







The Hunger

Eight Voices from the Great Famine

Ireland

1845–1852





The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight, but the English created the Famine.

— John Mitchel, The Last Conquest of Ireland (Perhaps), 1861







The great famine of 1847 is, to this day, a raw wound in the memory of Ireland.

— Cecil Woodham-Smith, The Great Hunger, 1962







They are dying like flies. The wretched creatures have no food. Their children are skeletons.

— Captain Wynne, Board of Works Inspector, County Clare, 1846







I have to remind you that the fertility of Ireland is not our problem. Our problem is its poverty.

— Charles Trevelyan, Assistant Secretary to the Treasury, 1846






Author’s Note



This book is a work of historical fiction. The characters are imagined, but the world they inhabit is not. Every detail of policy, every workhouse regulation, every statistic of death and emigration is drawn from the historical record of An Gorta Mór — the Great Hunger — which devastated Ireland between 1845 and 1852.

The potato blight, caused by the water mould Phytophthora infestans, first appeared in Ireland in the autumn of 1845. Within two years it had destroyed the staple food of roughly three million people. The British government’s response — inadequate, ideologically constrained, and at times deliberately cruel — transformed a natural disaster into a human catastrophe. Approximately one million people died of starvation and disease. Another million emigrated, many on the infamous ’coffin ships’ where mortality rates could reach thirty percent.

These eight diaries attempt to capture something of that catastrophe as it was lived: not as history, but as the slow unravelling of ordinary lives. A mother watching her children weaken. A farmer losing the land his family had worked for generations. A young woman in a workhouse. A priest burying his parish. A teacher bearing witness. A civil servant following orders. A girl on a ship. A son arriving in a country that does not want him.

No fiction can do justice to what happened. But silence is worse than imperfection. These voices are invented. The suffering they describe was real.


Publisher’s Note



Pocket Memoirs grew out of a personal project to learn about Spedizione dei Mille — and the realisation that this is a good and easy way to learn about historical events. The content is both human- and AI-made; we strive to give you the best of both worlds. All characters are fictional, the events are not. We cross-check everything for accuracy, but if you spot any issues, do not hesitate to reach out via contact (at) pocketmemoirs (dot) com.



Please note: the historical realities depicted in these books are not always appropriate for minors. All content should be considered unsuitable for younger readers. Parents and guardians are advised to read or listen to the material themselves before sharing it with children.








Brigid Malone


Mother and smallholder’s wife, County Mayo





I will write it down because no one else will say what happened to us.






14 September 1845

There is a smell in the fields that I cannot name. Padraig came in from the ridge this evening and said the leaves have gone black, all of them, every plant from our plot to Mícheál’s and beyond. I went out myself to see. He was not wrong. The stalks are soft and dark like they have been boiled. When I pulled one from the earth the potato beneath was rotten through, a thing of slime and stink.

We dug what we could. Perhaps a third are good. The rest I would not feed to pigs. Padraig said nothing at supper. The children ate their stirabout and did not notice their father’s silence, but I did. I have known that silence before. It is the silence of a man counting what he has and finding it is not enough.

I told him we will manage. I told him we have managed before. But I do not know if that is true this time. The whole townland is the same. Every field. Every plot. Whatever this sickness is, it has taken everything.



28 October 1845

The neighbours have been coming to our door every evening. Not to borrow, not to beg — just to stand together and talk about what has happened. It is what people do here when something is wrong. They gather. They share the weight of it.

Mícheál Flaherty says the blight came from the Continent, that it started in Belgium and crossed the sea. I do not know if this is true but it gives me something to blame that is not God. I need something to blame that is not God because if God did this to us deliberately then I do not know how to pray to Him anymore.

Padraig is rationing what we saved. He measures it out each morning with a careful hand, dividing what we have by the number of days until — until what? Until the government sends help? Until the next harvest? Until a miracle? He does not finish the sentence and I do not ask him to.

The children sense the change. Seán has started hiding pieces of bread under his pillow. I found them yesterday — two small crusts, hard and stale, tucked beneath the straw. He is saving them. My eight-year-old son is saving food because he has understood, with the terrible wisdom children sometimes possess, that there may not always be more.



2 November 1845

The potatoes we stored have rotted in the pit. I opened it this morning and the smell drove me back three paces. Black water running out of it like blood from a wound. I stood there for a long time looking at it. All our winter food. Gone.

Padraig has gone to Westport to see if there is meal to be had. I do not know what he will pay with. We have the pig still, and the hens, but if we sell the pig we will have no meat for the whole winter and nothing to sell at market in the spring. Every choice now is a choice between one kind of hunger and another.

The children ask me why the potatoes are sick. I tell them I do not know. Little Cáit said perhaps the potatoes are sad. She is five. She does not understand that sad is what comes next.



18 December 1845

We killed the pig. There was nothing else for it. Padraig wept when it was done, though he turned away so the children would not see. We salted what we could. It will last us perhaps to February if we are careful, if we eat less than we want, if the children do not grow too fast.

I have been to three houses this week where there is no food at all. The Burkes are eating nettles and whatever they can find along the shore. Old Mrs. Flaherty is boiling grass. Grass. I gave her a piece of the pork and she held it in both hands like it was the body of Christ.

They say the government in London knows. They say Sir Robert Peel has ordered Indian corn from America. I do not know what Indian corn is. I do not know when it will come. I know that December is not yet January, and January is not yet February, and February is not yet March. And that is a long time to be hungry.



27 January 1846

I walked to the coast today to gather seaweed. The women of the townland go together now — there is safety in numbers and companionship in misery. We spread out along the rocks and pulled the weed from the tide pools and filled our creels and carried them home on our backs.

The seaweed is not food, not really. It is something to put in the pot, something to boil until it becomes a kind of broth that fills the stomach without nourishing the body. But it is what we have. The children eat it without complaint. They have learned to eat what is put before them and ask no questions. This lesson, which would have taken years to teach in normal times, took hunger three months.

On the way back I passed the Flaherty cabin. The door was open and I looked in and saw old Mrs. Flaherty sitting by a dead fire, alone. Her husband died last week — I had not heard. She did not call out to me. She just sat there in the cold with her hands in her lap. I went in and I lit the fire and I sat with her until the flames caught and the room was warm enough for a living person to bear.

She said: Brigid, I think this is the end of things. I said: it is not the end. But I did not believe my own words. They tasted of seaweed — thin and salt and nothing.



3 February 1846

The pork is finished. We have a little oatmeal. Padraig went to the public works but they turned him away — the road-building scheme has not started in our district yet, they said. Come back in March. I wanted to scream at them. What do we eat until March?

I can see it in the children now. Their faces are thinner. Seán, who is eight, has stopped running and playing. He sits by the fire and watches me. He knows. Children always know more than we think. Cáit still chatters, still tells her stories to the cat, but she has stopped asking for second helpings because she has learned there are no second helpings.

Padraig found work for two days carrying stones for a farmer in Mulranny who still has money. He was paid in meal. Two days of breaking his back for enough oatmeal to last a week. This is what we have come to. I try to think of it as enough. I try to be grateful. But grateful is hard when your children’s ribs show through their shirts.



19 March 1846

The public works have started at last. Padraig walks four miles each morning to break stones on the new road. He is paid eightpence a day. Eightpence. It is not enough to feed us but it is more than nothing, and we have learned to worship the difference between something and nothing.

I go to the meal depot in Ballycroy twice a week. The Indian corn has arrived — they call it Peel’s brimstone because it is yellow and hard and tears the stomach apart if you do not grind it fine enough. But we eat it. We cook it into a kind of porridge and we eat it and we are grateful.

Baby Máire is not thriving. She is two years old and should be fat and loud but she is quiet and small. I give her my portion when Padraig is not looking. He would be angry if he knew. But she is my smallest and her bones are so light in my arms, so terribly light.



18 April 1846

Padraig came home from the works today and could not straighten his back. He stood in the doorway bent like an old man, his hands hanging, his face grey with exhaustion. I made him sit by the fire and I rubbed his shoulders and felt the bones through his skin — too close, too sharp, like stones beneath a thin cloth.

He is working ten hours a day breaking stones for a road that will connect nothing to nowhere. The government’s great plan — put the poor to work and let them earn their survival. As if survival were a wage to be negotiated. As if dignity could be measured in eightpence and the broken stones of a useless road.

Cáit made her father smile tonight. She stood in front of him and sang a song she had learned from her grandmother — a lullaby about a bird and a mountain — and Padraig’s face changed. The exhaustion did not leave it but something else arrived, something tender and fierce and desperate. He pulled her onto his lap and held her and closed his eyes and I saw his lips moving. He was praying. Or remembering. Or saying goodbye to something he could feel slipping away.

I stood at the hearth and watched my husband hold my daughter and I memorized the picture of it. I do not know why. I only know that some moments must be held in the mind with both hands, because they are the kind of moments that do not come again.



7 June 1846

We planted what seed potatoes we could find. Padraig begged some from a man in Achill. We put them in the ground and I stood over the ridge and prayed. I prayed to God and to Mary and to every saint whose name I could remember. I prayed the way you pray when prayer is all that is left.

The summer has come and the fields are green again. Padraig says perhaps the blight was a one-year thing. Perhaps the crop will come through clean this time. I want to believe him. I want to believe that by October we will have potatoes in the pit again and the children will have full bellies and we will sit by the fire and laugh about the year we ate yellow corn and boiled nettles.

But there is a feeling in me that will not go away. A feeling like standing on a cliff edge in a wind. The ground is still beneath my feet, but only just.



2 August 1846

It has come back. The blight has come back.

Padraig came running from the field and I knew before he spoke. His face told me everything. The same black rot, the same stench, the same collapse of everything we planted. Worse than last year — last year at least a third survived. This time I cannot find a single sound potato in the whole ridge.

I sat down in the field and I did not move for a long time. Padraig stood beside me. The children were at the door watching us. I could feel their eyes.

What do you do when the food is gone and the food you planted to replace it is also gone? What do you tell your children? What do you tell yourself? There is a silence that comes after hope dies. I am in that silence now.



20 September 1846

The whole country is the same. I hear it from everyone who passes through. Galway, Clare, Cork, Kerry — the blight has taken everything. This is not one bad year. This is two bad years. And the second is worse than the first.

The public works are supposed to start again but nothing happens. Men stand in the road waiting to be told where to dig, where to break stones, and no one comes to tell them. The government has changed in London — Peel is gone and a new man, Lord Russell, is in charge. They say he believes the market will provide. The market. As if there is a market in Ballycroy. As if the market has ever walked up this boreen and looked at my children’s faces.

I sold my mother’s shawl today. It was the last good thing I owned. I got three pennies for it. Three pennies for a shawl she wore to her wedding and her mother wore before her. I bought meal with the pennies and made stirabout for the children and they ate every drop and looked at me for more.



5 October 1846

There was a meeting at the chapel today. Father Duffy called it. He stood at the altar and told us what he knew — that the blight has destroyed the entire crop again, that the government is debating new relief measures, that the workhouse in Ballina is accepting applications. He said we must pray and endure and help each other.

After Mass the women gathered in the yard. We stood in a circle and we did what women do when the world is falling apart — we organized. Mrs. Gallagher will check on the old people each day. Mrs. Burke will share what nettles and roots she finds. I will watch the Flaherty children when their mother goes to the relief depot. We divided up the townland between us, each woman responsible for her neighbours, a web of care spun from nothing.

The men stood apart and watched us and I could see on their faces a mixture of gratitude and shame. They are strong men, proud men, men who believe it is their duty to provide. And they cannot provide. The blight has stolen that from them along with everything else. So the women step forward, as women always do, and hold the pieces together with their bare hands.

Padraig said to me tonight: Brigid, you are holding us all up. I said: that is what I do. He did not laugh. He was not joking. Neither was I.



15 November 1846

Padraig is on the public works again but he comes home trembling. He cannot hold the hammer properly. His hands shake. He works ten hours in the cold and the rain breaking stones for a road that goes nowhere, a road nobody needs, a road that exists only so the government can say they did not give us charity. They will give us work but not food. They will give us labour but not life.

Seán has a cough that will not stop. I keep him by the fire and give him what broth I can make from bones I begged at the big house. The cook there slipped them to me through the back door. I think she is afraid of what is happening. Even in the big houses, they can smell the hunger now.

Two families on our road have been evicted. The Kellys and the Doyles. I watched them standing in the lane with their children while the men pulled the roof off their cabin. Mrs. Kelly was holding a baby that had not moved in her arms for some time. I do not think the baby was alive.



4 December 1846

The cold has come early this year. Frost every morning, ice in the water bucket, a wind that cuts through the walls of the cabin like a knife through cloth. We have turf still — not much, but enough to keep the fire going if we are careful. Careful means burning less than we need. Careful means being cold so that we are not freezing.

Baby Máire has a cough. It started three days ago and has not improved. She coughs in the night and the sound wakes me and I lie in the dark listening to it and I think: not her. Please, God, not her. She is so small. She has not had enough time in the world to face what the world is doing.

I keep her wrapped in everything I can find — my shawl, Padraig’s coat, the blanket from our bed. I sleep without covering so that she can be warm. The cold does not matter to me. I have discovered that a mother’s body runs on a different fuel than food or warmth. It runs on the determination to keep her children alive. That fuel has no limit. Or I pray it has no limit, because I am drawing on it every hour of every day.



3 January 1847

Máire is dead. My baby is dead. She died in my arms on New Year’s morning. She was so light at the end, lighter than a bundle of sticks. I held her and I felt the moment she left. One breath, then nothing. A small nothing. A nothing the size of a two-year-old girl.

Padraig dug the grave himself. The ground was frozen and it took him most of the day. His hands bled. He wrapped her in my mother’s — no, I sold that. He wrapped her in what we had, which was a piece of sacking, and we put her in the ground behind the cabin where she used to play in the summer.

I cannot write what I feel. There are no words for this. The English language has no words for this. No language has words for this. You bury your child and then you must go back inside and feed the other children and pretend that the world has not ended. But it has. It has ended. Everything after this is just the echo.



22 January 1847

The fever has come to the townland. Three houses on our road have it. They call it typhus but the people here call it the black fever because of what it does to your skin. It comes with the hunger — you cannot fight off sickness when your body has nothing left to fight with.

Padraig is worse. He cannot walk to the public works anymore. He lies by the fire and I can count every bone in his body. He was a strong man when I married him. He could carry a full creel of turf on his back up the hill without stopping. Now he cannot lift his head.

I went to the relief committee to beg for food. They told me we are on the list. The list. As if a list has ever fed anyone. I stood in the rain with forty other women and we all said the same thing — our families are dying — and they wrote our names down and told us to come back next week.

God forgive me, I stole two turnips from a field on the way home. I will confess it to Father Duffy if Father Duffy is still alive.



8 February 1847

Padraig died this morning.

He had not eaten in four days. I gave everything to the children. He knew. He did not argue. He just lay there and looked at me and I looked at him and there was nothing to say that we had not already said with our eyes a hundred times over these past months.

He said my name once, near the end. Just my name. Brigid. And then he closed his eyes.

I will not write about the burial. I cannot. I will say only that the ground was hard and my hands are raw and Seán helped me dig and he is eight years old and no eight-year-old boy should have to dig his father’s grave. But he did it. He did it without crying. I do not know if that makes me proud or if it breaks my heart. Both. It is both.

The neighbours came. Those who could still walk. We said the rosary over him. I kept thinking he would sit up and tell me it was all a mistake, that he was only resting. He did not sit up. He will never sit up again.



19 February 1847

I am sick. The fever has come for me now. I can feel it in my head, a burning that does not stop, and my skin is hot to touch. Seán puts wet cloths on my forehead. He is nursing me. My eight-year-old son is nursing me because there is no one else.

I told him where the last of the meal is hidden. I told him how to cook it. I told him to take care of Cáit. He nodded and did not cry. He has stopped crying. I do not know when that happened. Sometime in the last month my son became an old man.

If I die — I will write it plainly — if I die, I want someone to find this and know that we were here. That Padraig Malone was a good man. That Máire was beautiful. That Seán is brave beyond what any child should have to be. That Cáit tells stories to the cat. That we were a family. That we loved each other. That the hunger took us but it did not take that.



25 February 1847

I cannot hold the pencil well today. My hands shake. The fever comes in waves — sometimes I am clear and sometimes I am somewhere else, somewhere hot and dark where Padraig is waiting for me.

Seán brought me broth. I do not know where he got it. I did not ask. Whatever he did to get it, I am grateful. Cáit sat beside me and held my hand and told me a story about a princess who lived in a mountain. I listened to every word. Her voice is the most beautiful sound I have ever heard.

The Burkes’ cabin has been tumbled. I could hear the walls coming down from here. They are gone — I do not know where. Perhaps the workhouse. Perhaps the road. Perhaps nowhere. There are people walking the roads now who have nowhere to go. They walk until they stop and when they stop they do not get up again.

I am writing this by the fire. The fire is small. The fuel is almost gone. But there is still light enough to write by, and I will write for as long as I can.



2 March 1847

I have not written in days. The fever took me somewhere far away and I have only just come back. Or perhaps I have not come back. Perhaps this is the last clear moment before the end.

Seán is here. Cáit is here. They are alive. That is all I need to know. That is the only thing that matters.

I want to write more but my hand will not obey me. The words are in my head but they will not travel to the page. So I will write only this: I loved them. I loved them all. I did everything I could. It was not enough. Nothing was enough.

God keep them. God keep my children. If there is anyone left to read this — be kind to them. They have already borne more than any child should bear.



7 March 1847

Seán is writing this. My mother cannot write anymore. She asked me to write for her. She said to say that she is not afraid. She said to say that she can see my father and Máire and they are waiting for her. She said to say thank you to anyone who reads this.

She is sleeping now. Her breathing is strange. Mrs. Gallagher from down the road came and looked at her and held my hand and did not say anything. I know what that means.

My name is Seán Malone. I am eight years old. My mother is Brigid Malone. She is the bravest person I have ever known. She gave us all her food. She gave us everything. I want to write that down so that someone knows.


Brigid Malone died of typhus in March 1847, during the worst months of Black ’47. Her husband Padraig had died of starvation four weeks earlier. Of their four children, two survived — taken in by a neighbouring family and eventually emigrated to Liverpool. Brigid’s diary was found folded inside a cloth bag beneath the hearthstone of their ruined cabin in Ballycroy.







Seamus Connolly


Small tenant farmer, County Clare





A man is his land. Take the land and you take the man.






6 October 1845

The talk at the crossroads is all about the blight. It has come down from the north and east like a plague and now it is here in Clare. I dug up a few drills this morning to see for myself. Half of them black and rotting, a stench that turned my stomach. The other half seem sound but Liam Og says they will turn too, that once the blight touches a field nothing in it is safe.

I have farmed this land for twenty-three years. My father farmed it before me and his father before him. I know this soil the way I know my own hands. I have never seen anything like this. It is not weather and it is not neglect. It is something else, something in the earth itself, and I do not understand it.

Daniel helped me sort the good from the bad. He is a steady boy, fifteen now, strong and quiet. He did not complain about the smell though it would have felled a horse. We saved what we could. I told him we would be alright. I told him this was one bad season and the next would be better. I said it with such conviction that I almost believed it myself.



12 January 1846

Went to pay the rent to Mr. Hickman, the agent. He looked at me as if I were dirt on his shoe. I was six shillings short. He said Lord Carmichael would not tolerate arrears. I said the crop had failed. He said that was not Lord Carmichael’s concern.

Not his concern. We pay rent on his land, we break our backs to keep his land productive, and when the crop that feeds us rots in the ground it is not his concern. I wanted to put my fist through his face. I did not. I stood there and took his contempt because I have a family and a farm and if I lose my temper I lose everything.

He gave me until March. After March, he said, there would be consequences. He did not specify what consequences. He did not need to. Every man in Clare knows what consequences means. It means the crowbar brigade. It means the roof comes down. It means the road.



28 March 1846

I sold two of the three cows to make the rent. It nearly killed me to do it. Those cows were our security, our milk, our butter money. But the rent must be paid or we are out, and being out means the workhouse or the ditch.

