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Stories of Famine Generosity

BACKGROUND

he popular book Random Acts of Kindness celebrates anonymous acts of generosity and encourages

I readers to practice their own quiet gestures of goodness. Random acts of kindness are a version of the

golden rule of “doing unto others” that is a principle of every religious faith and of basic morality.

Stories of hospitality rewarded and random acts of kindness date back as far as the eighth century in

European folk literature. There are many medieval stories, usually religious tales, of mysterious beggars,

who are received generously by the poor and who are then rewarded for their kindnesses. In Ireland these
kind of tales are a type known as Hospitality Blessed.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS

Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk
A Meal for a Stranger
CLASSROOM MATERIALS

Software for computer graphics design
Copies of Random Acts of Kindness (Conari Press Editors, Berkeley: Conari Press, 1993)
ADDITIONAL READING

Lysaght, Patricia. “Perspectives on Women During the Great Irish Famine From Oral Tradition,”
Béaloideas, 64-5 (1996-7), 63-129.

McHugh, Roger. “The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition,” R. Dudley Edwards and Desmond Williams, eds.,
The Great Famine. Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1962, pp. 404-405.

O’Grada, Cormac. “Famine Memory.” Black 47 and Beyond: The Great Irish Famine in History. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1999, pp. 194-225.

Poirtéir, Cathal. Famine Echoes. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1995.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:

Create picture books of the texts discussed.
Explore art materials, including computer graphics.

Describe the role of rescuers during a time of crisis.

STANDARDS

SS 2: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major ideas,
eras, themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad sweep of history
from a variety of perspectives.

Arts 1: Students will actively engage in the processes that constitute creation and performance in the arts
(dance, music, theatre, and visual arts) and participate in various roles in the arts.

Arts 2: Students will be knowledgeable about and make use of the materials and resources available for
participation in the arts in various roles.

ELA 1: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for information and understanding.
ELA 2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.
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PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Explore narrative accounts of important events from world history to learn about different accounts of the
past to begin to understand how interpretations and perspectives develop.

Investigate the roles and contributions of individuals and groups in relation to key social, political, cultural,
and religious practices throughout world history.

Explain the literal meaning of an historical passage or primary source document, identifying who was
involved, what happened, where it happened, what events led up to these developments, and what
consequences or outcomes followed.

Compare and contrast stories with similar themes.

DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS

. evaluate and connect evidence
. draw conclusions
. view information from a variety of perspectives
. ask and answer logical questions
. present information
. participate in interpersonal and group activities
. work with others to solve problems
. communicate results of research and projects
. acquire and organize information
. make decisions about process
. reflect upon content/form opinions

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES
Arts
English Language Arts

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. Read Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk to the students. Ask students to meet with a partner and discuss what
they heard. What is the problem in the story?

Students should listen to the text again and make notes about what they heard. Partners compare notes.

Students should write down some words that describe Mrs. Fitzgerald and Mr. Fitzgerald. Which of the
Fitzgeralds would students like to have for a neighbor? Why?

Write down what Mr. Fitzgerald was thinking when he saw the pans full of milk. Why did he decide not
to interfere with his wife’s help to her neighbors after that?

Why did Mr. Fitzgerald want to keep all of the milk?

2. Ask students to read A Meal for a Stranger. How is the story like Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk? How did
the man in 4 Meal for a Stranger feel about his wife’s hospitality to the stranger? Did he behave like Mr.
Fitzgerald?

3. The Irish people have always valued hospitality and generosity. Before the Great Irish Famine, people
traveling the roads could almost always be sure of a meal or shelter in any household. The famine, with
its hunger and especially its famine-related diseases, changed that custom. Still there were people, usually
women, who gave what they had to the poor. They were rewarded with good luck. Stories are still told
about such women today.
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Ask students: Do you know any stories about people who help their neighbors? Why do people help their
neighbors, friends or strangers? Are they rewarded? How? Is it a reward to know you helped someone
else?

4. Students can make picture books of one of the two texts. They can be encouraged to use the computer
for the text and for some of the illustrations.

ASSESSMENT OPTIONS

Ask students to write a story that is similar to Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk and A Meal for a Stranger,
depicting a rescuer that they know. Remind them that even small “acts of kindness” count.

TEACHER REFLECTION

This activity benefitted from Rosalie Rafter’s presentation to the New York State English Council on
listening called Lend Me Your Ears (October 21, 1999) which combined attention to listening skills with
developing an understanding of narrative structure.

Teachers have had success with a book buddy program between students in the Multicultural Literacy and
Citizenship Project at I.S. 292 in East New York and pre-schoolers in the neighboring Morris L. Eisenstein
Learning Center. Students wrote and illustrated a book called The O’Connors Comes to New York which
they read to their reading buddies. Fourth graders can do similar projects with younger students and present
copies of their books to younger classes.

Teachers may want to use this activity with the other two activities that work with the theme of hospitality
rewarded: Proverbs and Famine Stories and Hospitality Rewarded: People Helping Others.

ADDITIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCE

For younger students:

Ask students to interview their friends and family to find out how they have experienced an act of kindness
or generosity. Draw illustrations, add quotes, and create a Generosity Bulletin Board.

For advanced students:

Ask students to research and locate examples of generosity during other significant world events such as
the Holocaust, war time, civil unrest, or natural disasters like earthquake, fires, floods, or hurricanes.
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Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk

I often heard of Mrs. Ned Fitzgerald, Mountinfant [Co. Cork], two miles north of our village. She was grandmother
to the present owners and always helped the poor and never left a hungry man, woman or child go unfed from her door.

This good woman never refused to give her skim milk to the poor and often her husband used to blame her for
giving away the milk and letting the calves go hungry. It was told how one day he was ploughing near the house and
he saw so many poor people leaving the house with “gallons” of milk on their heads that he got vexed and made for
the house to scold his wife for giving away so much milk. “You are giving away all my milk and starving my calves
and not caring a bit what price they’d be making.” She said the calves had grass and water and wouldn’t starve and
that she couldn’t refuse poor neighbors a drop of milk for their starving children. “There’s milk going all day,” he said,
“and come now and show me what you have for the calves in the evening.”

He ran out to the dairy himself and she thought, “Tis unknown what he’ll do when he finds all the pans empty.”
But when he went into the place, lo and behold, all the pans were full of milk and cream they were, though he had seen
the milk being taken away all day. He got an awful surprise and went back to his plough, and ‘twas said he never again
interfered with his good wife about what milk she would give to the poor. His calves grew and thrived and he never
had better calves than he had that very year when his wife had all the milk given away to the children of her poor neigh-
bors.

