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Sibert Award Winner: This true story of five years of starvation in Ireland is “a fascinating
account of a terrible time” (Kirkus Reviews). In 1845, a disaster struck Ireland. Overnight, a
mysterious blight attacked the potato crops, turning the potatoes black and destroying the only
real food of nearly six million people. Over the next five years, the blight attacked again and
again. These years are known today as the Great Irish Famine, a time when one million people
died from starvation and disease and two million more fled their homeland. Black Potatoes is
the compelling story of men, women, and children who defied landlords and searched empty
fields for scraps of harvested vegetables and edible weeds to eat, who walked several miles
each day to hard-labor jobs for meager wages and to reach soup kitchens, and who committed
crimes just to be sent to jail, where they were assured of a meal. It’s the story of children and
adults who suffered from starvation, disease, and the loss of family and friends, as well as those
who died. Illustrated with black and white engravings, it’s also the story of the heroes among the
Irish people and how they held on to hope. “Bartoletti humanizes the big events by bringing the
reader up close to the lives of ordinary people.”—Booklist (starred review)
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long ago, there were good times,not your time nor my time but somebody’s
time . . .TRADITIONAL BEGINNING TO AN IRISH FOLKTALEIN 1845 A DISASTER struck
Ireland. A mysterious blight attacked the potato crops, destroying the only real food of Ireland’s
rural population. Over the next five years, the blight attacked again and again. These years are
known today as the Great Irish Famine, a time when one million people died from starvation and
disease. Two million more fled their homeland and emigrated to the United States, Canada, and
Britain. Most Famine victims were Irish Catholics, who comprised 80 percent of Ireland’s
population. Most lived in great poverty. Most spoke only Irish. Most could not read and
write.Though many Famine survivors refused to speak of their suffering and loss, others passed
on their memories to their children and grandchildren, who later told the stories to field-workers
researching the Famine. The field-workers wrote them down. In many cases, these records are
the closest that we can get to the experiences of ordinary people during the Famine years.



Collected within one hundred years of the Famine, they contain extraordinary accounts of life in
Ireland.At dinnertime, this Irish family prepares to eat a meal of boiled potatoes. The average
family needed to harvest at least four tons of potatoes each year. PICTORIAL TIMES,
FEBRUARY 28, 1846; COURTESY OF THE BRITISH LIBRARY, NEWSPAPER LIBRARYThis
book tells the story of the Great Irish Famine, through the eyes and memories of the Irish people.
You will read about how they lived, why their lives depended on the potato, how they dreaded
the workhouse, and how they feared and defied the landlord and his agent who collected the
rent and evicted them. You will read the stories of children and adults who discovered the black
potatoes, who searched desperately for food, who suffered from starvation and disease, and
who died. You will meet many ordinary people as well as political leaders, public servants, and
charitable groups who worked hard to provide relief for the starving Irish but who could not
prevent a huge loss of life.One of the saddest things about the Famine years is that for each
horrible story, there is always another more tragic and dreadful. Yet for every tragic story, you will
also meet people who held on to hope, who committed heroic acts of self-sacrifice, and who
fought to survive and to preserve their dignity.Chapter 1.Black Potatoes, Black PotatoesHealth
and a long life to youLand without rent to youA child every year to youAnd if you can’t go to
heavenMay you at least die in Ireland.—A TRADITIONAL IRISH TOASTILLUSTRATED
LONDON NEWS, AUGUST 12, 1848THE WEATHER IN IRELAND has always been fickle, but
the weather during the summer of 1845 was worse than the oldest people could remember. First
the July days burned hot, much hotter than usual. After several days, the hot spell ended and the
weather turned gloomy, cold, and damp. For three weeks in August, heavy rains fell every
day.Behind this cabin, potatoes are planted in ridges, called lazy-beds. ARTHUR YOUNG, A
TOUR IN IRELAND, LONDON, 1780; RARE BOOK DIVISION, LIBRARY OF CONGRESSThe
changeable weather made some people uneasy. They had heard reports about potato fields that
had blackened overnight in some parts of Ireland. They watched their crops for signs of decay,
but the plants appeared to be thriving, with their tiny purple flowers, large flat green leaves, and
sturdy stalks. The people couldn’t see the potatoes, which grew on stems beneath the ground,
but they prayed that the tubers were swelling, large and round.In 1845 most of Ireland’s rural
population depended on potatoes as their staple food. From August until May, six million men,
women, and children ate potatoes for breakfast, lunch, and supper, an average of seven to
fifteen pounds per person each day They ate potatoes boiled, roasted, and mashed with
buttermilk and onions. They ate potato cakes, potato bread, and potato soup. Even the pigs,
cows, and chickens ate potatoes.Not everyone was alarmed by the reports of the blackened
fields. Some people reminded themselves that the potato crop had failed in the past, but the
previous failures were never widespread. They were partial failures, usually localized to a few
counties.Newspapers optimistically predicted an abundant harvest from the more than two
million acres of potatoes that were sown. It was hoped that the harvest would be as plentiful as
the previous year, when there had been so many potatoes that farmers couldn’t sell them all.
They dumped some in the ditches as they returned from market and left others to rot in the fields