Daniel said nothing when I told him. He just looked at the empty byre and turned away. He understands. He is young but he understands that we are fighting now, not for prosperity or comfort but for the right to stay on our own land.

I paid Hickman in full. He counted every coin twice, as if I might have tried to cheat him. Then he wrote a receipt in his ledger and dismissed me. Not a word of thanks. Not a word of acknowledgement that the payment cost us half our livelihood. We are numbers in his book. Figures to be balanced.

The public works have started on the road to Kilrush. I will go tomorrow and put my name down. I am a farmer, not a labourer, but pride does not feed children.



15 August 1846

The blight is back. Worse than before. I went out to the field yesterday evening and every plant was destroyed. Every single one. The leaves turned black overnight as if someone had set fire to them. The smell — I cannot describe the smell. It is the smell of everything dying at once.

I stood in the middle of my field and I felt the ground tilt beneath me. Not physically — the ground did not move. But something inside me shifted, some last prop of hope gave way. Last year I could tell myself it was temporary. This year I cannot tell myself anything.

Daniel and I dug what we could but there is nothing. Nothing. The potatoes are black mush in the ground. Eight months of work, of tending and watching and hoping, and the harvest is a field of rot.

I have the last cow. I have the public works. I have the rent due in September and nothing to pay it with. I sat by the fire tonight and tried to think of a way through this and I could not find one. Every path leads to the same place. I can see the edge now. I can see where this is going.



3 October 1846

Sold the last cow. Paid the rent. We now have no livestock, no crop, and no savings. We have the cabin and the land and each other. Hickman took the money and told me Lord Carmichael was considering clearing the estate. Clearing. He said it the way you might say you were clearing weeds from a garden.

I asked him what would happen to the tenants. He said that was a matter for Lord Carmichael to decide. I asked him where we would go. He said there were workhouses. He said it as if he were offering us accommodation at a hotel.

Daniel was with me. On the walk home he said we should go to America. I told him we cannot afford the passage. He said we cannot afford to stay either. He may be right. But I cannot leave this land. It is all I know. It is all my father knew. It is not just soil — it is memory, it is identity, it is the place where I was born and where I thought I would die. To leave it would be to admit that everything my family built was for nothing.



22 November 1846

The public works have been reduced. They say the government cannot afford to employ so many men. Cannot afford it. The richest empire in the history of the world cannot afford eightpence a day to keep Irishmen alive.

I was turned away today. There are more men than places and I was told to come back next week. I walked home in the rain, four miles, and I could feel my body using energy it does not have. Every step cost something. Every step was paid for with flesh that is not being replaced.

We are eating one meal a day now. Stirabout made from Indian meal when we can get it, or nettle soup when we cannot. Daniel does not complain. He eats what is put in front of him and does not ask for more. But I see him looking at the empty pot when he thinks I am not watching. I see the hunger in his eyes.

Three more families evicted from the townland this week. Their cabins tumbled. The thatch pulled down, the walls broken. You can see the ruins from our door. They stand there like broken teeth in a dead man’s mouth.



8 January 1847

I went to the soup kitchen in Kilrush today. The line was a quarter mile long. Men, women, children, all of them thin as sticks, all of them silent. There is a particular silence that comes with starvation. It is not the silence of peace or contentment. It is the silence of people who have no energy left for speech.

I stood in that line for three hours. When I reached the front they gave me a bowl of thin soup — more water than anything — and a piece of bread so hard I had to soak it before I could chew it. I ate it there in the yard and felt ashamed. Ashamed to be standing in a line begging for food in my own country. Ashamed that my father’s son has come to this.

On the way home I passed the body of a man lying in the ditch. I did not know him. He was thin beyond recognition — just bones in clothing. No one had stopped to move him or cover him. He had become part of the landscape, like a stone or a fallen branch. I walked past him. God forgive me, I walked past him because I did not have the strength to stop.



14 February 1847

The fever has come to the townland. Three families down with it. Old Seán Considine died yesterday — the strongest man I ever knew, a man who could lift a boulder that two normal men could not shift, dead of typhus at fifty-two. His wife is sick too. Their children wander the road like ghosts.

I will not let Daniel near the sick houses. I told him to stay close to home. He argued but I would not yield. If the fever takes me he must survive. He must get out of here. I have begun to think that his idea about America may be the only sensible thought either of us has had in two years.

The rent is due again next month. I do not have it. I cannot get it. There is nothing left to sell, nothing left to pawn, nothing left to trade. When Hickman comes I will have empty hands and empty pockets and he will do what he has been waiting to do since this began. I know it. I have known it for months. I have been putting off the knowledge the way you put off looking at a wound, but the wound is there whether you look at it or not.



27 March 1847

Hickman came with the driver and six men. They had crowbars. They had a battering ram. They had a piece of paper with Lord Carmichael’s seal on it that said we must quit the premises.

I stood at the door and I said I would not go. Hickman said if I did not go voluntarily I would be removed by force. I said this land was my family’s for four generations. He said that was immaterial. Immaterial. That is the word he used. Four generations of Connollys on this land, and it is immaterial.

Daniel pulled me back. He said it was no use, that they would beat me and take the farm anyway. He was right. They were already at the walls with the crowbars. I watched them pull the roof off my house. I watched the thatch come down in pieces and the rafters crack and fall. I watched the walls come in. The house where I was born. The house where Daniel was born. The house where my wife died bringing him into the world.

We stood on the road with what we could carry and watched until there was nothing left to watch. Then we walked. I do not know where we walked to. I do not know where we are going. There is nowhere to go.



5 April 1847

We are sleeping in a scalp — a hole dug into the side of a ditch, covered with branches and sod. There are hundreds like us on the roads. Families, old people, children. People who had homes and farms and lives, now living in ditches like animals. The rain comes through and the cold is in my bones and I cannot get warm.

Daniel found work for a day carrying seaweed for a farmer near Lahinch. He was paid a penny and a bowl of porridge. He gave me the penny and ate the porridge. I tried to give the penny back but he would not take it.

My boy. My good boy. He should be thinking about girls and fair days and football matches. Instead he is digging in ditches and carrying seaweed to keep his father alive. I have failed him. I have failed him utterly. A father’s duty is to provide and protect and I can do neither.

I heard there are relief ships coming. I heard there is food. I hear many things. I believe none of them.



2 May 1847

I went to the workhouse in Kilrush. They turned us away. Full, they said. No room. I stood at the gate and looked at the walls and I could hear the sounds coming from inside — coughing, crying, a low moan that never seemed to stop — and I thought perhaps being turned away was not the worst thing that could happen.

But what is the alternative? The ditch? The road? We cannot live in a hole in the ground forever. I am weaker every day. The hunger is not a feeling anymore — it is a state of being. It is what I am. I am hunger wrapped in skin.

Daniel tries to keep my spirits up. He talks about America. He says there are factories and farms and work for anyone willing to do it. He says we will save enough for passage somehow. He says things will get better. I listen to him and I nod and I do not tell him that I will never see America. I do not tell him that I can feel my body closing down, one system after another, like rooms in a house being shut up for winter.



18 June 1847

I have not written in weeks. The pencil is heavy in my hand. Everything is heavy now. My arms, my legs, my head. Even my thoughts are heavy — they move slowly, like wading through water.

Daniel is well. He is young and strong and the hunger has not broken him the way it has broken me. He finds food — I do not ask how. Sometimes it is a handful of berries, sometimes a turnip, sometimes a piece of bread. He brings it to me and watches me eat and will not eat himself until I have finished. I pretend to eat more than I do. I hide pieces in my pocket and give them back to him later, telling him I found them. I do not know if he believes me.

There was a time when I would have been ashamed to write such things. There was a time when shame mattered. That time is past. Now there is only the simple arithmetic of survival — how much food, how much strength, how many days. The numbers do not add up. They have not added up for a long time.



14 August 1847

The Quakers have opened a soup kitchen near Ennistymon. Daniel took me there. I could barely walk — he half-carried me the last mile. The Quakers are good people. They gave us soup and bread and did not lecture us about our morals or our religion or our lack of industry. They just fed us.

I met a man there from Doolin who said half the town is dead or gone. He said the landlord cleared the whole village to make way for cattle. Cattle. They are replacing people with cattle. The logic of it is perfect if you think of us as less than cattle, which I believe they do.

The soup was the best thing I have tasted in months. My body sang with it. For a few hours I felt almost human again. Then the feeling passed and I was back to what I am — a hollow thing, a scarecrow, a man-shaped container for hunger.

Daniel spoke to one of the Quaker women about passage to America. She said there are charitable organizations that help with fares. She gave him an address in Limerick. He wrote it down carefully, as if it were the most precious thing in the world. Perhaps it is.



9 October 1847

I am very ill. I do not know if it is the fever or simple starvation or both. My body has consumed itself. I can feel my ribs through my shirt without pressing. My knees are larger than my thighs. When I stand — which I can barely do — the world tilts and sways.

Daniel has found a family who will let us sleep in their barn. They are barely better off than us but they have a roof and walls and a fire. The woman gave me a bowl of gruel and watched me eat it with eyes full of pity and fear. Pity for what I am. Fear that she is looking at what she will become.

I have begun to think about what I want to say to Daniel. The things a father should say to his son. I want to tell him I am proud of him. I want to tell him to go to America and never look back. I want to tell him that this land, this country, this place that I loved and would not leave — it killed us. It killed us not because of what it is but because of what was done to it. The blight killed the potatoes but the system killed the people. I want him to understand that.



3 November 1847

I told Daniel today. I told him to go. I told him not to wait for me because I will only slow him down and he cannot carry me to America on his back.

He refused. He said he would not leave me. He said we would go together or not at all. I said there would be no together if he stayed. I said I was dying and he was not and the only thing left in my power as his father was to make him go.

We argued. He wept. I have not seen him weep since he was a small boy. It broke something in me to see it — this strong, brave young man crying in a stranger’s barn because his father is telling him to leave.

I will tell him again tomorrow. And the day after. I will tell him until he goes. It is the last thing I can give him — the push out the door, the insistence that his life matters more than my company. He will hate me for it. That is alright. He can hate me from America, where he will be alive.



20 November 1847

Daniel met a man named Quinn who is organizing a group to walk to Limerick and try to get passage on a ship. Quinn says there are vessels leaving for Boston and New York and Quebec. He says the fares are low because the ships are not good — he was honest about that. He said people die on the crossing. But he said more people die staying.

I gave Daniel the address the Quaker woman had given him. I gave him what coins I had — three shillings and fourpence, all that is left of everything we ever owned. I told him to find the charitable society in Limerick and beg for the rest of the fare.

He looked at me for a long time. Then he said he would go. He said he would get to America and he would send money back for me. I said yes. I said of course. I said I would be here waiting.

We both knew it was a lie. But it was the kindest lie either of us has ever told.



8 December 1847

Daniel left this morning. He turned back three times. Each time I waved him on. The third time he did not turn back again.

I watched him walk down the road until he was a small figure in the distance, and then a dot, and then nothing. My son. The only thing I made in this world that was worth making. Gone down a road toward a ship toward a country I will never see.

The barn is quiet now. The family whose barn it is — the Dalys — they leave me be. Mrs. Daly brings me a little food when she can spare it. I eat what she brings and I am grateful and I do not ask for more.

I have decided I will keep writing for as long as I can. Not for myself — I have nothing left to say to myself. But for Daniel. If he comes back someday, if he comes looking for his father’s words, I want him to find them. I want him to know that I was here, and that I thought of him, and that the last thing I saw when I closed my eyes each night was his face walking away from me down that road.



25 December 1847

Christmas Day. I remember Christmas when I was a boy. My mother would cook a goose and there would be potatoes and buttermilk and a pudding with raisins. The whole house would smell of food and turf smoke and my father would sing after dinner — he had a fine voice, people said, a voice that could fill a church.

Today I ate a handful of boiled turnip peelings. Mrs. Daly gave me a cup of warm water with a little salt in it. She called it broth. I thanked her and drank it and did not say that it was not broth.

I thought about Daniel. I wonder where he is. Limerick, perhaps. Or on a ship already. I picture him standing at the bow of a ship looking west and I hold that picture in my mind like a candle flame in a dark room. As long as he is alive, something of me goes on. Something of my father and his father and the whole line of Connollys who worked this ungrateful land.

I am very tired. The cold is deep in me now, deeper than clothing or fire can reach. It is in my bones, in my blood. I think it is the cold that will not go away.



15 January 1848

I cannot walk anymore. I tried to get up this morning and my legs would not hold me. I fell and lay on the straw and looked at the rafters above me and thought: so this is how it ends. Not with violence or drama but with a quiet falling down.

Mrs. Daly is frightened. I can see it in her face when she comes to check on me. She is frightened not just for me but of me — of what my body has become, of what starvation looks like when it is nearly finished with its work. I do not blame her. I would be frightened too.

I want to write to Daniel but I do not know where to send a letter. I will write it here and hope that someday he reads it.

Daniel. My son. Do not be angry. Do not spend your life in bitterness over what was done to us. Live. Work. Build something. Have children and tell them about Ireland, about Clare, about the land. Tell them their grandfather loved this place even though it killed him. Tell them the hunger was not our fault. And then put it away and live your life. That is all I ask. Live your life.



29 January 1848

My hand shakes so badly I can hardly form the letters. I have not eaten in two days. Mrs. Daly has nothing to give — she and her family are barely surviving themselves. I told her not to worry about me. I told her she has done enough.

The world is becoming smaller. It is shrinking to the size of this barn, this pile of straw, this square of grey sky I can see through the door. Soon it will shrink further — to the size of my body, then to the size of my heartbeat, then to nothing.

I am not afraid. I thought I would be but I am not. I am only sad. Sad for Daniel, sad for the land, sad for all the people who are dying this same way tonight in ditches and cabins and barns across Ireland while the empire that rules us counts its gold and debates its policies and writes its letters about the Irish problem.

We were never a problem. We were people. We are people. Even now, in this barn, with my bones showing through my skin and my hand shaking on this page, I am a person. I am Seamus Connolly of Kilmaley, County Clare, and I was here.


Seamus Connolly died of starvation in February 1848, after his eviction from the holding his family had worked for four generations. His body was found by the roadside near Kilrush. The townland where Seamus farmed was cleared entirely by the landlord’s agent and converted to cattle grazing.







Nora Healy


Workhouse inmate, Galway Union Workhouse





They put us in here to save us. I do not think they know what saving means.






3 January 1847

I entered the workhouse today. I said the words they required me to say — that I was destitute, that I had no means of support, that I was willing to submit to the rules and regulations of the institution. They wrote my name in a book. Nora Healy, aged twenty-two, no occupation, no family. That is how I am recorded now. A line in a ledger.

They took my clothes and gave me the workhouse uniform — a coarse grey dress and a cap. They cut my hair. I had good hair, long and dark. My mother used to brush it by the fire in the evenings. They cut it with blunt scissors and it fell on the floor and they swept it away like rubbish.

The women’s ward is a long room with wooden platforms for sleeping. There are perhaps eighty women in a space meant for forty. The smell is indescribable — unwashed bodies, sickness, the latrine bucket in the corner. A woman beside me is coughing without stopping. She has been coughing since I arrived. I do not think she will be coughing much longer.



11 January 1847

The routine here is designed to crush the spirit. We rise at six. We eat at eight — stirabout, always stirabout, a thin gruel of oatmeal and water that would not sustain a child, let alone a grown woman. We work until noon — oakum picking, the endless pulling apart of old rope fibres until your fingers bleed. We eat again at one. More stirabout. We work until five. We eat at six. Stirabout. We sleep at eight.

There is no conversation allowed during meals. No speaking during work. No leaving the ward without permission. No visitors except on Saturdays. No complaints. No protests. No humanity.

The master of the workhouse is a man named Garvey. He walks the wards with his hands behind his back and looks at us as though we are livestock he has been charged with keeping. He does not speak to us. He speaks at us, or about us, as if we are not present. Bed fourteen is ill. Bed thirty-seven requires discipline. We are not names. We are bed numbers.

I have decided to keep this diary in secret. I write at night, by whatever light comes through the window. I write because if I do not record what happens in this place, no one will.



25 January 1847

A woman died in the bed next to mine last night. Her name was Ellen Rooney. She was from Oughterard. She had come to the workhouse after her husband and two children died of fever. She told me this on my first night here, in whispered words after the lamps were put out. She said she had buried them herself because there was no one left to help.

She grew weaker each day. The cough worsened. She stopped eating — not by choice but because her body could no longer accept food. On her last evening she asked me to hold her hand. I held it through the night. At some point before dawn her grip loosened and when I turned to look at her I knew.

They came in the morning and took her body away on a board. No ceremony. No prayer. Just two men with a board and a direction to carry her to the dead house. I asked where she would be buried. They said the pit. Just that. The pit.

I will remember her name. Ellen Rooney. From Oughterard. She had a husband and two children and she buried them and then she came here and died holding a stranger’s hand.



8 February 1847

There are children in this workhouse who have no one. They are separated from the women and kept in the children’s ward but I can hear them through the walls. At night especially. Small voices calling for mothers who are not coming.

I saw them today in the yard during the exercise hour. Thin little creatures in grey uniforms too large for them, their heads shaved, their eyes enormous in their shrunken faces. One boy — he could not have been more than six — was standing by the wall alone, not moving, not playing, just standing. I went to him and asked his name. He said nothing. He looked at me as if I were speaking a language he did not understand.

The matron, Mrs. Fitzpatrick, told me later that many of the children have stopped speaking. She said it as if reporting the weather. Many of the children have stopped speaking. As if this were a minor administrative detail and not an abomination.

I do not know what happens to a child who stops speaking. I do not know if the words come back. I am afraid that for some of them, they do not.



22 February 1847

The fever ward is full. They have put fever patients in the main wards now because there is nowhere else to put them. This means we are sleeping beside people who are dying of typhus. The guardians know this. They know that putting the sick among the healthy will spread the disease. They do it anyway because there is no room and the alternative is to turn people away at the gate and let them die in the street.

So this is the choice. Die inside or die outside. Those are the options the richest empire in the world has given us.

I try to keep clean. I wash my hands in the bucket they leave for us, though the water is rarely changed and I suspect it does more harm than good. I stay away from the worst cases when I can. But in a room with eighty women on platforms barely a foot apart, there is no staying away. The coughing is constant. The heat of fever radiates from the bodies around me.

I am not sick yet. I hold to that fact like a rope in a flood. I am not sick yet.



10 March 1847

A Board of Guardians meeting today. I know this because Garvey was in a state of agitation all morning, barking orders at the staff, demanding the wards be tidied. Tidied. As if you could tidy away the dying.

The guardians came through on their inspection. Well-fed men in good coats, walking quickly through the wards, handkerchiefs pressed to their noses. They did not stop. They did not speak to any of us. They looked at us the way you might look at something unpleasant you had stepped in — a brief glance down, then eyes forward, move on.

One of them, a younger man, did pause. He stood at the end of our ward and looked — actually looked — at the rows of women. I saw something cross his face. Horror, perhaps. Or guilt. Then Garvey touched his elbow and guided him onward and the moment passed.

Afterward Garvey told us we were to be grateful for the guardians’ concern. He said we were fortunate to have a roof and food. He said there were many worse off than us. This is true. There are many worse off than us. But that does not make this place anything other than what it is — a warehouse for the unwanted, a place to put people while they wait to die.



24 March 1847

I have made a friend. Her name is Siobhán. She is from Clifden, a fisherman’s widow. She came in a week ago with her daughter, Róisín, who is seven. They were separated at the gate — Siobhán to the women’s ward, Róisín to the children’s. Siobhán has not stopped weeping since.

She is allowed to see Róisín on Saturdays for one hour. One hour per week with her own child. The rules do not allow for more. The rules, the eternal rules of this place, designed by men who have never been hungry, never been cold, never been separated from everything they love.

