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FEAST and FAMINE, FAMINE and FEAST – 
THE POTATO (C.Edwards) 

 
Oh, the praties they are small, over here 
The praties they are small, over here 
The praties they are small 
When we dig them in the fall 
And we eat them skins and all, over here 
 

I wish that we were geese, night and morn 
I wish that we were geese, night and morn 
I wish that we were geese 
We could live our lives in peace 
'Till the hour of our release, eating corn. 
 

Words of the Famine Song. 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Ireland 
 

170 years ago in Ireland, the potato crop failed 
for the third year in a row. Affected by the blight 
Phytophthora Infestans, the potato tubers rotted 
underground into a smelly poisonous mash. As a 
result 1.5m people starved to death and many 
more emigrated to the USA, England and British 
Colonies. Some went as indentured workers, 
others were transported to penal colonies for 
stealing food. 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Ireland 

The economy of rural Ireland was completely 
reliant on the potato. The majority of Irish 
peasants lived as tenant farmers on land owned, 
in many cases, by absentee landowners. 
 
They were allowed to cultivate a small patch of 
land in return for labour on the farm or rent. 
 
The marginal land they farmed was not much 
good for anything, but in raised beds of a 
compost of seaweed they could grow potatoes. 
Ironically the introduction of the nutritious 
potato led to an explosion in population and 
when the crop failed there was little else for 
them to eat. 
 
There was of course other food. Ireland 
produced enough food to feed twice the 
population and exported beef and wheat to 
England to the value of 15m pounds each year. 
But little help came from England where many 
blamed the famine on the laziness of the Irish.  
 
To protect the English farmer and keep wheat 
prices artificially high, England had passed The 
Corn Laws. Under these, Irish wheat had to be 
exported and sold on markets in England. The 
laws were only repealed after the famine. 
 
The effects of the famine were far reaching. Not 
only was the country depopulated but the 
decrease in the number of small farmers led to 
an increase in the number of large landholdings 
- and the rents paid by tenant farmers.  
 
The Land League formed by Michael Davitt (see 
phonecard image below) in 1879 encouraged 
people to boycott (after the land agent Captain 
Boycott) rent payments, leading to more 
migration and transportation but eventually to a 
more equal distribution of land. 
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Above: phonecard from Ireland 

 
In 1997 Tony Blair, Prime Minister of the UK, 
apologised to Ireland for his nations denial of 
The Famine. “That a million people should have 
died in what was then part of the richest and 
most powerful nation in the world is something 
that still causes pain when we reflect on it 
today” he said. 
 
The potato, Solanum tuberosum, was 
domesticated by the people of the Andes 
between 7000 and 10,000 years ago. A tuber 
uncovered by archaeologists in Peru has been 
dated to 2500bc. Over 1000 varieties are still 
grown in Peru today. Different varieties for 
different altitudes and soils. 
 

  
 

 
Above: Two phonecards from Thailand 

 
Yet most of the varieties currently grown 
commercially are descended from a single 

variety from the lowlands of South Central Chile. 
As with many of our basic foodstuffs we have to 
thank the Spanish for introducing the potato into 
the Old World. 
 

Today China and India between them produce a 
third of the global crop, with Russia, Ukraine and 
the USA following on. China alone produced 88.9 
metric tons in 2013 – that’s no small potatoes as 
they say! 
The highest production per capita is in Eastern 
and Central Europe. In the UK there are 80  
commercial varieties available with wonderful 
names such as; Belle de Fonteney, Silver Russet, 
French Fingerling, King Edward, Maris Piper and  
German Butter Balls. 
 

Potatoes are an important part of the worlds 
food supply. The forth largest food crop after 
maize, wheat and rice. 
 

A relative of the tomato, chili, sweet pepper and 
deadly nightshade, the fruit and green tubers 
are poisonous. The name potato is a corruption 
of the Spanish “Patata” which originally referred 
to the sweet potato. The two are not related as 
the sweet potato, Ipomoea batatas, is a member 
of the morning glory family. In the 16th century 
potatoes were often referred to as “bastard 
potatoes” or “Virginian potatoes” Above: 
phonecard from to distinguish then from sweet 
potatoes. In the USA they are sometimes 
referred to as “Irish” or “white” potatoes. 
 

