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1. When I wrote to you on 24 October, I copied my letter to
Peter Holme.· at the Department of Education in Northern
Ireland. It seemed to me worth establishing whether there
were any relevant textbooks on the Irish �amine used in
schools there. Peter has sent me the enclosed paper, prepared
by Dan McCall of the NI Schools Inspectorate, which describes
the. non-prescriptive approach adopted by DENI. Although Peter
suggests that the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland
impose constraints which do not exist in Ne� York, I thought
you should have the paper, as it may help you and your
collea.gues to know how the subject is dealt with in that
particular env�ronment.

2. In his covering letter to me, Peter Holmes says that the
note will reinforce my view that, however revisionist modern
historians may be, Britain c�nnot come out of the story well.
There are, I think, rather a lot of stones which are best
left unturned. On the assumption, however, that the issue may
be taken up elsewhere than in New York, Ted Hallett is
peparing a summary of historians' views on the Famine which we
shall, of course, let you have in due course •

.. 

3. I have just seen Peter Reid's letter to·you of
15 November in which he asks about officially sanctioned
texts. We enter difficult territory if we come near to
establishing a Government view of a contentious episode in
19th century history. Ted Hallett's piece (which we had put
on hold earlier this year) will provide a quarry of
historical ref�ren�es. Mr McCall's paper may be of some help
too. But my feeling is that anything which can be identified
as British Governmen;t; prppagancta may,._ as Peter Reid goes on
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to confirm, be directly counter-productive. So my 
presumption remains that it is best to point to the views of 
respectable historians as a counterpoint to hostile comment, 
rather than assert a Government position. But I look forward 
to your advice on how best to address the issue. 

�\ -v-.,. 
M .µfL\ 

cc: d Bharucha, IPL 
�; Whitaker, NAD 

Mr Clarke, Dublin 
Mr Innes, BIS New 

. .. •. 

York 

Y��I 

ald A·Lamont 

�
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l. The Northern Ireland CW:ricul-.am {NlC) Programme of·�tudy for hi9tory in Key
Stage l (no.rmally

. 
in year 10) r�ire9 �a teac:h_ing of •Rural I.reland and the 

impact of the Gr�at Famine, for exmple emig�ation and the land IZ',leaation." In 
XS2 (nortllally 1n yea� 7) achools are coquired to teach tife in Victorian Times; 
tha Famine itself J.s not �t.i.pulated !'Jut is mentioned as an example of what might 
be taken up. '1'he �,;gramme of atudy does not 11st down how the topic m1ght l:>o 
taught or where i::3 emphasis might be put. 

2. I am not awa�e of M\y recent publica�1on p.roduced for schools dealing only
with the creat Famine. That aaid, s�hools will often produce tbe1.r own teaching

-� unite for such a topic, especially if the �o&ohere intend to pursue the isgue in
some d�pth. t am aware of aeveral recantiy prcduced textbooks which touch on 
th� subject. The 3lackstaff Prega has publiahed in 1996 PLife in Victo�ian 
Ireland� (Deirdre Brown of tpe.OFTM-ia one of the 2 authors); this ie aimad at 
primary schools. the Famine atory is p�esented through a combination ot 
chronological narrative and the use of source materials. Positions are not 
taken, the selected material 1,,' left, ae 1�:-�r1::, :to "•peak" for itself. Th@ 
Govermi>ent•e :ole ia noted in terms of its public wo�ka and ooup kitchen

programmes and the.ir effectiveness, OJ: othe.rwisa�- .:·c�ridge University Preaia 
ha9 aleo published �n 1996 "Ma.tionaliarr1 and Vnioniam .. (the au�hors are a B!:LB 
hiatory support Qffi.c:� and a local .hi.story 'to�cher, 't-te editor .i.s Jona.than 
Bardon). It devoeee a chapter to tha Famine; 