Siobhán asked me why they do this. Why they separate mothers from children. I told her the truth — that the workhouse system is built on the principle that poverty must be punished. That if the workhouse were comfortable, people might choose to come here rather than work. That the separation, the uniforms, the silence, the awful food — all of it is deliberate. All of it is designed to make this place so terrible that only the truly desperate will enter.

She stared at me. Then she said: but we are truly desperate. And I had no answer for that.



6 April 1847

Seventeen people died in the workhouse last week. Seventeen. Garvey read the number at the morning assembly as if reading a stock report. Seventeen dead, forty-three new admissions, current population one thousand four hundred and twelve. The workhouse was built for eight hundred.

The dead house cannot hold all the bodies. They are stacked outside now, covered with sheets when there are sheets and uncovered when there are not. I saw them from the yard during exercise hour. Thin shapes under thin cloth. Or thin shapes under nothing at all.

The burial has become a daily routine. A cart goes out in the morning to the pit behind the workhouse. The pit is large and growing larger. No markers. No names. No individual graves. They go in together, the accumulated dead of each day, layered one atop another, covered with a thin skin of earth.

I wonder who will know they were there. I wonder if anyone will stand over that ground in fifty years or a hundred years and know what is beneath their feet.



19 April 1847

Siobhán’s daughter Róisín is ill. Siobhán found out during her Saturday visit and she screamed. She screamed so loud that the whole workhouse heard it. The matron had to restrain her. They threatened her with the punishment cell — a dark room in the basement where they put women who break the rules.

Siobhán has not spoken since. She sits on her bed and rocks back and forth and will not eat. I bring her the stirabout and put it in her hands and close her fingers around the bowl and say eat, Siobhán, eat, and sometimes she does and sometimes she does not.

I went to the children’s ward and asked after Róisín. The nurse — a thin, exhausted woman who is doing her best in impossible circumstances — told me the child has typhus. She said it plainly. She has learned that plainness is a mercy. Better to know than to hope.

Róisín is seven years old. She has her mother’s dark hair, or she did before they cut it. I do not know if she will live. The fever takes the young and the old first because they have the least to fight with. A seven-year-old girl with months of workhouse food in her belly has very little left to fight with.



1 May 1847

Róisín is dead. She died on Tuesday. They did not tell Siobhán until Wednesday. By the time Siobhán reached the dead house, the body had already been taken to the pit.

Siobhán did not scream this time. She walked back to the ward and sat on her bed and folded her hands in her lap and stared at the wall. She has been staring at the wall for two days now. She does not eat. She does not speak. She does not blink when I wave my hand before her face.

I sat beside her last night and I held her hand the way I held Ellen Rooney’s hand. I told her I was sorry. I told her Róisín was in heaven. I do not know if I believe in heaven but I said it because what else can you say to a woman whose seven-year-old daughter has been buried in a pit without a marker or a prayer or even the mercy of her mother’s presence?

The workhouse continues. The routine continues. The bell rings, we eat, we pick oakum, we eat, we sleep, we rise, and it begins again. The machinery of this place grinds on and the dead are just the waste product.



16 May 1847

Siobhán was taken to the fever ward yesterday. The typhus, of course. I saw it coming — the flush on her skin, the trembling, the glassy eyes. She had stopped eating days ago and her body had nothing left to mount a defense.

I am alone now. Not literally — there are eighty women in this ward — but alone in the way that matters. The two people I was closest to in this place are gone. Ellen dead. Siobhán dying. Róisín buried.

I keep writing. I do not know why. Perhaps because the act of writing is the last thing I can control. They control when I eat, when I sleep, when I work, when I am silent. They cannot control what I put on this page. These words are mine. This record is mine. It is the only thing in this workhouse that belongs to me.

A new woman arrived today. She stood in the ward looking at the platforms and the bucket and the grey walls and I saw the expression on her face — the slow realization of where she is and what it means. I wanted to go to her and say something kind. Instead I turned away. I have run out of kindness. I have only enough left for the page.



2 June 1847

Siobhán died last night. The nurse from the fever ward told me this morning. She said it was peaceful. I do not believe that anything in this place is peaceful but I thanked her for saying it.

That is three. Three women I have known in this workhouse. Three women who are now in the pit behind the walls. Ellen, Róisín, Siobhán. I say their names to myself like a prayer. Ellen Rooney from Oughterard. Róisín, who was seven. Siobhán from Clifden.

The workhouse is more crowded than ever. They have opened additional rooms — the boardroom, the chapel, even the corridors have people lying in them now. The smell is beyond anything I could have imagined. It is the smell of decay, of bodies breaking down while they are still alive.

Garvey announced today that rations will be reduced. Reduced. We are already eating barely enough to sustain life and they are reducing it further. The guardians, he said, are concerned about costs. About costs. We are dying in their institution, in their care, under their roof, and they are worried about the expense.



18 June 1847

A doctor came today. A real doctor, not the workhouse medical officer who is overwhelmed and has given up pretending otherwise. This doctor was sent by some charitable organization — I did not catch the name. He walked through the wards with a look of absolute horror.

He examined women who have not been examined in weeks. He listened to chests. He felt foreheads. He asked questions and waited for answers. When he left the ward he stood in the corridor and I heard him say to Garvey, in a voice that shook: This is not a workhouse. This is a charnel house.

Garvey said nothing.

The doctor said these women need food. Real food. Meat, bread, milk. He said the rations were killing us as surely as the fever. He said the ventilation was nonexistent and the sanitation was medieval and the overcrowding was criminal.

Garvey said he would pass the doctor’s concerns to the Board of Guardians. The doctor said the Board of Guardians should be brought here and made to sleep in these beds for one night. Just one night. Then they would understand.

He left. Nothing changed.



7 July 1847

I am keeping a count. I do not know why — perhaps because numbers are harder to deny than stories. Since I entered this workhouse in January, I have counted one hundred and forty-three deaths in the women’s and children’s wards alone. I do not know the number for the men’s ward or the fever ward. I suspect it is higher.

One hundred and forty-three. In six months. In one workhouse. And there are one hundred and thirty workhouses across Ireland.

I try to calculate the total but the number is too large to hold in my mind. It is like trying to hold water in your hands. It spills through your fingers and is gone.

The government has closed the public works. They say the new policy is soup kitchens — the Temporary Relief Act, they call it. Temporary. As if the hunger is a passing inconvenience, a brief interruption in the normal business of starving a nation. The soup kitchens will close again in September, they say. After that, the workhouses must bear the full burden.

The workhouses. Which are already full. Which are already killing us. These will bear the burden.



22 July 1847

There is a girl in the children’s ward who reminds me of Róisín. She has the same dark hair — what is left of it after the scissors — and the same wide eyes. I see her in the yard sometimes. She does not play. She stands by the wall and watches the sky.

I went to her today and I knelt down and asked her name. She said Mary. I asked her where she was from. She said Spiddal. I asked her where her mother was. She said dead.

She said it the way you might say it is raining. A fact. A plain fact with no emotion attached because all the emotion has been spent. She is perhaps eight years old and she has learned to speak of her mother’s death the way she might speak of the weather.

I gave her a piece of bread I had saved from my own ration. She took it and ate it and looked at me and said nothing. Then she went back to the wall and looked at the sky again.

I walked back to the ward and I sat on my bed and I put my face in my hands and I wept. I have not wept in weeks. I thought I was past weeping. I was wrong.



9 August 1847

The dysentery has broken out in the ward. Half the women are afflicted. The latrine buckets overflow within hours and the smell is unspeakable. Women too weak to reach the buckets soil their beds and lie in their own waste until someone — usually another inmate, not the staff — can clean them.

I have not been sick yet but I feel it approaching. There is a heaviness in my stomach that is not hunger. A cramping that comes and goes. I ignore it. Ignoring things is a skill I have perfected in this place.

The workhouse medical officer, Dr. Phelan, came through today. He looked at us with the eyes of a man who has seen too much and can do nothing about any of it. He prescribed rest and clean water. Rest. Clean water. In a room with eighty women and two buckets. The man is not a fool — he knows his prescriptions are meaningless. But he writes them down because that is what doctors do. They prescribe, even when there is no medicine, no treatment, no hope.



28 August 1847

I am ill. I have tried to deny it for days but I can deny it no longer. The fever has come for me. I feel it in my bones, in my skin, in the burning behind my eyes. My hands tremble as I write this. The letters swim on the page.

I have been moved to the fever ward. It is worse than I imagined. The beds are closer together here and every one is occupied. The women around me are in various stages of the disease — some still conscious, some delirious, some perfectly still in the way that means the stillness is permanent.

The nurse checks on us when she can. She is one woman responsible for over a hundred patients. She moves through the ward like a ghost, touching foreheads, adjusting blankets, holding water to cracked lips. She has no medicine to give. She has only her presence, which is more than the institution provides.

I brought my diary with me. I hold it against my chest. It is the only thing I have left.



6 September 1847

The fever comes in waves. There are moments of clarity — I am writing in one now — and then long stretches of confusion where time dissolves and the world becomes a smear of light and shadow and sound.

During the delirium I see my mother. She is standing in our kitchen in Tuam, stirring the pot, and she turns to me and smiles and says come in, Nora, sit down, the dinner is ready. I can smell the food. I can feel the warmth of the fire. And then I open my eyes and I am in the fever ward and the smell is not dinner but death and the warmth is not fire but fever.

I think about what this diary will become if I die. Who will read it. Whether it will matter to anyone. I did not start writing it for posterity — I started because I needed to put words on a page to prove to myself that I still existed. But now I think perhaps it has become something else. Perhaps it is a testament. A record of what happened in this place, written by someone who was there.



18 September 1847

I am weaker today. The nurse — her name is Bridget, I have learned — tells me I must eat. She brings me broth. I take what I can. My body resists it. The fever has turned my stomach into a hostile territory where food is unwelcome.

The woman in the bed next to me died yesterday. And the woman next to her. Two in one day from this row alone. The bodies were removed and new patients were in the beds within the hour. The workhouse is efficient in this way, at least. The logistics of death are well managed even if the logistics of life are not.

I asked Bridget how many have died this week. She shook her head and said she had stopped counting. I told her I had been counting. She looked at me strangely. Then she said: somebody should.

That is why I write. Somebody should.



3 October 1847

I have been in the fever ward for five weeks. I am still alive. I do not know how or why. Women who entered after me have died. Women who were stronger than me have died. But I am still here, still breathing, still holding this pencil.

The clarity comes less often now. I spend more time in the delirium than out of it. In the delirium the boundaries between things dissolve — past and present, here and elsewhere, living and dead. My mother is there. Ellen Rooney is there. Siobhán is there, with Róisín in her arms. They all speak to me but I cannot hear what they say.

When the clarity comes I write. I write as fast as I can before it goes again. These words are written in the gaps between waves of fever, in the brief windows when my mind surfaces from the dark water and I can see the world as it is.

The world as it is: a fever ward in a workhouse in Galway, filled with dying women, in a country that is being eaten alive.



19 October 1847

Bridget sat with me tonight. She held my hand and spoke to me in Irish and in English, switching between them the way my mother used to. She told me I was strong. She told me I had fought well. I think she was saying goodbye.

I asked her to keep this diary. I told her where I hid it — inside the mattress, through a tear in the ticking. She promised she would keep it. She promised she would make sure someone reads it.

I believe her. She is the only person in this institution who has not lied to me.

I want to write something final, something that captures what I have seen and felt. But I am too tired for grand statements. So I will say only this: I was here. I was Nora Healy from Tuam. I was twenty-two years old when I entered this workhouse and I saw what happened inside its walls and I wrote it down. That is my contribution to the world. It is not much. But it is true.



2 November 1847

Nora cannot write. I am Bridget Mannion, the nurse. She asked me to write one last entry for her. She is very weak. She sleeps most of the time now and when she wakes she asks for her diary.

She said to write this: The workhouse killed me. Not the fever — the workhouse. The fever was only the instrument. The workhouse, the system, the policy, the indifference — that is what killed me. And not only me. All of us. Everyone in this place.

She said to write the names. Ellen Rooney. Siobhán from Clifden. Róisín who was seven. Mary from Spiddal. And all the ones whose names she did not know.

She said: do not let them say we died of natural causes. There was nothing natural about this.

I am writing this as she asked. I will keep this diary safe. I do not know who will read it or when. But Nora wanted someone to know. And now someone will.


Nora Healy died of typhus in the Galway Union Workhouse in November 1847. She was twenty-three years old. Her diary was found among the effects collected after the mass burial of workhouse dead in a pit grave on the workhouse grounds. The Galway workhouse, built to hold 800, was housing over 1,700 at the time of her death.







Daniel Connolly


Emigrant, son of Seamus Connolly





I left my father in a ditch in Clare and I carry that ditch inside me wherever I go.






8 December 1847

I left my father this morning. I turned back three times and each time he waved me on with his thin arm and I could see him trying to smile and I could see that it cost him everything he had left to make that smile.

I am walking to Limerick. Quinn and his group are ahead of me — I will catch them at Ennis. I carry a bundle with everything I own, which is almost nothing: a shirt, this diary, a stub of pencil, three shillings and fourpence, and the address of the charitable society the Quaker woman gave my father.

The road is full of people. Walking, sitting, lying. Some of them are alive and some of them are not and sometimes it is hard to tell the difference. I passed a woman sitting by a wall with a child on her lap. The child was dead — I could see it from the road — but the woman was holding it and singing to it. I did not stop. I wanted to stop. I did not stop.

I keep thinking of my father in that barn. I keep seeing his face. I keep hearing him say go, Daniel, go. And I am going. I am going because he told me to. Because staying would kill us both.



18 December 1847

I reached Ennis and found Quinn and his group. There are eleven of us now, all heading for Limerick, all hoping for passage. Quinn is a practical man — older than me, perhaps thirty, with a hard face and kind eyes. He has done this walk before, he says. He helped another group get to the docks in Limerick last month.

The walk is slow. Some of the group are very weak. An old man named Feeney can barely keep pace — he leans on his daughter’s arm and stops every hundred yards to rest. I offered to help carry his bundle. He looked at me and said he could manage. He could not manage but I understood his need to say it.

We sleep where we can — barns, ditches, under hedges. The cold is terrible. I wrap my shirt around my hands at night and curl into myself and think about warmth. I imagine a fire, a real fire, with turf piled high and the whole room glowing. The imagining almost helps.

Limerick is perhaps four days’ walk. Four days between here and the possibility of a ship. Four days between Ireland and everything else.



24 December 1847

Christmas Eve. We are in Limerick. The city is full of people like us — the starving, the desperate, the walking dead who are still somehow walking. They crowd the streets near the docks, hundreds of them, waiting for ships that may or may not come, hoping for passage they may or may not be able to afford.

I went to the address the Quaker woman gave my father. It was a charity office run by the Society of Friends. A thin man in a black coat listened to my story and wrote it down and said they might be able to help with part of the fare. He said a ship called the Mary Elizabeth was sailing for Boston in the new year. He said the fare was three pounds.

Three pounds. I have three shillings. The gap between three shillings and three pounds is the gap between Ireland and America, between death and the possibility of life. The Quaker man said he would see what he could do. He said to come back after Christmas.

Christmas. I cannot remember what Christmas feels like. I know it once felt like something — warmth, food, my father’s voice — but the memory is covered over with hunger and cold and grief, like snow covering a grave.



3 January 1848

The Quakers have given me a voucher for two pounds toward the fare. I wept when the man told me. I stood in his office and wept like a child and he waited patiently until I stopped and then he handed me the paper.

Quinn has found the remaining money by selling everything he owns and begging the rest. He says we sail on the Mary Elizabeth on the twelfth of January. He has seen the ship. He says it is not large and not new and not in good condition. He says the hold where the passengers go is dark and low and smells of old cargo.

I do not care. It could be a coffin and I would board it if it was pointed toward America.

Old Feeney did not make it. He died two nights ago in a doorway near the docks. His daughter found him in the morning, stiff and cold. She sat beside him for hours before anyone could persuade her to move. She will sail with us. She has nothing left in Ireland except a father’s body in a stranger’s city.



12 January 1848

We boarded the Mary Elizabeth this morning. The ship is smaller than I imagined. The passenger hold is in the lower deck — a dark space with wooden berths stacked three high along each side. There are perhaps two hundred of us packed into a space that should hold half that number.

The smell hit me when I descended the ladder — bilge water, old wood, and something else, something human. We are assigned berths by family. Since I have no family, I share with Quinn and two other men. The berth is a wooden platform six feet long and two feet wide. I will sleep on this for six weeks.

The provisions are minimal. We are told we will receive water and a pound of meal per day. The water comes from casks that have been used before — the water is brown and tastes of iron. The meal is the same Indian corn we ate in Ireland. We carry our own cooking pots and must use the galley stove in shifts.

As the ship pulled away from the dock I stood on the deck and watched Ireland shrink. The green hills, the grey sky, the stone walls. I watched it all grow smaller and smaller until it was just a line on the horizon and then nothing. My father is somewhere on that line. Somewhere in that nothing.



20 January 1848

Eight days at sea and I have already seen things I will never forget. The hold is a place of suffering. People who boarded the ship already weakened by months of hunger are now contending with the motion of the sea, the cold, the damp, and the complete lack of fresh air.

The seasickness is universal. For the first three days nearly everyone in the hold was vomiting. The buckets overflow. The floor is slippery with it. The smell is enough to make a well person sick, which of course makes everything worse — a cycle of illness feeding on itself.

Quinn is holding up. He is tough, Quinn. He tells stories at night to keep spirits up — stories about America, about the work waiting for us, about the houses we will build and the lives we will lead. I do not know if he believes his own stories but the others listen and nod and for a few minutes the hold becomes a place of imagination rather than misery.

I think about my father every night. I lie on the wooden berth and I close my eyes and I see his face and I say to him: I am on the ship, Da. I am going. I am doing what you told me to do.



2 February 1848

The fever has appeared on the ship. Three people in the hold are sick — the signs are unmistakable. The flush, the trembling, the glassy eyes. I have seen those signs before, in Clare, in the ditches, in my father.

The captain has ordered the sick to be separated and kept at the far end of the hold. A rope has been strung across as a barrier. As if typhus respects a rope. As if disease can be contained by a piece of hemp in a space where two hundred people share the same air and the same water and the same latrine buckets.

Feeney’s daughter — her name is Cathleen — is among the sick. She was weak when she boarded, weakened further by her father’s death and the grief that followed. She lies on her berth and does not speak. Quinn brings her water. I bring her my ration of meal, which she cannot eat.

The crew keeps their distance from us. They stand at the hatch and shout down instructions. They do not come into the hold. They are afraid of us. We are their cargo and they are afraid of their cargo.



16 February 1848

Cathleen Feeney died yesterday. She was the fourth death on the ship. The crew brought her body up on deck and — God forgive them — threw it into the sea. No prayer. No ceremony. Just a splash and the ocean swallowed her and she was gone.

I stood at the hatch and watched and I thought: she walked from Clare to Limerick to get on this ship. She watched her father die in a doorway. She boarded this vessel hoping for a new life in a new country. And she ended up in the Atlantic Ocean, anonymous, unmourned, food for fish.

The deaths are coming faster now. The fever spreads through the hold like fire through straw. People who were healthy a week ago are burning with it today. The separation rope was a joke — it was removed three days ago because there are now more sick people on our side of it than on theirs.

Quinn is still well. I am still well. We keep to ourselves, eat our rations, try to breathe the air near the hatch where it is freshest. We do not talk about the fever. We talk about America. It is all we can talk about — the future, because the present is unbearable.



3 March 1848

A storm. Three days of it. The ship pitched and rolled and the hold became a nightmare of sliding bodies and overturned buckets and screaming. I held onto the berth frame with both hands and prayed — actually prayed, words coming out of my mouth that I did not plan, prayers I learned as a child from my father who learned them from his father.

The storm passed. In its wake, two more dead. An old woman who was thrown from her berth and broke her neck. A child who simply stopped breathing in the night. The child’s mother held the body for hours. The crew had to take it from her. She howled when they did. A sound I hope I never hear again.