Source: Roger McHugh,”The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition,” in R. Dudley Edwards and Desmond Williams, eds. The Great
Famine. Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1962. pp. 404-405. Permission pending.
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A Meal for a Stranger

There is one outstanding incident still related here about the Famine years. In this district there lived a woman and
her husband. (Their grandson and his children live here now.) They were small farmers. One day the husband and his
workman were working not far from the house. Coming on to dinner time the wife got a meal of porridge ready for
the three and put the plates on the table.

She then went out to call the men and when she returned, she found a stranger in the kitchen. He was red-headed
and of wild hungry appearance. He asked the woman for something to eat as he was starving. She hadn’t much in the
house besides what was cooked on the plates and she thought of the two men who would be in any moment. She told
him he could have a meal.

He cleaned one plate and the greater portion of the second. Then he thanked the woman and left. The husband and
the workman came in almost immediately and were asked if they saw a stranger passing. They said they had not. The
wife told what had happened, and the husband said it was all right as the one plate of porridge would do for the two
of them, and they could make up for it at supper. It was said that from that day on everything prospered with that fam-
ily—stock, crops, milk, undertakings.

Source: Collected from Mrs. Hartigan who was born in 1878 in Co. Cork, Manuscript volume 1068, pp. 204-206. Department of
Irish Folklore, University College, Dublin. In Cathal Poéirtéir, Famine Echoes. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1995. Used with per-
mission of the publisher.
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Proverbs and Famine Stories

BACKGROUND

proverb is a short and clever statement that says something about life that is believed to be true. They
are usually attached to a folk tale that has a moral or leads to a message. Students are probably
familiar with the proverbs:

Look before you leap.

Haste makes waste.

You can’t tell a book by its cover.
Waste not; want not.

Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.

Students will find that proverbs collected from adults are usually used for instruction and for a mild reproof.
People also use proverbs to “cap” a conversation or as a response to somebody else’s story. This activity is
an opportunity for students to talk with adults and to collect proverbs from them.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS

Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk
A Meal for a Stranger
ADDITIONAL READINGS

Bailey, Karen. Irish Proverbs. Belfast: Appletree Press, 1986.
CLASSROOM MATERIALS

Art supplies
Books of Proverbs, including Irish Proverbs, by Karen Bailey
Posted Irish Proverbs:
Do not mistake a goat’s beard for a fine stallion’s tail.
If you lie down with dogs, you’ll rise with fleas.
Firelight will not let you read fine stories, but it’s warm and you won’t see the dust on the floor.
A trout in the pot is better than a salmon in the sea.
The longest road out is the shortest road home. (Bailey pp. 7, 9, 13, 19, 60)

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:

Recognize proverbs and describe their meanings.
Create and illustrate sample proverbs.

Connect proverbs to literature related to the Irish Famine.

STANDARDS

SS2: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major ideas, eras,
themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad sweep of history from a
variety of perspectives.
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Arts 1: Students will actively engage in the processes that constitute creation and performance in the arts
(dance, music, theatre, and visual arts) and participate in various roles in the arts. (Visual Arts)

Arts 2: Students will be knowledgeable about and make use of the materials and resources available for
participation in the arts in various roles. (Visual Arts)

ELA 1: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for information and understanding.
ELA 2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Interpret and analyze documents and artifacts related to significant developments and events in world
history.

Explore the lifestyles, beliefs, traditions, rules and laws, and social/cultural needs and wants of people
during different periods in history and in different parts of the world.

Explain the literal meaning of a historical passage or primary source document, identifying who was
involved, what happened, where it happened, what events led up to these developments, and what
consequences or outcomes followed.

Recognize different levels of meaning.

Create their own stories, poems, and songs using the elements of the literature they have read and
appropriate vocabulary.

Know and use a variety of sources for developing and conveying ideas, images, themes, symbols, and events
in their creation of art.

Develop skills with a variety of art materials and competence in at least one medium.

DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS

. evaluate and connect evidence
. reflective thinking
. identify premises and rationale for points of view
. present information
. communicate results of research and projects
. synthesize information
. conceptualize and observe
. reflect upon content/form opinions
MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES
Arts
English Language Arts

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. Share the same proverbs given in the Background section of this activity and post them in the classroom
(see Classroom Materials). Ask students if they can think of additional proverbs, such as: Charity begins
at home, There is luck in sharing a thing, Dont postpone a good thing, and A fool and his money are
soon parted. They should consult with adult friends and family, as well as teachers, librarians, and on the
Internet. Ask students to illustrate any proverb, including those that they make up on their own.

2. Ask students to review the proverbs and determine which ones go best with Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk
and A Meal for a Stranger.

3. Students can make their own illustrated collections of proverbs.
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ASSESSMENT OPTION

Ask students to discuss interpretation of an Irish proverb as it applies to the Great Irish Famine.

TEACHER REFLECTION

Proverbs in languages other than English will be interesting for others and will give bilingual students an
opportunity to share their culture with classmates.
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Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk

I often heard of Mrs. Ned Fitzgerald, Mountinfant [Co. Cork], two miles north of our village. She was grandmother
to the present owners and always helped the poor and never left a hungry man, woman or child go unfed from her door.

This good woman never refused to give her skim milk to the poor and often her husband used to blame her for
giving away the milk and letting the calves go hungry. It was told how one day he was ploughing near the house and
he saw so many poor people leaving the house with “gallons” of milk on their heads that he got vexed and made for
the house to scold his wife for giving away so much milk. “You are giving away all my milk and starving my calves
and not caring a bit what price they’d be making.” She said the calves had grass and water and wouldn’t starve and
that she couldn’t refuse poor neighbors a drop of milk for their starving children. “There’s milk going all day,” he said,
“and come now and show me what you have for the calves in the evening.”

He ran out to the dairy himself and she thought, “Tis unknown what he’ll do when he finds all the pans empty.”
But when he went into the place, lo and behold, all the pans were full of milk and cream they were, though he had seen
the milk being taken away all day. He got an awful surprise and went back to his plough, and ‘twas said he never again
interfered with his good wife about what milk she would give to the poor. His calves grew and thrived and he never
had better calves than he had that very year when his wife had all the milk given away to the children of her poor neigh-
bors.

