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Connection to the Book:   Growing up, Margaret McMullan heard her grandfather talk about the Civil War as though it had just happened.  The history and information that her grandfather shared blessed her with a personal empathy for those that served in the war.  However, her grandfather did so much of the talking that her grandmother rarely had opportunity to discuss how the war affected her side of the family.  Shortly after her grandmother’s death, Margaret was given a manuscript from her grandmother’s belongings that had been written from the stories of Frank Russell, her grandmother’s great uncle.  “The manuscript, called The Life and Times of Frank Russell, turned out to be a wonderful, rough sketch of Frank Russell’s life in Smith County, Mississippi during the 1850’s and 1860’s.”  Thus set the background to McMullan’s historical fiction How I Found the Strong.
Reference:  http://www.howifoundthestrong.com/authorsmessage.html 
Other Books by This Author:  In My Mother’s House, When Warhol Was Still Alive
Annotation:  A Civil War novel based on author Margaret McMullen’s great, great, great uncle, this Houghton Mifflin Company book very clearly depicts life in Smith County, Mississippi, just after President Lincoln declares war on the South.  There are very clear images of local battlefields, emotional turmoil of both soldiers and civilians, and a true empathy for all of those left behind to fend while their loved ones served their time.  Several chapters offer growth, rebirth, and destruction often intermingled within the same paragraph.  The author, currently residing in Evansville, Indiana, brilliantly creates this historical work of fiction in a fluent yet page-turning story line.  This is her first novel for children.  

Booktalk:  Shanks wants nothing more than to grow up and be a brave soldier like his Pa and older brother Henry.  But when Pa comes back form the Civil War, wounded and without Henry, Shanks begins to realize that he now has a new role in life.  Has Shanks finally grown enough to be the son to his Pa that Henry was?  Or will he always be a skinny little boy not worthy of his Pa’s attention?  A boy grows quickly when he chooses to defend himself, his friends, and his family, but for Shanks, it might not be enough.  Read How I Found the Strong to find out how much the Civil War changed people, one boy at a time.  

Characters:

Frank Russell, “Shanks”, 10        Shanks is the main character of the story.  At the beginning of the novel, at the age of 10, Shanks is a small, skinny, weak boy, frustrated that he cannot enlist and wear a uniform like everyone else.  As the war progresses, he struggles to come to terms with why they are really fighting and eventually even questions the concept of slavery and south’s defense of it.  His growth in the novel is by far more encompassing than one would first perceive.  

Ma (Mrs. Russell)  approximately in her late 30’s early 40’s      Mother to Shanks, Mrs. Russell is the matriarch of the house, left to care for Shanks, Grandma and Grandpa, and their Slave Buck while Pa (Jack Russell) is fighting the war with their oldest boy Henry.  She manages to keep things running as smoothly as possible as their resources begin to dwindle, making little out of nothing for them to survive on.  She is truly the sense of survival for the entire family as the war brings heartache after heartache.
Pa (Jack Russell)  approximately in his late 30’s early 40’s      Jack goes off to war, proud and ready for battle.  However, the war changes his attitude toward society and slavery and when he returns home, Jack find that hostility toward the blacks’ freedom, granted by the Emancipation Proclamation, is at an all time high.  Jack suddenly finds himself choosing between what is right and what is acceptable by society.  
Buck   around the age of Shanks      Buck is a slave boy, owned by the Russell’s.  He has a strong desire to learn and make more of himself.  Nevertheless, he is a hard worker and committed to the only family he has ever known.  He fears nothing but water, and truly fights that fear to save his life.  Buck has to decide between the only life he has ever known and freedom.  
Grandpa     Elderly    Grandpa is the typical old man…grouchy and eager to voice his opinion.  He watches his son and grandson go off to war for a world that has gone “soft.” (p. 10)  He is not content to just wait around for word about Jack and Henry and when the resources they have start to dwindle away, he just up and leaves the family.  Though it is never stated in the book, the reader is left with the notion that grandpa never returns.  
Grandma     Elderly    Grandma lost her eyesight four years prior to the start of the novel and now her contribution to the family work is to cord cotton.  She is a bitter old woman and basically wills herself to death after Grandpa leaves the family.  Her death is a gruesome sight for Shanks.  He sees first hand what death is like and struggles to understand what it all means.  
Henry       14          Henry is Shanks’ older brother.  He is Pa’s favorite of the two sons and works side-by-side with Pa learning all he can about work and life.  He proudly walks off to war with Pa…never to return.  In Shanks’ eyes, Henry is the lucky one because he is the oldest and he gets to do all of the things Shanks is too young to do.  