for fertilizer.A GREAT CALAMITYThe potatoes were harvested twice each fall. The early crop,
called new potatoes, was lifted in late August and the general crop, called old potatoes, was
lifted in October. In County Cork, when it grew time to harvest the early crop, fourteen-year-old
Diarmuid O’Donovan Rossa helped his family dig out the reddish-colored tubers. As his father
lifted the potatoes from the ground with his long-handled spade, Diarmuid and his family saw
that the new potatoes had grown to a good size, despite the unstable weather. It was a great
relief.Diarmuid, his sister, and two brothers shook off the soil from the potatoes. They sorted the
potatoes into large and small, then heaped them into wicker baskets. Some were taken into the
house to be eaten right away, but the rest were stored in a deep pit dug in the ground. The
potatoes were dumped inside, then the pit was covered with rushes and clay.Because new
potatoes were dug before they reached full maturity, they were thin-skinned and did not keep as
well as the brown, tougher-skinned old potatoes harvested in October. New potatoes were eaten
first, and the old potatoes were stored to eat over the winter and spring months and to use as
seed potatoes in the spring. Once sown, each “eye” or indentation on the seed potatoes
sprouted into new plants.Throughout the fall, the weather continued to be fickle. Some mornings
were warm and pleasant, but by the afternoon, the skies turned gray and heavy rains fell. On
breezy days, the wind carried a strange odor. Farmers watched their potato crops closely, but
the plants seemed sturdy and healthy.One October day, as time for the general potato harvest
neared, the midday sun darkened. By night a thick blue fog covered the countryside. “The old
people all said they never saw such a coloured sky before,” said Mr. Foley, a farmer from County
Wicklow. “The people went to bed in fear and dread that some great calamity was about to befall
them.”The next morning a powerful stench filled the air. It came from the potato beds. Farmers
and laborers hurried from their cabins and ran to their fields. With dismay, they saw that their
plants were covered with black spots. “The leaves and stalks hung down as if dead,” said Mr.
Foley.Desperately, the people tried to save the potatoes. They lit fires to purify the air, and they
cut off the blackened leaves and stalks. But the plants could not be saved. As the farmers and
laborers dug the potatoes, their fear turned to terror. The potatoes were rotten, black and slimy.
They had died in the ground.The failure of the general harvest was a great calamity. People tried
to reassure themselves that they still had the early harvest, at least the new potatoes were
sound. If they rationed them carefully, they would have the larger ones to eat over the winter and
the smaller ones to plant as seed in the spring.Then more disaster struck. News spread
throughout the Irish countryside that the new potatoes were rotting in the pits. Diarmuid’s family
rushed to check their stored potatoes. “Our pit was opened, and there, sure enough, were some
of the biggest potatoes, half rotten,” said Diarmuid.A VISITATION OF PROVIDENCEAs the
farmers and laborers looked over their black potatoes, they tried to make sense out of the
disaster. What had caused the potatoes to rot?Some people remembered how dark the sky had
turned just before the blight struck. Many people blamed the darkened sky on the fairies, whom
they believed lived in the Irish countryside. They said that the dark sky occurred because the
different fairy tribes were battling over the potatoes. Each tribe wanted the potatoes for