.
its treatment is largely factual 

&nd narrative and l�ke ·its primary counte&pa.rt, it notea briefly the affect�•e 
and ineffective aapecta of t.he Governmant' a reeponee.. It do�a not attempt to
�neourage pupils to .reach a view al>out· .the _ad.e�&cy or inadequacy of 'th�t
response. A third recent pui;lJ.cation �Div.idctd Island" (also published in 1996
by Colgu:point. l»re■s) is the. work of hietory ·e\lppoi-t°''•officers fror11 3 of the
echi.eation and library board11�, ihie �u.Dl.i.ca�{C?� _ia -�-�d specifically at lo�e:
attaining XS3 pupila. Its treatm&nt· .. of the,.Famine �-� v•:y limited, i.t �oea not, 
tor example, refer ta the nWI\J:)U who died or emigrated. It mentLons the 
Govornmant. s act.ion on a�up kit.Chen��.. .. ·.,!..:� •. ·,i ,,.,. -� : .. 

• 'j 
. }. ��.J , � � • , •, � .. � "•i•; t , l ; � .. ,.., 

' 

3. It is cle&r fram the above pu.l,lic:at.ions that �he.-,.aontr(Weraial issue of the
Famine ie t.reatad i.n a , veri :�1.:r:c�a�ct �#�� �; .: No :��rect attempt a.a =ade to
apportion blame or to have the pupil·s. oome 'to an overall judgement al:lout. the 
meri.te or demerits of thQ ras°ponse 'aiade ·'-oy, G�rnmant or other ac;encies. That 

.: , . ,·. .. ... .. . , . .
.. 
, .' .. 

this is the ca9e shoul4 not_ b_e .surp�.i:��ng ... ,.:·1'h" tt!�c�_ing of history in Northern 
Ireland over the laDt ,S years �f �1vil ��st �s ;tself been a controversial 
matter. Teaching h+story � .. � divi�e!f -'?�cietr ��c� .. �e Rort,hern Ireland, 
espec:1all.y controversial topi.�.•., o� .. �opi�a :�h;tc� )ua.�� a .bearinq on how the 2 
communities in Northern Ir�+_�� perceive .�h�_sel'�.s,J is a.· �hallenging and :risky 
undertaking. The practice·hao·avolved 1:.hat' t••chers will not ignore 

·"--·· j • • � ,. t .. • ..._ ,. . 

cont7ovez:-■ial iasuea b\1t �i.ll
. 
':d•al '.v���� tA� .. ;� .a.�!?�t careful t11annez:, involving

cona�dera.ti.on ot the baa.ic tact• and·tb.e \&■a· o� •omca doc:namantary aource■ which 
provi.de di.tf@�ent peras:i-ctive,' on �a roati'er ·,b· q1ie'ci'tion. P'1p11s wi.ll usually 
ha.ve brought to thei.r no�icif��-��ga ·of ·vi.Eiwit b\at will no,: be pressed to �each a 
conclusion about the righta· 11and wrong• of· a· particular situat1on. "l'o do 
otherwise, in tbe vie"' of·.m�y teachers,. i• J:d:.ri'11k ·antagonising {some) parents

· · :i�--\}t;. : ·\�r :,�-}�i\_::,:;<.::,. ;t�f,
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and �hildren who may feel atrongly that �thau• pa��icular community's 
percep1:ion of its hiitory is bei.ng challa;ed'i.n eoo rigorous a manner. TQachere 
wh0 work in areas where paramilitary qroupe are st:i:ongly placed are oapeci.ally 
conscious that they can face �=petit�on-f.i:om a hi•tory of the atreets, a 
history which seeks·fram the p&at jus�ification for political prograromea.today. 
The Fa.atine ia a topic CApal)la of �r.erating strong vi6ws and teachers will be 
wuy about going bc!yond _'the baei.� �ac;t:s,, -fn-

1
we.�t. and north Belfast, for

example; tha annivereary of. the raminc has �een cocnmemQrated by a series of 
large and .impnseive wall mlli:ali. 'l'heee moatly refl.ect: •�ongly republican and 
nationalist sentiments and ·an anti-B��tish view. Teache�s in these ueae, given 
�he pro�inonce o: th�Da murala an4 their �ortly political message, wcul� be 
.careful indeed in exploring too deeply cont:rovereia.l aspects of the Faiuina, 
particularly thoaa whieh �ouched on.the adequacy or otherwise of the Britieh 
G0ve�M1ent'o response frcm 1845-50. 