Conflict:  External Conflict:  The external conflict throughout the book is the Civil War and all the slavery implications that came with it.  Even after the slaves were freed, many people had a hard time accepting the new regulations and the rights the black were awarded.  Even many of the blacks knew nothing other than slavery and feared trying to make their way north and start life anew.  
Internal Conflict:  Shanks’ struggle with growing up is the internal conflict throughout the book.  He wants to grow up and be considered a man.  He looks to war and battle as prestige and honor and does not understand why he cannot be a part of it.  His frustration at being left at home is almost overwhelming.

Conflict Resolution:  External Conflict:  The external conflict never fully resolves in the book.  The implications of the war and freedom from slavery persist for many years.  However, Jack Russell’s decision to follow Shanks to Buck’s aide shows evidence of opinions changing and understanding of the rights of the blacks.  His assistance in getting Buck off to freedom offers hope and understanding as to how things began to change after the war was over.
Internal Conflict:  Shanks’ journey with his dad following his stand for Buck’s life offers a renewed growth for the boy.  The war has aged him both physically and mentally.  He now questions why they are fighting to keep slavery and why people are so hateful and hurtful to those who have won a monumental freedom.  As he risks his own life and safety to save his father, his growth is finally recognized not only by the reader but by Shanks as well.  
Genre:  Above all, How I Found the Strong is an historical-fiction novel.  However, adventure/survival and family stories also help define the genre of the book.  

If You Liked How I Found the Strong, You’ll Love:   Who Comes With Cannons by Patricia Beatty, Becca’s Story by James Forman, or Listen For Rachel by Lou Kassem
Interest Level/Reading Level:  
Interest Level   5-9    Reading Level   4.8   per www.perma-bound.com 
Author not found in Bound to Bound Catalog

Read-Aloud pages:  
Chapter 12 pp. 98-99
In summary, following Jack and Shanks’ unsuccessful trip to town to get reading glasses for Buck, they pass a large group of men and women staring up into “one of the prettiest live oaks in Smith County.”  There, on one of the branches, hangs Martin, one of the slave boys from a neighbor’s plantation.  Pinned to his bare chest are notes of wrath and bitterness.  Sick to his stomach, Shanks cannot help but wonder when everyone became so angry.  Had they always been like that or did the war bring out the worst in people?  It is an image one can only imagine witnessing and worth class discussion in any classroom setting.    

Setting:  How I Found the Strong is set in Smith County, Mississippi, around 1861.  It takes place just after President Abraham Lincoln declares war on the South.  Southern soldiers proceed to battle to defend slavery as they know it.  Many claim that slavery is not right or wrong but just a way of life.  
Summary:  How I Found the Strong is one boy’s interpretation of the Civil War and the pain and suffering that the war brought.  In the beginning of the story, Shanks (Frank Russell) is watching his Pa and older brother Henry get ready to leave for battle.  He is angry that at the age of 10, he is not considered old enough to go off and fight.  He resents having to stay back with the family and take care of things at home.  As the war drags on, however, Shanks begins to see all the changes that war brings about.  Suddenly, the family resources are drained and there is little left to eat or use in necessities such as clothing and shoes.  They have to rely on the bare minimum to stay alive.  When things get really difficult, Grandpa deserts the family, Grandma dies, and Mom gives birth to a baby sister.
Eventually, Pa returns, wounded, and with news of Henry’s death.  As the family rejoices in Pa’s return and mourns the death of Henry, they start over, trying to put the pieces of their lives back together.  But life will never be the same in Smith County, Mississippi.  Even though the Emancipation Proclamation has offered slaves their freedom, many in the Smith County area resent that freedom and behave with wild retaliation toward both the slaves and those that support their freedom.  All in all, How I Found the Strong is a powerful glimpse into the civilians’ views of the war and how things changed not only on the battleground, but at home during and after the war.   