We are told we are halfway across. Six weeks at sea, perhaps three more to go. The water rations have been reduced — the casks are running low. The meal is running low. Everything is running low except the sickness and the grief.

I have lost weight. I can feel my ribs. I thought I was past this — I thought I left this behind in Ireland. But the sea has its own hunger, and the ship feeds us barely enough to survive the crossing, and survival is a thinner thing than I imagined.



18 March 1848

Quinn is sick. He woke this morning with the fever on him and I knew. I knew the way you know a sound you have heard before — the heavy breathing, the glazed eyes, the skin hot to touch.

He said to me: keep going, Daniel. Don’t stop for me. I told him to be quiet and save his strength. I brought him water and sat beside him and tried not to think about my father in the barn, my father waving me on, my father’s face growing smaller down the road.

I will not lose Quinn. I will not. He is the closest thing I have to a friend in this world and I will not watch him die the way I watched everyone else die. I will bring him water and share my rations and keep him warm and talk to him and not let the fever take him.

But I know. I know what the fever does. I have watched it work on stronger men than Quinn. It does not negotiate. It does not relent. It comes and it takes and the only question is whether what it takes is everything or just almost everything.



28 March 1848

Quinn survived. The fever broke two days ago and he opened his eyes and said: are we in America yet? And I laughed. I actually laughed. I had forgotten what laughing felt like. It hurt my face.

He is weak but alive. He drinks water and eats a little meal and each day he is slightly more himself. He is not the same Quinn who boarded the ship — he is thinner, older, diminished. But he is Quinn and he is alive.

Twenty-three people have died on this crossing. I have been counting, the way I count everything now. Twenty-three bodies given to the Atlantic. Twenty-three people who left Ireland hoping for life and found death in the space between.

The crew says we are close to America. A week, perhaps less. I went up on deck today — they allow it when the weather is calm — and I stood at the bow and looked west. Water. Nothing but water. But somewhere beyond it, land. Somewhere beyond it, the country my father wanted me to reach.

I will reach it, Da. For you. For both of us.



4 April 1848

Land. I saw it this morning. A dark line on the horizon that was not cloud, that did not move, that grew larger and more solid as the hours passed. America.

The hold erupted when the word spread. People who had not stood in weeks dragged themselves to the ladder. People who had not spoken in days found their voices. Everyone wanted to see. Everyone wanted to witness the moment when the ocean ended and the new world began.

I stood on deck with Quinn beside me and I watched the land come toward us — or us toward it — and I felt something I had not felt in years. Hope. Actual hope. Not the desperate, grasping hope of survival but the quiet, warm hope of possibility. The hope that says perhaps it will be alright. Perhaps there is something on the other side of all this suffering that makes it worth having survived.

I thought about my father. I thought about him standing in his field in Clare, looking at the blighted crop, saying we would manage. I thought about him in the barn, telling me to go. I thought about him waving me on.

I am here, Da. I made it.



8 April 1848

Boston. We docked two days ago but were not allowed to disembark immediately. Quarantine, they said. A doctor came aboard and examined us and shook his head and said most of us should be in hospital. They let us off in groups. The sick were taken to Deer Island. The rest of us were released onto the docks.

I stepped onto American soil and I felt nothing. I thought I would feel something — relief, joy, triumph. Instead I felt only exhaustion and a strange emptiness, as if the crossing had hollowed me out and left only the shell.

The city is vast and loud and overwhelming. There are more people on one street than in the whole of Kilmaley. They move fast, talk fast, live fast. The Irish among them are easy to spot — thin, ragged, bewildered, standing on corners and looking around as if they have been dropped from the sky.

Quinn knows a man in Boston who can help us find lodging. We walked through streets I cannot pronounce to a neighbourhood they call the North End, where the Irish live packed into tenements. The room Quinn’s friend found us is in a basement — dark, damp, crowded. It is not so different from the ship. But there is solid ground beneath it, and that is something.



3 May 1848

I found work on the docks. Unloading ships. The foreman is Irish — from Wexford — and he hires his own. The work is brutal. Twelve hours carrying crates and barrels, lifting and hauling until every muscle screams. The pay is fifty cents a day.

Fifty cents. It is more than I have ever earned and less than I need. The rent for our basement room is two dollars a week. Food is expensive — bread, potatoes, meat, all of it costs more than I expected. Quinn works too, when he is well enough. His strength comes and goes.

The Americans do not want us here. I see it in their faces, hear it in their words. No Irish Need Apply — the signs are in the shop windows, plain as day. We are the dirty Irish, the famine Irish, the diseased and destitute. They look at us the way Hickman looked at my father. As if we are a problem to be managed.

I tell myself it will get better. I tell myself what my father would have told me — work hard, keep your head down, build something. But it is difficult to build when the ground keeps shifting beneath your feet.



28 June 1848

Quinn and I have moved to New York. A man on the docks told us there was more work here, better pay. We took a steamer down the coast. New York is bigger than Boston, louder, dirtier, more alive. We found a room in the Five Points neighbourhood, which is where the Irish end up. It is a terrible place — overcrowded, violent, filthy. But it is cheap and no one asks questions.

I work on the docks here too. The work is the same — lifting, carrying, loading. My body has adapted. I am stronger now than I was in Ireland, though that is not saying much. A scarecrow is stronger than I was in Ireland.

I tried to send a letter home today. I wrote it to my father, care of the Dalys in Kilmaley. I know he is probably dead. I have known it since I left. But I wrote the letter anyway — told him I was in America, that I had work, that I was saving money. I posted it and walked away and stood in the street and wept because I know the letter will reach an empty house, if it reaches anything at all.

The missing is a physical thing. It sits in my chest like a stone.



15 September 1848

I heard today, from a man newly arrived from Clare, that my father is dead. He died in January, the man said. Found by the roadside near Kilrush. The man did not know the details. He only knew what everyone in the parish knew — that Seamus Connolly, the farmer from Kilmaley, had starved to death after his eviction.

I walked to the river after work and I sat on the pier and I looked at the water and I did not move for a long time. The water was grey and dirty and it smelled of sewage but it was water and water connects all things and somewhere on the other side of this water is the ditch where my father died.

I knew. I knew before I left. He knew too. We both knew and we both pretended otherwise because the pretending was all we had. The lie we told each other — that I would send money, that he would be there waiting — was the only kindness available to us.

My father, Seamus Connolly. He was a farmer and a good man and he loved his land and his son and he died in a ditch because the country that ruled his country decided his life was not worth the cost of saving.



1 January 1849

New year. I am eighteen years old and I feel like I am fifty. Quinn says I should go to a dance, meet a girl, live a little. I told him I am not ready. He said nobody is ready for anything, they just do it anyway.

The work continues. I have saved twelve dollars. It is not much but it is something. I keep it in a tin under my mattress. Twelve dollars — enough for a few weeks’ rent, or a suit of clothes, or a ticket somewhere. I keep it because having it means I am not completely at the mercy of the next day.

The Five Points is a hard place. There are fights most nights. Drink is everywhere. Men who crossed the ocean to escape death find new ways to destroy themselves in the new world. I understand the impulse. When you have seen what we have seen, the bottle offers a kind of forgetting that nothing else does.

I do not drink. My father never drank. He said a clear head was the only advantage a poor man had. I hear his voice when I think of it. I hear his voice all the time.



18 April 1849

I have moved from the docks to a construction site. They are building a railway — the Hudson River Railroad — and they need men willing to do hard, dangerous work for low pay. That means Irish men. We dig, we haul, we lay track. The foreman is a German who speaks to us as if we are mules.

The work is harder than the docks but it pays more — seventy-five cents a day. I put aside what I can. I do not know what I am saving for. A farm, perhaps. My father’s son cannot help thinking in terms of land, of something solid to stand on.

Quinn has found a girl. An Irish girl from Galway, Margaret, who works as a maid in a hotel uptown. He talks about her constantly. I am happy for him and I am envious and I feel guilty for the envy. He survived. He found work, found love, found a foothold in this strange country. It is what we came for.

I think about Ireland less now. Not because I have forgotten but because the memories have become too heavy to carry every day. I have set them down — not abandoned, just set down — so I can keep walking.



12 August 1849

A cholera outbreak in the Five Points. Hundreds sick, dozens dead. The authorities blame us, of course — the filthy Irish in their filthy tenements. As if we chose to live in basements without ventilation or clean water. As if we packed ourselves into rooms eight to a bed because it was our preferred lifestyle.

I survived it. Quinn survived it. Many did not. Our neighbour, a man named Brennan from Tipperary, died in three days. His wife and four children are alone now, in a city that does not care about them, with no money and no family.

I gave his wife two dollars. I could not afford it but I could not afford not to. She took it and looked at me and said God bless you, and I thought: God has not blessed any of us for a long time. But perhaps we can bless each other. Perhaps that is all that is left.

The cholera reminds me of the fever in Ireland. The same chaos, the same fear, the same bureaucratic indifference. I came three thousand miles to find the same dying, dressed in different clothes.



5 February 1850

I have been in America two years. I am nineteen. I have calluses on my hands and money in my tin and a room that is my own — Quinn has moved in with Margaret and I found a place on Mulberry Street, a small room above a grocer. It is not much but it has a window and a lock and no one else sleeps in it.

I write to my father sometimes. Not letters — I know there is no one to receive them. I write in this diary, as if he were reading over my shoulder. I tell him about the city, the work, the things I have seen. I tell him about the railway and the buildings going up everywhere and the noise and the size of everything.

I think he would be proud of me. I think he would also be heartbroken. Proud that I survived, heartbroken that it required leaving everything behind. That is the bargain of emigration — you save your life and lose your home. You gain a future and lose a past.

There are thousands of us here now. Tens of thousands. The ships keep coming, full of people like me — thin, frightened, grieving, hoping. The famine is still going on. It has been going on for five years and there is no sign of it ending.



20 October 1850

I went to Mass today. I have not gone in months. The church was full of Irish — all of us kneeling together, praying in the same words, and for a moment it felt like home. The priest spoke about perseverance and faith and I tried to listen but my mind kept drifting to another church, a small one in Clare, where my father and I would sit on Sunday mornings and the priest would speak and the rain would beat against the windows.

After Mass a woman came up to me and asked if I was Daniel Connolly from Clare. I said I was. She said she knew my father. She said her family had been neighbours of ours in Kilmaley. She said she was sorry about what happened. I thanked her and walked away quickly because I could feel the tears coming and I will not cry in the street.

It is strange, the things that break you. I can work twelve hours in the rain. I can live in a room the size of a closet. I can eat the same meal every day and never complain. But a woman saying she knew my father — that breaks me. Every time.



8 June 1851

Quinn and Margaret are married. The wedding was in the church on Mott Street, a simple ceremony with a few friends. Margaret wore a blue dress and Quinn wore a borrowed suit and the priest blessed them and we ate bread and cheese in the back of a public house and Quinn made a speech about how Margaret was the best thing America had given him.

I was his best man. I stood beside him and held the ring and smiled and was happy for him and was lonely in the way you can only be lonely at someone else’s wedding. There is a particular solitude in witnessing someone else’s joy when your own is far away.

I thought about the girl I might have married in Clare, if things had been different. A farmer’s son marries a farmer’s daughter and they have children and work the land and grow old together. That was the life I was supposed to have. That life does not exist anymore. It was evicted along with us.

But Quinn is happy. And Margaret is happy. And that is a good thing. There should be good things, even here, even now.



14 November 1851

I am not well. It started two weeks ago — a tiredness that goes beyond normal fatigue. I sleep but I do not rest. I wake in the night drenched in sweat. My appetite is gone.

I told myself it was overwork. I told myself I needed rest. I rested for two days — lost the wages, but I thought it was worth it. It was not. The tiredness did not improve. If anything it worsened.

Quinn came to see me and looked at me with an expression I recognised. It is the expression I wore when I looked at my father in the barn. The expression that says: I can see what is happening and I cannot stop it.

I told him I was fine. He did not believe me. He said I should see a doctor. I said I could not afford a doctor. He said he would pay. I said no. We argued the way we always argue — stubbornly, out of love.

I will see the doctor. Not because I think he can help but because Quinn will not rest until I do.



3 January 1852

The doctor says it is fever. Ship fever, he calls it — typhus. He says it can lie dormant for years and return when the body is weakened. He says rest and good food. I asked him where I should find good food on seventy-five cents a day. He did not answer.

Quinn has moved me into his and Margaret’s apartment. They have a back room they use for storage and they cleared it out and put a mattress on the floor and this is where I lie now. Margaret brings me broth and bread. Quinn sits with me in the evenings and talks about work and the city and anything other than the fact that I am dying.

I am dying. I know it the way my father knew it. The body sends signals — quiet, internal signals that say the machinery is winding down. I am twenty-one years old and I am dying of a disease I caught on a ship four years ago.

It is a strange thing, dying in a country that is not your own. The walls are wrong. The sounds are wrong. The light through the window is not the light of Clare. Everything is almost right but not quite, like a dream of a place rather than the place itself.



25 January 1852

Quinn asked me today if I wanted to send word to anyone in Ireland. I told him there is no one left to send word to. He was quiet for a long time after that.

I have been thinking about my father’s diary. He said he would keep writing for me. I wonder if he did. I wonder if his words are still in that barn, in that bundle of papers, waiting for someone to find them. I imagine them there — my father’s careful handwriting on rough paper, the last thoughts of a man who loved his land and his son and would not leave the one to save the other.

I wish I could read them. I wish I could sit beside him one more time and hear his voice and tell him that I tried. That I got to America the way he wanted. That I worked and saved and lived. That I did my best.

Margaret brought me tea with honey today. The honey was sweet on my tongue and I closed my eyes and for a moment I was a child in Clare, eating honey from a comb my father had taken from a wild hive in the hedgerow. The memory was so real I could smell the wax.



12 February 1852

I am weaker. The fever comes and goes but each time it goes it takes more of me with it and each time it comes it stays longer. Quinn says I look better. Quinn is a terrible liar and I love him for it.

I have been thinking about what I want to say, here, at the end. I have been thinking about it for days, turning the words over in my mind the way my father used to turn the soil — carefully, looking for what is worth keeping.

This is what I want to say: the famine did not end when I got on the ship. It followed me. It is in my bones, in the fever that is killing me. It was in the hold of the Mary Elizabeth and in the tenements of Five Points and in the ditches of Clare. The famine is not just hunger. It is a system that creates hunger and then punishes the hungry. It crossed the ocean with us because it was never about potatoes. It was about power and indifference and the belief that some lives are worth less than others.

My father understood this. He said: the blight killed the potatoes but the system killed the people. He was right. He was always right.



2 March 1852

Quinn is writing this. Daniel cannot hold the pencil anymore. He asked me to write his last entry and I said I would and I am trying not to let the tears fall on the page because the ink will run.

He says: Da, I am coming. He says it over and over. Da, I am coming.

He says to tell anyone who reads this that he was Seamus Connolly’s son. That he came from Clare. That he crossed the ocean on a coffin ship and worked on the docks and built the railway and lived in a basement and never once forgot where he came from.

He says: it was not for nothing. The crossing, the work, the years in this city. It was not for nothing because I am writing it down and someone will read it and they will know.

He is sleeping now. His breathing is shallow. Margaret is beside me, crying quietly. I am holding his hand the way I held it on the ship when the storms came.

Daniel Connolly. Twenty-one years old. From Kilmaley, County Clare. He deserved better than this. They all did.


Daniel Connolly died of ship fever (typhus) in a boarding house in New York’s Five Points neighbourhood in March 1852, aged twenty-one. He had survived the coffin ship crossing, found intermittent work on the docks, and sent two letters home to Ireland — neither of which reached anyone. His body was buried in a pauper’s grave on Hart Island. His diary was found among his few possessions and preserved by a fellow emigrant from Clare named Tomás Quinn.







Aoife Brennan


Emigrant on a coffin ship to Boston





The sea does not care who you were. It only cares whether you can hold on.






18 March 1847

I write this on the eve of leaving Ireland forever. Tomorrow I board the Erin’s Hope at Tralee for the crossing to Boston. My mother pressed this diary into my hands and said: write it all down, Aoife. Write what you see so the world cannot pretend it did not happen.

My mother is not coming. She says she is too old for the crossing, too old for a new country. She says Ireland is where she will die and she has made her peace with it. I begged her to come. She held my face in her hands and said: go, child. Go and live. One of us should live.

My father died last winter. Starvation, though the doctor wrote fever on the death certificate because starvation sounds like blame and fever sounds like fate. My brothers — Cillian and Pádraic — are gone to Liverpool. I do not know if they are alive.

The fare was paid by my uncle in Boston. He sent passage money for one. My mother insisted it be me. I tried to argue. She would not hear it. So tomorrow I get on a ship and leave the only person I have left in the world standing on a dock in Tralee.

I do not know how to carry the weight of that.



19 March 1847

I boarded the Erin’s Hope this morning. The ship is a cargo vessel converted for passengers — you can see where the holds have been fitted with rough wooden berths, hastily built, already splintering. There are perhaps a hundred and eighty of us. Families, couples, single men and women. All Irish. All thin. All carrying bundles that contain everything they own.

My mother came to the dock. She stood at the edge of the pier and watched me walk up the gangway. I turned back once. She raised her hand. I raised mine. Then I went below.

The hold is dark. The berths are stacked two high and there is barely room to sit up in the upper ones. I have a lower berth, which I share with two other women — an older woman named Mrs. Flanagan from Listowel, and a girl my age named Kitty who has not spoken since she boarded. She sits on the berth and stares at nothing.

The ship has not yet left the dock and already the hold smells of too many people in too small a space. I press my face to a crack in the hull where air comes through and breathe.



25 March 1847

Six days at sea. I have been sick three times. The motion of the ship is relentless — a rolling, pitching, twisting motion that your body never fully adjusts to. Mrs. Flanagan says it will pass. She has been on a ship before, she says, a fishing boat in the bay, and the sickness passed after a week. I hold to that.

The daily routine is already established. We rise when the hatch opens — no set time, it depends on the crew’s mood. We eat our ration of meal and try to cook it on the galley stove, which is shared by a hundred and eighty people and therefore always occupied. Water is distributed twice a day. It is foul — brown, warm, tasting of the cask.

Kitty has begun to speak. Small words, whispered. She told me her name. She told me she is from Dingle. She did not tell me what happened to bring her here. I did not ask. Everyone on this ship has a story and every story is the same story: something was taken from us and we are running from the absence of it.

The Atlantic is enormous. I had never seen the open ocean before. It goes on in every direction, grey and endless, and there is a loneliness in it that I did not expect.



5 April 1847

The first death. A child, a boy of about four. I did not know his name. His mother held him on the deck while the crew said a prayer — brief, perfunctory, as if this were a routine matter, which I suppose it is for them. Then they slid his body over the rail.

The sound his mother made. I do not have words for it. It was not a scream and it was not a cry. It was something from deeper than either, a sound that came from a place in her that the world should never have reached.

I went below after and sat on my berth and pressed my hands over my ears but I could still hear it. I can still hear it now, hours later, as I write this by the light of a candle stub Mrs. Flanagan gave me. I think I will hear it for the rest of my life.

Kitty sat beside me and took my hand and held it. She did not speak. She did not need to. There is a language beyond words that people who have suffered understand, and she spoke it fluently.



14 April 1847

The fever has appeared in the hold. Four people sick, maybe more — it is hard to tell in the dim light who is sleeping and who is something worse than sleeping. The captain has done nothing. There is nothing to do. There is no doctor on board, no medicine, no means of isolation. We are all in this together, the sick and the well, breathing the same air, touching the same surfaces.

I am afraid. I will write it plainly. I am afraid of the fever. I have seen what it does. I watched it take my neighbour in Kerry — a woman who went from healthy to dead in twelve days. I watched the colour drain from her face and the light drain from her eyes and there was nothing anyone could do.

Mrs. Flanagan tells me to pray. I pray. But I also stay away from the sick as much as I can. I spend time on deck when the weather allows, breathing clean air, letting the wind scour my lungs. The crew does not like us on deck — we are in the way, they say. But they do not stop us, perhaps because they know that the alternative is a hold full of dead passengers and a quarantine flag at the end of the voyage.

