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 The Irish Diaspora 
completely changed the 

demographic map of 
Britain, North America 

and Australia, but was it 
all the result of famine?

Potato Famine
The Irish

E
migration from Ireland 
between 1800 and 1900 was 
the greatest European mass 
migration of modern times. 
Over the course of the century, 
more than 8 million people left 

the country, precipitating radical change in 
Irish society and producing profound effects 
in the host countries, predominantly the 
USA, Britain, Canada, Australia and, from 
the 1870s, Argentina.

Most people with an ancestor who left 
Ireland in the 19th century presume, naturally 
enough, that they left because of the famine of 
1845-50. Given the scale of the disaster and 
the flood of migration it produced, this is 
entirely understandable. However, Ireland 
already had a long history of emigration before 
the mid-19th century. Only a quarter of the 
total actually left in the famine years or shortly 
after. To understand how the famine emigrants 
ended up where they did, and why, we must 
look at earlier migrations.

Before the early 1800s, there were only two 
widespread forms of migration from Ireland. 
Ulster Presbyterians, Scots-Irish in a later 
formulation, made up the great bulk of 
permanent departures in the 18th century, 
leaving for colonial America in great waves, 
with peaks in 1717-20, 1725-29, 1767-76 and 
after 1783. They were driven by drought and 
rackrenting, and were drawn by the prospect of 
religious toleration. By contrast, permanent 
emigration was rare among the Catholic Irish 
at this period. This was partly because of the 
obstacles placed in their way and partly 
because of the very strong attachment to the 
land. From the mid-18th century, however, 
temporary or seasonal migration to Britain 
became an essential part of life in many parts 
of Ireland. Spalpeens, casual harvesters and 
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Potato Famine
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Already common in Ireland in the 1600s, it 
was a staple part of the diet until the mid-18th 
century. As population pressures grew through 
the last part of the 18th century and into the 
19th century, for many people it became not 
just part of their diet, but their only food.

In 1815, with the end of the Napoleonic 
Wars, came an immediate and dramatic 
downturn: prices slumped, major industries 
collapsed and investment and growth 
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navvies used their earnings to subsidise 
existence on uneconomic smallholdings.

The great tide of emigration that was to 
permanently alter the character of Ireland 
began only in the early decades of the 19th 
century. The main cause was simply 
population growth. At the start of the 18th 
century, the total population of the island 
stood at around 2 million. By 1754, this had 
risen to only 2.3 million, but within 50 years 
the number had grown to almost 5 million. 

The reason for this massive growth is still 
debated, but some of its causes are 
clear. A very low marriage age led 
to large families, which in turn 
led to the serial subdivision of 
smallholdings, allowing increasing 
numbers to stay on the land. This 
was at the cost of ever-poorer 

standards of living. This process was 
underpinned by the agricultural 
boom caused by the Napoleonic Wars 
of 1803 to 1815, and it was the potato 

that sustained the population. 

FAR LEFT: An immigration passenger list for the 
SS Manilla, dated 1903
LEFT: Part of the death register for Milford 
Workhouse in County Donegal

GRIFFITH’S 
VALUATION
The Primary 
Valuation, 
published between 
1847 and 1864, 
details occupiers 
of all property in 
Ireland and is the 
best known Irish 
family history 
source for the 
period. However, 
it’s a snapshot of 
the immediate 
aftermath of a 
cataclysm, rather 
than the stable 
picture of a settled 
society that it can 
often appear to be.

SOURCE

ORIGINS

Migrants’ local 
allegiances 
How to identify where your 
ancestors originated

D istinguishing the place of origin in Ireland 
of an Irish migrant to Britain in the 19th 

century can be very difficult, since the place of 
birth given in British census returns or civil 
records is almost invariably no more than 
‘Ireland’. The intense local allegiances of Irish 
migrants meant that they tended to gravitate 
to host areas where there were already 
communities from the ‘home place’. 

Local history can often help. Widening your 
research to encompass the more general 
history of the Irish in a particular area can 
often reveal clues about where your ancestors 
originated. Even examining the census returns 
for neighbouring houses and streets can 
sometimes reveal a constellation of surnames 
that point to a specific area of Ireland. At the 
very least, you’ll be able to get a more vivid 
picture of how they lived.

“All over the country, landless 
labourers died in their tens of 

thousands, while others perished 
from the effects of diseases”

CROP FAILURE: 
Successive years 

of blight led to 
unprecedented levels 

of starvation
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stagnated. Unemployment and destitution 
became widespread. The depression lasted for 
almost two decades and was accompanied in 
Ireland by a series of natural catastrophes. In 
1816-18, bad weather destroyed grain and 
potato crops, and smallpox and typhus killed 
more than 50,000 people.

The potato failed again in Munster in 1821 
and people starved to death in County Cork 
and County Clare. After further crop failures in 
1825-30, famine was averted only by the 
import of large amounts of Indian meal from 
America, but in 1832, ‘stark famine’ struck 
Munster and south Leinster. Throughout the 
early 1830s, cholera repeatedly ravaged the 
poorest classes and, in the decade as a whole, 
potato crops failed locally in eight out of the 
ten years. Finally, in 1840-44, the potato crops 
partly failed three more times.