Source: Roger McHugh,“The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition,” in R. Dudley Edwards and Desmond Williams, eds. The Great
Famine. Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1962. pp. 404-405. Permission pending.
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A Meal for a Stranger

There is one outstanding incident still related here about the Famine years. In this district there lived a woman
and her husband. (Their grandson and his children live here now.) They were small farmers. One day the husband and
his workman were working not far from the house. Coming on to dinner time the wife got a meal of porridge ready for
the three and put the plates on the table.

She then went out to call the men and when she returned, she found a stranger in the kitchen. He was red-headed
and of wild hungry appearance. He asked the woman for something to eat as he was starving. She hadn’t much in the
house besides what was cooked on the plates and she thought of the two men who would be in any moment. She told
him he could have a meal.

He cleaned one plate and the greater portion of the second. Then he thanked the woman and left. The husband and
the workman came in almost immediately and were asked if they saw a stranger passing. They said they had not. The
wife told what had happened, and the husband said it was all right as the one plate of porridge would do for the two
of them, and they could make up for it at supper. It was said that from that day on everything prospered with that fam-
ily—stock, crops, milk, undertakings.

Source: Collected from Mrs. Hartigan who was born in 1878 in Co. Cork, Manuscript volume 1068, pp. 204-206. Department of
Irish Folklore, University College, Dublin. In Cathal Poéirtéir, Famine Echoes. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1995. Used with per-
mission of the publisher.
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Hospitality Rewarded:
People Helping Others

BACKGROUND

n this activity students will explore how different families show hospitality, and the intangible rewards
Iof being welcoming and hospitable. Students will read two stories about the Irish value of hospitality

and read an old Irish poem on the same theme to discover that the messages in Mrs. Fitzgerald and the
Milk and A Meal for a Stranger are very old themes.

Teachers may want to combine this activity with the activity Stories of Famine Generosity.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS
Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk
Meal for a Stranger
CLASSROOM MATERIALS
Poem Hospitality in Ancient Ireland (in the Learning Experiences section of this activity) on the board
Art supplies for drawing

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:

Describe hospitality in the readings, in Irish life, and in their personal lives.
Describe ways to welcome guests to their homes and newcomers to their school.
Describe how hospitality could be rewarded (with no monetary reward involved).

STANDARDS

ELA 1: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for information and understanding.
ELA 2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.

Arts 1: Students will actively engage in the processes that constitute creation and performance in the arts
(dance, music, theatre, and visual arts) and participate in various roles in the arts.

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Ask specific questions to clarify and extend meaning.

Understand the literary elements of setting, character, plot, theme, and point of view and compare those
features to other works and to their own lives.

Use inference and deduction to understand the text.
Recognize different levels of meaning.

Present personal responses to literature that make reference to plot, characters, ideas, vocabulary, and text
structure.
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DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS
. reflective thinking
. draw conclusions
. interpret information
. conceptualize and observe

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES
English Language Arts

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. Read Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk and A Meal for a Stranger and discuss the messages in each story.

2. Ask students to read a very old poem from the 13th century manuscript the Leabhar Breac
(LAUW-er BRACK) (written on the board) which means speckled book, to learn how early the custom
of hospitality was expressed in Irish literature. The poem is written in the form of a prayer. Note that the
poem represents one religious view, but symbolizes a theme that is relevant to all perspectives about how
to treat your fellow human being.

HOSPITALITY IN ANCIENT IRELAND

Oh King of stars!

Whether my house be dark or bright,
Never shall it be closed against any one,
Lest Christ close His house against me.

If there be a guest in your house

And you conceal aught from him,

“Tis not the guest that will be without it,
But Jesus, Mary’s Son.

Translated by Kuno Meyer
from the Leabhar Breac (Speckled Book)
13th century

3. Even today in the Irish countryside, a candle is lit and placed in the window on Christmas Eve to show
Mary that she and Jesus would be welcome in that house. Have students ever heard the expression, “I’ll
leave a light in the window for you?” How are guests welcomed to their homes?

What other customs do people have for welcoming strangers? Construct a list of the ways that the
students can be welcoming to newcomers who are joining their class or school and ways to share with
others who are in need. What do they do now? Could they do something more?

ASSESSMENT OPTION

Illustrate something that represents hospitality in Irish homes or any other settings. Perhaps draw a special
cake, welcome home signs, or candles in the window.

TEACHER REFLECTION

Students realize that life is different from long ago in rural Ireland where the custom was to welcome a
stranger into one’s home. Today, children are taught not to open the door to a stranger. Still, students can
apply concepts of the activity to welcoming newcomers into families, class or school, neighborhoods, and
communities.
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Mrs. Fitzgerald and the Milk

I often heard of Mrs. Ned Fitzgerald, Mountinfant [Co. Cork], two miles north of our village. She was grandmother
to the present owners and always helped the poor and never left a hungry man, woman or child go unfed from her door.

This good woman never refused to give her skim milk to the poor and often her husband used to blame her for
giving away the milk and letting the calves go hungry. It was told how one day he was ploughing near the house and
he saw so many poor people leaving the house with “gallons” of milk on their heads that he got vexed and made for
the house to scold his wife for giving away so much milk. “You are giving away all my milk and starving my calves
and not caring a bit what price they’d be making.” She said the calves had grass and water and wouldn’t starve and
that she couldn’t refuse poor neighbors a drop of milk for their starving children. “There’s milk going all day,” he said,
“and come now and show me what you have for the calves in the evening.”

He ran out to the dairy himself and she thought, “Tis unknown what he’ll do when he finds all the pans empty.”
But when he went into the place, lo and behold, all the pans were full of milk and cream they were, though he had seen
the milk being taken away all day. He got an awful surprise and went back to his plough, and ‘twas said he never again
interfered with his good wife about what milk she would give to the poor. His calves grew and thrived and he never
had better calves than he had that very year when his wife had all the milk given away to the children of her poor neigh-
bors.

Source: Roger McHugh,”The Famine in Irish Oral Tradition,” in R. Dudley Edwards and Desmond Williams, eds. The Great
Famine. Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1962. pp. 404-405. Permission pending.

855



A Meal for a Stranger

There is one outstanding incident still related here about the Famine years. In this district there lived a woman and
her husband. (Their grandson and his children live here now.) They were small farmers. One day the husband and his
workman were working not far from the house. Coming on to dinner time the wife got a meal of porridge ready for
the three and put the plates on the table.

She then went out to call the men and when she returned, she found a stranger in the kitchen. He was red-headed
and of wild hungry appearance. He asked the woman for something to eat as he was starving. She hadn’t much in the
house besides what was cooked on the plates and she thought of the two men who would be in any moment. She told
him he could have a meal.