I breathe. I pray. I hold on.



25 April 1847

Three more dead. Two adults and a child. The bodies went into the sea. The crew no longer says prayers. They wrap the bodies in canvas and tip them over and that is that. The splash has become a familiar sound. I hate that it has become a familiar sound.

Mrs. Flanagan is looking after a family whose mother is ill — four children, the eldest perhaps ten. Mrs. Flanagan feeds them from her own ration and washes their faces and tells them stories at night. She is the kindest person I have ever met. She has nothing — literally nothing, not a penny, not a change of clothes — and she gives what she has.

Kitty told me her story last night. Her family was evicted in January. Her father and two brothers went to the workhouse. Her mother died on the road. Kitty walked alone to Tralee and the parish priest arranged her passage. She is seventeen.

Seventeen. She has seen more death than most people see in a lifetime and she is seventeen years old. There should be a special place in hell for the people who made this necessary. For the landlords who evicted and the politicians who looked away and the empire that decided Ireland’s starving were not worth the cost of feeding.



6 May 1847

A storm. Two days of it. The worst I have ever experienced, though I have no standard of comparison. The ship rolled so far to one side I was certain it would not come back. Water poured through the hatches and the hold was ankle-deep in it. People screamed. Children screamed. I held onto the berth frame and I thought: this is how it ends. Not the fever, not the hunger, but the sea.

The storm passed. The ship righted itself. We bailed out the hold with buckets and pots and anything that would hold water. The berths were soaked. Our clothes were soaked. The meal was soaked — half our food supply ruined by saltwater.

Mrs. Flanagan was thrown from her berth during the storm. She has a bruise on her forehead the size of my fist and I think her ribs may be cracked — she winces when she breathes. But she will not lie down. She is back with the children, telling them the storm was just the ocean stretching, like a cat stretching after a nap. They believe her. I almost believe her.

The captain reduced water rations today. He says the storm damaged some of the casks. We are now getting half a pint of brown water twice a day. I try not to think about thirst.



16 May 1847

I do not know how many have died now. I stopped counting after ten because the counting was destroying me. Each number was a face, a name, a story. I could not carry them all.

The hold has become a place of dread. The fever has spread through it like smoke. People who were healthy last week are burning with it today. There is nothing to be done. We cannot escape each other. We sleep side by side, breathe the same air, share the same water. If the fever wants you, it takes you.

I am not sick. Kitty is not sick. Mrs. Flanagan is not sick, though her ribs still pain her and she moves slowly. We three have formed a small island of wellness in a sea of illness. We look after each other. We share our rations. We take turns keeping watch at night — not against any physical threat but against the despair that comes in the dark hours when the coughing and the moaning and the silence are all equally terrible.

I write by candlelight. The candle is nearly gone. When it is, I will write in the dark. The words do not need light. They only need a hand to hold the pencil.



24 May 1847

Mrs. Flanagan died today. Not of the fever. Her breathing had been worsening since the storm — the broken ribs, we think, something inside her that the fall had damaged. She sat up this morning and coughed and blood came from her mouth and she looked at it with surprise, as if her body had betrayed her without warning.

She died within the hour. Kitty and I were with her. She held both our hands and she said: mind those children. And then she was gone.

The crew took her body at noon. I watched them carry her up the ladder and I stood at the hatch and watched the canvas go over the rail and I heard the splash and I said her name. Mrs. Flanagan from Listowel. She had nothing and she gave everything. She looked after other people’s children when her own were dead. She told stories and held hands and washed faces and was kind, relentlessly kind, in a place that offered no reward for kindness.

Kitty and I have taken over the children. There are four of them. Their mother died two days ago. They have no one. We have no one. So now we have each other.



1 June 1847

Ten weeks at sea. The captain says we are close — perhaps ten days. I try to believe him. I have tried to believe many things on this crossing and most of them have turned out to be lies, but this one I cling to because the alternative is to accept that this ship is our permanent home, this hold our permanent world.

The children are named Pádraig, Aisling, Brendan, and little Sorcha. Pádraig is ten and doing his best to be brave. Aisling is eight and cries at night. Brendan is six and has gone quiet — the dangerous quiet, the quiet of a child who has retreated inside himself. Sorcha is three and does not understand what has happened. She asks for her mother. Every morning she asks for her mother.

Kitty and I split our rations six ways. It is not enough for two, let alone six. But we manage. We thin the stirabout and tell the children it is a special recipe and we eat less so they can eat more and we do not discuss it because discussing it would require admitting that there is not enough, and admitting that is a luxury we cannot afford.



8 June 1847

Land. Someone on deck shouted it and the word came down into the hold like a bolt of lightning. Land. Land. People who had not moved in days dragged themselves to the ladder. People wept. People laughed. People did both at the same time.

I went up on deck with Kitty and the children. And there it was. A dark green line on the horizon. America. I stood at the rail and looked at it and I felt my legs go weak. Not from hunger or illness but from the sheer weight of having arrived. Of having survived.

Sorcha said: is that where Mammy is? I picked her up and held her and said: Mammy is watching over us from heaven and she is happy we are almost there. It was the best lie I could manage.

The ship will make for Boston harbour. The captain says we will be inspected and some may be sent to quarantine. I do not care. They can inspect me and quarantine me and do whatever they need to do. I have crossed the Atlantic in a coffin ship and I am alive and the children are alive and Kitty is alive and there is land ahead. That is enough. For now, that is enough.



12 June 1847

We docked in Boston today. The inspection was cursory — a doctor glanced at us, asked a few questions, waved most of us through. Several of the sicker passengers were taken to the quarantine hospital on Deer Island. I saw them being led away and I thought: they survived the crossing only to die in sight of land.

I stepped onto the dock and the ground was solid beneath me and I nearly fell because my body had forgotten what solid ground felt like. Kitty caught my arm. The children clustered around us, wide-eyed, overwhelmed. The noise of the city — the shouts, the carts, the bells — was deafening after weeks of nothing but wind and waves and coughing.

My uncle was at the dock. I barely recognized him — he is thinner than I remember, greyer. But when he saw me he opened his arms and I walked into them and he held me and said: you’re here, girl. You’re here.

I am here. I am in America. I have brought four children who are not mine and a girl from Dingle who has become my sister and a diary full of death. But I am here.



25 June 1847

My uncle’s apartment is two rooms above a grocer’s shop in the North End. He shares it with three other men from Kerry. It is small and cramped and the most beautiful place I have ever been because it has a roof that does not move and walls that do not creak and food in the cupboard.

Kitty and I and the children have been given one of the rooms. Six of us in a space meant for two. But after the ship, it feels palatial. The children have a floor to play on. Sorcha found a wooden spoon in the kitchen and has been carrying it around like a doll. Small joys.

I went to the parish church and spoke to the priest about the children. He says there are organizations that help orphans. He says he will make inquiries. I told him I want to keep them. He looked at me — a nineteen-year-old girl with no money and no job — and said that was very admirable but perhaps not practical.

He is probably right. But Mrs. Flanagan said mind those children and I intend to mind them for as long as I can.



15 July 1847

I have found work. A seamstress in a shop on Hanover Street needed an assistant. I showed her my stitching — my mother taught me well — and she hired me. The pay is three dollars a week. It is barely enough for food and rent but it is work and it is mine.

Kitty is working too, in a laundry. The work is brutal — hot, wet, exhausting — but she does not complain. She never complains. She is the toughest person I know, tougher than any man on the docks, and she is seventeen years old.

The children are in the care of a woman in our building during the day — Mrs. O’Brien, another Kerry woman, who watches the children of working mothers for a few pennies. Pádraig has started to smile again. Aisling still cries at night but less often. Brendan is speaking again — small words, carefully offered, like a person testing thin ice.

Sorcha has given her wooden spoon a name. She calls it Flanagan. I did not tell her why that name makes me weep.



2 September 1847

A letter from Ireland. My uncle brought it home — it had come through a chain of people, hand to hand, the way letters travel when there is no reliable post. It was from my brother Cillian in Liverpool. He is alive. Pádraic is alive. They are working in the docks.

My mother is dead. Cillian wrote it in a single line: Mammy died in July. God rest her. He did not give details. He did not need to. I know how she died. She died the way they all died — of hunger, of neglect, of a government that decided she was expendable.

I sat in the room and held the letter and I did not cry because the children were there and I have learned that my grief must wait for darkness. So I waited. And at midnight, when everyone was asleep, I went to the window and I looked out at the street and I cried for my mother who pressed this diary into my hands and said write it all down and who died alone in Kerry because she gave her passage money to me.

The guilt of survival. It is a weight I will carry for the rest of my life.



20 November 1847

The children have settled. Pádraig goes to a school the parish runs. He is learning to read in English — he already reads in Irish, which of course is useless here. Aisling goes with him. Brendan is still too young for school but he follows the older two around and mimics everything they do. Sorcha is Sorcha — loud, joyful, carrying Flanagan the spoon everywhere.

I do not know what will happen to them. The priest has found a family — an Irish couple with no children of their own — who are willing to take them. They are good people, he says. They have a house, not just rooms. They can give the children what I cannot: stability, space, two parents.

I should let them go. I know I should. Kitty says the same — she says the children deserve more than we can give them, more than two girls in a single room with barely enough money for food. She is right.

But Mrs. Flanagan said mind those children. And I have been minding them. And the thought of letting them go is like losing something all over again.



5 January 1848

The children went to the O’Malleys today. I dressed them in the best clothes I could find — clean, mended, pressed. I brushed Aisling’s hair until it shone. I polished Pádraig’s shoes with a rag. I held Sorcha and breathed in the smell of her hair and told myself this was the right thing.

Mrs. O’Malley came to collect them. She is a kind-faced woman with gentle hands. Mr. O’Malley stood behind her and smiled and picked up Brendan and carried him on his shoulders and Brendan laughed. It was the right thing. It was obviously the right thing.

Pádraig shook my hand. He is ten years old and he shook my hand like a man and said thank you, Aoife. Aisling hugged me. Brendan waved from Mr. O’Malley’s shoulders. Sorcha gave me Flanagan the spoon. She said: you keep her. She might get lonely.

I am sitting in the room now with Kitty and the spoon and the silence. The room has never been this quiet. Kitty has her arm around me. She is not speaking. There is nothing to say. We did the right thing. The room is empty and we did the right thing.



12 April 1848

Spring in Boston. The city comes alive in a way that reminds me of Ireland in better times — the light changes, the air warms, people move differently. There is a hopefulness to spring that even the most broken among us can feel.

I have been promoted at the shop. I am now the lead seamstress. The pay is four dollars a week. I am saving what I can. Kitty and I have moved to a better room — two rooms, actually, above a bakery on Salem Street. We have a stove and a window with a view of the street. We have curtains. Kitty made them from remnants from my shop. They are blue, the colour of the sky over Dingle, she says.

I visit the children every Sunday. They are thriving. Pádraig is top of his class. Aisling has friends. Brendan is talking in full sentences now — in English, which still startles me. Sorcha calls Mrs. O’Malley Mammy. I heard her say it and it hurt and it healed in equal measure.

I am twenty years old. I have crossed an ocean, buried a friend, mothered four children who were not mine, and built something that resembles a life. It is not the life I was supposed to have. But it is a life. And I will not waste it.



14 October 1848

I met a man. His name is Eamon — Eamon Fitzgerald, from Cork. He works as a carpenter, building houses in the new neighbourhoods going up south of the city. He has strong hands and a kind face and he laughs easily, which is a quality I had forgotten existed.

Kitty introduced us. She knows his sister from the laundry. We spoke for an hour at a gathering after Mass and he asked if he could walk me home. I said yes. He walked me to the door and tipped his hat and said goodnight and I went inside and Kitty was waiting and she said: well? And I said: he has a kind face. And she said: and the rest of him is not bad either.

I do not know if I am ready for this. I do not know if I will ever be fully ready. There is a part of me that is still on the ship, still in the hold, still listening to the coughing and the splashing and the silence. That part of me may never leave.

But there is another part — the part that my mother wanted me to save when she pressed this diary into my hands and said go and live. That part is ready. Or ready enough.



22 March 1849

Eamon asked me to marry him. He did it simply — no grand gesture, no speeches. We were walking by the harbour and he stopped and took my hand and said: Aoife, I would like to spend my life with you, if you’ll have me.

I said yes. I said it immediately, without hesitation, and the word surprised me. After everything — the hunger, the ship, the dead, the grief — I can still say yes. I can still choose life, choose love, choose the future over the past.

I told him about the crossing. Not everything — I will never tell anyone everything — but enough. The fever. Mrs. Flanagan. The children. The splashes. He listened and he did not flinch and he did not look away and when I finished he held me and said nothing because there was nothing to say.

That is how I knew. Not because he had the right words but because he knew when there were no right words.

Kitty cried when I told her. Happy tears, she said, wiping them away with her sleeve. The first happy tears in a long time.



1 September 1849

Kitty left for Philadelphia today. She has a position there — a better laundry, better pay. I stood at the railway station and held her and neither of us spoke for a long time.

She is the bravest person I have ever known. She survived things that no seventeen-year-old should survive. She came through the crossing and the grief and the poverty and she never once stopped putting one foot in front of the other. She carried children who were not hers. She made curtains from remnants. She cried happy tears.

I gave her Flanagan the spoon. She laughed and then she cried and then she boarded the train and I watched it pull away and I stood on the platform until I could not see it anymore.

The people we meet on the worst journeys of our lives become the people we cannot live without. Kitty from Dingle. My sister, not by blood but by everything that matters more than blood.



28 February 1850

Eamon and I are married. The ceremony was at St. Stephen’s Church. Kitty came up from Philadelphia to stand beside me. She wore a dress the colour of bluebells and she looked beautiful and healthy and alive, so alive, and I could not stop smiling.

Eamon built us a table. He carved it himself from oak and it stands in our kitchen — our kitchen, in our apartment, two rooms with a stove and two windows — and it is solid and smooth and when I put my hands on it I can feel the care he put into every joint and surface.

I thought about my mother today. I thought about her standing on the dock in Tralee, raising her hand, watching me go. I thought about what she gave me — not just the passage money but the instruction. Go and live, she said.

I am living, Mammy. I have a husband who builds tables from oak. I have a sister in Philadelphia. I have four children who are thriving in an Irish home in Boston. I have work and a roof and curtains the colour of the Dingle sky.

I am living. It is not without pain. It will never be without pain. But it is living, and that is what you wanted.



10 December 1850

I am with child. The doctor confirmed it today. Eamon lifted me off my feet when I told him and spun me around the kitchen and we knocked over a chair and laughed.

Laughter. There was a time on the ship when I thought I would never laugh again. When the sound of laughter seemed like something from a previous life, a life that had ended somewhere in the Atlantic. But the body forgets. Or rather, the body remembers — remembers how to laugh and love and hope, even when the mind insists that these things are dangerous, that joy is just the setup for the next grief.

I placed my hands on my belly and thought about the child growing there. An American child. A child who will never know the hunger, who will never stand in a field of blighted potatoes, who will never board a coffin ship. A child who will have a table built by their father and curtains made by their mother’s friend and a wooden spoon named Flanagan in a drawer somewhere.

This child will not know what it cost to bring them into the world. That is as it should be. That is the whole point of surviving.



15 August 1851

Our son was born on the third of August. We named him Cillian, after my brother. and he is perfect. He is absolutely perfect. Ten fingers, ten toes, a cry that fills the room and shakes the walls and is the most beautiful sound I have ever heard.

Eamon held him first. He held him in his carpenter’s hands — hands that build tables and houses and futures — and he looked at me and his eyes were full of tears and he said: thank you.

I held my son and I thought about all the children I have held. The children on the ship. Sorcha with her wooden spoon. The boy whose body went over the rail while his mother made a sound beyond language. All the children of the famine — the dead and the living, the buried and the crossing, the lost and the found.

Cillian will grow up in a country that is not perfect but is possible. That is what I crossed the ocean for. Not perfection. Possibility.

My mother said go and live. I am living, Mammy. I am holding your grandson and I am living.


Aoife Brennan survived the coffin ship crossing and settled in Boston, where she found work as a seamstress. She married a fellow emigrant from Cork in 1851 and had three children. She never returned to Ireland. In her later years, she was known in her community for helping newly arrived Irish families find housing and work. She kept her diary until her death in 1901, aged seventy-three. Her descendants donated it to the Boston Public Library in 1952.







Father Thomas Riordan


Catholic parish priest, County Roscommon





I buried my parish. God help me, I buried them one by one until there was almost no one left to bury.






22 September 1845

The blight has come to Roscommon. I heard it first from Michael Duffy, who came to the sacristy after Mass and said his entire crop was destroyed. The potatoes black in the ground, rotting where they stood. I thought perhaps he was exaggerating — Michael has a tendency toward the dramatic — so I went to see for myself.

He was not exaggerating. The field was a ruin. Every plant blackened, every tuber rotten. The smell was extraordinary — a sweet, cloying stench of decay that hung over the ridge like a fog. I have smelled death before, in sickrooms and at deathbeds, but this was different. This was the smell of the earth itself dying.

I walked to three more farms. The same everywhere. The blight does not discriminate — it has taken the crops of the careful farmer and the careless alike, the large holding and the small. Whatever this disease is, it answers to no human effort.

I returned to the presbytery and knelt in the chapel and prayed. I prayed for understanding. I prayed for relief. I prayed for the strength to do what I know will be asked of me in the months ahead.



15 December 1845

The first signs of real hunger are appearing in the parish. Families who depend entirely on the potato — and that is most of them — have nothing. The stored crop has rotted. The new crop will not come until next autumn, if it comes at all. Between now and then stretches a winter and a spring and a summer of emptiness.

I have opened the presbytery stores — what little I have. Mrs. Coyne, my housekeeper, distributes meal and oats to the most desperate families. She is a practical woman and keeps a careful account of what goes out, though I told her not to bother. There will be no repayment. You cannot repay what you receive when you are starving.

I wrote to the bishop requesting aid. I wrote to the relief committee in Dublin. I wrote to two charitable organizations whose addresses I found in the Freeman’s Journal. I wrote carefully, using facts and figures, trying to convey the scale of what is happening without descending into hysteria. But how do you describe a parish of three thousand people with no food without sounding hysterical?



18 February 1846

I buried Mary Conlon today. She was seventy-three years old and she died of starvation, though I will write malnutrition and exhaustion on the certificate because the word starvation implies blame and blame implies a responsible party and naming that party would bring me into conflict with the authorities.

She was a good woman. She came to Mass every Sunday for the twenty years I have served this parish. She sat in the third pew on the left and she sang the hymns in a thin, clear voice and she stayed after to say the rosary. She had no family left — her husband dead, her children emigrated — and she lived alone in a cabin at the edge of the townland.

I found her when I went to bring her meal. She was sitting in her chair by the fire, which had gone out. She looked peaceful. Perhaps she was. Perhaps there is a peace in the final surrender of hunger, when the body stops demanding what it cannot have.

I carried her to the church myself. She weighed almost nothing. I said the funeral Mass to an empty church because the people who would have come were too weak or too afraid to leave their homes.



10 May 1846

The relief works have begun — road building, the government’s answer to starvation. Give them work, not food, is the principle. Make them earn their survival. As if survival were a privilege to be earned rather than a right to be defended.

The men from the parish go out each morning to break stones. They are already weakened by months of hunger and the work is crushing them. Paddy Regan collapsed on the road yesterday. They carried him home and his wife sent for me and I anointed him and prayed over him. He is thirty-four years old and he looks sixty.

I spoke to the overseer of the works. I asked him if the men could have a break, a rest, a meal. He said his instructions were clear — a day’s work for a day’s pay. No exceptions. I asked him who wrote those instructions. He said the Board of Works in Dublin, on the authority of the Treasury in London. I asked him if the men who wrote those instructions had ever broken stones on an empty stomach. He did not answer.