From 1814, the shipping lanes to North 
America, which had been closed by the war, 
were re-opened and mass emigration restarted. 
In 1815-16 alone, more than 20,000 crossed 
from Ireland to North America. At first, the 
pattern was similar to the earlier migrations: 
about two-thirds of those leaving in the years 
1815-19 were from Ulster, and many were in 
the class just above the poorest – shopkeepers, 
artisans, ‘strong’ farmers and professionals, 
mostly travelling in family groups.

EMIGRATION FROM 1820-40 
Over the next two decades, as economic 
depression and natural disasters took their toll, 
the character of emigration began to change. 
Despite high fares, more of those leaving were 
from the labouring classes. The biggest single 
spur to such emigration came in 1827 when 
the government repealed all restrictions on 
emigration. Between 1828 and 1837, almost 
400,000 Irish people left for North America. 

Up to the 1830s, the favoured route for the 
emigrants was still to Canada, and from there 
to the United States. For the very poorest, 
Britain became the final destination. Those 
who couldn’t afford even the lower fares across 
the Atlantic paid the few pence for deck 
passage across the Irish Sea. In 1830-35, 
200,000 Irish people made such crossings, and 
by 1841, more than 400,000 lived permanently 
in Britain, initially in existing Irish settlements 
in the largest cities – Glasgow, London, 
Manchester and Liverpool. Later, they 
increasingly settled in northern textile towns. 

Between 1838 and 1844, the patterns were 
set that would make possible the massive 
famine and post-famine departures – large 
numbers of southern Catholic Irish left from 
all areas of the country, establishing both an 

However, that year only 30 to 40 per cent of 
the crop was ruined, and though there was 
great suffering, few starved – people ate food 
that would normally have been sold to pay 
rent and depended on public relief. 

These could be only temporary measures, 
though, and everything depended on the 
following year’s crop. In late July and early 
August 1846, the blight returned, and this 
time, with astonishing speed, destroyed almost 
the entire potato crop. Less than a fifth of the 
harvest survived. In 1847, although the blight 
eased, so few potatoes had been sown that the 
harvest was only ten per cent of the 1844 level.

Encouraged by the relative healthiness of the 
1847 crop, mass planting took place once 
more, but the blight returned in full force in 
1848, with the potato crops rotting and 
decaying across the whole of the country. 
Blight continued to ravage the crop for the 
following six years, and it was only in 1855 
that the total harvest reached more than half 
of what it had been in 1844. 

From the summer of 1846 onwards, the 
blight brought horrible distress. One historian 
estimates that between 1.1 and 1.5 million 
people died of starvation and famine-related 
diseases, and scenes of unimaginable mass 
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example for the future and a community of 
sorts that could absorb new arrivals. Strong 
associations developed between localities in 
Ireland and emigrant destinations. For 
example, the Irish in Yorkshire came mainly 
from Leinster and Connacht; Bradford was 
home to large numbers from Dublin, Laois 
(Queen’s), Mayo and Sligo; while the mixture 
in Leeds was mainly from Mayo, Tipperary and 
Dublin. More than 40 per cent of the Irish in 
Stafford came from the Castlerea area. 

THE FAMINE 
Although partial failures of the potato and 
local famines were relatively frequent up to the 
1840s, what happened from 1845 was on an 
unprecedented scale. A previously unknown 
blight appeared almost overnight and 
destroyed potatoes within a matter of days. 

“From the summer of 1846 onwards, 
the blight brought horrible distress. 
One historian estimates that up to 

1.5 million people died of starvation”

EMIGRATION

Voyage to Canada
Emigrants had to endure appalling conditions  

The desperation of the famine emigrants was reflected in the changing routes they took. Before 
1845, passengers had embarked at the major ports in Ireland, or travelled from Liverpool. 

Now emigrant ships left from small, little-used ports such as Westport, Kinsale and Killala. Some 
idea of the conditions endured by the people on board such ships is found in the story of one, the 
Elizabeth and Sarah, which left Killala, County Mayo, in May 1847. The vessel carried 276 
passengers, which was 121 more than the legal limit. For all of these people, there were only 36 
berths. During the voyage, no food was given to the passengers, who had to rely on whatever they 
had managed to bring aboard, and a maximum of only two pints of water was given to each person 
per day. When she arrived off Quebec after a journey of 41 days, 18 people, including the master of 
the ship, had died of fever and the remainder were starving.

TRAVELLERS: 
The ships were often 

overcrowded and 
many died on the 

voyages oversees

➤
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suffering were witnessed. Kerby Miller’s book 
Emigrants and Exiles (OUP, 1985) quotes 
contemporary sources who saw: “cowering 
wretches almost naked in the savage weather, 
prowling in turnip fields and endeavouring to 
grub up roots”, “famished and ghastly 
skeletons, such as no words can describe”, 
“little children, their limbs fleshless, their faces 
bloated, yet wrinkled and of a 
pale greenish hue”. 