themselves.“They’d often fight at the time of the harvest,” said one woman. “My father told me
that in the year of the Famine, there was great fighting heard up in the sky, and they [the fairies]
were crying out, ‘Black potatoes, black potatoes, we’ll have them now.’ And the potatoes that
year were all black.”Some people took precautions to protect their harvest from the fairies. The
most sinister fairy was the Fear Liath (far LEE-uh), or the Gray Man, a musty-smelling, fog-
covered man who frequented the coastal areas, high ground, and boggy hollows. To safeguard
their potatoes from the Fear Liath, people sprinkled holy water and placed religious medals
around the storage area.Those who didn’t take precautions were sorry. “My father had warned
me,” said Johnny Aherne, a farmer from County Limerick. “But I didn’t pay him any heed. I piled
the potatoes in the house and didn’t bother to put any protections around them. I had no time for
that. The next morning, I looked at the potatoes, and every one of them was black and not fit for
eating. The Fear Liath. had touched them and he hadn’t missed a single potato.”Others called
the blight a “visitation of providence.” They believed that God sent the blight as punishment for
the way some people had wasted the extra potatoes the year before. “It was God’s Will to have
the Famine come,” said William Powell from County Cork, “for the people abused fine food when
they had it plenty.”These travelers brace themselves against a sudden gust of wind. Many
people believed that fairies created the powerful wind as they passed from place to place. Daniel
McDonald (1821–53) captured this phenomenon in this oil painting called Sídhe Gaoithe, or The
Fairy Blast. COURTESY OF THE DEPARTMENT OF IRISH FOLKLORE, UNIVERSITY
COLLEGE DUBLIN, IRELANDAnother woman, clearly ashamed, agreed: “The potatoes were
left in the ground by some people and not dug out. They threw them in the ground on the
headlands or in the ditches and left them to rot.”Diarmuid O’Donovan Rossa didn’t believe that
God had sent the blight or the Famine. “I don’t want to charge the Creator of the Irish people with
any such work,” he said. For Diarmuid, the blame lay with the English landlords, the powerful and
wealthy men who owned most of Ireland.The potatoes were gone, but Diarmuid’s family still had
a small wheat crop, which they grew to pay the rent. As soon as the wheat was reaped and
stacked, the landlord sent his men, called “keepers,” to guard it, to make sure that the
O’Donovan Rossa family paid their rent.“These keepers stayed in [our] house till the wheat was
threshed and bagged and taken to the mill,” said Diarmuid. “I well remember one of the keepers
going with my mother to the mill, and from the mill to the agent, who was in town that day to
collect the rent.” It was the agent’s job to manage the landlord’s estate and collect the rent
money.Later, when Diarmuid’s mother returned home, she had no money left. The agent had
taken every shilling for the rent. “I don’t know how my father felt; I don’t know how my mother felt,”
said Diarmuid. “There were four children of us there. . . . The potato crop was gone; the wheat
crop was gone. . . . That, no doubt, was a visitation of English landlordism—as great a curse to
Ireland as if it was the archfiend himself.”Diarmuid’s landlord wasn’t the only one to act in such a
heartless manner. After the potato crop failed, many landlords feared that their tenants would not
pay their rent. To make sure they did, the landlords confiscated the livestock and grain crops as
payment. For the Irish families who faced starvation, English landlordism seemed to be a curse



