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“This memoir is an instant classic of the genre . . . good 
enough to be the capstone of a distinguished writing career; 
let’s hope it’s only the beginning of Frank McCourt’s.”

—Nina King, The Washington Post Book World

“Frank McCourt’s lyrical Irish voice will draw compari-
sons to Joyce. It’s that seductive, that hilarious.”

—Mary Karr

“Angela’s Ashes is a chronicle of grown-ups at the mercy of 
life and  children at the mercy of grown-ups, and it is such 
a marriage of pathos and humor that you never know 
whether to weep or roar—and find yourself doing both at 
once. Fear not: it ends happily; but all along, through each 
fresh horror of the narrative, you will be made happy by 
some of the most truly marvelous writing you will ever 
encounter. McCourt deserves whatever glittering prizes 
are lying around. Give the man a Prix de Rome, a Croix 
de Guerre, a Pulitzer, a Nobel, a  Templeton—and while 
you’re at it pull him another Guinness!”

—Thomas Cahill
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“Frank McCourt has examined his ferocious childhood, 
walked around it, relived it, and with skill and care and 
generosity of heart, has transformed it into a triumphant 
work of art. This book will be read when all of us are gone.”

—Pete Hamill, Irish America magazine

“The power of this memoir is that it makes you believe 
the claim: that despite the rags and hunger and pain, love 
and strength do come out of misery—as well as a page-
turner of a book. And though the experience it tells of 
was individual, the point—and the story—is universal.”

—Vanessa V. Friedman, Entertainment Weekly

“I was moved and dazzled by the somber and lively beauty 
of this book; it is a story of survival and growth beyond 
all odds, a chronicle of surprising triumphs, written in a 
language that is always itself triumphant.”

—Mary Gordon

“It is only the best storyteller who can so beguile his read-
ers that he leaves them wanting more when he’s done. 
With Angela’s Ashes, McCourt proves himself one of the 
very best.”

—Malcolm Jones, Jr., Newsweek

“McCourt weaves tales with the bewitching charm of 
Ireland’s fabled storytellers.”

—Robert Sullivan, The New York Times Magazine

“Frank McCourt is a writer whose unflinching eye for 
family tragedy is matched only by his capacious heart in 
forgiving it. Having waited a half-century to tell his tale, 
McCourt uses his ripened talent to reincar nate the des-
perate Ireland of his boyhood, a boyhood shaped by the 
hunger for both material and intellectual sustenance. Any 
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reader with an immigrant in his past cannot help but find 
his own forebears in Angela’s Ashes.”

—Samuel Freedman

“His prose is so clear a reader can smell the raindrops.”
—Patricia O’Haire, Daily News

“McCourt’s writing resembles the sweet purity of a boys’ 
choir. A voice clear, bright and innocent. Frank McCourt 
has seen hell, but found angels in his heart. This is a work 
which will bring satisfying tears to your eyes and critics 
to their feet.”

—Heddy-Dale Matthias, The Clarion-Ledger

“What is it that transforms a childhood blighted by poverty, 
death and disease into a story that shines with love and leaps 
off the page in language of rare energy, music and humor? In 
the case of Angela’s Ashes, I think it must be Frank McCourt’s 
soul. This memoir is the best I’ve read in years, and I’m put-
ting it on the small shelf in the company of the few books 
I don’t lend—lest they’re gone when I want them again.”

—Kathryn Harrison

“A pen picture of a lost generation—lost to early death 
and emigration.”

—Mary Morrissey, Los Angeles Times

“Angela’s Ashes is a joy to read.”
—Alix Madrigal, San Francisco Chronicle Book Review

“Angela’s Ashes contains some of the loveliest language 
I’ve ever read. It is both hilarious and utterly heart-
breaking. . . . McCourt has an astonishing gift for remem-
bering the details of his childhood. And for writing.”

—Deirdre Donahue, USA Today
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“Frank McCourt’s book is deeply moving, for his searing 
story is true. No one has ever written about poverty or 
childhood like this. That Frank McCourt lived to tell the 
tale is amazing. That he could create out of such squa-
lor and misery a flawless masterpiece is nothing short of 
miraculous.”

—Mary Breasted

“A story so immediate—so gripping in its daily despairs, 
stolen smokes and blessed humor—that you want to 
thank God young Frankie McCourt survived it in part so 
he could write the book.”

—Gail Caldwell, The Sunday Boston Globe
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Frank McCourt (right front) in the playground of  
Leamy’s School in Limerick, Ireland, circa 1938.
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This book is dedicated to my brothers, 
Malachy, Michael, Alphonsus. 