I am becoming angry. I know that anger is a sin when it leads to hatred, but I do not think it is a sin when it arises from witnessing injustice. If it is, then God will have to forgive me, because I cannot help it.



30 July 1846

The blight has returned. The second year. The hope that this was a single season’s misfortune is dead. Whatever is destroying the potato is not leaving. It has settled into the soil of Ireland like a curse, and the people who depend on the potato — which is to say, the poor, which is to say, almost everyone in this parish — are facing a second winter with no food.

I have begun to pray differently. I no longer pray for understanding. I pray for the strength to endure what I cannot understand. I pray for my parishioners. I pray for the children, who are the most vulnerable and the most innocent and who are suffering for a catastrophe they had no part in creating.

Mrs. Coyne told me today that our stores are nearly exhausted. The oats are gone. The meal is almost gone. I have been giving away my own food — she knows this though I have not told her. She looks at my plate and sees what is not on it and she says nothing but I can see the reproach in her eyes.

She is right to reproach me. A dead priest is of no use to his parish. But how can I eat when the family in the next cabin has nothing? How can I sit at a table with food on it when a child three fields away is crying from hunger?



14 October 1846

I buried three people this week. Three. In a parish that used to see three deaths in a month, I am now burying three in a week and the number is rising.

Patrick Fallon, aged forty-one. Bridget Horan, aged sixty-seven. And a child — a boy named Cormac Brennan, aged five. Five years old. I held him in my arms and baptised him on the day he was born and now I have said the prayers over his coffin, which was a wooden box his father made from the planks of a broken cart because there are no coffins to be had.

The graveyard is filling. I have had to open new ground at the far end. The men who dig the graves are the same men who would normally be bringing in the harvest. But there is no harvest to bring in, so they dig graves instead.

I wrote to the Lord Lieutenant’s office. I wrote to the relief committee. I wrote to the newspapers. I described what I am seeing — the hunger, the sickness, the deaths — and I asked for help. The responses, when they came, were polite and sympathetic and useless. They acknowledged the distress. They promised consideration. They did nothing.



2 January 1847

The new year has brought no relief. The public works are failing — the men are too weak to work and the pay is too low to buy food at the inflated prices the merchants are charging. The Indian corn, when it arrives, is barely edible. The soup kitchens have not yet opened in our district.

I have started to distribute the sacrament to people in their homes because many are too weak to come to church. I walk from cabin to cabin with the Blessed Sacrament in my pocket and I kneel beside people on their deathbeds and I give them what comfort I can. The comfort of faith, the comfort of presence, the comfort of not dying alone.

But the faith is being tested. My faith is being tested. I stand beside a dying child and I say the words — the Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want — and the words taste like ash in my mouth because this child wanted only food and did not receive it. How can I say I shall not want to a child who has wanted, desperately, and whose wanting has gone unanswered?

I do not doubt God. I doubt the world God has entrusted to human hands.



24 February 1847

The evictions have begun on the Strokestown estate. Major Denis Mahon, the landlord, has decided to clear his land. He has offered some tenants assisted emigration — passage to Canada on ships his agent has chartered. The rest are simply put out.

I went to the estate office and spoke to the agent, John Ross Mahon. I asked him to reconsider. I asked him what would happen to the evicted families. He said the workhouse was available. I said the workhouse was full. He said that was not his concern.

Not his concern. The phrase echoes in my ears like a bell. These are people who have worked this land for generations, whose labour has enriched the Mahon family, whose rent has paid for the house and the horses and the wines — and their fate is not his concern.

I am a man of peace. I have preached charity and forgiveness for forty years. But I stood in that office and I felt a rage so deep it frightened me. The rage of a shepherd watching his flock being driven over a cliff by men who will never see the bottom.

I went home and I prayed for the evicted. And then, God forgive me, I prayed for justice. And justice, in this country, would look very much like punishment.



15 April 1847

I have begun to lose track of the dead. The names blur together. The faces merge. I bury them and say the prayers and move to the next and the next and there is no end. The graveyard is full. We are using a field now — a field that was once planted with potatoes, now planted with the people who ate them.

The fever is everywhere. Typhus, relapsing fever, dysentery — the diseases that follow famine the way jackals follow a lion. I visit the sick and I know that each visit is a risk, that the fever does not distinguish between priest and parishioner. But I cannot stay away. I cannot hide in the presbytery while my people die.

Mrs. Coyne begs me to be careful. She stands at the door when I leave and watches me go with the eyes of a woman who has already calculated the odds and does not like them. I tell her God will protect me. She says God helps those who help themselves and hands me a cloth to cover my face.

She is a wise woman, Mrs. Coyne. Wiser than her priest.



8 June 1847

I am ill. The fever has found me at last. I knew it would — you cannot walk among the sick for months without consequence. The headache came first, then the trembling, then the fire in my bones.

Mrs. Coyne has taken charge. She put me to bed and closed the curtains and brought me water and broth and stationed herself in a chair beside me like a sentinel. She will not leave. I told her to go, that she would catch the fever. She said if God wanted her to catch it, she would catch it, and in the meantime she was going to make sure I ate my broth.

The delirium comes and goes. In the clear moments I think about my parishioners and I am ashamed to be lying in a bed while they are dying in cabins and ditches. In the delirious moments I see them — all of them, the living and the dead, processing through my room in a long, silent line, their faces turned toward me, their eyes asking the same question: where is God?

I do not know. I do not know where God is. I only know where His priest is — in a bed, burning with fever, being fed broth by a woman who refuses to leave.



30 June 1847

The fever has passed. I am weak but alive. Mrs. Coyne says I was delirious for nine days. She says I spoke in Latin for the first three days and in Irish for the next three and in English for the last three. She says I tried to get out of bed to say Mass and she had to physically restrain me. I believe her. She is strong enough.

I rose today for the first time. The world swayed when I stood. My legs are thin — thinner than they were — and my hands shake. But I am alive and there is work to do.

The parish has continued to die in my absence. Father Brennan from the neighbouring parish covered what he could, but he has his own dead to bury. Mrs. Coyne kept a list — she is meticulous, Mrs. Coyne — of the deaths while I was ill. Twenty-three in three weeks. Twenty-three.

I will begin again tomorrow. I will put on my vestments and take the sacrament and walk the roads and do what I can. It will not be enough. It has never been enough. But the alternative to not enough is nothing, and I am not ready for nothing.



3 November 1847

Major Mahon has been shot. Murdered on the road near Strokestown last night. Two shots from behind a wall. He is dead.

I should feel horror. I should condemn it. I should stand in the pulpit and say that violence is never the answer, that vengeance belongs to the Lord. And I will. I will say those things because they are true and because I am a priest and that is what priests must say.

But I will say them with a stone in my heart. Because Major Mahon evicted three thousand people from his estate. Because he chartered coffin ships and packed his tenants into them like cargo. Because people died on those ships and people died in the ditches after the evictions and none of it troubled his conscience enough to make him stop.

I do not condone murder. I state that plainly. But I understand the desperation that drives a man to it. When you have watched your children starve, when you have been thrown from your home, when every legal and moral and institutional avenue of relief has failed you — what is left? What does a man do when the system that governs him has decided that his life is not worth preserving?

God forgive the men who pulled the trigger. And God forgive the system that put the gun in their hands.



18 January 1848

Winter again. The third winter of the famine. I no longer count the dead by the week — I count them by the day. Two yesterday. Three today. One this morning, an old man found in his cabin, alone, cold, the fire long out.

The parish is emptying. Some have died, some have emigrated, some have simply disappeared — walked away down the road and never come back. The cabins stand empty, their roofs falling in, their walls returning slowly to the earth. The landscape is becoming a graveyard of houses.

I said Mass this morning to a congregation of eleven. Eleven. Where once there were three hundred. The church that was too small for my parish is now too large. My voice echoes in the empty nave and the echo sounds like accusation.

I have written again to the bishop. I have written again to Dublin. I have written to London. I have written to everyone I can think of and the responses are always the same — sympathy without action, concern without commitment, words without bread.

I am tired. I am tired in a way that sleep cannot fix. The tiredness is in my soul.



5 April 1848

Spring. The land is green again, as if nothing happened. The fields that held blighted crops are covered with grass and wildflowers. Nature has forgotten. Nature always forgets. It is only people who remember, and there are fewer of us to remember with each passing week.

I planted a garden behind the presbytery. Vegetables — cabbage, turnips, carrots. Not potatoes. I cannot bring myself to plant potatoes. The sight of a potato ridge fills me with a dread I cannot explain to anyone who has not watched a parish die because of what happened to the plants in that ridge.

Mrs. Coyne says I am becoming thin. She says I give away too much food. She says a dead priest cannot help his parish. She has said this before and she is right and I continue to give away the food and she continues to scold me and this is how we survive — she feeds me, I feed others, and the circle of sustenance is unbroken even if it is barely sufficient.

I said the rosary today for the dead. All of them. It took a long time. There are so many names. So many faces. They crowd my memory like parishioners in a pew and they wait for me to say their names and I do, one by one, because someone must.



20 August 1848

The blight has returned again. A third year. I heard the news and I sat in my chair and I did not move for a long time. I thought: how much can a people bear? How many times can the same wound be opened? How many more will die?

But the parish is so diminished now that the blight’s return falls on fewer people. There are fewer to starve because so many have already starved. The logic of this is monstrous — the famine is becoming less devastating not because conditions have improved but because there are fewer people left to devastate.

I walked through the townland this afternoon. Half the cabins are empty. Ruined. The walls crumbling, the thatch fallen in. Nettles growing where children once played. I passed a house where the Kellys lived — seven of them, parents and five children — and the doorway was filled with briars and the roof was open to the sky.

I stood there and I said a prayer for the Kellys. I do not know where they are. Dead, emigrated, in the workhouse. Gone, in any case. Gone from the place that was their home. The place I am supposed to shepherd. My flock is gone and I am a shepherd of empty fields.



12 December 1848

Christmas approaches. I have begun to plan a meal for those who remain. Mrs. Coyne and I will prepare what we can — a soup, some bread, perhaps a small amount of meat if I can find any. I want to gather the survivors of my parish around a table and feed them and let them be warm for one evening.

It will be a small gathering. There are perhaps sixty families left in a parish that once held five hundred. Sixty families out of five hundred. The rest — I cannot write the rest. The arithmetic of famine is unbearable.

I received a letter from the bishop. He commends my service. He says the diocese is grateful for my sacrifice. He says he will pray for the parish. Prayers. The bishop sends prayers from his palace while my people die in ditches. I am grateful for the prayers and I am furious about the prayers in equal measure.

I will not say that in the pulpit. I will say that God is with us, that suffering has meaning, that we must endure with faith and hope. I will say these things because they need to be said and because I am their priest and I owe them whatever comfort I can offer. But I will think what I think. And what I think is: where were you?



14 March 1849

Spring again. The fourth spring of the famine. I have lost count of the dead. Mrs. Coyne has not — she keeps her meticulous list — but I have stopped asking for the total because the number has become meaningless. After a certain point, numbers cease to convey the reality they represent. One death is a tragedy. A hundred deaths is a statistic. A thousand deaths is something for which there is no word.

I am still here. That is something. I am still walking the roads, still visiting the sick, still saying the Mass, still burying the dead. My body protests — the fever weakened me and I have not fully recovered — but my body’s protests are irrelevant. There is work to do.

A young family arrived in the parish last week. From Mayo, they said. Walking south, looking for food, looking for a place that had not been completely destroyed. I gave them shelter in an empty cabin and shared what food I had. The woman looked at me and said: Father, is it true it is better here? I said: it is not worse. She nodded. She understood.

That is our standard now. Not good. Not better. Just not worse.



2 September 1849

The cholera has come. As if the famine and the fever were not enough, now we have cholera. It strikes fast — a person can be well in the morning and dead by evening. The symptoms are horrifying. I will not describe them. It is enough to say that this disease strips the last dignity from people who have already lost everything.

I buried Seán Moran today. He was the strongest man in the parish — a blacksmith, with arms like oak branches. The cholera took him in two days. His wife and children stood at the graveside and I looked at them and saw the future of this parish — the widows, the orphans, the remnants of families torn apart by one catastrophe after another.

I am angry again. I thought the anger had passed, burned out by exhaustion and resignation. But it has not. It flares up at moments like these — standing at a graveside, looking at a widow, knowing that this death, like all the others, was preventable. Not by me. Not by prayer. But by the decision of powerful men to value Irish lives as much as they value Irish rents.

That decision was never made. And so I dig graves.



19 February 1850

Five years. Five years since the first blight appeared. I have been keeping my diary for five years and every page is a record of loss. I look back through the entries and it reads like a catalogue of diminishment — fewer people, fewer resources, fewer reasons for hope.

But there are reasons. I must record them because the darkness is not complete. Michael Duffy — the same Michael Duffy who first told me about the blight — is still alive. Still farming. His family survived. They ate nettles and seaweed and whatever they could find, but they survived. And new children have been born in the parish. Not many. But some. And each one is a statement of defiance, a refusal to accept that this place is finished.

I said Mass today for a congregation of nineteen. Small. But present. Nineteen people who got up on a Sunday morning and walked to a church in a parish that has been devastated and knelt and prayed and sang. The singing was thin but it filled the church because sound, like faith, expands to fill the space available to it.

I am still here. The parish is still here. Diminished, wounded, scarred beyond recognition. But here.



7 November 1850

I received a letter today from a man in Boston. He is from this parish — Tomás Flaherty, who emigrated in 1847. He wrote to tell me he is alive, that he has work, that he has married. He asked about his mother.

His mother died in 1848. I wrote back and told him. I wrote it as gently as I could, though there is no gentle way to tell a man his mother is dead. I told him she did not suffer long. I told him she spoke of him at the end. Both of these things are true.

I think often about the emigrants. The thousands who left this parish, this county, this country. They are scattered now across America, Canada, England, Australia. They carry Ireland with them — the language, the faith, the memories. They carry the famine too, though they may not speak of it. It is in them the way the blight is in the soil — invisible, persistent, destructive in ways that take years to manifest.

I pray for them. Every night, along with the dead, I pray for the living who have gone away. They are my flock too, even at three thousand miles’ distance. A shepherd does not stop caring for the sheep that leave the field.



1 June 1851

The census results have been published. The population of Ireland has fallen from over eight million to six and a half million in ten years. In this parish the fall is worse — we have lost more than half our people. Dead or gone.

I read the numbers and I set down the paper and I looked at the wall and I thought about what those numbers mean. Each number is a person. Each person had a name and a face and a story. They were farmers and mothers and children and old men and young women and they are gone. Erased from this land as thoroughly as if they had never existed.

But they existed. I knew them. I baptised them and married them and buried them. I know their names. Mary Conlon. Patrick Fallon. Bridget Horan. Cormac Brennan who was five. The Kellys. Seán Moran the blacksmith. Hundreds of others. I carry them in my memory like a parish register written on the heart.

The famine is not over — there are still people starving, still people dying — but it is diminishing. Not because of any government action. Not because the powerful relented. Because there are fewer of us left to starve. The famine is ending because it has done its work.



25 December 1851

Christmas Day. I said Mass this morning for a congregation of twenty-six. Mrs. Coyne prepared a dinner — a real dinner, with meat and vegetables and bread. We invited those who had no family, which is many. We sat around the table in the presbytery and we ate together and for one evening the hunger was absent from the room.

After dinner I walked to the graveyard. I stood among the graves — the marked and the unmarked, the old and the new — and I said the names. All the names I could remember. It took a long time. The December darkness came down around me and still I stood there, saying names into the cold air.

I do not know what the future holds for this parish. For Ireland. The land is scarred. The people are diminished. The trust between the governed and the governors is broken beyond repair. Something happened here that cannot be undone and cannot be forgiven and cannot be forgotten.

But we are here. Those of us who remain are here. And we will rebuild, not because we have forgotten what was done to us but because the dead would want us to. The dead would want the living to live. That is the only lesson of the graveyard: live. For them, for us, for the ones who will come after. Live.


Father Thomas Riordan survived the famine, though his health was broken by years of deprivation and exposure. He continued to serve his parish in Strokestown until 1858, when he was transferred to a smaller parish in Longford. He died in 1871, aged seventy-four. His parishioners remembered him as the priest who shared his food and dug the graves himself when no one else could. His diary was preserved by his housekeeper, Mrs. Coyne, and donated to the diocesan archive.







Mary Katherine Sullivan


Hedge school teacher, County Waterford





I was taught that words are the only things that cannot be taken from you. I am testing that belief to its limit.






10 October 1845

I am a teacher. It is the only thing I have ever been and the only thing I know how to be. For fifteen years I have taught the children of this parish to read and write and count, in a hedge school that is not a hedge but a barn belonging to Michael Walsh, who lets us use it in exchange for his children’s education.

Today I had twelve students. Last month I had twenty. The missing eight are at home, helping their families dig whatever potatoes can be salvaged from the blighted fields. Their parents sent word — the children will be back when the crisis passes. When the crisis passes. As if this were a rainstorm to be waited out.

I have decided to keep a record. Not a diary in the personal sense — I have no interest in recording my feelings, which are irrelevant — but a record of what I see. A teacher’s record. Because what is happening in this parish, in this county, in this country, is something that must be written down by someone who can write. And that is what I am. I am someone who can write.

The children who came today were hungry. I could see it in their faces, in the way they sat at their benches, in the way they looked at the piece of bread I brought for my own lunch. I broke it into twelve pieces and gave it to them and taught them hungry.



3 January 1846

I had six students today. Six out of twenty-five. The others cannot come — they are sick, or too weak, or their families have gone to the public works, or they have no shoes and the ground is frozen. These are the reasons given. The true reason, the reason beneath all the other reasons, is hunger. Everything that is happening can be traced back to that single word.

I taught the six who came. I taught them arithmetic and reading and history. I taught them about the Act of Union and what it means to be governed by a parliament in which you have no meaningful voice. I taught them about the Penal Laws and how their grandparents were forbidden to be educated, which is why hedge schools exist — because the law said Catholic children should not learn, and their parents said otherwise.

Some would say this is seditious teaching. Some would say I am filling their heads with dangerous ideas. I say I am teaching them the truth, which is the only thing worth teaching. The truth is that they are hungry because of a blight, but they are starving because of a system. The blight is nature. The starvation is politics.

I will teach them this because they deserve to understand what is happening to them.



22 March 1846

I visited the Brennan family today. Aidan Brennan was one of my best students — quick-witted, curious, always asking questions. He has not been to school in six weeks. His mother said he was sick. I went to see for him.

He was lying on a pallet by the fire, which was low and nearly out. He was thin — shockingly thin for a boy of eleven who was robust and energetic just months ago. His eyes were too large for his face. His hands were skeletal. He looked at me and said: Miss Sullivan, I finished the book.

The book. I had lent him a copy of Robinson Crusoe two months ago. He had read it, lying there on his pallet, starving, feverish, reading about a man shipwrecked on an island. He told me about it — the parts he liked, the parts he found unlikely, the parts that made him think. He was lucid and intelligent and dying.

I took his hand and told him I would bring another book next week. He nodded. He believed me. Children believe their teachers. I walked home and I wept with a fury I did not know I possessed.

Aidan Brennan. Eleven years old. Reading Robinson Crusoe by a dying fire.



14 July 1846

The school is empty. I opened the barn this morning and sat at my desk and waited and no one came. Not one child. The parish has reached a point where education is a luxury no one can afford — not in money, which was never the cost, but in energy. The walk to the school, the hours sitting, the concentration required — these things demand calories that do not exist.

I sat in the empty barn for an hour. I looked at the benches where my students used to sit — Aidan’s bench, Maeve’s bench, little Tomás who could never sit still, Brigid who was afraid of arithmetic but loved poetry. I looked at the slate I used for writing and the books I had gathered over fifteen years and I thought: what is the point of all this? What is the point of words and numbers and history when the children who should be learning them are starving?

But then I thought: the point of words is precisely this. The point of words is to name what is happening so that it cannot be denied. The point of education is to give people the tools to understand and articulate their own suffering. The school may be empty but the work is not done.

I will write. If I cannot teach, I will write.



