Letter of Trevelyan to Lord Monteagle of Brandon
Charles Edward Trevelyan, 9 October 1846
To the Right Hon. Lord Monteagle.
My Dear Lord,
I have had the pleasure of receiving your letter dated 1st
instant, and before proceeding to the subjects more
particularly treated in it, I must beg of you to dismiss all
doubt from your mind of the magnitude of the existing
calamity and its danger not being fully known and
appreciated in Downing Street.
The government establishments are strained to the utmost
to alleviate this great calamity and avert this danger, as far
as it is in the power of government to do so; and in the
whole course of my public service, I never witnessed such
entire self-devotion and such hearty and cordial cooperation on the part of officers belonging to different
departments met together from different parts of the
world, as I have on this occasion. My purchases are carried to the utmost point short of
transferring the famine from Ireland to England and giving rise to a counter popular
pressure here, which it would be the more difficult to resist because it would be founded
on strong considerations of justice.
But I need not remind your lordship that the ability even of the most powerful
government is extremely limited in dealing with a social evil of this description. It forms
no part of the functions of government to provide supplies of food or to increase the
productive powers of the land. In the great institution of the business of society, it falls to
the share of government to protect the merchant and the agriculturist in the free
exercise of their respective employments, but not itself to carry on those employments;
and the condition of a community depends upon the result of the efforts which each
member of it makes in his private and individual capacity...
In Ireland the habit has proverbially been to follow a precisely opposite course, and the
events of the last six weeks furnish a remarkable illustration of what I do not hesitate to
call this defective part of the national character. The nobility and gentry have met in
their respective baronies, and beyond making the presentments required by law, they
have, with rare exceptions, confined themselves to memorials and deputations calling
upon the government to do everything, as if they have themselves no part to perform in
this great crisis of the country. The government is expected to open shops for the sale of
food in every part of Ireland, to make all the railroads in Ireland, and to drain and
improve the whole of the land of Ireland, to the extent of superseding the proprietor in
the management of his own estate, and arranging with his tenants the terms on which
the rent etc. is to be adjusted...
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I must give expression to my feelings by saying that I think I see a bright light shining in
the distance through the dark cloud which at present hangs over Ireland. A remedy has
been already applied to that portion of the maladies of Ireland which was traceable to
political causes, and the morbid habits which still to a certain extent survive are
gradually giving way to a more healthy action. The deep and inveterate root of social evil
remains, and I hope I am not guilty of irreverence in thinking that, this being altogether
beyond the power of man, the cure has been applied by the direct stroke of an all-wise
providence in a manner as unexpected and unthought of as it is likely to be effectual. God
grant that we may rightly perform our part and not turn into a curse what was intended
for a blessing. The ministers of religion and especially the pastors of the Roman Catholic
Church, who possess the largest share of influence over the people of Ireland, have well
performed their part; and although few indications appear from any proceedings which
have yet come before the public that the landed proprietors have even taken the first step
of preparing for the conversion of the land now laid down to potatoes to grain
cultivation, I do not despair of seeing this class in society still taking the lead which their
position requires of them, and preventing the social revolution from being so extensive as
it otherwise must become.
Believe me, my dear lord, yours very sincerely,
C.E. Trevelyan. Treasury, 9 October 1846.
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