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This historical fiction is based on facts and real events surrounding the Great Irish Famine, though characters, dialogue, and many scenes are fictionalized for narrative purposes and dramatic effect; historical details have been carefully researched to honour lived experience and context.

Books By S O' Mordha

The O'Neill Family, Cork, 1845 (Book 1): This book initiates the series by exploring the O'Neill family's experience with the initial impact of the famine in County Cork.

The O'Donnell Family, Donegal, Ireland, 1846 (Book 2): Set in the spring of 1846, this installment continues the narrative, focusing on the O'Donnell family in County Donegal and their increasing struggle to survive as the famine worsens.

The Byrne Family, Wicklow, Ireland - 1845 (Book 3): This novel provides another perspective on the famine through the experiences of the Byrne family from County Wicklow, offering a "gripping tale of survival, resilience, and the relentless pursuit of family".

The Kelly Family, County Waterford, August 1845 (Book 4): The fourth book in the series, released recently, continues to follow the journey of ordinary Irish families, this time focusing on the Kelly family from Waterford.

The Cleary Family, Galway (Book 5): This upcoming book in the series will focus on the Cleary family in Galway, depicting the deepening despair and the silence of hunger.
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About the Author

S. O’Mordha is a bestselling author of historical fiction whose work is distinguished by emotional depth, quiet power, and an unflinching respect for Ireland’s past. A lifelong lover of Ireland, its people, landscapes, and stories.  O’Mordha writes with a deep sense of responsibility to those whose voices were nearly lost to history.

The Starving Times – Voices from the Irish Famine is O’Mordha’s most acclaimed series to date, and this fifth installment turns its focus to the O’Cleary family of the townland of Lisnarane, County Galway. Set against the gathering darkness of 1845, the story traces a family’s struggle to endure as the familiar world of fields, home, and kinship collapses around them. It is a story of suffering and survival, but also of quiet strength, of what lingers when hope thins and choices narrow.

Across the series, O’Mordha brings the Great Irish Famine vividly to life through the experiences of ordinary families. Some characters perish on Irish soil, others fade within the walls of workhouses in Liverpool, while a few cling to the fragile promise of survival by boarding ships bound for Quebec, Canada. These journeys are not romanticized; they are rendered with honesty, grief, and a profound sense of human cost.

What sets O’Mordha’s work apart is an ability to balance historical authenticity with deep emotional resonance. The prose is restrained yet haunting, allowing silence, loss, and endurance to speak as loudly as suffering. Readers are not simply told about history, they are asked to feel it, to carry it, and to remember.

Through The Starving Times, S. O’Mordha honors the resilience of the Irish people and ensures that their stories endure. This fifth book stands as both a powerful continuation of the series and a moving testament to those who endured when endurance itself became an act of courage.

Introduction

In the autumn of 1845, the O’Cleary family of Lisnarane, County Galway, stand on the edge of a world they do not yet know is ending. The fields that once sustained them turn treacherous, the harvest fails, and hunger begins its quiet, relentless work. The Fall of the House of O’Cleary follows this family as the Great Irish Famine tightens its grip, stripping away certainty, dignity, and, one by one, the people they love.

This novel traces the O’Clearys through the slow unraveling of ordinary life. There are deaths that come suddenly and others that arrive after long months of weakness and waiting. Children fade. Elders surrender. Grief becomes a constant companion, as familiar as the land itself. Yet even as starvation presses in, the family struggles to remain whole, clinging to duty, memory, and the fragile belief that survival is still possible somewhere beyond Galway.

When the workhouse looms as the last refuge, it offers little comfort and less mercy. Within its walls, the O’Clearys confront the brutal cost of charity and the quiet erasure of identity. For some, the workhouse becomes the final stop. For others, it is only another threshold to cross on a journey they never wished to take.

As Ireland closes around them, escape becomes the only remaining hope. The family scatters; some forced across the sea to Liverpool, where hardship follows them into exile. From there, two brothers make the desperate decision to board a ship bound for Quebec, Canada. The crossing is long, crowded, and unforgiving, earning its grim reputation as a death ship. Survival is uncertain, and the ocean itself becomes another grave for those already weakened by famine.

