Pamala K. Gasway

Novel Resource 4

1. McMullan, Margaret. How I Found the Strong: A Civil War Story. 2004: Houghton Mifflin. 

2. About the author:

Margaret McMullan is a professor in Evansville, Indiana where she is the English Department Chair. How I Found the Strong is her third book but her first for children. Frank Russell, the main character, is based on her grandmother’s great uncle. 

Contact information:

Email: mm44@evansville.edu
Phone: 812-479-2977
Fax: 812-474-4079

Ms. Margaret McMullan, English Department, University of Evansville, 1800 Lincoln Avenue, Evansville, IN  47722
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 Photo from http://english.evansville.edu/McMullanNews.htm
Other books written by the author:

In My Mother’s House, 2003; St. Martin’s Press.

When Warhol Was Still Alive, 1994; Crossing Press.

Also of interest: http://www.evsc.k12.in.us/schoolzone/schcomm/Spring%20Issue.pdf Newsletter from Evansville School Corp. with a brief interview of the author. 

3. Annotation: Set in Mississippi during the Civil War, this novel is about people in the South snared in the struggle around them. At 11, Frank wishes he were old enough to join his father and older brother in the Confederate army. Instead he's stuck at home with Ma, his grandparents, and the family slave, Buck. McMullan bases her protagonist on family stories and on a relative's war diary. The first-person narrative brings the battlefield slaughter close along with the venomous racism. The violence isn't sensationalized, the characters seem real, the young white boy's perspective is ever present, and there's no melodrama. We learn that the son who didn’t go to battle truly grew up and helps his father learn true respect for others.

4. Booktalk:

Can you imagine what it would be like if your father and older brother went off to fight in a war? Not only that, but they left you in charge of the farm with only your mother, grandparents, and a slave? That is what happens to 11 year-old Frank Russell in How I Found the Strong. Some of you know how much work it is to run a farm—to plant and harvest and all of the upkeep there is. Imagine it without all the modern machines we have today—using a horse to plow for example. Frank has many things to learn and many problems to overcome in the two years that he is in charge. We hear it all from his point of view in this compelling novel written by a woman who lives in Evansville, IN. 

Also see http://www.nancykeane.com/booktalks/mcmillan_how.htm
5. Characters:

· Frank Russell: a.k.a. Shanks, Sonny, Chicken Legs, Beanpole; narrator; 10 years old at the outset of the novel (11th birthday in the Fall of 1861); has no shoes; 

· Grandma: Mr. Russell’s mother; blind; smokes tobacco from a corncob pipe; cards cotton; Christian woman

· John Russell: a.k.a. Grandpa; Mr. Russell’s father; against the war; seems to keep to himself; leaves for Texas;

· Ma: Frank’s mother; hard worker; teaches Frank, Henry, Grandpa, and Buck to read and write; 

· Jack Russell: a.k.a. Pa; strong (good at physical labor); good at hunting; good provider for his family; can’t read or write

· Henry Russell: Frank’s 14-year old brother; goes to fight in the war with their father; as strong or stronger than his father; can’t read or write

· Buck: Russell’s slave bought in Mobile; doesn’t smile much; strong; afraid of water; 

· Sheriff Matkin: local sheriff; 

· Brother Davenport: local preacher; large man; brings reports of the war

· Tempy: Confederate deserter; red-headed; helps birth Bit; first white man Buck ever saw in chains;

· Bit Russell: baby girl that Mrs. Russell gives birth to while her husband and son are gone to war

6. Conflict: How I Found the Strong is a maturation tale set amidst the Civil War. Along with the background conflicts of slavery and North vs. South (and the battles that are referenced in addition to the philosophical arguments), Frank Russell is left behind with his mother and grandparents while his older brother and father go to battle. As the youngest son, he feels neglected by his father. In the two years of the novel his father is gone, he grows up and takes responsibility for providing for his family—along with the help of their slave, Buck. 

7. Conflict Resolution: When Frank’s father returns from the war—a seemingly broken man—it is Frank who makes his father see what real mature and responsible strength is when it is Frank who protects Buck. 