4. In conaider�ng ita position on the controverey 1n N�w !o:k the Eoreign
·� i' ,j � •• ' ' 

Office will �every aware that.m�ch turns �n tha uee of thQ �erm genocide. Given
a 4ict.:i.onuy definition· of :a�f!�ned :.�12·· de��rate destruction of a· people, the
.ro could well challenge.the valJ.dity of such A tarm;. that stated, the FO Alao

ahould ba adviae<:l clearly th�t
.
there J.s l..ilcely to.be little comfort for the

Government if achools_¥,l N�-!�rk (or_�laev�e�e) sh�ld iuveseigate the nature
of the then British <.o�.r:��l.� ����pnee

_:.�°i .. ��� ��•·
! tLi1 r , . .  · ,; :•. • ·: ·," .i .L,�, '. :;•t; � ��·.;- ::·�. 

S. For those teac:hers who go !)eyond the .P.!.ibl.i,ebed, textQooks in their search for • ...,.... " ... ... . . � ,- r . . 
teaching matQrials, it ie hi.ghly likely that they will find the judqe.mento of 
acQdem.i.c histori.ans to·�� �oetiy critiQal oi th@ aQeq,,,aey at the Gover.nment•a 

I 
' ;,. ' ., ,I •' i • ' 

response to the Fa.m.a.ne. For ��ple : ., . . . . . _ 
� • • ., • • .. ,... 

, I : • ' 
:· • 

�.. : ' . ,;: ,. ' � ·, � .:� .. . . ., 
a) Professor JC Becka�t (�)_:an hi.stori.an from the unionist tradition whose 
highly regarded work, "'Tho · Millng of .:Modern Ireland. 1603-1923", •xpresses the 
view that the "'Inefficient chaJ:'acter ··af gove:J:UDen� action in Ireland (resulted) 

• • • " •fol,., . • ,. , • ., �. •• • . • • I 

mai�ly from the econo�ic Pf�c+iles �n �h;�h,it, ��s �ased•; that" •• no one
could doubt that if a compµ-G�e.cr.i■is bad arisen ip Zngland the Government

... 0 l, ·•· �- • • ·.- ., • \ 4 ;., • ... 0 0 •• I • •• 

would h&vo en1n1red aclequate . supplies of• food, &t .whatever cost to -ehe ac0n0myn • 
In addition, he refars-to'a''tatiing c:onimen� dal.iv�rad i,y one of his ag-Qn'Ce in 

1• , .,:,,_ \• � 1, "> ' ' 1" r, ' 
} I ,. • ' " 

Ireland to Si.r Chaz:les Treve;y-,n (the asa+atant aecretary to the T:Qa6ury and 
the ke� 9ov�mnent off 1cer ,' in,,:ol vecf iJi' 4i,:oc:t:ing the .. British responae to the 

Famine) that h• (Treveiyaiif'"'••. �-. c�fmot a:iiswer;tho .. ery Of wan� by a quotation
from political eco_�• ",, .:.i:/\, ,_; _ .. ;.,:.,:...i ,1.. ,,;- .i ;,;:,.;

,;._. ,���. t, • ,, .. , 
• 

f'.!.�t\. .. ,i ' . �.-� -
b) Professor RF Foater :. an.:histori.an whaee,'lofOz:k 11Kcdcarn Ireland 1600 - 1972•. , .. . ., ,, ..... . ... \·• ··- . . '• .. ' . ., . '-: . 