upon them and their beloved Ireland.THE GREATEST CURSEThe bitterness between the
English and the Irish began centuries before the potato arrived in Ireland. Ireland lies off the
coast of England, only a day’s sail across the Irish Sea. Between the years 1169 and 1530,
England tried to conquer Ireland many times, and many battles were fought between the
invading English and the Irish. The Irish never managed to drive the English from Ireland for long.
With each English invasion and conquest, the Irish hated the English all the more.The island of
Ireland is roughly the same size as the state of Maine—about 32,000 square miles.The
bitterness that stemmed from ethnic differences between the English and Irish deepened as
religious differences surfaced. In 1535 Henry VIII broke away from the Catholic Church and
named himself head of the Church of England. In the sixteenth century, the idea of religious
freedom did not exist. To maintain control over the Irish, Henry VIII and subsequent Protestant
rulers tried to conquer and suppress Catholicism in Ireland. The conflict that had begun as
English versus Irish now became English Protestant versus Irish Catholic.Though Protestants
and Catholics pray to the same God and share the same Christian church history, differences
between the two faiths have resulted in much sorrow for Ireland. Over the next one hundred
years, the British drove the Catholic Irish off their lands to make way for Protestant English and
Scottish settlers. The British intended the settlers to bring a sense of order and civilization to the
Irish, whom they considered rebellious and barbaric.The Catholic Irish fought bitterly against the
English colonization of their homeland, but in 1690, after Protestant King William of Orange
defeated the Catholic Irish in a terrible battle at the Boyne River, it seemed unlikely that Catholic
Ireland would ever rise to power again. To make sure, King William and the British parliament
enacted a series of laws to punish the Irish Catholics and keep them powerless. The laws were
called the Penal Laws.Under the Penal Laws, Catholics were forbidden to vote, hold political
office, carry or own firearms, engage in certain trades or professions, or provide their children
with a Catholic education. They could not purchase land or bequeath their land as they wished.
They were also forbidden to possess a horse worth more than five pounds.Some Catholics
converted to Protestantism in order to keep their land. Others gave up their holdings and
emigrated to America. Over the years, the Catholic lands were acquired by wealthy English and
Anglo-Irish (half-English, half-Irish) Protestant families. The Penal Laws ensured that the
Protestants remained the powerful landlord class and the ruling elite of Ireland.This ruined
cathedral and fortress sit atop the Rock of Cashel in County Tipperary. Such ruins are physical
reminders of hundreds of years of English invasion, conquest, and subsequent colonization of
Ireland. RICHARD LOVETT, IRISH PICTURES, LONDON: RELIGIOUS TRACT SOCIETY,
1888Representatives of the House of Commons stand before Her Majesty, Queen Victoria.
ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS, FEBRUARY 8, 1845Despite the laws, Catholicism thrived in
Ireland. By 1800, 80 percent of Ireland’s population practiced the Catholic faith. Though many of
the Penal Laws had been repealed or relaxed, Irish Catholics did not have full political rights.In
1800 the British prime minister William Pitt convinced the Irish elite to agree to the Act of Union.
The act would formally unite England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland into the United Kingdom.



