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The Starving Times: Voices from the Irish Famine: Book 4 continues the journey of ordinary Irish families caught in the greatest catastrophe ever to strike Ireland: An Gorta Mór, the Great Famine of 1845–1852. In this volume, we turn our attention to County Waterford, to the Kelly family; blacksmiths, farmers, sons, daughters and people whose names were not written in official histories, yet whose suffering, courage, and endurance formed the unspoken fabric of a nation forever changed.

By August 1845, whispers of a strange blight drifted across Ireland. Farmers noticed blackening leaves, a sickening rot, and a smell rising from the fields like decay from a graveyard. Within weeks, the potatom the staple food of millions, collapsed into putrid sludge. What followed was not simply crop failure, but a slow, suffocating disaster that struck hardest the people who had least.  The Kellys of Waterford were among them.

Thomas Kelly, a respected blacksmith, his wife Maire, and their six children lived a quiet, hardworking life near the River Suir. Their forge was more than a workplace; it was a gathering point for neighbors, a place of warmth and iron, laughter and skill. Like many rural families, they relied on the land to survive, even while their trade tethered them to the community. But when the blight returned year after year, when food vanished, when fever swept the countryside, their world began to crumble.

In this book, we follow the Kellys as they navigate hunger, heartbreak, and impossible decisionsm decisions forced upon countless Irish families. The famine did not strike in a single moment. It crept into homes, emptied cupboards, stole strength, and claimed lives one by one. For the Kellys, as for so many, survival came at a terrible cost.

Their journey leads them to the Dunbrody famine ship, one of the infamous “coffin ships” that carried desperate Irish families across the Atlantic. These ships were overcrowded, unsanitary, and often deadly. Yet they also represented hope, a distant promise of survival, escape, and renewal in America. This volume chronicles the harrowing voyage, the friendships formed at sea, the sickness that stalked every deck, and the courage needed simply to endure each day.

Upon reaching New York, Tom and Mary Kelly confront a new world full of hardship, prejudice, and relentless labor. Their story mirrors that of hundreds of thousands of Irish immigrants who arrived with nothing but grief, determination, and the will to live.

But The Starving Times is not merely a tale of tragedy. It is a testament to the strength of the human spirit. It is the story of families who lost everything; homes, loved ones, entire communities, yet carried forward the memory of Ireland in their hearts. Through the voices of the Kelly family, this book honors all who suffered, all who fled, and all who survived. Their story matters.  Their stories deserve to be heard.  And in telling them, we remember.

About the Author — S. Ó Mordha

S. Ó Mordha is an Irish writer whose work focuses on bringing the forgotten voices of Ireland’s past back to life. Born into a family deeply rooted in Irish rural tradition, Ó Mordha grew up listening to stories passed down through generations, tales of hardship, resilience, and the enduring power of community. 

It was these early influences shaped a lifelong passion for uncovering the human stories behind great historical events, focusing on the great Irish Famine in which, Ó Mordha combines vivid storytelling to illuminate the lived experiences of ordinary people during extraordinary times. 

The Starving Times series reflects this commitment, weaving fact with narrative to honor those who endured the Great Famine and its aftermath. When not writing, Ó Mordha enjoys exploring historic sites, loves nature and her family, and connecting with readers who share a love for Ireland’s rich and complex heritage.

Chapter 1 — The Forge at Ballymacaw

The morning light broke gently over Ballymacaw, a small scattering of cottages tucked close to the rugged Waterford coast, where the sea pushed endlessly against cliffs of dark stone. In summer, the shoreline usually glimmered with a soft warmth, the green hills rolling toward the water as though in greeting. But on that August morning in 1845, the sun seemed pale, as though it struggled to warm a world that no longer welcomed it. A strange heaviness hung in the air, an unease that had no name, but that every farmer and fisherman in the parish felt deep in their bones.

The Kelly family had begun their day before that weak dawn had settled. The blacksmith’s forge, standing perhaps a hundred yards from their modest cottage, always stirred early, for horses needed shoeing, ploughs needed mending, and neighbours, no matter how poor, relied on the Kelly skill to keep the small world of Ballymacaw running.

Thomas Kelly wiped the sweat from his brow as the fire roared bright beneath the bellows. Even in August, the forge was hot, smoky, and close. Sparks leapt playfully as hammer met metal, forming the sharp ringing note that echoed across the fields. It was a comforting sound, one that told the village that work was steady, that life was anchored in familiar rhythms.

His eldest son, Tom, now seventeen, pumped the bellows steadily, his strong shoulders rising and falling with the practiced motion. His hands, once soft in childhood, had grown callused and hardened, carrying the same marks that Thomas bore with quiet pride.

“You’ll be taking this forge from me soon enough,” Thomas said, glancing at his son with a half-smile as he returned the glowing iron to the anvil.

Tom laughed softly. “Not yet, Da. You’ve years in you yet for hammering iron.”

“Maybe so. Maybe no.” Thomas lifted the hammer again, the muscles in his arms tightening as he brought it down with precise force. “But a man knows when his boy is catching up with him. Before long, you’ll be teaching me.”

Tom grinned, though he said nothing more. The truth was that he admired his father deeply, admired the way he worked with patience, steadiness, and dignity. Even when the world beyond seemed uncertain, the forge remained a place of purpose, and the rhythm of its labor gave Tom comfort.  Behind them, the wooden door creaked open and Maire Kelly stepped inside, brushing some flour off her apron.

“Thomas,” she called gently, “I’ve bread cooling, and tea steeped. You’ll both take a moment to eat?”

Thomas set down the iron and lifted his head, inhaling deeply. “Tea, is it? Then we’ll happily take a moment.”

Maire smiled, her dark hair loosely tied back, her cheeks flushed from the heat of their cottage hearth. She was a strong woman in both will and body, though softer around the edges than her weathered husband. She held their family together with the kind of love that wove itself quietly into food, warmth, and whispered prayers.

“Mary’s helping the younger ones dress,” Maire continued as they exited the forge and crossed to the cottage. “Meg’s up early. She’s been asking to help with the bread again.”

“That girl would live in the kitchen if you let her,” Thomas said with a soft chuckle.

“She’d live in the flour barrel if she could,” Tom added.

Maire laughed, shaking her head. “And I suppose that’s better than living out by the shore gathering mussels like some of the children do.”

“Better by far,” Thomas said. “There’s plenty of time for mussels when they’re older.”

When they entered the
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