has been acciaimed in •e,:y lll,llny quarters home and abroad, whoae viewe on Irieh 
hieto� would be in the revisian.ioet c.,.mp and who would be oppose4 by thoee 
hi.otoriane who take issue wi�h what.has bean regarded in some qu�era as bis

;, •.r. :I •. • � � .t ' • ... • • 

anti.-naticnaU.et etandpoin��, ... tost:er' • j�dg�".'-t� UQ often critical of the 
Goverl\ffl�nt•n response. He doas 40ee that tha crisis was wbeyond the powerg 

' •  •· • :.I o-4-•• ,; l _;1-,, \. '" 1-,; • ...., •·• •· 

either of the existing B�-;L1;,e!.'�ppua1:.�e �+:,.�lie pr��a;�nt: conceptionsa of social 
reeponeibilit:y - i.n :Ireland. at. leAcat." Ha fur�he·t' points out �hat 

• . .... t, � •• ••• ., l ' .. .l .•• . .. .. ' ... . l 

"Funaamentally, however r relief waa up to govermnent initiativa and thie, in the
long run, was not up ._to. tlle{_��ai�f:ng�� �- �t�at �ej·c��ernment .. machinery • • • wae 
not capable cf })ea.ring �he,\?-llp�ecedentedlY. }:Wge weight. Within both the 

• •• \o, I '- •• '' ' '� ... -.i .... I • • • • 

government and the l'reasury;: hW!la.ni�uian· .. it11p,.ilee• .. o&ft\O up against a. v10lont:
disapproval of sul:>ei41.eed .1mproveiiient: iach�,,.,·ehe'rtt waa also an attitude, Often
�nconcealed, that_Xr�ah fecklasanes& and'lack of econo�y (••) were bringing a
re�ributi.on that would work QUt fo: thQ beet 1n the end.• (Trevely&n'e views on

►•r, ..._,., 
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th1a point are l::Milet aunmaris� in a lett_;._of »ecembe� 2 1846 when he wrote, 
·-rhe qx-ea.t �vi.l with whi.ch we, have t.o. contend· ( ia) •..•. � not the phydical evil
of the famine, but the moral evil of the :a·elfish� parverae a.ad turbulent
ch:i.ra.cter of tha people."); that "many 1etarved tbz:'ough b�eaucracy• and that
Trevelyan held views (for example, ·1n· hia •Irish c:risiG•· of 1848) that "the
Famine was . the design of a lxlni? »ta'fih�•iaA ;t.;c:;;?ti1wl1?' •ought to reliev-e . 
overpopulation by natural dieaeter. " , . , .'; 

,, 
.: I ! ' 

c) Hietorians and writers of histoq from Canada 'and.the USA can be scathing in
thoir com1:11enta. nonald Mac xay,.a Canadian in hiD."l"light £r0Cl Famine: Tha
Coming of the Irish to canac1a• (1990) offers a part.icula�ly bitter comment,
"Just bow much Peel could hava·•done is quasti.onabl� aineirs the cause of Ireland• s
tragedy lay in eenturiQ■ of al:>usive cclcru.aliem and.a eocial system that
suppressed the rural popul�tion •····•(the Whig government frOffl 1846) ••.•• aaw
fit to pro�ida leea help than Peel had a@cw:ed for a considerably _leaeer crisis
tha previous year. �n-��n��·Eell,p�ey.�� �c9.�C?,i�_dogma, to the
inadaquaciea of & diet.ant gc:,vernment and to civil servmits accustomed to • ♦ '.) I. • t: • ,� 0 J �U - Al I 0 

treating the lriah lQas as a_pecple than aa specimens,to be observed· in an
adminietrativ-e laboratory. •::.-.,1,�- · · . :, .. :.: >� ;_ \.,:: ;_,_ .. ·.

l • ':t,! ·- lli\!.ai(��· .. \ I:'},. ,' .� •:'J"•<f-: :" j, � ) ... ;� �.: • �- .� i�-• .;, ii 