He cleaned one plate and the greater portion of the second. Then he thanked the woman and left. The husband and
the workman came in almost immediately and were asked if they saw a stranger passing. They said they had not. The
wife told what had happened, and the husband said it was all right as the one plate of porridge would do for the two
of them, and they could make up for it at supper. It was said that from that day on everything prospered with that fam-
ily—stock, crops, milk, undertakings.

Source: Collected from Mrs. Hartigan who was born in 1878 in Co. Cork, Manuscript volume 1068, pp. 204-206. Department of
Irish Folklore, University College, Dublin. In Cathal Poéirtéir, Famine Echoes. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1995. Used with per-
mission of the publisher.
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The Countess Kathleen O’Shea

BACKGROUND

his story is adapted from the text of “The Countess Kathleen O’Shea” that W.B. Yeats included in his

I Irish folklore collection Irish Fairy and Folktales. Later, Yeats turned the legend into his first play

The Countess Cathleen (1892), a play that was criticized because of its unconventional theme. Instead

of the usual Faustian treatment of one who sells her soul to the devil, the Countess is saved by the
intervention of angels.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS
The Countess Kathleen O’Shea

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:

Describe the impact of “giving up something precious.”

Describe reactions to the story, explaining why folk tales such as The Countess Kathleen O’Shea were
created as a result of the Great Irish Famine.

STANDARDS

ELA 2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Understand the literary elements of setting, character, plot, theme, and point of view and compare those
features to other works and their own lives.

Present personal responses to literature that make reference to the plot, characters, ideas, vocabulary, and
text structure.

Explain the meaning of literary works with some attention to meaning beyond the literal level.

DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS

. analytical thinking

. reflective thinking

. interpret information

. form opinions

. make generalizations

. identify patterns and themes
MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

English Language Arts
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LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. Ask students to read The Countess Kathleen O Shea. Why do the men with the gold think that they can
buy souls in Ireland? What did the Countess Kathleen think would happen to her soul if she sold it? Why
does the Countess Kathleen lock herself in her room after she sells her soul? Why do the angels take her
soul?

2. Ask students: What words would you use to describe the Countess? Draw the scene when the Countess
sells her soul to the men.

3. This is a story about people giving up precious things for others. Ask students:

Do you know anyone who has given up something precious for somebody else? Has someone ever given
up something precious for you? Write something about someone who has given up something precious
to help another. You might want to write a letter to that person. (Remind students that even a penny, a
special stone, a hair clip, can be precious. The significance is in the sentimentality, not the monetary
value.)

4. Sometimes people use the expression, “I’d sell my soul for....”
They are not really serious, but what do they mean?

6. Does the Countess believe she is really selling her soul? Does she think it is wrong to do it? Why does
she do it? Do people ever do wrong things for what they consider to be the “right” reasons?

ASSESSMENT OPTION

Write a paragraph that describes the Countess Kathleen. (If you were to describe her to someone, what
would you say?)

TEACHER REFLECTION

Students may be unfamiliar (or uncomfortable) with the concept of selling souls (to the devil) and all that
is implied by the decision Countess Kathleen makes. The views of different religions should be taken into
consideration when carrying out this activity. Younger students may have difficulty comprehending that
alternative solutions (such as merely buying more food) are not possible. Background information on the
realities of the famine will be necessary.

Students may also want to discuss the question of whether stealing food when you and your family are
starving is the “right” thing to do.
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The Countess Kathleen O’Shea

A long time ago in Ireland, two strange men appeared in a country town. They were dressed in silken coats, and
they wore gold bands around their dark hair, but they seemed to be very old. They were not from Ireland, but they were
able to speak Irish. They each had a large bag of gold, and they sat in the window of their inn counting each shiny
piece over and over again.

One day the woman who kept the inn said to them, “Gentlemen, you seem to have a great amount of gold. Do you
know that people here are poor and very hungry? Why don’t you help them with your wealth?”

“We would do that, good lady,” said one of the men, “but we don’t want to help those who only pretend to be
poor.”

When the news went around that there were men with bags of gold in the town, the poor came to the door of the
inn. Some were not ashamed to ask for money. Others were very shy because they were poor.

“We are not going to give money to you,” said one of the rich men, “but we will buy from you.”
“We are too poor. We have nothing we can sell.”

“You can sell your soul. We are buying souls for the devil. We will give twenty gold pieces for old souls. We will
give fifty gold pieces for souls of grown people. And we will give one hundred gold pieces for the souls of the very
young because they are the freshest and purest.

The Countess Kathleen O’Shea heard of the men’s offer to buy the souls of the poor. She was always very good
to the poor and she thought of a plan to help them without losing their souls. She called one of her helpers.

“Patrick, how many pieces of gold do I have?”
“You have 100,000 pieces.”

“What is the worth of my jewels?”

“The same again.”

“And the worth of all of my land?”

“Double the gold and the jewels.”

“Sell all my gold, my jewels and my land, Patrick. Leave me only my house and my garden. Give the money from
the sale of my wealth to the poor.”

Patrick sold the gold, jewels and land and he gave the money to the poor to buy food. The rich men stayed on at
the inn.

“The money will run out soon, and then there will be souls to sell. The king has promised that food will be com-
ing from across the sea, but it won’t come for another month.”

The men were right. The poor people had money for three weeks, but when their money was gone, there was still
a week before the food would arrive.

“We still offer to buy your souls,” said the men when the poor gathered around the inn. The poor were very hun-
gry and began to think that they had no choice but to sell their souls.

Suddenly, a woman in a black cloak appeared among them and went to the door of the inn. When the men
appeared, she drew back her hood revealing the beautiful face of the Countess Kathleen.

“Gentlemen,” she said, “I have a very special soul to sell, but it will cost you all of your gold pieces.” What soul
could be so precious?” they asked.

“My soul is that precious,” said the Countess Kathleen.

The rich men could not believe their good luck. The pure soul of the Countess Kathleen would be a prize for the
devil.

“How much do you want for your soul, beautiful lady?”

“Two hundred thousand pieces of gold. It will be gold enough to feed all the poor until food arrives from over the
sea.

“The money will be yours if you sign this paper.”
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The men gave the Countess a paper edged in black and fixed with a big red seal. The Countess looked at the paper
sadly for a while. Then she grabbed the pen from one of the men and signed her name quickly. The men counted out
two hundred thousand gold pieces, and the Countess wrapped her cloak around her and left. She spoke to no one until
she returned to her home. She called Patrick and spoke to him sadly.