Point of View:  How I Found the Strong is written in first person, told from Shanks’ (Frank Russell’s) perspective.

Theme:  How I Found the Strong focuses primarily on survival as its central theme.  There are many elements of survival going on throughout the story.  The obvious survival deals with those in battle.  While the soldiers head off to war, their survival is not guaranteed, and by many, not even expected.  Though the battle scenes are very delicately discussed, it is implied that battles are very bloody, gruesome scenes that many do not walk away from.  
Aside from battle survival, the families that are left at home to wait for their loved ones’ return face survival issues of their own.  After a while, resources become scant and very little is left in terms of food, clothing, money, and farming supplies.  People depend on the very minimum to survive, and after a while, even the wealthy begin to suffer with resources dwindling.  Not only are people asked for supplies to be sent to the soldiers, but soldiers in and around the area steal, ransack, and kill for what they need to survive.  

The Civil War was a brutal time period in American history.  Survival across the board was extremely difficult.  Margaret McMullan very tactfully pulls that image to the foreground and through story, paints a clear picture of the battle to survive.  

Across the Curriculum Connections:  

Science:  Science curriculums could investigate and research the southern crops and methods for planting corn, cotton, and other resources at the time.  A comparison could even be made between the north and the south and what types of crops were apparent in each region.  Then the students could research how the south’s work on the farms changed after the Civil War.  How did many get by without all of the slave-labor?  When did machinery come into the picture to help speed up the process?   http://www.civilwarhome.com/slavery.htm 
Math:  Math classes could calculate statistics of dead, wounded, number of battles, and length of war and compare with the same statistics of other wars such as World War I and II and the Vietnam War.  Those results can be included in pie or graph charts and used in classroom discussions across the curriculum board.  http://www.phil.muni.cz/~vndrzl/amstudies/civilwar_stats.htm 
History:  History classes could use this novel in many ways to discuss the implications that slavery and the Civil War had at the time and on America today.  Students could divide in research groups and develop informative presentations on President Lincoln, the north views, the south views, and the battles of the war itself.  http://www.civilwar.org/historyclassroom/hc_studpresbattlefields.htm 
Language Arts:  Class discussion covering the elements of fiction, point of view, and theme take place as a large group and in small group discussion.  Book reports, reviews and booktalks offer a variety of insight into the novel.  The book itself offers vital information for any project as does the author’s comments about the book.  http://www.howifoundthestrong.com/authorsmessage.html 
Activities:  A Social Studies class could find contacts within the community that held great research and understanding of the Civil War and/or had a family member serve in the war.  Artifacts and memorabilia from the war would be of great impact to the students.  Encourage the students to research the community for such references and then help them to contact that person, interview him or her, and finally, encourage an in-class presentation.  Nothing promotes history better than someone with a passion for the subject being covered.  Bringing someone in from the community to discuss the Civil War would offer an image to the students that books alone cannot conjure up.  Encourage the students to start with any museums in town, contact the chamber of commerce, or even run an advertisement in the local newspaper.  Chances are that someone, somewhere, knows of someone with a personal connection.  
Attached find a worksheet and answer key for a social studies classroom pertaining to the Civil War era that could go along with study of the book.

	Matching Worksheet 
	Name:__________________


Match the words in the first column to the best available answer in the second column. 