Irish Catholic leaders agreed, believing that Irish Catholics would be granted full political
rights.When the Act of Union became law in 1801, the future seemed promising to Irish Catholic
leaders. They looked forward to Catholic emancipation. They hoped that Ireland’s economy
would improve, now that Ireland was formally joined to Britain, the most prosperous and
powerful country in the world. Irish leaders were excited about the prospect of sending
representatives to the British Parliament, the legislative body that governed the United
Kingdom.They were wrong. Ireland was allowed to elect only a small number of representatives
to Parliament, which gave them little legislative power. Irish Catholics had hoped to have their
political rights restored, but this did not happen. Only members of the wealthy Protestant
landlord class were eligible to take a seat in Parliament. This left Catholics, laborers, farmers,
businessmen, and women without a vote.The Catholic Emancipation Act was not passed until
1829, nearly thirty years after the Act of Union. Bitterly disappointed by the broken promises, the
Irish resented the British more than ever. For the Irish, British rule and English landlordism
remained the greatest curse.Chapter 2.We’ve an Extra PotatoPotatoes at morningPotatoes at
noonAnd if I were to rise at midnightPotatoes I’d get.—NINETEENTH-CENTURY CHILDREN’S
CHANTTO MANY PEOPLE, IRELAND seemed a land of plenty. The emerald green island had
plenty of fertile farmland, green fields, raised bogs, lakes, and rivers. Trimmed by gracefully
sloping mountains, Ireland had over two thousand miles of coastline.Ireland had plenty of
people. By 1845, the population numbered over eight million, making the small island the most
densely populated country in Europe. “The population was three or four times thicker before the
Famine,” said Barney Gargan from County Cavan. “There was a house on nearly every four
acres of land around here, and some people had only two acres, and some had only one.”During
hard times, destitute families traveled the roads, begging for food and money. PICTORIAL
TIMES, FEBRUARY 14, 1846; COURTESY OF THE BRITISH LIBRARY, NEWSPAPER
LIBRARYIreland also had plenty of poor people: about three million farm laborers lived in great
poverty. Travelers were appalled at the laborers’ wretched housing, the poorly clad men and
women, and the huge numbers of barefoot, nearly naked children. How could such conditions
exist, considering that Ireland was administered by Britain, the most powerful and prosperous
country in the world?THEIR ONLY ENEMYIreland’s poverty was blamed on the land system. In
1845 the Industrial Revolution had not yet reached Ireland, bringing new factory and mill jobs the
way it had in Britain and the United States. Most Irish people made their living from the land.The
land system divided the people into three classes: wealthy and powerful landowners (called
landlords), farmers, and farm laborers. The landlords owned huge estates, some as large as
sixty thousand acres or more. Though a small number of landlords lived in sprawling country
houses and even castles in Ireland, most preferred to live in England. These absentee landlords
hired agents to manage their estates. Since many absentee landlords were only interested in
collecting the rent, they never improved their property. Many estates fell into disrepair.The
landlords subdivided their estates and rented parcels of land to farmers. Farmers were classed
according to the amount of land they held: “large” farmers rented thirty or more acres; “middling”



farmers rented ten to thirty acres; and “small” farmers rented two to ten acres. In areas where
landlords were absent, the large farmers held power and status.A large farmer made a
comfortable living, usually from dairy and livestock farming, whereas a middling farmer had a
modest income. In addition to rent, all large farmers and those middling farmers who held a
sizable amount of land were also required to pay taxes to support the local workhouse, which
provided shelter and meals for the destitute. To help meet expenses, farmers subdivided their
holdings into small plots and rented them to small farmers and farm laborers.Small farmers
struggled to make enough to survive. But the poorest class of Irish were the farm laborers. The
farm laborers rented tiny plots of land, ranging from one-eighth of an acre to two acres. A laborer
didn’t need much land if potatoes were grown. No other crop yielded so much healthful food in
so little space. Even the poorest families could thrive as long as they had shelter and enough
potatoes.Some resident landlords lived in country houses. This house belonged to the family of
author Maria Edgeworth in Edgeworthstown, County Longford. RICHARD LOVETT, IRISH
PICTURES, LONDON: RELIGIOUS TRACT SOCIETY, 1888In addition to potatoes, some
laborers grew cash crops such as wheat, barley, or oats, which they sold to help pay the rent.
Laborers were also expected to work for the farmer or landlord, even if it meant neglecting their
own crops at planting or harvest time. Most worked about eighty days a year for the landlord or
farmer.Laborers lived in one- or two-room mud cabins, which they built themselves. Each cabin
had a thatched roof, thick walls made of straw and clay, and a tempered clay floor. Often, two
families shared a cabin, using a dresser or cupboard to divide the living space. Bundles of straw
or a tick mattress stuffed with chaff or rags served as a bed.Animals often shared the living
space, too. Hens sometimes lived in the lower part of a dresser, while the family’s pig grunted
contentedly on a straw bed in the corner of the cabin. The pig was jokingly referred to as “the
gentleman who paid the rent,” since the money earned from the pig’s sale at market was also put
toward the rent. As one man jested, “We live on praties [potatoes] and point.” By “point,” he
meant the family pig, at which most families could only point as they ate their potatoes.Tenants
paid high rent twice a year, on “gale-day,” just after the first grain harvest in May and the last
potato harvest in November. Small farmers and laborers considered it a miracle if they managed
to cover the rent. “Their only enemy was the landlord or his agent,” said Sean O’Dunleavy. “When
gale-day came about, the rent was demanded and in some cases, there was distress and
evictions.”Yet even tenants who paid their rent were not secure. Without rights and the security of
a lease, they could be evicted at any time. Some evicted tenants found shelter with neighbors,
but others joined the large ranks of the landless laborers who traveled from farm to farm, looking
for work. Most landless laborers found work only during the planting and harvest seasons—at
most, about five or six months each year.
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Caroline, “Excellent history of the Irish people and Emmigration. I purchased this to listen to prior
to a trip to Ireland hoping to learn a little more about the country. This book is so much more.
We've all heard about the potato famine but we don't really know what happened. This book
makes it so clear and explains how and what happened. It's not a political book but listening I
learned why the political upheaval between England and Ireland happened. I now realize how
horrible the potato famine was, what the people endured and why so many left Ireland. Knowing
Ireland is roughly the same size as the state of Ohio adds to my amazement of the breadth of
the tragedy. I highly recommend this to everyone.”