19 October 1846

I have been walking the parish, recording what I see. I carry my diary and a pencil and I walk from townland to townland and I write down the facts. Not opinions. Not emotions. Facts.

Fact: the Kelly family of Ballynanane has been evicted. Their cabin was tumbled on the fourteenth of October. Seven people, including three children under the age of eight, are living in a scalp by the roadside.

Fact: the workhouse in Dungarvan admitted one hundred and twelve people last week. It was built for six hundred and currently holds nine hundred and forty.

Fact: the price of Indian meal in Waterford market has risen to three shillings per stone. A labourer on the public works earns eightpence per day. At current prices, a day’s wages buys enough meal to feed a family for one day, with nothing left for rent, fuel, or clothing.

Fact: I have counted fourteen deaths in this parish since September. Eleven from starvation or diseases directly related to malnutrition. Three from typhus.

These are facts. They do not require interpretation. They do not require emotion. They speak for themselves. And I write them down because facts, unlike people, cannot be evicted or starved or silenced.



8 January 1847

Aidan Brennan is dead. His mother came to tell me this morning. She stood at my door and said the words and I heard them and I nodded and I thanked her for telling me and I closed the door and I sat down.

He was twelve years old. He had read Robinson Crusoe and asked me to bring him another book. I brought him Gulliver’s Travels. He died before he could finish it.

I am writing this down because that is what I do. I write things down. But I want to say something beyond the facts. I want to say that Aidan Brennan was a boy who loved books and had a mind that could have done anything — science, law, medicine, literature — and that mind is now in the ground because the food that should have nourished it was destroyed by a blight and not replaced by a government.

That is the crime. Not the blight, which is nature. The crime is the failure to respond. The crime is the ideology that says the market will provide when the market has never provided for the poor. The crime is the decision, made in offices in London by men who have never been hungry, that Irish lives are not worth the cost of Irish food.

Aidan Brennan, twelve years old. He deserved better. They all did.



3 March 1847

I have been visiting the workhouse in Dungarvan. I go once a week, ostensibly to see if any of my former students are there. They are. Six of them, at last count. They are thin and grey in their workhouse uniforms and they look at me with eyes that contain too much knowledge for their years.

The conditions in the workhouse are appalling. I use the word precisely — they are conditions that should appall anyone with a functioning conscience. The overcrowding is extreme. The food is inadequate. The separation of families is cruel beyond any administrative justification. The fever ward is a death sentence wearing the disguise of medical care.

I spoke to the master of the workhouse. I asked him why the children were not being educated. He looked at me as if I were mad. Educated? he said. They are being fed. That is enough. I said feeding a child’s body while starving their mind was not enough. He said I was welcome to leave.

I did not leave. I returned the following week with books. I sat in the children’s ward and I read to them. I read them stories because stories are food for the mind and these children’s minds are as hungry as their bodies. The master did not stop me. Perhaps he thought it was harmless. Perhaps he did not care.



18 May 1847

Black ’47. That is what people are calling this year. The blackest year. The year when the accumulation of blight and hunger and disease and eviction and policy failure reached its terrible peak.

I am recording the evictions now. I stand at the edge of the road and I watch and I write. The crowbar brigade comes — the sheriff’s men, the bailiffs, the labourers hired to pull the roofs down — and they do their work with mechanical efficiency. The family is put out. The furniture — such as it is — is thrown into the road. The roof is pulled down. The walls are broken. And the family stands there, on the road, with nowhere to go.

I write down the names. The dates. The locations. The number of people in each family. The age of the youngest child. I write it all down because someone must and because the authorities will not. The authorities record the eviction as an administrative action. I record it as what it is — the destruction of a home and the casting out of human beings onto the road to die.

The landlords do not like me. I have been told to stop. I have been threatened. I do not stop. A woman with a pencil and a diary is not much of a threat, but she is the only threat available.



29 July 1847

I am still walking. Still recording. The diary grows thicker and my body grows thinner and I tell myself that the exchange is worth it — that what goes onto the page is more important than what goes into my stomach.

The soup kitchens are operating now under the Temporary Relief Act. They are feeding millions — the government claims three million at the peak. The soup is thin and the bread is hard and the queues are endless, but people are being fed. It is the one thing the government has done that approximates adequacy.

But it is temporary. They have already announced the kitchens will close in September. After that, the Poor Law will bear the full burden. The workhouses, the outdoor relief, the rates levied on landlords who are themselves going bankrupt. The system is designed to collapse under the weight being placed on it.

I do not understand the logic. I have been educated. I read the newspapers. I follow the parliamentary debates. And I cannot understand a government that feeds three million people for six months and then stops. What do they think will happen? Do they think the hunger will stop when the kitchens stop? Do they think the blight reads parliamentary schedules?

They know. They must know. And knowing, they stop anyway.



5 August 1847

I attended a funeral today. Not as a mourner — I have been to so many funerals now that the word mourner has lost its meaning — but as a witness. I go to funerals to record the names. The name, the age, the cause of death, the townland. I write them in my diary with the same care I once used to write lesson plans.

The funeral was for a family. The Dunnes. Father, mother, three children. They died within a week of each other — the fever took them in sequence, parent and child, as if working through a list. The priest said the prayers and the gravedigger did his work and a handful of neighbours stood in the rain and it was over in twenty minutes.

Five people. A family. Gone in twenty minutes. The efficiency of death in famine times is remarkable. There are no long illnesses, no lingering declines. The body, already depleted by months of hunger, has no reserves to fight with. The fever comes and the body surrenders because it has nothing left to surrender except itself.

I wrote their names in my diary. John Dunne, aged forty-four. Catherine Dunne, aged thirty-nine. Thomas, aged twelve. Ellen, aged nine. Baby Michael, aged two. Five names. Five lines of ink. Five people reduced to facts in a teacher’s notebook. It is not enough. But it is all I have.



15 September 1847

The kitchens have closed. As announced. As planned. The system of temporary relief has been terminated and replaced with nothing adequate. The workhouses, already overflowing, must now absorb everyone who was being fed by the kitchens.

I went to the Dungarvan workhouse yesterday. The queue at the gate stretched down the road and around the corner. Hundreds of people, standing in the rain, waiting to be admitted to a place they know is terrible but which is the only alternative to the ditch.

The master turned most of them away. Full. No room. Go to the next union. The next union is twenty miles away. Twenty miles for people who can barely walk. The mathematics of this cruelty are precise.

I stood at the gate and I wrote down the names of the people turned away. They gave me their names willingly — Brennan, Murphy, Walsh, O’Brien, Dunne — as if being written down was a form of existence, as if a name on a page was a shield against oblivion. Perhaps it is. Perhaps that is exactly what it is.



2 December 1847

I have reopened the school. Not in the barn — I have not the strength for that — but in my own cottage. Three children come. Three. They are thin and pale and they have the look of old people trapped in young bodies. But they come. They walk to my cottage and they sit at my table and they learn.

I teach them to read. I teach them to write. I teach them the history of their country and I do not soften it. They are living through something that will be in history books a hundred years from now, and they deserve to understand it while it is happening.

Little Maeve — one of my original students, now ten — asked me today why the English will not help us. I told her the truth: that some English people are helping, that the Quakers have been extraordinary, that individual acts of charity have been many. But the government, the system, the institution that has the power and the resources to end this — that institution has chosen not to. I told her this is not about Englishness. It is about power. About what happens when power is exercised without empathy.

She listened and she nodded and she said: will you write that down, Miss Sullivan? I said I already have.



8 March 1848

I have been offered a position. A man from the Waterford Poor Law Union came to see me. He had heard of my diary, of my record-keeping, of my habit of writing down facts. He said the union needs a clerk. Someone literate. Someone meticulous. Someone who can keep records.

I almost laughed. I have been keeping records for two and a half years. Births, deaths, evictions, admissions, rejections, rations, prices, wages. I have more records than the government.

I said I would consider it. He said the pay was adequate. He said it would give me access to the system from the inside. He said perhaps I could do more good with a position than with a pencil and a diary.

Perhaps he is right. A clerk in the Poor Law Union sees everything — the budgets, the decisions, the correspondence. A clerk knows who decided what and when and why. A clerk has access to the machinery of relief, or the failure of relief, and can record it from within.

I will take the position. But I will not stop writing. The diary continues. It will always continue.



22 June 1848

I have been working as a clerk for three months. I was right — the access is extraordinary. I see the letters from the Poor Law Commissioners. I see the budgets. I see the decisions about who receives relief and who does not. I see the criteria — the Gregory Clause, which says no tenant holding more than a quarter acre of land is eligible for relief. A quarter acre. Keep your land and starve, or give up your land and be fed. This is the choice the law offers.

The Gregory Clause is the most elegant piece of cruelty I have ever encountered. It does not say: we will take your land. It says: you may keep your land, but if you do, we will let you die. The choice is yours. The government can claim it was not coercion. The farmer can claim it was not voluntary. Both are right. Both are wrong. The Gregory Clause exists in the space between — a legal fiction that converts starvation into a personal decision.

I am documenting it. Every case that comes through the office, every family forced to choose between land and life, every quarter acre surrendered — I record it. I file the official paperwork and I write the truth in my diary and someday, I believe, the truth will matter more than the paperwork.



17 October 1848

I went to the school today. Not my school — a new national school that has opened in the parish, part of the government’s education system. I went because three of my former students are there and I wanted to see how they were doing.

The school is a stone building with windows and a proper slate roof. It has desks and books and a trained teacher. It has everything my hedge school did not have. And yet I stood in the doorway and I watched the children sitting at their desks and I felt a loss I cannot fully explain.

The hedge school was poor. It was a barn. It was cold in winter and hot in summer and the benches were rough and the books were few. But it was ours. It was built on defiance — the defiance of people who were told their children should not be educated and who educated them anyway. The national school is built on policy. It is well-funded and well-organized and it teaches children to be loyal subjects of the crown.

I do not begrudge the children their desks and windows. But I mourn the thing that was lost — the stubborn, beautiful refusal to be illiterate. The insistence that knowledge matters, even when — especially when — the powerful say it does not.



12 January 1849

I started at the union office today. My desk is in a corner by the window, which gives me light to work by and a view of the yard where the outdoor relief is distributed. I can see them from here — the queue of people waiting for their rations, the clerk with his ledger, the scale and the meal sack.

The work is straightforward. I copy correspondence. I file reports. I maintain the registers of admissions and discharges and deaths. The language of the office is precise and bloodless — applicant, recipient, pauper, inmate. These words strip the humanity from the people they describe as effectively as the hunger strips the flesh from their bones.

I have resolved to keep two sets of records. The official records, which I maintain with the accuracy expected of a clerk, and my own records, which contain the things the official records omit. The official register says: Mary Walsh, aged 67, admitted 12 January, cause of destitution: failure of potato crop. My diary says: Mary Walsh, a weaver from Dunmore East, who taught me to card wool when I was a girl, who has a laugh that fills a room, who is now sitting on a bench in a workhouse waiting room because the country she lives in has decided that feeding her is an administrative matter.



4 February 1849

The famine continues, though its character is changing. The worst is past — or so they say. The potato crop was better last year, though not fully recovered. The evictions continue. The emigration continues. The dying continues, though at a reduced rate.

Reduced. That word. We have reached a point where dying at a reduced rate is considered progress. Where a famine that kills hundreds per week instead of thousands is described as improving. The standards of catastrophe have been recalibrated so thoroughly that partial devastation now counts as good news.

I continue my work at the union office. I continue my diary. I have filled four notebooks now — nearly three and a half years of daily observations. Dates, names, numbers, facts. If anyone ever wants to know what happened in County Waterford between 1845 and 1849, they will find it in these pages.

I do not know if anyone will want to know. The powerful prefer to forget their failures. The comfortable prefer not to be disturbed by the suffering of others. But the record exists. The facts are written. And facts, unlike governments, do not change their story.



30 June 1849

The Queen visited Ireland today. Queen Victoria, monarch of the empire under whose governance a million Irish people have died and a million more have fled. She came to Dublin and Cork and the reports say she was received warmly.

I find this extraordinary. I find it beyond comprehension that a starving nation would cheer the head of the government that starved it. But I understand, in a way. The Irish gift for courtesy extends even to those who do not deserve it. We are a polite people. We were polite while they evicted us and polite while they starved us and polite while they put us on coffin ships. Politeness is the armour of the powerless.

The Queen donated two thousand pounds to famine relief. Two thousand pounds. The crown jewels she wore to the Dublin reception are worth ten times that. The gesture is precisely calibrated — enough to demonstrate concern, not enough to constitute sacrifice.

I wrote this down. I write everything down. Someday a child will read these pages and they will learn what their teacher learned: that courtesy is not the same as justice, and that generosity without proportion is just performance.



22 November 1849

Maeve came to see me today. She is eleven now, growing tall despite the years of poor nutrition. She brought me a composition she had written at the national school — an essay about the famine. Her teacher had asked the students to write about their experiences.

Maeve’s essay was two pages long, written in careful handwriting, every letter formed precisely the way I taught her. She described the hunger, the evictions, her father’s death, her mother’s illness. She described the workhouse. She described the road.

At the end she wrote: Miss Sullivan told us to write things down so they cannot be forgotten. I am writing this down so my father is not forgotten. His name was Liam and he was a good man and he should not have died.

I held the pages and I read them twice and I looked at Maeve and I said: this is the best thing any student of mine has ever written. She smiled — a real smile, the smile of a child who has been praised for something that matters — and for a moment the weight of the last four years lifted.

This is why I teach. This is why I write. Not for the politicians or the historians or the government clerks. For Maeve. For the children who will carry the memory forward.



1 January 1850

A new decade. A new half-century. I sit at my desk and I look at the stack of diaries beside me — five of them now, one for each year of the famine — and I think about what they contain. Five years of Irish life reduced to facts on a page. Five years of hunger and death and endurance and loss.

I am thirty-nine years old. I have been a teacher for twenty years. I have taught children to read and write and think. Some of those children are dead. Some are in America. Some are in the workhouse. Some — a precious few — are still here, still learning, still growing.

The famine is not over. People are still dying. People are still leaving. The country is hollowed out — a shell of what it was. But the shell is not empty. There are people inside it. People like Maeve, who write essays about their dead fathers. People like Mrs. Walsh, who still opens the barn for the surviving students. People like me, who sit at desks and write things down.

I do not know what will become of Ireland. I do not know if the country will recover from what has been done to it. But I know that the record exists. The names are written. The facts are preserved. And as long as the record exists, the truth cannot be erased.

That is my contribution. It is not much. But it is what a teacher can give.


Mary Katherine Sullivan survived the famine and continued to teach in County Waterford until the establishment of the national school system absorbed her students. She later became a clerk in the Waterford Poor Law Union, where she advocated for improved conditions. She never married. She died in 1889, aged seventy-nine. Her diary was published posthumously by the Waterford Archaeological Society in 1902 under the title A Teacher’s Record.







Robert Alderton


Junior Inspector, Board of Works, County Cork





I came to Ireland to do a job. I did the job. I do not know if the job was worth doing.






8 October 1845

I arrived in Cork yesterday evening, having taken the packet from Bristol to Queenstown and thence by coach. I am to report to the Board of Works office in the city tomorrow morning. My appointment as junior inspector carries a salary of one hundred and twenty pounds per annum, which is adequate if not generous. I have lodgings on the South Mall — a clean room with a writing desk and a view of the river.

I am twenty-six years old. This is my first significant appointment. I obtained it through my father’s connections — he knows a man at the Treasury who recommended me. I am not ashamed of this. Patronage is how the civil service operates. What matters is that I do the work competently.

The work, as I understand it, is to oversee the public relief schemes — road building, drainage, improvements — that the government is establishing in response to the potato failure. I know little about potatoes and less about Ireland. I know that there has been a crop failure and that relief is required and that the Board of Works is the instrument through which relief will be delivered.

I am here to do a job. I intend to do it well.



29 November 1845

I have been in my post for six weeks now. The work is largely administrative — reviewing applications for relief works, approving schemes, inspecting progress. The bureaucracy is considerable. Every scheme must be proposed by the local grand jury, approved by the Lord Lieutenant, sanctioned by the Treasury, and supervised by my office. The chain of command is long and each link in it adds delay.

I have begun to see the effects of the crop failure on the population. The people here are poor in a way I had not previously encountered. I thought I understood poverty — I grew up in modest circumstances, not wealthy, not comfortable — but the poverty of rural Cork is of a different order. Families of eight or ten living in single-room cabins with earthen floors. Their diet, I am told, consisted almost entirely of potatoes. The potatoes are gone and they have nothing else.

My senior, Mr. Trench, tells me not to become sentimental. He says the Irish are accustomed to hardship and that the relief works will see them through. He says the government’s response is proportionate and sound. I have no reason to doubt him. He has been here longer than I have. He understands the country better than I do.



14 February 1846

I inspected a road-building scheme near Skibbereen today. The labourers — perhaps forty men — were breaking stones by the roadside in a freezing rain. They were thin. Thinner than any working men I have ever seen. Their clothes hung on them. Their faces were drawn and grey.

I watched them for an hour. The work rate was slow — far slower than the estimates in my paperwork suggest it should be. I noted this in my report. Then I looked at the men again and I understood why the work rate was slow. They are starving. They are breaking stones on empty stomachs in the rain and I am recording their productivity as if they were machines.

I spoke to the overseer. He said the men were paid eightpence a day, which was below the market rate for agricultural labour, as per the Board’s instructions. The below-market rate is deliberate — it is designed to ensure that the relief works do not compete with private employment. This policy makes sense in a functioning economy. In a place where there is no private employment, it means paying starving men less than a living wage to break stones they do not need.

I wrote my report. I recorded the work rate and the expenditure and the progress of the road. I did not record what I felt.



1 May 1846

I received a memorandum from Dublin today concerning the conduct of relief works. It specifies that task work — payment by result rather than by day — should be introduced to improve efficiency. The logic is clear: men paid by the day have no incentive to work hard. Men paid by the task will work harder because their income depends on it.

The logic is clear and it is monstrous. These men are not slow because they are lazy. They are slow because they are starving. Task work means the weakest — those most in need of relief — will earn the least. A man who can barely lift a hammer will break fewer stones and therefore earn less and therefore eat less and therefore grow weaker and therefore break fewer stones. The logic is a spiral and the spiral leads downward.

I said this to Mr. Trench. He listened and then said: Alderton, our job is to implement policy, not to make it. He is right. That is our job. But I am beginning to wonder if doing a job well is the same as doing the right thing.



18 August 1846

The blight has returned. The second failure. I heard the reports from across the county and I felt a coldness in my chest that was not the weather. The first failure was a crisis. The second is a catastrophe.

The new government — Lord Russell’s — has a different philosophy from Peel’s. The Treasury, under Trevelyan, believes that Irish distress should be met primarily by Irish resources. Local rates, local employment, local charity. The imperial treasury will assist but not lead. The principle, as I understand it, is that too much government intervention will create dependency and distort the natural operation of the market.

I read these arguments in the memoranda and I recognise their internal logic. They are not unreasonable in the abstract. But the abstract is not what I see when I ride through Skibbereen. What I see is a people whose food supply has been destroyed for the second consecutive year and who have no resources — local or otherwise — to replace it. What I see is the natural operation of the market producing death.

I do not know how to reconcile the memoranda with what I see. I am a civil servant. I implement policy. But the policy is growing harder to implement because the gap between what it says and what it does is growing wider.



12 November 1846

I visited a public works site near Bantry today. Conditions have deteriorated significantly since my last inspection. The labourers are in a terrible state — emaciated, many of them clearly ill. Three men collapsed during the inspection. The overseer said this was a regular occurrence.

I asked the overseer how many men had died on the works this month. He consulted his ledger. Seven, he said. Seven men dead on a single road-building scheme in a single month. Died of exhaustion, he said. Or fever. Or both. He said it without particular emotion. The numbers have become routine.

I reported this to Mr. Trench. He read my report and said: noted. Then he told me that the Board was under pressure to reduce costs. The Treasury has expressed concern about the scale of expenditure. Concern about costs. Seven men dead on one scheme in one month and the concern is costs.