This is not a story of triumph, but of endurance. It is about what families carry when they have lost almost everything, and what remains when home is no longer a place but a memory. Through the O’Cleary family, this book gives voice to the countless Irish lives fractured by famine, those who died in Ireland, those lost abroad, and those who survived with scars that never faded.

The Starving Times – Voices from the Irish Famine is a deeply emotional and gripping work of historical fiction, inviting readers to witness history not as numbers or dates, but as lived experience. The O’Clearys’ story lingers long after the final page, a testament to suffering, resilience, and the quiet strength that refuses to be forgotten.

Chapter 1 — September Fields

September came quietly to the west of Ireland, as it always had, borne in on mist and soft rain that drifted in from Galway Bay and settled over the land like a thin grey veil. The mornings were cool now, the light pale and slow to rise; evenings closed in earlier than folk liked to admit. Yet the fields still stood green, the potato stalks tall and broad-leafed, their confidence seemingly unbroken, as though the earth itself believed nothing could ever go wrong.  But something had gone wrong.

The O’Cleary cottage stood against low, uneven ground broken by stone walls and small rented plots in the townland of Lisnarane, County Galway. Its walls were whitewashed every summer by Seamus and Aine O’Cleary with lime and water, scrubbing tools resting by the door until the next season. The thatched roof sagged slightly in places, but in most years it kept rain at bay. 

This land had fed the O’Clearys’ family for generations, enough for survival, never quite enough for comfort,  yet none of it belonged to them. It was leased from a landlord in Galway town, a man whose name few in Lisnarane knew personally but whose agent, Laurence Bramwell, they feared and loathed all the same. The truth of this arrangement hung over the household as constantly as the weather, rarely spoken aloud but never forgotten. Irish tenant farmers lived by uncertainty. 

Deep in the early morning before the first rosy hints of sunrise, Seamus O’Cleary rose with familiar heaviness. He eased himself from the narrow bed so as not to wake Aine or the children. He dressed quietly, worn coat and boots, both softened by damp and toil, the soles caked with clay. For a long moment he stood still and listened: the baby, Rian, breathed softly against Aine’s side; Owen, not yet four, slept curled near the hearth with his thumb pressed firmly in his mouth; Niamh, six, lay close to him, one arm flung protectively across his back even in sleep; and on the other side of the room, the twins Ciaran and Fionn, eight years old and already tall for their age, lay head to toe beneath a single blanket patched countless times.

Seamus crossed back to the bed and eased himself down beside Aine. The mattress dipped, and she stirred, eyes opening just enough to find him in the dim.

“You’re up early,” she whispered, her voice hushed as breath on glass.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he murmured. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

She reached for his hand beneath the blanket, her fingers cool, familiar. “You always say that.”

He smiled faintly and squeezed her hand. For a moment they listened together to the soft chorus of breathing around them, the children wrapped in dreams. The fire had burned low, a single ember glowing like a watchful eye.

“Did you hear the wind?” Aine whispered. “It shifted in the night.”

“I did. Might be rain by noon.”

She sighed quietly. “There’s bread enough for today. And a bit of milk left.”

“That’s more than yesterday,” he said gently. “You always manage.”

Aine turned her face toward him. Even in the half-dark he knew the look in her eyes, tired, yes, but steady. “We manage,” she corrected.  "We always have".

He lifted her hand and pressed it to his cheek. “I don’t say it enough,” he whispered, “but you keep this house standing.”

Her thumb brushed his skin. “And you keep us fed.”

They lay like that, sharing warmth and silence, until the morning called him away.

Seamus felt the familiar tightening in his chest that came each morning, gratitude tangled with dread. A full house meant laughter, warmth, life. It also meant mouths to feed. Outside, the air smelled of salt, wet earth, and the thick tang of seaweed carried on the wind. A low fog crept along the hedgerows, blurring the boundaries between field and sky. Seamus crossed himself automatically before setting off toward the potato ridges with his spade resting on his shoulder.

