
Grade level: 10-12
Famine curriculum

Aim: To establish the historical context for Frank McCourt's Angela's Ashes.                             

New York State Standards: 1. Language for information and understanding.  Students
will inquire about living conditions in Brooklyn and in Limerick in the 1930s: the
economy, social welfare, the Catholic Church, public health, education and
community life.  

Historical context:  McCourt describes Limerick as a dismal, rainy city of poor, pious
people. When the McCourts returned to Limerick in 1934, they were among many
Irish who returned home during the American depression.  Ireland had its own
economic problems.  Only eleven years after a turbulent period of political
revolution (1916-1923), the Irish taoiseach (tee-shook, leader and the term for the                   
Irish Prime Minister) had refused to make land payments, some old debts to England,
and an economic war involving tarriffs on each other's goods further depressed the
Irish economy. There was wide-spread poverty and a high rate of infectious disease
like polio, diptheria, typhoid fever and especially tuberculosis.

Lesson:

1.  Assign groups to investigate social and economic conditions in McCourt's Brooklyn
neighborhood and in Limerick: employment, social welfare, public health, education.
Use reference books, statistics, the internet.

2.  Devise a list of questions to ask yuor Limerick partners about the city then and
now.  What would they like to know about McCourt's Brooklyn.

2. With your Limerick partners, create maps of McCourt's Brooklyn and McCourt's
Limerick.

Option 2:

Lesson aim:  What is good enough for the poor?  Who controls the access to food?

Historical background:
The 1998 Nobel Laureate economist Amartya Sen has argued that hunger is not

caused by food shortages but by the lack of resources to obtain food or the lack of
access to food. During the Irish Famine of 1845-49, food actually left the country and
grain was used to produce alcohol while the Irish starved when the potato, the single
food source, failed four years out of five.  

While the British famine relief policy was entirely inadequate during the
famine and has been justlyl condemned by succeeding generations of the Irish, Irish
social welfare policy which was strongly influenced by the Catholic church failed to
provide for the poor.  

Lesson:

1.  What was the attitude toward the poor in Limerick that is revealed in McCourt's
Christmas pig's-head passage? How does McCourt structure the passage?  What do we
learn from the conversation between Mrs. McCourt and the butcher? You will notice



some elements of the Irish language in their speech: pronunciation, syntax (word
order). The schoolboys say "ate" for eat; the butcher says "no harm in a pig's head,"
and when Angela McCourt answers the butcher with "I am not," she unconsciously
answers the verb of the question with the verb- something necessary in Irish
language because there are no words for yes or no.

What are the vivid images in the passage?  What does the word docket mean?
Whatis its connotation in this passage?  What do the Irish mean when they use the
word Yankee?  Why is Frankie called a Yankee?  

How did you feel when you read that passage?  How do you think the author
expected you to feel?  

2.  Here is another passage about social welfare and the hungry Irish poor:  

There was only the most rudimentary concept of what
became known as welfare socialism throughout Europe.
There was little or none in Ireland, where influential
religious teaching rejected the "creeping socialism" of            state

intervention in time of family need.  I recall a             curate in
Newtownmountkennedy informing his flock from             the pulpit on one occasion,
when he had thundered
     "communism" because of the local people's attempt to               feed the school
children a hot mid-day meal in winter.
     "They can come to my back door and ask for it, if they             need it."

The passage is from Against the Tide, the autobiography of Noel Browne who                                
grew up in poverty in Derry, Northern Ireland.  He was about fifteen years older
than McCourt.  Browne went on to be a doctor and it was he who eradicated TB in
Ireland while he was Minister for Health. His life was spent in a passionate crusade
for social justice in Ireland.  What difference to you notice in the way he expresses
his attitude to hunger in Ireland and the way McCourt expesses his attitude in the
pig's head episode?

3.  Talking to students at Bay Shore High School, McCourt talked about his boyhood in
Limerick and what he wants he reader to feel about that experience. "I had a sense of
urgency.  I wanted to testify about poverty.  I wanted to convey the stink of poverty.
I wanted to convey the humiliation and shame of being poor."
Does McCourt accomplish that goal in the pig's head passage?          

     