“Please give this money to the poor. It will buy them food until the food arrives from over the sea. The poor will
not have to sell their souls. I am going to my room now. Do not let anyone enter my room. Good-by now, Patrick, and
thank you.”

The Countess went to her room and locked the door. She did not come out again. After three days, Patrick and her
other helpers unlocked the room. They found that she had died of sadness.

When they heard that the Countess was dead, the rich men came to her home with the paper that she had signed
to claim her soul. Before they could take her soul for the devil, two angels appeared and carried off her soul.

“She sold her soul,” said the angels, “but she sold it to save her people. She will have a special place in heaven.”

Source: Adapted from W.B. Yeats, "The Countess Kathleen O’Shea,” Irish Fairy and Folk Tales. New York: Modern
Library, n.d. pp. 248-251. Permission pending.
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Hunger in Ireland After the
Great Irish Famine

BACKGROUND

he problem of hunger continued in Ireland into the twentieth century. There was widespread rural

I poverty, and there were famine conditions in western counties in 1923-24. The land question was

settled with the 1903 Irish Land Act which provided for tenants to purchase their land, but the Land

Act did nothing to help the very poor. The Congested Districts Board had some success trying to improve

the rural economy in distressed areas, but it failed to alleviate poverty. Workers in Dublin also suffered from

poverty and hunger in those years, especially during the strike of the Irish Transport and General Workers
when 24,000 union members were locked out by their Dublin employers until February 1914.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS

Hunger
ADDITIONAL READINGS

Esse, James [James Stephens]. Hunger. Dublin: The Candle Press, 1928.
Martin, Augustine. James Stephens.: A Critical Study. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1977.

McCartney, Donal. “From Parnell to Pearse (1891-1921),” in T.W. Moody and F.X. Martin, eds., The
Course of Irish History. Rev. ed., Dublin: Mercier Press, 1984. pp. 294-312.

McCourt, Frank. Angela’s Ashes. New York: Scribner, 1996.
Steinbeck, John. The Grapes of Wrath. New York: Harper, 1951.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:

Describe information gathered about poverty, share observations about the writings, and draw conclusions.
Describe the impact of the shift from rural to urban poverty in the early 20th century in Ireland.

STANDARDS

SS2: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major ideas, eras,
themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad sweep of history from a
variety of perspectives.

SS 4: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of how the United
States and other societies develop economic systems and associated institutions to allocate scarce resources,
how major decision-making units function in the United States and other national economies, and how an
economy solves the scarcity problem through market and nonmarket mechanisms.

ELA 2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Explain the literal meaning of a historical passage or primary source document, identifying who was
involved, what happened, where it happened, what events led up to these developments, and what
consequences or outcomes followed.
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View history through the eyes of those who witnessed key events and developments in world history by
analyzing their literature.

Study about how the availability and distribution of resources is important to a nation’s economic growth.

Understand how scarcity requires people and nations to make choices which involve costs and future
considerations.

Present responses to and interpretations of literature and primary sources.
Use inference and deduction to understand the text.
Recognize different levels of meaning.

DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS
. observe and conclude
. reflective thinking
. view information from a variety of perspectives
form opinions

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES
English Language Arts

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. James Stephens wrote his story Hunger under the pen-name James Esse in 1918. The story describes a
poor Dublin house painter and his family after the Dublin lock-out and at the start of World War I. The
painter’s work was seasonal, and his wife had to stretch his wages. Ask students to read the first passage
from the handout Hunger.

What does the expression “make ends meet” mean? If making ends meet means making wages cover
expenses (ends), what does Stephens mean when he says there was “nothing but ends”?

2. Stephens is describing a family on the edge of starvation. How does he describe hunger? Ask students
how they feel when they are hungry. Do they get cross? Do they feel tired? Do they have pains in their
stomachs? Do they get headaches? What happens if everyone in the house is hungry?

3. What is the tone (Stephen’s attitude) in this passage? Is he angry that the painter and his family have to
live in such conditions? We know that Stephens really cared about poverty because he wrote an angry
letter about poverty to the labor paper The Irish Worker during the Dublin lock-out. Why isn’t he angry
in Hunger? How does the reader respond to the passage? Do students think that Stephens uses a dry,
factual tone to get his reader to respond? Does that tone keep the attention of the readers on hunger?

4. When World War I begins, conditions get worse for the painter. There is less work and construction slows
down because it is difficult to get supplies. The painter’s wife hears there is work in Scotland at a factory
that makes ammunition, and she manages to makes ends meet enough to raise the fare for him to go to
get work. While she waits for him to send money, she begs and thinks of becoming a street singer. Ask
students to read the second passage from Hunger.

The woman is not a very good beggar. Why? Ask students to list the ways the people she meets respond
to her. Ask students if they have ever seen people begging. How do people respond to beggars? Do they
respond in the ways that Stephens describes? How do people look (or not look) at the begging woman?

What are the different ways that we can look at another person? Why is the way we look at people
important? What do we mean when we say, “He/she won’t look me in the eye?” Are students aware that
in some cultures, people don’t look at one another in the eye? (Animal behaviorists tell us that eye contact
between animals is very important.)

The woman does not hear from her husband and things get harder and harder for her little family. The
children cry for food. One child has died of hunger-related causes; another little one dies of starvation.
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Only her last child, disabled and confined to a chair, is alive when she is befriended by a charitable
gentleman who pays her rent, gives her money for food and promises to find work for her and to locate
her husband. He does locate her husband; he has died of hunger and exposure in Scotland. The gentleman
renews his promises of help to the woman and promises to send a doctor to see the disabled child.
Stephens ends his story with a description of the gentleman.

And he went away all hot and cold, beating his hands together as he walked, and feeling upon
his shoulders all the weariness and misery of the world (29).

Ask students to think of how they would feel if they were in his position after confronting such
desolation. Why does he feel the “weariness and misery of the world?”

5. Ask students to find examples of different kinds of writing and media that treat the subject of poverty:
factual data, documents, editorials, photo essays, documentaries, feature films, memoirs and fiction.
Working individually or in groups, ask students to evaluate each example. What is most effective about
each type of message? Which example is most compelling?

ASSESSMENT OPTION

“Her earnings were small, for she could not get in touch with people; they recognized her at a distance as a
beggar, and she could only whisper to the back of a head or a cold shoulder.”

