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British History
Worksheet: The Story of the Great Famine 

People were already so weak with hunger and disease they could 
not do much work. Also, because the price of food had risen and the 
wages were so low, the money they earned could buy very little.

What happened 
in Ireland in 
1845?

The government set up public works – breaking stones, building roads 
and walls- so that people could earn the money to buy food.

What did 
people do?

In 1849 conditions were still very bad across much of Ireland. A 
cholera epidemic killed 36 000 people. By 1850 the worst was over 
but some areas were still badly affected by hunger and disease.

What happened 
the following 
year?

When people went to harvest their potatoes in the autumn of 1845, 
they found the potatoes had been attacked by a fungus called blight 
which had rotted the potatoes in the ground.

What could the 
starving people 
do?

The government set up soup kitchens to feed the hungry. Charitable 
people like Quakers and some landlords also set up soup kitchens. 
By July 1847 half the population of Ireland was being fed daily at the 
soup kitchens.

What did the 
government do 
then?

Many people could not get near the soup kitchens because they were 
too weak or sick and so they died where they lived.

Did the public 
works help?

People pawned anything they had like, clothing or furniture, and used 
the money to buy Indian meal. This was a variety of corn which the  
government brought in from America.

What else was 
done to help 
the people?

They crowded into workhouses, hoping to be fed and given shelter in  
return for hard, unpaid work. These bleak places soon filled up and 
could take no more people.

Did the soup 
kitchens prevent 
starvation?

The potato harvest in 1846 was also attacked by blight. This time the 
people had nothing left. All of their resources were gone. They faced 
starvation.

What else did 
people do?

During these years many people left Ireland if they could afford to do 
so. Many went to Britain (for as little as a shilling) or North America, 
Australia or New Zealand.

When did the 
Great Famine 
end? 

Help tell the story of the Great Famine by matching the questions to the correct answer.
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