He hadn’t gone a dozen paces when Tomás Burke emerged from his own cottage doorway, lightly bundled against the chill. Tomás was of modest height but strong-shouldered, his face lined by wind and work. His wife, Máire, had died two winters past, and since then he had worked the land and raised his three daughters, Bridget, Caoimhe, and young Eilis, while caring for his ageing mother, Nora.

“Morning, Seamus,” Tomás murmured, shifting the sack on his shoulder.

“Morning,” Seamus replied wearily, forcing a small smile.

“How did they look?” Tomás asked quietly.

Seamus stopped and hesitated for a moment before replying, knowing the words he would speak would change everything.  

“They’re slow this year,” he said, though even those words felt too gentle.

Tomás studied him with hazel eyes shadowed by concern.

“Did you get out before dawn?”

Seamus nodded and motioned toward the field with his spade. “Aye, first light.”

The two men walked in silence until they reached their potato ridges, rows of dark green standing thick and proud under the mist. Seamus knelt and pressed his fingers into the soil. The damp earth was cool and loamy, promising once. “They held well through rain,” he thought, until now.

He bent down, grasped a plant at its base, and lifted it slowly. At first, the sight seemed ordinary: stout stems with leaves thick and broad. Then the smell reached him, faint at first, like something bruised and forgotten, and he froze. Beneath his hand, the tubers sagged, their skins split and darkened, slick with rot. When he pressed one with his thumb, it collapsed, releasing a foul, sweet stench that clung to the air, deeper and stranger than anything he had smelled from the earth.

Seamus’ hand shook slightly.  “Aine,” he whispered to the wind, almost to himself.

Aine came rushing, her shawl flapping behind her, as Niamh and Owen watched from the edge of the ridge, eyes wide with unease.

“What is it?” Aine asked, her voice low but tense.

He showed her.

She gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “No,” she whispered.

They moved down the ridge together, lifting, examining, sinking back into the dirt. Every single potato was the same: spoiled, rotten, destroyed. Seamus stood slowly, his face drained of color. Aine’s breath came in shallow shakes.

“It’s the blight,” Seamus murmured, the words feeling heavier than the spade he held.

The earlier talk at the market about a strange disease that withered leaves and rotted tubers came rushing back; they had told themselves it couldn’t happen in Lisnarane, that Galway soil was strong and stubborn. But now here it was, unmistakable and cruel. The land, their lifeblood, was failing beneath their fingers. Potato blight, caused by the water-mold, had reached their fields and begun to destroy the crop that so many families depended upon. 

Aine closed her eyes, fighting to hold back tears.

Little Niamh shuffled forward. “Mam?” she whispered, her voice fragile.

Aine forced a gentle smile and waved her back. “Stay there, love,” she said softly, though her heart was pounding.

Word spread through Lisnarane quickly, the kind of news that travels faster than any wind. Neighbours gathered before midday along the narrow road that wound between stone walls, men and women speaking in hushed, tense voices that carried just enough volume to betray fear and disbelief.

Paddy Flaherty and his son, Sean, stood together, Paddy’s old cap in hand and sweat on his brow.

“It’s the blight,” Paddy muttered, not even trying to disguise his dread. “From the... from the east they say... first Clare, then Munster, now here.” His voice cracked like dry wood.

Bridget and Michael Coughlan stood nearby, their youngest child clinging to Bridget’s skirts. Michael’s dark eyes narrowed.

“Maybe it’s only a touch,” he said, though his voice lacked conviction. “The old crops had their bad years too.”

Tomás Burke’s brow was set in a hard line. “I’ve seen wet seasons before, this is different. The leaves rot before the sun rises. We’d need help, real help, to save anything now.”

Beyond them stood others whose names Seamus knew well: Biddy O’Leary and her husband, Niall, both in their fifties and stooped by time; Patrick and Ellen Moran, newly married and with a babe at Ellen’s breast; Sean Kelly, whose broad frame and cheerful voice usually brought laughter to any gathering, today was silent.

Rumours reached them so quickly that by evening
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