  

	_____ 
	abolish 
	1) some slaves rebelled and killed white people 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	The official end of the African slave trade 
	2) where new ideas and inventions were changing things 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	1820's & 1830's 
	3) to end or do away with something 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	Robert E Lee 
	4) a runaway slave who spoke for the Massuchusetts Anti-Slavery Society 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	North 
	5)Wrote "Slavery is a moral evil in any society..." 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	South 
	6) 1808 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	abolitionist movement 
	7)in the first years of the 19th century ended slavery 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	political power 
	8) to separate from other states 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	European countries 
	9) to do away with slavery 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	secede 
	10)what both the North & South wanted 

	  
	
	

	_____ 
	Frederick Douglas 
	11) became isolated and didn't grow with the 19th century 

	  
	
	


Answer Key: 

	3 - abolish

	6 - The official end of the African slave trade when the constitution said

	1 - 1820's & 1830's

	5 - Robert E Lee wrote

	2 - North

	11 - South

	9 - abolitionist movement

	10 - political power

	7 - European countries

	8 - secede

	4 - Frederick Douglas


Activity found at http://school.discovery.com/teachingtools/worksheetgenerator/wtg/social.html 

Discussion Questions:

Pre-Reading:  
What do you know about the Civil War?  Who was at war?  What were the sides in disagreement over?    (understanding/analying)


What do you think the “Strong” is in the book How I Found the Strong?


(predicting)


What do you think was the hardest part of the Civil War for the children left behind?    (analyzing)

Post-Reading:
What is the “strong” that Shanks found?  (analyzing)

How does the knowledge that there really was a Frank Russell change the way you examine the story?  (understanding)


What position does this book take on slavery?  Does it justify the North views or the views of the South?  Why…give examples to defend your answer.  (analyzing)

First 1/3:
Why does Ma feel it equally important to educate Buck?   (analyzing)

What roles do Grandpa and Grandma play in Shanks’ life?  (understanding/analyzing)


What is Shanks’ view of the war and of battle in general?  (comprehension)

Second 1/3:  
What is a war deserter?  How are deserters treated?  (comprehension)


Why did Shanks befriend Tempy?  (analyzing)


What do you suppose happens to Tempy?  (predicting)


Why didn’t Buck leave with Tempy?  (analyzing)

Last 1/3:
How has Shanks’ relationship with his father changed?  (analyzing)

What do you think happens to Buck?  (predicting)


What does the last line of the book mean?  “…I am not Shanks anymore.  I am Frank.”  p. 125  (cause/effect, analyzing)  
Language: 
The use of historical vocabulary may cause some areas of confusion for the students.  Listed below are some of the vocabulary terms used in the book the students may not understand.
card (carding)--A machine for combing and paralleling fibers of cotton, flax, or wool prior to spinning in order to remove short, undesirable fibers

bayonet - A blade adapted to fit the muzzle end of a rifle and used as a weapon in close combat

hoop skirt - A long full skirt belled out with a series of connected circular supports

haversack - 1. A bag or case, usually of stout cloth, in which a soldier carries his rations when on a march; -- distinguished from knapsack 2. A gunner's case or bag used carry cartridges from the ammunition chest to the piece in loading

loom - An apparatus for making thread or yarn into cloth by weaving strands together at right angles

provisions - A stock of necessary supplies, especially food

whippoorwills - An insect-eating nocturnal North American bird (Caprimulgus vociferus) of the goatsucker family, having spotted brown feathers that blend with its woodland habitat

maypop jelly - Jelly made from the edible yellow fruit of a vine (Passiflora incarnata) of the southeast United States having purple and white flowers, three-lobed leaves

furlough - A leave of absence or vacation, especially one granted to a member of the armed forces

brogans - A heavy, ankle-high work shoe
vocabulary definitions from http://www.howifoundthestrong.com/glossary.html  
Indiana Standards

Met:

Language

Arts:

Reading Standard #2-Comprehension (8.2.3)


Reading Standard #3-Literary response and analysis (8.3.2-7)

Writing Standard #5-Write responses to literature that show careful reading (8.5.1-2)

Listening and Speaking Standard #7-Present booktalk and appeal to listeners’ interests (8.7.2-6)
Math:


Standard #2-Computation (8.2.1)




Standard #6-Data Analysis (8.6.4)




Standard #7-Problem Solving (8.7.9)

Social Studies:

Standard #1-History (8.1.10)




Standard #3-Geography (8.1.21, 8.3.2, 8.3.6)

Science:

Standard #1-Nature of Science and Technology (8.1.8)