Write a page describing how this quote symbolizes the fate of the woman as a beggar, and the reaction of
the public who are not suffering as she is.

TEACHER REFLECTION

The American Depression is a good theme for this activity. John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath
condemns California fruit growers for letting fruit spoil rather than giving it to poor children:

There is a crime here that goes beyond denunciation. There is a sorrow here that weeping
cannot symbolize. There is a failure here that topples all our success. The fertile earth, the
straight tree rows, the sturdy trunks, and the ripe fruit. And children dying of pellagra must die
because a profit cannot be taken from an orange. And coroners must fill in the certificate—died
of malnutrition—because the food must rot, must be forced to rot (477).

Teachers may want to contrast the death of the house painter (who had tried for two weeks to get work, was
hired, and died the following morning) with the episode in Angela’s Ashes when Malachy McCourt goes to
England during World War II to work in a munitions factory. Men had been recruited from the Limerick
lanes to work and each week their families received money orders. Frankie and the boys look forward to
what their father’s wages will bring them:

We’ll all have new boots and coats so we won't be coming home from school famished. We’ll
have eggs and rashers on Sunday for breakfast and ham and potatoes and cabbage for dinner.
We’ll have electric light and why shouldn't we? (221).

Sean O’Casey, Stephens’ contemporary, was a railway worker and labor organizer before he became a
playwright in the 1920s. His early Dublin plays and the first three volumes of his autobiography describe
the poverty of working class Dubliners at the turn of the 20th century.
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Hunger

Wages which have to be stretched so lengthily give but the slenderest sum toward a weekly budget: it was she who
had to stretch them, and the doing of that occupied all the time she could spare for thinking. She made ends meet where
nothing was but ends, and they met just over the death line of starvation. She had not known for three years what it
was like not to be hungry for one day, but life is largely custom, and neither she nor her husband nor the children made
much complaint about a condition which was normal for them all, and into which the children had been born. They
could scarcely die of hunger for they were native to it: they were hunger, and there was no other hunger but them: and
they only made a noise about food when they saw food. (9)

Her earnings were small, for she could not get in touch with people; they recognized her at a distance as a beggar,
and she could only whisper to the back of a head or a cold shoulder. Sometimes when she went towards a person that
person instantly crossed the road and walked for a while hastily. Sometimes people fixed upon her a cold, prohibitive
eye, and she drew back from them humbled, her heart panting and her eyes hot at the idea that they took her for a beg-
gar. At times, someone, without glancing at her, stuck a hand in a pocket and gave her a penny without halting in their
stride. One day she got twopence, one day she got sixpence, one day she got nothing. But she could hold out to the end
of the week. (21)

Source: James Esse [James Stephens]. Hunger. Dublin: The Candle Press, 1918. pp 9, 21. Reprinted with permission of The
Society of Authors, literary representative of the Estate of James Stephens.
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Relief After the Great Irish Famine

BACKGROUND

his activity is designed to give students a sense of the type of work the Irish engaged in after the
I famine, beginning with a discussion of the life of a stone breaker from a poem by Padraic Colum. In
the poem, Colum uses the name tinker for Ireland’s traveling people. (Tinker was considered a
derogatory name and was replaced with itinerant and traveler.) Travelers are a small minority group in
Ireland whose lifestyle is similar to the Romany Gypsies who travel around England and the continent.
Years ago travelers went around the country in horse-drawn wagons; today they live in trailers. The name
tinker, one who mends metal objects, referred to their work which, with horse trading and casual labor, was
their means of support. Today travelers sell scrap metal and junk. While many of their woman and children
beg, travelers are eligible for government support programs and many communities have worked to help
those travelers who want to join the settled community find housing and employment.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS

The Stone Breaker

Men Breaking Stones
ADDITIONAL READINGS

Gmelch, Sharon and Pat Langan. Tinkers and Travellers. Dublin: The O’Brien Press, 1975.
Kissane, Noel. The Irish Famine: A Documentary History. Dublin: National Library of Ireland, 1995. pp. 17.
CLASSROOM MATERIALS

Poem on the board from Learning Experiences #3.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:
Describe the types of jobs available after the famine
Explain why people may be in low-level/entry-level jobs.

Evaluate job opportunities and identify personal preferences.
Create poems about work.

STANDARDS

SS2: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major ideas, eras,
themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad sweep of history from a
variety of perspectives.

SS 4: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of how the United
States and other societies develop economic systems and associated institutions to allocate scarce resources,
how major decision-making units function in the United States and other national economies, and how an
economy solves the scarcity problem through market and nonmarket mechanisms.

ELA 2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.

CDOS 2: Students will demonstrate how academic knowledge and skills are applied in the workplace and
other settings.

CDOS 3b: Students who choose a career major will acquire the career-specific technical knowledge/skills
necessary to progress toward gainful employment, career advancement, and success in post-secondary
programs.
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PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Analyze the roles and contributions of individuals and groups to economic practices and activities.

Investigate important events and developments in world history by posing analytical questions, selecting
relevant data, distinguishing fact from opinion, hypothesizing cause-and-effect relationships, testing these
hypotheses, and forming conclusions.

Understand how scarcity requires people and nations to make choices which involve costs and future
considerations.

Develop conclusions about economic issues and problems by creating broad statements which summarize
findings and solutions.

Identify significant literary elements and use those elements to interpret the work.
Recognize different levels of meaning.
Read aloud with expression, conveying the meaning and mood of a work.

Produce interpretations of literature, making reference to the literary elements found in the text and
connections with their personal knowledge and experience.

DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS

. analytical thinking
. observe and conclude
. view information from a variety of perspectives
. conceptualize
. reflect upon content/form opinions

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

English Language Arts
Family and Consumer Science/Career Development
STUDENT-CENTERED TEACHING AND LEARNING

Student Career Awareness

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. Explain to students that the kind of work associated with “famine work™ continued to be the basis of
public employment through the rest of the century. In the handouts, the 1898 photograph of the men
breaking stones and women carrying stones is in An Cheartht1 Rua (Carraroe), Co. Galway. How would
students describe the photograph? What is their response to the photograph? Do students respond to the
women in the photograph in the same way as they respond to the men in the photograph?