Terry S, “An more accessible history than The Great Hunger.. I've read the "seminal work" The
Great Hunger, some 20nor 30nyears ago, as this is my family's country of origin. I found this a
much easier read, that I think suitable for Middle School aged grand kids of mine, so that they
can learn and appreciate why immigration occurs, and how policy choices in governments have
real life consequences. My family is only 2 generations removed from Ireland, while husband
and in-laws families were among some of the earliest Irish and Scots-Irish to emigrate so it
reflects the history going back to many ancestors for my grandkids.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Good book. Enjoyed the book and it's ability to give an overview of the
period. Covering mostly the human side of the miserable predicament points up the reasons,
possibly solutions, and the failure of those solutions to resolve the crisis. Easy reading and
logically written to pass on the overview.  Enlightening.”

Michael W. Malone, “Well Researched Book about The Great Famine in Ireland. As the great-
great-grandson of a famine immigrant, I've read many books on The Great Famine but learned
some new facts in this one. The author rightly highlights the English government's awful
contribution to the problem. Was it genocide? Maybe. If you want to read a good introductory
book about Ireland's Great Famine, I recommend this one. It is a good book for young people
too.”

Robert, “Well written and an eye opener. I read this book out of curiosity, as some of my family
were Irish. I was amazed at the amount of hunger and starvation that occurred due to the potato
famine. I was shocked at how little the Irish people received from the UK To know that there was
food in that country and how many died anyway is shocking. Oh for the mighty profit, we were
willing to watch thousand and thousand starve. Shame on us all.”

Jamie and Heather Hejduk, “I learned a lot. Black Potatoes is a nonfiction account of the Irish
potato famine. I learned quite a bit reading it. Scattered throughout are lovely pictures depicting
scenes from during the famine from around the country. On occasion it was hard to follow,



though. I recommend this book to middle grade and up kids and adults who are learning about
or interested in the potato famine.”

Pony Moores, “A very good read. An excellent piece of work and very well researched. Excellent
illustrations of the day with careful editting to take the reader to those difficult and extremely sad
years.Suitable for all ages/people who have an interest in lrish history. If l have one criticism, it
was at times very anti-English. I understand that many if the British Govt. were guilty of atrocious
crimes against humanity, but the poor people in England were hardly any better
off.Nevertheless, l would recommend this book, which is beautifully presented.”

LM, “Very good book. Bought as a gift for my Mum whose family came from Ireland during the
potato famine. She's really enjoyed reading it, and we're all waiting for a turn to borrow it.”

Crow Mother, “excellent condition, very much a beginers guide to The .... Prompt delivery,
excellent condition, very much a beginers guide to The Irish famine so was a bit of a
disapoitment that way. However thoroughly recommended for students wanting an overview of
that period of history”

DAVID THOMAS, “British hisory in schools. Very informative book about the famine.Books like
this should be a must in schools”

The book by Susan Campbell Bartoletti has a rating of 5 out of 4.4. 498 people have provided
feedback.
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