6. I:t is the caee that evidence· caii;ba advanced.,i::o demonotrate positiYe 
••.: .;- .J J,. � •f : .:.. t •• { •, I•, ,!••l .•t, - • t)o 'f .. 

examplas of the Government•s.respcn�e. Acknowledgement is also neQded, if a 
full and fa.i:z:- undarstaridi:ng·- �� .. �his complex andqatifortunata period is to ))e 
atta�ed, that the con�traints, arisit19, from, _l:�,i.sh .oocial, gaoqi::aphical and 

,. , , . • •• , t• • l , . • J' , .. • • .t · · .• 

logistical 0ircums1:ancea, a.a well a.s the .. polit.ical and. economic principles of 
• • � I _-.., • • , ' , ·• •. 

the day, cont:ributed sul)stantially t.o . .:he undermining of relief efforts. All
' •· · • · •· , I ...., >\, •. • � • .i; .,. , .� • 'I • •· �. 

these notwit.be�andiag, . any __ .c,,�n,.id,er��io� -P� .... �.e: :,��e cannot escape from the 
harah and �r:a.gic .reality of, i!-�� aat,:iJDa�e�,Ji #,1:1,_ir;,�

1 
d,�a.d from starvation. and 

diaeage and the flight from a,stricken c9�ntry of.�ome 1 million mere to canada,� ,,; .. . .. . . ' . . \ . . . . , .. 
the USA and to Britain. .. . . · . . · . :. .t. , r' Jj. ,:-• , l • ., -i -'lo ;. 1 £., 

Conclusi.ou 

. ·• � i.. •• . ; .. � .:� ,.- .• ...... ' ,·, � ....... ., . .!,'.' 
i) The complicated and challenging situation in 1'1h.lch many history teachers
find 't:hemselvee in Ni,'' reflected (for axaJllple) in the ftethoda and circ:wncpe�ion
they amploy in teachi.ng h���\'?� 1�i1 a{ de,��1.� �!,i�ct; :,.!f;OCi.ety and the approaches 
taken .1n .recant publications. ·wbich�touch.ori tb9:(.J'�ina, ofter little that the ;o 

,. ,. -•ydv • J>- ,;,., J... ,,. � • • • , t,-;
'r 

1 • ._,. ,I' • , ••• w.l • • 

could ,usefully take UP.. 1n, its ef fo:1.-ts, to co:unt:Ear. deve1opments in New Tork. Local 
NI c:ircwnstancaa are . �'oo d�f ��ent./ th'

. 
��9'!,c'.,Il'it too: �al.

• • '.'., -! • . �:',� , =�_';' : . . -,�:· � .. ,:i'' kl�:::� f �: .� ,: -� , ,,;_':;;. 
l.i) The charge of g�c:i��J!Hlf wp,;1:i.�-1� �.e�1�t,'--�,il>X.;Zeference to 'Ule h.1.otor�cal
and histor1ograpl'\1cal, �_eco��-�t .. �u�8.!�0f!;',: +�r-' �!'-�.�� case that Ireland in the 
1840a cannot �e con�i:due� e.�J-l',., f�o-� �'? �����i�"_of tba late 20th century 
and that the Government•�., a�fp,��� .. h�d 'P?E!��-:ive ����es ... When, howeve�, the 
Pamine as a whole �·a considered, the· .FO ie·' l�ely t:o' find but cold �oiafort in 
'the genexal concluaic,ns of �cademic· hiatOFians an_d ...n:-iters of popular hiiatory. 
The &Wl\ of their verd�cts ie not f&vour@le. · 1 •· "· 
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c0min9 forward in New York, �he !'O �h�ld'b� aw�re,�ha.t the etory of the Great 
Famine in Ireland ia one frgm which Y�ry few groups active.at the time, other 
than the Quakers, omerga with any· credit.·· 

D Mc:Call 

gENI B�atory Inepecto:ate 
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