2. Padraic Colum’s The Stone Breaker is the voice of a stone breaker of the period. Ask students to read and
respond to the poem. What kinds of work does the speaker miss as a stone breaker? What is his attitude
toward the land? He suggests that sailing and farming take strength and art. Does he think there is
strength and art in the work of the stone breaker? Fishing and farming involve an intimate relationship
with nature. What kind of relationship does the stone breaker have with the land and like about him? Why
does the stone breaker curse the tinker? What is the reality of the tinker’s life? What is the reality of the
stone breaker’s life? How will the stone breaker free himself of this work?

3. Students working part-time may want to do other work instead of fast-food restaurant worker, office
worker doing xeroxing, polishing cars at a car wash, check-out clerk at a super market. Ask students to
think about working at such repetitive, and often dead-end jobs when they would rather be working at
something else. Ask them to describe the work they want to do, to identify tasks or working conditions
that make their current jobs unpleasant, an encounter with someone who sees them at their work, and
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their thoughts about how it would be possible for them to leave their unsatisfactory jobs and move on to
a better life.

Note: The purpose of this activity is to encourage students to consider possibilities and to think about how
jobs can be rewarding and fulfilling. It is important, however, that students also recognize that people often
work in low-level jobs because of lack of education, lack of knowledge about job and educational
opportunities, past history that affects their ability to get a better job, location and transportation, access to
child care, etc. It should also be stressed that many people take great pride in their jobs and should be
recognized for the challenges of jobs that are termed “low-entry”, and for the pride they take in working as
a nurse’s aide, in janitorial work, food service, etc.

Here is an example of a poem describing someone studying to be a teacher and who is working as a
subway toll collector:

No young people to teach

and to share my love of books.

Oh, to watch them flower in the light
of my mentoring.

The sun never shines

on the cage under the street
where I sort change,

swipe cards and

nab kids jumping the turnstiles.

The homeless

pity me behind bars.
Could they know that
there is a teacher inside?

Shifts finish.

Days pass.

I stack credits like tokens.
They will take me

to my classroom.

Ask students to write their own answering poems to The Stone Breaker using their three elements: a
description of the work they would like to do, why they would like to do it, and how the poet will stay on
the job or will move on to the work he/she really wants to do. Ask students to use at least one metaphor and
one simile in the poem.

ASSESSMENT OPTION

Would you rather be the stone breaker or the tinker? Explain your choice.

TEACHER REFLECTION

This activity is part of a series of activities that looks at conditions in Ireland after the Great Irish Famine,
conditions that explain why emigration continued from rural Ireland well into the twentieth century.
Students’ responses to the photograph from Carraroe is always interesting in the way they respond to the
gender difference in the tasks.

The Stone Breaker handout provides an opportunity to talk about the world of work and the kind of work
available to teenagers. Writing their answering poems provides them an opportunity to find the language to
talk about their own work experiences. Most students find they can write a poem when they are given a
template or framework. Notice that the sample is not rhymed. If there is a requirement for meter and rhyme,
students usually focus on those elements rather than on finding the vivid language to express their ideas.
Students who want to work in regular meter or to use rhyme will do so.
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ADDITIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCE

For younger or advanced students:

Select an entry-level job that you can observe at a local employer, such as McDonald’s, grocery store,
factory, etc. What are the working conditions? How are employees treated? What activities have to be done
to earn a paycheck? What would cause pride in a job, and what could contribute to boredom and frustration?
What are the opportunities for advancement?
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The Stone Breaker

No kind earth may I ever sweeten
Nor seed to its growth ever cast:
O for strength at lough or harrow
Or art for the sail in the blast!

My back to the sun all the daytime
And my head o'er the hateful heap:

My world is the flint and the limestone,
O harsh is the harvest I reap!

The rise and the fall of the hammer,
And no share in the life around -
No ear for the bird or the ballad,
I hear but the one dulling sound.

"A man without heart in his hammer,"

A tinker cried out going by -

I watched him swing down on the wide road
And gave him my curse for reply.

What thought could he have of my toiling
As on to his wand'rings he went,

Of the hours of my aching sorrow,

Of a back now broken and spent?

I'm but an old man on the roadside,
Stone-breaking for bread all the day,
Waiting the last fall of the hammer
And God then to call me away.

Padraic Colum

Source: Padraic Colum. "Poems," The Journal of Irish Literature. A Padraic Colum Number, 11, 1 (January 1973). pp 88.
Permission pending.
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Men breaking stones and women carrying stones on relief works at An
House Committee, Relief of distress in the west and south of Ireland, 1898, [1898], p.11.)

Source: Noel Kissane, The Irish Gamine, A Documentary History.

Dublin: National Library of Ireland, 1995. p. 177.
Used with permission of the author and the National Library of Ireland.
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Public Monuments:
Remembering the Past

BACKGROUND

n this activity, students will develop an appreciation for public monuments by evaluating those designed
Iduring the 150th anniversary of the Great Irish Famine that commemorated the dead and the diaspora.

Students will explore the role that the creation of public monuments played in Irish society and in the
communities of the Irish diaspora.

For this activity, the following definitions will be useful:
Representational Monuments: Monuments that try to create a likeness of a person or an object

Nonrepresentational Monuments: Monuments that depart from an actual likeness to try to convey
an emotion or concept.

RESOURCES
HANDOUTS

Famine Memorial, Carraroe, Co. Galway

Quayside Memorial, Sligo

The Australian Monument to the Great Irish Famine
The Boston Irish Famine Memorial

Limerick Famine Memorial

ADDITIONAL READING

Kerr, Joan. The Australian Monument to the Great Irish Famine 1845-1848. Willoughby New South Wales:
Great Irish Famine Commemoration Committee, 1999.

O’Toole, Fintan. “$1m Famine Memorial a Monument to Kitch,” The Irish Times, July 3, 1998.

Winter, Joy. Sites of Memory: Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995.

The Boston Irish Famine Memorial Website: www.boston.com/partners/famine_memorial/

The Grosse Isle Website: parcscanada.risq.qc.ca/grosse ile/stopover e.html

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to:

Compare monuments to the Great Irish Famine in terms of design and meaning portrayed.
Explain the importance of monuments in educating viewers about history.

Draw conclusions about the effectiveness of monuments.

STANDARDS

ELA 1: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for information and understanding.
ELA 3: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for critical analysis and evaluation.

Arts 3: Students will respond critically to a variety of works in the arts, connecting the individual work to
other works and to other aspects of human endeavor and thought. (Visual Arts)
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Arts 4: Students will develop an understanding of the personal and cultural forces that shape artistic
communication and how the arts in turn shape the diverse cultures of past and present society. (Visual Arts)

SS2: Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major ideas, eras,
themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad sweep of history from a
variety of perspectives.