Deaths were highest in south 
Ulster, west Munster and 
Connacht, where the 
population of poorest 
subsistence farmers and 
labourers was most dense, but 
very few areas escaped entirely. 
All over the country, landless 
labourers died in their tens of thousands, and 
shopkeepers, townspeople and more profitable 
farmers perished from the effects of the 
diseases spread by the starving and destitute. 

FAMINE EMIGRATION 
The effect of the famine on emigration was 
immediate and dramatic. Between 1845 and 
1855, almost 1.5 million people embarked for 
the United States; 340,000 sailed for British 
North America; around 300,000 settled in the 
cities of Great Britain; and about 70,000 went 
to Australia. In all, more than 2.1 
million people left Ireland in these 11 
years, over a quarter of the pre-famine 
population. Together with the huge 
famine death rate among children, 
the result was the disappearance of 
almost an entire generation: less than 
one in three of those born in the early 
1830s died in Ireland of old age. 

To some extent, the enormous wave 
of famine emigration followed earlier 
patterns. Those districts that were 
poor but not utterly destitute – east 
Connacht, south Ulster and the 
Leinster midlands – contributed the 
greatest numbers. Areas such as west 
Cork and south Londonderry, densely 
populated with the poorest 
subsistence farmers, suffered appalling death 
rates, while east Cork and north Londonderry, 
relatively more prosperous, lost huge numbers 
through emigration. Only north Connacht 
experienced simultaneously high rates of death 
and emigration. 

POST-FAMINE EMIGRATION
Although the desperate Great Famine exodus 
declined after 1855, emigration was now a 
deeply rooted part of Irish life. In the following 
65 years, more people left than in the previous 
two-and-a-half centuries. The outflow wasn’t 
even: the US financial crisis of 1873 reduced 
the numbers in the following year, and 
1874-78 were relatively prosperous, reducing 
the outflow further. Between 1879 and 1886, 
however, poor weather caused widespread 
potato failures in every year, resulting in near-
starvation in parts of Donegal, west Connacht 
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and west Munster. In addition, agricultural 
prices slumped and the demand for Irish 
migrant labour in Britain was in decline due to 
increasing mechanisation. 

In these circumstances, any remaining 
resistance to emigration faded, and by the mid-
1880s, emigration flourished in the worst- 
affected areas – Connacht, west Munster and 

west Ulster. The poorest areas of 
the western seaboard, which 
had seen high death rates but 
low emigration during the 
famine, now succumbed and 
emigration became a 
permanent feature of Irish life.

THE RECORDS
The fact of the matter is that 

there are very few records of genealogical 
interest relating specifically to the Great 
Famine. The 130 poor law unions established 
in 1838 had responsibility for administering 
what little public relief there was, and dealt 
with huge numbers during the periods of 
greatest need. Unfortunately, most of the 
records of interest to family historians – in 
particular the workhouse admissions registers – 
haven’t survived, and what does exist is 
scattered and piecemeal. No comprehensive 
guide exists. The closest is Records of the Irish 

Famine: A Guide to Local Archives, 
1840-1855. The best single collection 
is held by the Public Record Office of 
Northern Ireland, covering the 27 
poor law unions that were 
established in the counties of 
Northern Ireland. 

For Roman Catholic clergy 
especially, burial registers were very 
much an afterthought, since they 
weren’t sacramental: fewer than 40 
per cent of Catholic parishes have 
any 19th century burial registers, 
almost none of these in the southern 
half of the island. Where they do 
exist for the famine period, they can 
in no way be taken to be complete. 
For emigration, the situation is even 

worse. Contrary to many people’s expectations, 
there was no obligation to record departures 
from Ireland, except in the case of the rare 
assisted emigration schemes. The only records 
are arrivals or ships’ passenger lists, and 
even these exist only for emigrants outside 
the UK. Many passenger lists for major 
ports are held in the US National Archives, 
though up to the 1890s, these aren’t 
terribly informative, only specifying the 
country of origin. After the 1890s, most 
of the New York records are available via 
the Ellis Island website. ■

BY JOHN GRENHAM
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with The Irish Times, he runs the Irish 
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at www.ireland.com/ancestor.
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historical research.
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IRISH EMIGRATION RESEARCH PROJECT 
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EFFECTS 
OF FAMINE
In the ten years 
from 1841 to 1851, 
the population of 
Co Roscommon, 
one of the areas 
hardest hit by 
emigration and 
starvation, fell by 
almost a third, the 
largest single fall 
of any county in 
Ireland. Even now, 
it has a population 
only 20 per cent of 
what it was in 1841.

POPULATION

EMIGRATION AGENT: 
This government official’s 

duty was to protect the poor 

MEMORIAL: The 
famine monument 
on Dublin’s Custom 

House Quay
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