8. Genre: How I Found the Strong is historical fiction. 

9. Recommended books of the same topic and genre:

· Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane

· Across Five Aprils by Irene Hunt

· The Land by Mildred Taylor

· The River Between Us by Richard Peck

· With Every Drop of Blood: A Novel of the Civil War by James Collier and Christopher Collier

· Pink and Say by Patricia Polacco

· Li’l Dan, The Drummer Boy: A Civil War Story by Henry Louis Gates

· Ghost Soldier by Elaine M. Alphin

· Charley Skedaddle by Patricia Beatty

· Soldier’s Heart: A Novel of the Civil War by Gary Paulsen
· I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly : The Diary of Patsy, a Freed Girl by Joyce Hansen

· The Journal of Rufus Rowe : A Witness to the Battle of Fredricksburg by Sid Hite 

· Silent Thunder : A Civil War story by Andrea Davis Pinkney

10. Interest level: 5-9

Reading level: 4.9

11. Read aloud passages:

· Start of page 4 with “’Tributary to the Pearl River up ahead…’” and end on page 6 with “…he has any sisters or brothers.” This shows the conflict in the novel and briefly introduces the main characters. 

· Start at page 26 at the start of the chapter to page 29, ending with  “… you don’t need it.” This passage gives a good idea of the living conditions and the start of the struggle they face. 

12. Setting: The novel is set in Smith County Mississippi during the Civil War, Spring 1861-Summer 1863. The action mostly takes place on the Russell’s farm. 

13. Summary: Frank Russell, known as Shanks, wishes he could have gone with his father and brother to fight for Mississippi and the Confederacy, but his experiences with the war and his changing relationship with the family slave, Buck, change his thinking. 

14. Point of view: How I Found the Strong is first person narration, and Frank Russell is the narrator. 

15. Theme: Frank Russell learns quite a bit about surviving and providing for his family in his father’s absence. He is a questioning youth and seems to sort things out by closely observing those around him. One of the main lessons he learns is respect for others regardless of race—which he shows his father when standing up for Buck. The title comes from when Frank and his Pa take Buck to the Strong River so he can go north to freedom. At the end of Chapter VIII, the two men are lying along the river bank with their feet in the river—a true metaphor for manhood—as both have found their strength.

16. Across curriculum connections:

English: Students could write a diary from Shanks’ or another character’s perspective. Students could write a poem about an incident in the book. Have students write a letter from one character to another and have a different student write that character’s response. Students could write an essay about finding the “strong” in them selves. Have students read Walt Whitman’s “Calvary Crossing a Ford” and discuss it; they could then write their own poems about a scene in the novel. Students could write their epilogue for the novel in place of the one the author wrote. 

Social studies: Have students make a map where they identify the battles and places mentioned in the novel. Have students create a timeline of the Civil War, using the time frame of the novel, and create a parallel timeline of the events in Frank’s life from the novel. 

Science: Have students research the plants and flowers mentioned in the novel and create a poster with pictures identifying them.

Family and Consumer Science: Students could research some of foods Frank mentions and they could make those foods and have a traditional meal from the time of the novel. Students could make their own shoes like Frank’s. 

Music: Students could learn some of Civil War songs. 

Art: Students could create a drawing of an event in the novel.

Resources:

Web sites:

http://www.oklibs.org/sequoyah/0607/2007_YA_Smorgasbord.pdf Web site for the Oklahoma Library Association’s Sequoyah Young Adult Book Award.

http://www.civilwar.org/historyclassroom/hc_lesplanact.htm Webs site of lesson plans and teaching ideas from the Civil War Preservation Trust.

http://www.smplanet.com/civilwar/civilwar.html Lesson plans for a Civil War unit using historical fiction.

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/award97/ncdhtml/hasmhome.html Civil War sheet music collection

http://school.discovery.com/lessonplans/programs/civilWarDivided/ Discovery Education’s lesson plans for their video The Civil War: A Nation Divided.

http://www.cr.nps.gov/NR/twhp/civwar00.htm The National Register of Historic Places web site with links to lesson plans based on several historic sites. 

Video/ DVD:

The Civil War: A Film by Ken Burns, 1990; PBS.

Civil War Journal - The Conflict Begins, 2001; A & E Home Video.

The Great Campaigns of the Civil War, 1995; Questar Video.

Voices of Blue and Grey Videorecording: The Civil War, 1986; Guidance. 