I am beginning to understand something about bureaucracy that I did not understand before. Bureaucracy is not malicious. It is not cruel by design. It is simply indifferent. It processes information without processing meaning. A death and a budget line item are handled by the same system with the same efficiency and the same absence of feeling.



3 January 1847

I have received new instructions. The public works are to be wound down. The government’s policy is shifting to direct food distribution — soup kitchens under the Temporary Relief Act. My role will change accordingly. I am to assist in the transition.

The public works are failing. I say this not as an opinion but as a fact observable from the reports on my desk. The works employ seven hundred thousand people nationally, yet the death rate continues to rise. The wages are too low to buy food at current prices. The work is too demanding for starving men. The roads being built serve no economic purpose. The entire system is a mechanism for delivering minimal assistance while maintaining the fiction that it is not charity.

I was taught that charity is demeaning. That self-reliance is a virtue. That the market, left to itself, will allocate resources efficiently. I believed these things because they were taught to me by people I trusted — my father, my teachers, the economists whose books I read at university.

I no longer know if I believe them. I stand beside a road that goes nowhere, built by men who are dying, and I am told that this is preferable to giving them food because giving them food would undermine their self-reliance. I write this in my diary because I cannot write it in my reports.



22 March 1847

I went to Skibbereen. I had read the reports from the district and they were alarming. I went to see for myself.

I do not know how to write what I saw. I am a precise man. I value accuracy. I choose my words carefully. And I do not have words for Skibbereen.

The town is dying. The streets are lined with people who are starving — sitting, lying, walking slowly as if through deep water. Their bodies are beyond thin; they are transformed. The skin stretches over bone in a way that makes them look inhuman, though they are the most human sight I have ever seen. Children with swollen bellies and stick-thin limbs. Women carrying babies that are not moving. Men with the vacant stare of people who have gone past desperation into something else, something quiet and final.

I went into one cabin. A family of six. The father was dead in the corner. He had been dead for several days. The mother and children were too weak to move him. They sat beside his body because they had nowhere else to sit.

I left the cabin and I stood in the street and I was sick. Physically sick. I, a representative of the government of the most powerful empire on earth, stood in an Irish street and vomited because I had seen what that empire’s policies have produced.



15 May 1847

The soup kitchens are operating now and they are the first thing I have seen in eighteen months that approximates an adequate response. They are feeding people. Actually feeding them. Not making them break stones for the privilege of earning less than the cost of food, but feeding them directly.

The numbers are extraordinary. Across Ireland, nearly three million people are being fed by the kitchens daily. Three million. That is more than a third of the population dependent on government soup for survival. The scale of the disaster is laid bare in that single figure.

I supervise two kitchens in my district. The queues are long and the soup is thin but the people are being fed and the death rate, for the first time since I arrived, has begun to fall.

I wrote in my report that the soup kitchen system is effective and should be maintained. I was told by Dublin that the kitchens are temporary. They will close in September. The Poor Law will assume responsibility after that.

I asked what would happen when the Poor Law proved insufficient. I was told to confine my reports to matters within my remit.



4 August 1847

I have been ill. Not the fever — a chest complaint, brought on by months of riding through rain and sleeping in damp lodgings. The doctor in Cork told me to rest. I rested for three days and then returned to work because there is no one to replace me.

A letter from my mother. She asks when I am coming home. She says my father is not well. She says she worries about me in Ireland. She says the newspapers in England report terrible things but surely it cannot be as bad as they say.

It is worse than they say. The newspapers report statistics and anecdotes. They do not report the smell. They do not report the sound — the quiet that falls over a village when half its people are dead and the other half are too weak to speak. They do not report the look in a child’s eyes when it has given up asking for food.

I wrote to my mother. I told her I was well. I told her the work was progressing. I told her the situation was difficult but manageable. I told her everything except the truth, because the truth would break her heart and the truth is that her son is watching a people die and can do nothing about it except write reports that are filed and forgotten.



28 September 1847

The soup kitchens have closed. As scheduled. As planned. The Temporary Relief Act has expired and the government has decided that the Irish Poor Law will now bear the full responsibility for famine relief.

I know what this means. I have seen the workhouse returns. I know the capacity and I know the demand and I know that the gap between them is measured in human lives. The workhouses cannot absorb three million people. The outdoor relief provisions are hedged with restrictions — the Gregory Clause, the means test, the labour test. Each restriction is designed to limit the number of recipients, which is another way of saying each restriction is designed to ensure that some people who need help do not receive it.

I wrote a memorandum to my superiors expressing my concerns. I was careful. I used the language of administration — capacity shortfalls, projected demand, resource constraints. I did not say what I meant, which is that the government’s decision to close the soup kitchens will kill people.

The memorandum was acknowledged. No action was taken.

This is how it works. You report the facts. The facts are acknowledged. The policy continues. The people die. The reports are filed.



17 December 1847

I attended a meeting of the relief committee in Cork. The committee is composed of local magistrates, clergy, and landowners. They argued for three hours about the allocation of outdoor relief funds. The total available is eight hundred pounds. The estimated need is three thousand.

Eight hundred pounds. For a district of forty thousand people in which, by the committee’s own estimate, fifteen thousand are in acute distress. The arithmetic produces a figure of approximately one penny per person in need. One penny.

A clergyman — a Catholic priest, Father McCarthy — stood up and said: gentlemen, we are distributing crumbs. He said: while we debate the allocation of eight hundred pounds, people are dying in ditches within a mile of this room. He said: the empire that conquered a quarter of the world cannot find the money to feed its own subjects.

The chairman asked him to sit down. He sat down. The meeting continued. The eight hundred pounds was allocated according to the usual criteria. The meeting adjourned. We went to our separate lodgings. Father McCarthy walked home to his parish, where the dying continued regardless of our allocation.

I am losing my faith in the system I serve. I write this knowing that a civil servant who loses faith in his system is of no use to anyone. But I cannot unthink what I have thought.



19 February 1848

I received a letter today from Mr. Charles Trevelyan at the Treasury. Not a personal letter — a circular, distributed to all officers of the Board. It explains the government’s philosophy regarding Irish relief. I will quote the key passage:

The great evil with which we have to contend is not the physical evil of the famine, but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse and turbulent character of the people.

I read this sentence three times. I set down the letter. I picked it up and read it again.

The moral evil of the people. The man responsible for the Treasury’s famine policy believes that the problem is not the famine but the character of the Irish. The people I have watched starve and sicken and die — the men who broke stones on the public works until they collapsed, the women who carried dead children to mass graves, the families evicted into ditches in winter — these people are, in the view of the Treasury, morally deficient.

I am an Englishman. I serve the crown. I was raised to believe in the essential decency of British governance. But I have read this letter and I have seen Skibbereen and I cannot reconcile the two. I cannot serve a system that describes the people it is failing as morally evil.



6 May 1848

I inspected the evictions at the Lansdowne estate today. It was my duty to be present as a representative of the Board of Works, to ensure that the proceedings were conducted in accordance with the law.

The proceedings were conducted in accordance with the law. The sheriff read the notices. The bailiffs removed the tenants. The labourers pulled down the roofs. Everything was legal. Everything was documented. Everything was done in good order.

Forty-three families. Two hundred and eleven people. Evicted in a single day. The cabins tumbled. The possessions thrown into the road. Women weeping. Children crying. Men standing with their fists clenched and their faces white, held back by the presence of the constabulary.

I stood and watched. I noted the proceedings. I confirmed that the law was followed. I signed the paperwork. And I went back to my lodgings and I sat at my desk and I looked at my hands and I thought: these hands just signed the eviction of two hundred and eleven people from their homes.

The law was followed. I keep saying this to myself, as if repetition will make it sufficient. The law was followed. The law was followed. The law was followed.

It was not enough.



10 July 1848

I attended an inquest today. A man was found dead on the road between Bandon and Clonakilty. The coroner determined the cause of death to be starvation. Starvation. Written plainly in the coroner’s record, in black ink on white paper, in the year 1848, in a county governed by the British crown.

The coroner, Dr. Sweetnam, is a careful man. He does not write starvation lightly. He knows the word carries weight, carries blame, carries the implicit accusation that someone — some institution, some government, some system — failed to prevent a man from starving to death on a public road.

I was present as a representative of the Board. I watched the proceedings. I noted the findings. I will include them in my report, where they will be read by a clerk in Dublin who will file them in a folder that will be placed on a shelf that will gather dust.

The dead man’s name was Patrick Crowley. He was forty-one years old. He was a labourer. He had a wife and three children who are now in the workhouse. He died on a road, in the rain, alone, because there was no food in his body and no system in his country that could put food there in time.

I am a civil servant. I serve the system. The system produced Patrick Crowley dead on a road. I write this down and I do not know what else to do with it. I have no power. I have only a pen and a growing awareness that competence in the service of failure is its own kind of failure.



14 August 1848

I have requested a transfer. I wrote to the Board in Dublin and asked to be reassigned. I cited health reasons, which is partly true — my chest has not recovered and the Irish climate does not help. But the real reason is that I can no longer do this work.

Not because the work is difficult. The paperwork is straightforward. The inspections are routine. The bureaucracy functions as bureaucracy does — slowly, methodically, without passion. I can do the work. I simply can no longer believe in it.

I came to Ireland to administer relief. I have administered a system that provided insufficient relief too late to people who were dying while the system debated the merits of intervention. I have signed reports that documented death and filed them in offices where they gathered dust. I have attended meetings where the allocation of pennies was discussed with the gravity usually reserved for matters of state.

I have done my job. I have done it competently, diligently, and correctly. And people have died — are dying — in numbers that will be debated by historians for generations.

The transfer, I am told, may take several months. I will continue in my post until it comes through. I will do the work. I will file the reports. I will sign the paperwork. But I will no longer pretend that the work is sufficient.



3 November 1848

I went to Schull yesterday. Another inspection. Another report. Another catalogue of suffering rendered in administrative language.

But something happened at Schull that I must record. I met a woman on the road outside the village. She was carrying a child — a girl, perhaps three years old, wrapped in a piece of sacking. The child was dead. The woman was walking with her to the graveyard.

She stopped when she saw me. She looked at my coat — the government coat, the Board of Works coat — and she said, in English, clearly and without anger: you did this.

I stood there. I did not argue. I did not explain that I was a junior inspector with no power over policy. I did not say that the decisions were made in Dublin and London by men far above my station. I did not offer my condolences or my sympathy or my administrative expertise.

I stood there and I let her words fall on me because she was right. Not me personally. But the system I represent. The coat I wear. The government I serve. We did this. Not the blight. We did this. Through action and inaction, through policy and neglect, through ideology and indifference. We did this.

She walked on. I watched her carry her dead child down the road and I did not follow because there was nothing I could offer that she needed.



22 January 1849

My transfer has been approved. I am to report to the Board of Works office in Taunton, Somerset, in April. A minor post — drainage schemes, road maintenance, the quiet business of English infrastructure. It is a step down. I do not care.

I have begun to pack my things. My books, my clothes, my reports. Three years of life in Ireland, reduced to two trunks and a portfolio of paperwork. Three years during which I watched a nation starve while the empire I serve debated the philosophy of intervention.

I will leave Cork in March. I will take the packet to Bristol and the coach to Taunton and I will settle into my new post and I will never speak of Ireland again. Not because I want to forget — I could not forget if I tried — but because I do not know how to speak about what I have seen in a way that people in England would understand.

The distance between Cork and Taunton is not measured in miles. It is measured in comprehension. The comfortable English towns through which I will pass know nothing of Skibbereen, nothing of coffin ships, nothing of children dying in ditches. They read about it in the Times and they shake their heads and they contribute to the relief fund and they return to their dinners.

I contributed to the relief fund too. And I also signed the eviction orders. Both of these things are true.



8 March 1849

My last week in Cork. I walked through the city today with the deliberate intention of remembering it. The quays, the bridges, the churches. The beggars on the streets — fewer now than a year ago, not because there is less poverty but because many of the beggars are dead.

I thought about the people I have met in three years. The overseer at Bantry who counted the dead with the same pen he used to count the living. Father McCarthy who stood up in the relief meeting and said we are distributing crumbs. The woman on the road at Schull with her dead child. Mr. Trench, who told me not to be sentimental.

I was not sentimental. I was precise. I documented everything. I filed my reports. I did my job. And the question that will follow me to Taunton and beyond is whether doing my job was the right thing to do. Whether competent service to an incompetent system is a virtue or a failing.

I do not have the answer. I suspect I will spend the rest of my life looking for it.

I came to Ireland to do a job. I did the job. I leave behind a country that has been broken by the system I served. I carry with me a diary full of things I could not put in my reports. And I carry the knowledge — unavoidable, permanent, like a scar — that I was there, and I saw, and I followed orders.



15 March 1849

I boarded the packet at Queenstown this morning. The harbour was busy — ships coming and going, cargo being loaded, the usual commerce of a port city. Among the departing vessels was an emigrant ship bound for New York. I watched it from the deck of my own ship as we passed. The deck was crowded with people — thin people, ragged people, Irish people leaving Ireland.

They watched us pass. We watched them pass. Two ships going in opposite directions — mine to England, theirs to America. I to a comfortable post and a quiet life. They to uncertainty, to steerage holds, to the possibility of death at sea and the possibility of a new life on the other side.

I wanted to shout something across the water. I wanted to say I am sorry. I wanted to say I saw what happened and I am sorry. But the distance was too great and the wind was too loud and they would not have heard me and even if they had, my apology would have changed nothing.

Ireland is behind me now. A green line on the horizon, growing smaller. Soon it will disappear. But it will not disappear from my mind. It will never disappear from my mind. I will carry it with me — the hunger, the dying, the reports, the evictions, the woman on the road — for the rest of my days.

I followed orders. That is not the same as doing right.


Robert Alderton served in Ireland until 1849, when he requested a transfer back to England. He was assigned to a minor administrative post in Somerset, where he lived quietly until his death in 1891. He never spoke publicly about his time in Ireland. His diary was found among his personal effects by his grandson, who donated it to the National Archives in 1923. In the margin of his final entry, in handwriting that had deteriorated significantly from the crisp script of earlier pages, he had written: I followed orders. That is not the same as doing right.





	September 1845: The potato blight, caused by Phytophthora infestans, first appears in Ireland, destroying approximately one-third of the crop.


	1846: The blight returns with devastating force, destroying nearly the entire potato crop. The new Whig government under Lord John Russell shifts policy away from direct food provision toward public works and market-based relief.


	October 1846: Charles Trevelyan, Assistant Secretary to the Treasury, becomes the chief architect of famine relief policy, advocating minimal government intervention and Irish self-reliance.


	Winter 1846–1847: Public works schemes employ over 700,000 people at below-market wages. Workers, already weakened by hunger, die on the roads they are building.


	1847 — Black ’47: The worst year of the famine. Typhus, relapsing fever, and dysentery sweep through the starving population. The Temporary Relief Act establishes government soup kitchens that feed up to three million people daily.


	June 1847: The Gregory Clause is enacted, barring any tenant holding more than a quarter acre of land from receiving relief, forcing thousands to surrender their holdings.


	September 1847: The soup kitchens close. Responsibility for relief is transferred entirely to the Irish Poor Law system, which is catastrophically underfunded and overwhelmed.


	November 1847: Major Denis Mahon of Strokestown, County Roscommon, is assassinated — one of several landlords killed during the famine years.


	1847–1851: Mass evictions accelerate as landlords clear their estates. An estimated 500,000 people are evicted from their homes during the famine period.


	1847–1851: Approximately one million people emigrate from Ireland, many on overcrowded ’coffin ships’ where mortality rates reach 30 percent on the worst voyages.


	1848: The blight returns for a third consecutive year. The Young Irelander rebellion, driven partly by famine desperation, is quickly suppressed.


	1849: Queen Victoria visits Ireland. A cholera epidemic adds to the ongoing famine mortality.


	1851: The census reveals Ireland’s population has fallen from approximately 8.2 million in 1841 to 6.5 million — a decline of over 20 percent in a single decade.


	1845–1852: Approximately one million people die of starvation and famine-related disease. Another million emigrate. The demographic, cultural, and psychological impact on Ireland is permanent and irreversible.


	The Great Famine remains one of the defining events in Irish history — a catastrophe shaped not only by natural disaster but by political ideology, imperial indifference, and the systematic failure of those in power to value Irish lives.
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		Brigid Malone		14 September 1845

		28 October 1845

		2 November 1845

		18 December 1845

		27 January 1846

		3 February 1846

		19 March 1846

		18 April 1846

		7 June 1846

		2 August 1846

		20 September 1846

		5 October 1846

		15 November 1846

		4 December 1846

		3 January 1847

		22 January 1847

		8 February 1847

		19 February 1847

		25 February 1847

		2 March 1847

		7 March 1847





		Seamus Connolly		6 October 1845

		12 January 1846

		28 March 1846

		15 August 1846

		3 October 1846

		22 November 1846

		8 January 1847

		14 February 1847

		27 March 1847

		5 April 1847

		2 May 1847

		18 June 1847

		14 August 1847

		9 October 1847

		3 November 1847

		20 November 1847

		8 December 1847

		25 December 1847

		15 January 1848

		29 January 1848





		Nora Healy		3 January 1847

		11 January 1847

		25 January 1847

		8 February 1847

		22 February 1847

		10 March 1847

		24 March 1847

		6 April 1847

		19 April 1847

		1 May 1847

		16 May 1847

		2 June 1847

		18 June 1847

		7 July 1847

		22 July 1847

		9 August 1847

		28 August 1847

		6 September 1847

		18 September 1847

		3 October 1847

		19 October 1847

		2 November 1847





		Daniel Connolly		8 December 1847

		18 December 1847

		24 December 1847

		3 January 1848

		12 January 1848

		20 January 1848

		2 February 1848

		16 February 1848

		3 March 1848

		18 March 1848

		28 March 1848

		4 April 1848

		8 April 1848

		3 May 1848

		28 June 1848

		15 September 1848

		1 January 1849

		18 April 1849

		12 August 1849

		5 February 1850

		20 October 1850

		8 June 1851

		14 November 1851

		3 January 1852

		25 January 1852

		12 February 1852

		2 March 1852





		Aoife Brennan		18 March 1847

		19 March 1847

		25 March 1847

		5 April 1847

		14 April 1847

		25 April 1847

		6 May 1847

		16 May 1847

		24 May 1847

		1 June 1847

		8 June 1847

		12 June 1847

		25 June 1847

		15 July 1847

		2 September 1847

		20 November 1847

		5 January 1848

		12 April 1848

		14 October 1848

		22 March 1849

		1 September 1849

		28 February 1850

		10 December 1850

		15 August 1851





		Father Thomas Riordan		22 September 1845

		15 December 1845

		18 February 1846

		10 May 1846

		30 July 1846

		14 October 1846

		2 January 1847

		24 February 1847

		15 April 1847

		8 June 1847

		30 June 1847

		3 November 1847

		18 January 1848

		5 April 1848

		20 August 1848

		12 December 1848

		14 March 1849

		2 September 1849

		19 February 1850

		7 November 1850

		1 June 1851

		25 December 1851





		Mary Katherine Sullivan		10 October 1845

		3 January 1846

		22 March 1846

		14 July 1846

		19 October 1846

		8 January 1847

		3 March 1847

		18 May 1847

		29 July 1847

		5 August 1847

		15 September 1847

		2 December 1847

		8 March 1848

		22 June 1848

		17 October 1848

		12 January 1849

		4 February 1849

		30 June 1849

		22 November 1849

		1 January 1850





		Robert Alderton		8 October 1845

		29 November 1845

		14 February 1846

		1 May 1846

		18 August 1846

		12 November 1846

		3 January 1847

		22 March 1847

		15 May 1847

		4 August 1847

		28 September 1847

		17 December 1847

		19 February 1848

		6 May 1848

		10 July 1848

		14 August 1848

		3 November 1848

		22 January 1849

		8 March 1849

		15 March 1849
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