Possibly the most versatile of all our starchy 
foods, potatoes can be baked, boiled and 
mashed. 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Holland 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Ireland 
 
Mashed toppings for shepherds pie, as a pasta 
in gnocchi, eaten with cabbage as bubble and 
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squeak and colcannon, or made into dumplings. 
Potato dumplings are the Slovakian national 
dish. One of my favourites is tattie scones. My 
Irish grandmother made the best tattie scones. 
Flat triangles, served warm, dripping with 
melted butter – Yum! 
 
Boiled potatoes can be chopped up for a salad, 
served either cold or as the Germans do warm 
with bacon and pickles. They can be grated and 
served as rosti or as hash browns with your Mac 
Breakfast. 
 

 
Above: phonecard from UK 
 
Or the ubiquitous French fries. “Freedom fries” 
they were served as in the canteen of the US 
House of Representatives when the French 
would not join America in its war in Iraq. 
 

 
Above: phonecard from New Zealand 

 

 
Above: phonecard from Fiji 

 
Chicken 'n Chips from Nando's 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Zimbabwe 
 
I prefer the name “slap chips”. Slap chips and 
fried snoek eaten with your fingers on the 
dockside at Kalk Bay is soul food for this 
mountain goat. 
 
Then there are the other chips – or crisps. Either 
reconstituted as in Pringle’s 
 

 Above: phonecard from France 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Belgium 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Belgium 
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Above: phonecard from Belgium 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Belgium 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Fiji 
 
Or from fresh cut potatoes as in Golden Wonder 
from the UK. Both coming in many flavours. 
 

 
Above: phonecard from Japan 
 

 
Above: phonecard from UK (Golden Wonder) 

 

 
Above: phonecard from UK (Golden Wonder) 

 

 
Above: phonecard from UK (Golden Wonder) 

 

 
Above: phonecard from UK (Golden Wonder) 

 
Potatoes are also used to thicken food and as an 
adhesive. 
In Eastern vegetarian societies they are popular 
as a veg or a filling for samoosas or curry puffs. 
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Above: phonecard from Singapore 
 
In India potato skins have been used with honey 
as a dressing for burns. 
Another medicinal use is as a base for alcoholic 
drinks such as poteen and vodka. 
 

 
Above: Phonecard from Ukraine. 
 
What is more British than fish and chips 
wrapped in newspaper? But it took a long time 
for the potato to be accepted by the Poms. They 
preferred parsnips and turnips as their root veg. 
North of the border you had 'neeps with your 
haggis. 
The Protestant English were not at all catholic in 
their tastes. They once looked upon the potato 
as a Papish thing. In the1700's during an 
election one candidate campaigned “No 
Potatoes, No Popery”. In the 1800's a society 
called the Society for the Prevention of an 
Unwholesome Diet, S.P.U.D. tried to keep the 
potato out of England. 
The potato's alternative name “Spud” actually 
comes from the name of the type of spade used 
to lift the crop. 
 
On the Continent, things were not much better. 
Potatoes were introduced into Germany by 
Frederick the Great of Prussia. Following a 
famine, he provided free potatoes to the 
populous along with soldiers to persuade the 
peasants to accept them. 
 

 
Above: Phonecard from Germany. (the grey 
haired one) 
 
Later they were introduced into France. After the 
Revolution and the execution of the king, the 
gardens of Versailles were dug up and planted 
with potatoes. Pommes de Terre, earth apples 
and therefore pommes frites- French fries 
 
In the 1800's the Welsh labourer paid a Dyled 
Tatw, a debt of labour, to the landowner who 
allowed him to grow his Tatws on the land. 
 
The potato had become the staple diet of the 
poor - as can be seen in Vincent van Gogh's 
rather dark painting “The Potato Eaters”. 
 
On a lighter note, Mr Potato Head created in 
1949 by George Lerner was the first toy to be 
advertised on TV. At first only plastic body parts 
and attachments, to be inserted into a real 
potato, were provided by Hasbro. But after 
many complaints of rotting vegetables by irate 
mothers they started including a plastic potato in 
their offering! 
 

 
Above: Phonecard from Card UK 

 


