occupies] the anxious attention of the Government”—and hailed the efforts of the Potato Triumvirate. A few minutes later, the dignitaries were back on the lawn waiting for their carriages to come up from the carriage park.


“They may starve!” The Freeman’s Journal shouted the next morning. “Such in spirit, if not in words, was the reply given yesterday by the English viceroy to the memorial of the deputation.” Reading the press accounts, Heytesbury must have felt aggrieved. Twice in the past few weeks he had petitioned Peel to close the ports (to food exports), and twice Peel had refused. The prime minister had quietly drawn up his own plan for “averting disaster” in Ireland, and in one respect it was far more radical than the Dublin Corporation’s. Along with a public works program and the creation of a Dublin-based relief commission to coordinate the efforts of national and local officials, the plan included a proposal to abolish the Corn Laws, not temporarily but once and for all and in every part of the United Kingdom. On November 1, at a cabinet meeting in his London home in Whitehall Gardens, the gout-stricken prime minister laid out his reasoning: it would be impossible to suspend food tariffs in Ireland without also suspending food tariffs in England. Moreover, given the current state of Anti-Corn Law League agitation, tariffs, once suspended, would be difficult if not impossible to reimpose after the scarcity. With a few notable exceptions, cabinet reaction to the proposal was sharply negative. Some ministers argued that Corn Law reform would ignite a bitter and distracting legislative battle, impairing the government’s ability to respond to the emergency in Ireland; others, that repeal would damage the economic interests of the landed classes—the base of the Tory party—and produce a new round of class warfare.


Already, The Economist, a radical laissez-faire publication, was attacking the British landowner as a selfish and reactionary class warrior. “The aristocracy,” the paper had declared in a recent editorial, “are struggling against … the prayers of the manufacturing classes; they are struggling against the supplications of the people for food … they are struggling against common sense and against the irresistible progress of society.”
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