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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

rank McCourt spent his infant years in Brooklyn,

his impoverished adolescence in Limerick, Ire-

land, and most of his adult life as a teacher in

the United States. Though he never attended high

school, McCourt spent more than thirty years
teaching writing at Stuyvesant, a prestigious public high
school in New York City. McCourt found his teaching ca-
reer—which he has referred to as a “learning career”—fulfill-
ing, but he never gave up his dream of becoming a writer.
When he retired from teaching, McCourt and his brother
Malachy began to perform a two-man show entitled A Couple
of Blackguards, which featured many of the songs the Mc-
Courts sang together back in Ireland.

McCourt decided to pursue his dream of becoming a
writer by telling his own story, in the present tense, more than
four decades after he left behind Ireland and the bleak, painful
upbringing that fills his memoir. Waiting decades before writ-
ing his autobiography gave McCourt the perspective to talk
about his troubled childhood at a comfortable distance. He
treats the subject of his own difficult life with evenhandedness
and objectivity, showing none of the spite, regret, or rancor we
might expect. Yet he never downplays the suffering from a-
cute hunger and deprivation he endured throughout his youth.
As he has said, Angela’s Ashes is “an epic of woe.”

Angela’s Ashes won the Pulitzer Prize, the National
Book Critics’ Circle Award, and spent 117 weeks on The New
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Yoirk Times hardcover best-seller list. McCourt’s memoir and
its sequel, ‘Tis, which tells of his experiences as a young man
in America, have become worldwide best-sellers translat-ed
into many languages. A film version of Angela’s Ashes ap-,
peared in 1999. Both books have vaulted McCourt from an’
unknown first-time writer in his late sixties to a world-
renowned author deluged with thousands of fan letters and re-
quests for speaking engagements. McCourt’s success is a tes-
tament to patience and perseverance. Angela’s Ashes serves as
a living record of the strong moral values and healthy sense of.
humor McCourt maintained despite the suffering and woe he

endured as a child.
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PLOT OVERVIEW

PLOT OVERVIEW

he narrator, Frank McCourt, describes how his

parents meet in Brooklyn, New York. After his

mother, Angela, becomes pregnant with Frank,

she marries Malachy, the father of her child. An-
gela struggles to feed her growing family of sons, while
Malachy spends his wages on alcohol. Frank’s much-loved
baby sister, Margaret, dies and Angela falls into depression.
The McCourts decide to return to Ireland. More troubles
plague the McCourts in Ireland: Angela has a miscarriage,
Frank’s two younger brothers die, and Malachy continues to
drink away the family’s money.

Frank’s childhood is described as a time of great depri-
vation, but of good humor and adventure as well. When the
first floor of the house floods during the winter, Angela and
Malachy announce that the family will leave the cold damp of
the first floor, which they call “Ireland,” and move to the
warm, cozy second floor, which they call “Italy.” Although
Malachy’s alcoholism uses up all of the money for food, he
earns Frank’s love and affection by entertaining him with sto-
ries about Irish heroes and the people who live on their lane.

Over the course of a few years, Angela gives birth to two
sons, Michael and Alphonsus. Alphosus is called “Alphie” for
short. As Frank grows older, the narration increasingly focuses
on his exploits at school. When Frank turns ten, he is con-
firmed (Confirmation is a ritual that makes one an official
Christian or Catholic. When Frank was growing up, people
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were confirmed around ages seven to ten). Right after his
confirmation, Frank falls ill with typhoid fever and must stay
in the hospital for months. There, he gets his first introduction
to Shakespeare. Frank finds comfort in stories of all kinds,
from Shakespeare to movies to newspapers. By the time he re-
turns to school, his gift for language is obvious. In particular,
Frank’s flair for storytelling gets him noticed by his teacher.

With the onset of World War II, many fathers in Limer-
ick go to England to find work and send money back to their
families. Eventually, Malachy goes as well, but he fails to
send money home. Frank begins to work for Mr. Hannon.
This is the first in a series of jobs. Frank will go on to work
for Mr. Timoney, Uncle Ab, the post office, Mrs. Finucane,
and Mr. McCaffrey. Frank enjoys. the feeling of responsibility
he gets from working, and he dreams of saving enough to
provide his family with food and clothes.

The McCourts get evicted from their lodgings and must
move in with Angela’s cousin Laman. Angela begins sleeping
with Laman, an arrangement that makes Frank increasingly
uncomfortable and angry. He also begins to feel guilty about
his own sexual feelings. The priests’ strict mandates against
masturbation make Frank feel guilty when he masturbates.

While working as a messenger boy, Frank begins a sexu-
al relationship with a customer, Theresa Carmody, who even-
tually dies of consumption, leaving Frank heartbroken. Frank
saves enough money to get to New York. On his first night
there, he attends a party and sleeps with an American woman.
Though sad to leave behind Ireland and his family, Frank has
great expectations for the future. *