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Consider different interpretations of key events and developments in world history and understand the
differences in these accounts.

View history through the eyes of those who witnessed key events in world history by analyzing their art.

Discuss and write their analyses and interpretations of their own works of art and the art of others, using
appropriate critical language.

Look at and discuss a variety of art works and artifacts from world cultures to discover some important
ideas, issues, and events of those cultures.

DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING
INTELLECTUAL SKILLS

. reflective thinking
. identify patterns and themes
. observe and conclude
. probe ideas and assumptions
. identify premises and rationale for points of view
MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

Arts

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

1. Ask students to look at photographs of monuments created on three continents to mark the 150th
commemoration of the Great Irish Famine: Australian Monument to the Great Irish Famine (Sydney),
Boston Irish Famine Memorial (United States), and Carraroe, Limerick, and the Quayside Memorial,
Sligo (Ireland) The Sligo Famine Graveyard memorial “Faoin Sceach” is the New York State Great Irish
Famine Curriculum logo. All of the monuments have the same purpose: to honor those who died or who
emigrated during the Great Irish Famine (1845-1852).

Ask students to create a chart and respond to each of the monuments. What is the message of each? How
does each monument convey its message? Ask students to compare and contrast the monuments. How
are the monuments the same? How are they different? What is the difference between monuments that
are representational and those that are not representational? Ask students: Which do they think are the
most effective in sending a message? Least effective? What were the designers trying to say?

2. In 1998, Irish Times columnist Fintan O’Toole was critical of the Boston famine memorial, a memorial
he thought offered “pious cliches and dead conventions.” He quoted Paul O’Brien, a member of the
famine monument committee, as saying that they “pushed for a memorial that would be easy to
comprehend.” O’Toole concluded, “A mature culture is one which can, among other things, create
complex images of its own past. Three years into the 150th anniversary of the Great Irish Famine, there’s
not much sign that Irish Culture, at home or abroad, is capable of doing that. We prefer the past to be
presented in easily comprehended parables and undemanding effigies.” O’Toole’s comments suggests
another dimension for students to analyze: complexity. Which monuments are “easy to comprehend?”
Which of the monuments require the observer to make meaning of the image(s)? What emotions do
students think should be the result of viewing a monument dedicated to the Great Irish Famine?
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ASSESSMENT OPTION

You have been asked to be part of an international jury to award a prize to the most effective public
monument to the Great Irish Famine. Each jury member has been asked to review the public monuments
and to nominate one of the monuments for the prize. The nominating letter must be at least five paragraphs
long and include an analysis and reference to specific details about the following criteria: image, design,
scale, relationship to the people it represents, relationship to those who visit the monument) to support your
choice.

TEACHER REFLECTION

This activity can result in an interesting discussion about the purpose of a monument. Why are they built?
What monuments are students familiar with in their own regions? Have they walked or driven by a
monument without stopping to contemplate the meaning of the monument?

ADDITIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCES

For advanced students:

Have students do a similar exercise with other monuments: monuments to the victims of the European
Holocaust, American military monuments (e.g., the Marine Corps monument, the Vietnam Veterans’
Memorial). Have students pay special attention to the difference between representational and non-
representational monuments.

While the subject is not the famine, Sites of Memory: Sites of Mourning, Jay Winter’s study of the culture
of commemoration in Europe after World War I, argues that efforts to collectively remember the dead turned
to traditional frames of reference: language, rituals, forms, images which helped mourners to live with their
losses and perhaps to move on and separate from their dead. How have designers of famine monument used
traditional frames of reference in their work? Winter’s work involved studying people creating a culture of
commemoration to cope with personal bereavement, a very personal sense of loss. What kind of loss do the
famine memorials express?
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Famine Memorial, Carraroe, Co. Galway.

Tra na bPaisti The Childrens’ Strand
Cumhdaithe Protected

i mbaclainn Mhuire in Mary’s arms

Go ldidh, a Thiarna, they lie, O Lord,

Ar naionain gan ainm our nameless infants

Is ar ngaolta caoine and our gentle relatives

A sciobad uainn who were snatched from us

le linn ar Ghorta MJéir duing the Great Famine
1997 1997

The People of An Chearthra Rua (Carraroe) erected this Famine monument on the site of a killeen,
a grave for unbaptized children.

Source: Photograph by Maureen Murphy. The Great Irish Famine Curriculum Committee.
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Quayside Memorial, Sligo
The Emigrant Family
Bronze figure on a stone plinth 8 feet high

Source: Photograph by Maureen Murphy. The Great Irish Famine Curriculum Committee.
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The Australian Monument to the Great Irish Famine 1845-1848,
Sydney, Australia by Hossein and Angela Valamanesh of Adelaide.
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Describing the monument, Professor Joan Kerr of the Centre for Cross-Cultural Research at Australian National
University wrote:

"The high stone wall cutting the institutional buildings off from the unrestricted life of the city has been cleverly incor-
porated into the memorial as a Symbol of the almost insuperable barrier that divided early colonists from their origins,
families and memories. Breached but not broken down, a section seems to have dramatically changed direction to join
past and present, old and new, Ireland and Australia, the forced emigrant and the willing settler. The transparent screen
that takes its place bearing the names of all of the Irish migrant women who lived at Hyde Park is a tribute to those
whose journey created this bridge between a fondly remembered yet tragic past and a more promising yet alien future.
Complementing this ambiguous vision is a long, bronze table that similarly crosses time and place in juxtaposing the
empty plate of famine and the modest provisions that ensured survival in the new land. The mixture of loss and hope
is echoed in the fragmentary Irish women's voices issuing from the nearby lilli-pilli tree in Paul Carter's evocative
soundscape.

Source: Joan Kerr. The Australian Monument to the Great Irish Famine 1845-1848. Willoughby New South Wales: Great Irish
Famine Commemoration Committee, 1999. Permission pending.
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The Boston Irish Famine Memorial, Washington and School Street

"Two life-size sculptures, one depicting a family leaving Ireland's shores, impoverished and desperate, and another
depicting a family arriving in Boston, filled with hope and determination," designed by Robert Shure and eight
narrative plaques telling the story of the Irish in Boston.

Source: The Boston Irish Famine Memorial Website: www.boston.com/partners/famine _memorial/
Permission pending.
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Broken Heart
Famine Memorial, Limerick, Co. Limerick.

Source: Photograph by Maureen Murphy. The Great Irish Famine Curricul