Books:

To Be a Slave by Julius Lester

Civil War Cooking: The Confederacy by Susan Dosier

Civil War Cooking: The Union by Susan Dosier

Bound for the North Star: True Stories of Fugitive Slaves by Dennis Fradin

When This Cruel War Is Over : The Civil War Home Front  by Duane Damon

The Illustrated Encyclopedia of the Civil War: The Soldiers, Generals, Weapons and Battles by William C. Davis

The Boys' War : Confederate and Union Soldiers Talk About the Civil War by Jim Murphy

17. Activities:

English: Students play Battleship by answering questions about characters from the novel. http://www.quia.com/ba/78349.html
Social studies: Have students play Battlefield bingo: see http://www.civilwar.org/historyclassroom/hc_battlefieldbingo.htm
Music: Students learn about patriotic music and play music word search game: http://www.civilwar.org/historyclassroom/hc_music.htm and http://www.civilwar.org/historyclassroom/musicwordsearch.pdf
18. Discussion questions:

Pre-reading: Do any of you have older brothers or sisters? Are you ever jealous of them? How do you think you’d feel if your father and your older brother left to go to battle and told you that you were too young, yet you had to stay behind and help your mother?

Post-reading: How do you think Frank felt at the end of the novel about having been left behind to tend the farm compared to how he felt at the start of the farm?

Questions:

Chapters I-IV: 

· Compare Frank and Henry. 

· What is your impression of Mississippi from the opening of the novel?

· Why is Buck afraid of water? 

· Why does Frank think, “Sometimes if feels like us children are running the county”(21)?

· What is the overall impression of the scene at the schoolhouse? What do you think it signals to you as a reader?

Chapters V-VII:

· How are things different on the Russell farm at the opening of Chapter V than they were at the beginning of the novel?

· Where does Grandpa go? Why?

· What is Christmas like in 1861 for the Russells?

· What do Frank and we learn about Buck in Chapter VI?

· What does Ma make Frank and Buck promise not to tell folks?

· Who turns up at the Russell farm in Chapter VII? Where did Frank and Buck see him before?

· What does Tempy tell Frank and Buck about the war that they’ve not heard before?

· How does Tempy help?

Chapters VIII-Epilogue

· Explain Franks’ shoes.

· Why does he go visit Irene Beall? Does it go well?

· How has Frank physically changed from the start of the novel in Chapter IX?

· What is Pa’s homecoming like?

· What happens at Brother Davenport’s house?

· What does Mr. Cook refuse to sell Pa? Why?

· Who is Martin and what happened to him?

· A lot happened in Chapter VIII. Can someone briefly summarize what woke the Russells up around midnight? 

· What does Frank do that Pa can’t do to Mr. Smith and Mr. Cook?

· What is surprising about Buck crossing the Strong River?

· How did Henry die?

· At the end of Chapter VIII, Pa and Frank are soaking their feet in the Strong River. What could that be a metaphor for?

· What does Frank do in Chapter IX that proves he is grown?

· How is his name a metaphor for the change Frank has undergone?

Epilogue:

Did you like that Ms. McMullan included an epilogue? Why or why not?

19. Language:

a. ford – a shallow part of a body of water that may be crossed by wading 

b. barbecue – to roast or broil on a rack over hot coals or on a revolving spit before or over a source of heat
c. brogans – a heavy shoe; especially : a coarse work shoe reaching to the ankle
d. skirmish – a minor fight in war usually incidental to larger movements

e. fodder – something fed to domestic animals; especially : coarse food for cattle, horses, or sheep

f. cleanliness – careful to keep clean
g. lightning – the flashing of light produced by a discharge of atmospheric electricity
h. secede – to withdraw from an organization (as a religious communion or political party or federation)

i. mattress – a fabric case filled with resilient material (as cotton, hair, feathers, foam rubber, or an arrangement of coiled springs) used either alone as a bed or on a bedstead 

j. scavenge – to remove from an area : to clean away dirt or refuse  

20. Indiana academic standards:

English: 6.1.2, 6.1.4, 6.3.1, 6.3.2, 6.3.3, 6.3.4, 6.3.4, 6.3.5, 6.3.6, 6.3.7, 6.3.8, 7.1.1, 7.1.3, 7.2.4, 7.3.2, 7.3.3, 7.3.4, 7.3.5, 8.1.1, 8.1.3, 8.3.2, 8.3.3, 8.3.4, 8.3.5, 8.3.6, 8.3.7, 

Social studies: 6.5.5, 7.1.17, 7.5.4, 8.1.22, 8.1.27, 8.1.31, 8.2.4, 8.2.6, 8.4.6, 8.5.5, 