I learn from you, I admire you and I love you.
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INTRODUCTION

by Jeannette Walls

“Ah, a fellow sufferer,” Frank McCourt said when we 
first met. “Let us share our epics of woe.” We were appearing 
together on a panel and I had been so nervous about meet-
ing him—the great Frank McCourt, the legendary storyteller, 
the author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning bestseller Angela’s 
Ashes—that I had barely slept. He noticed how flustered I was 
and it seemed to amuse him. “It is true that I am a great man,” 
he said, winking at me. “I know this because people ask my 
opinion on all manner of subjects of which I know nothing.”

I don’t remember what I said on the panel. Little, I 
hope. If you were lucky enough to meet Frank McCourt, 
the smart thing to do was to shut up and listen. Listen to 
the music. To the magic. Because Frank McCourt’s spoken 
words were, incredibly, every bit as exquisite as the words 
he wrote. And it was all the more extraordinary because, for 
the most part, Frank McCourt complained. He complained 
about everything, about drunken Irishmen and pompous 
priests and pious nuns, about bullying schoolmasters and 
long-legged Episcopalians, about the way New Yorkers said 
“stoopid,” about euphemisms and platitudes, about the fun-
gus that grew inside his soggy childhood house in Limerick, 
about such ironies of fame as growing up hungry and then 
being invited to write for Gourmet magazine. “Have ya read 
Angela’s Ashes?” he asked the editor. “As a child, I thought a 
balanced diet was bread and tea, a solid and a liquid.”
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When most folks complain, it comes across as bellyach-
ing. Or grousing, or kvetching, or bemoaning, or whining. 
But when Frank McCourt shared his woes, it was lyri-
cal. A lyrical lament. A hilarious, heartbreaking, wry, lyrical 
lament—and I say that even though Frank McCourt rolled 
his eyes anytime his work was described as “lyrical.”

What made Frank McCourt so amazing was that, 
whether he was chatting backstage, regaling a crowd, or 
putting words on paper, he had that same irresistible voice. 
“When I look back on my childhood, I wonder how I 
survived at all,” he wrote at the beginning of Angela’s Ashes, 
and reading those words, you hear Frank McCourt talking. 
“It was, of course, a miserable childhood: the happy child-
hood is hardly worth your while.”

Frank McCourt was born in Brooklyn in 1930, but his 
father, Malachy, was unable to find work, and four years later, 
in the midst of the Depression, brought the family back to 
his native Ireland, where the McCourts existed on the brink 
of starvation, mooching off relatives, scrounging on the road-
side for pieces of fallen coal, longing for luxuries such as a 
boiled egg. When Malachy did land the odd job, he drank 
up what little money he made, then eventually deserted the 
family altogether, forcing Angela, the mother of his children, 
to beg, and thirteen-year-old Frank to forgo further school-
ing to become the man of the household.

A childhood like that can destroy you, break you, turn 
you into a bitter, angry mess, and no matter how successful 
you become, it will always haunt you. You can never escape 
a childhood like that—but you can put it to work for you. 
As a gifted storyteller, Frank McCourt knew, however, that a 
straightforward account of his bleak upbringing would have 
been a room clearer. To turn his childhood into the transcen-
dent story that is Angela’s Ashes, he also had to share the secret 
of his survival, to use the gift that allowed him not only to 
survive, but to turn his life into a story that shimmered.

That gift came, ironically, from the very man who also 
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made young Frank’s life miserable. Malachy, his shiftless, 
booze-soaked scoundrel of a father, was also a truly mar-
velous storyteller, a man who understood the power of 
words—spoken, sung, and written words. When  Malachy 
McCourt came stumbling home drunk, he’d sing ballads 
about  Ireland’s eight hundred years of oppression under the 
boot of the hateful English, he’d regale his children with 
tales of the Irish hero Cuchulain, he’d tell them all about the 
angel who lived on the seventh step of the family’s staircase, 
the one who made babies appear and also took them away 
when they died. Once when young Frank was haunted with 
guilt, convinced he’d committed an unforgivable sin by lis-
tening to a naughty story, his father advised him to tell his 
troubles to the Angel on the Seventh Step. Frank took his 
father’s advice and heard a voice telling him, “Fear not.”

It was that kind of storytelling that gave young Frank hope. 
It transformed a world that was grim and often horrific into a 
place that was not just tolerable, but sometimes full of wonder, 
and when Malachy disappeared altogether, Frank started tell-
ing his younger brothers stories, just the way his dad had.

Frank McCourt’s father wasn’t his only inspiration. 
Story telling is a national pastime in Ireland, where  storytellers 
are said to have “the gift,” where statues honor poets and 
playwrights as national heroes, where cab drivers recite Yeats 
and doormen quote Joyce. At a hospital where Frank recov-
ered from the typhoid fever that nearly killed him, an illiterate 
janitor entertained him with poems he had memorized. And 
later, a headmaster urged Frank to read, saying, “You might be 
poor, your shoes might be broken, but your mind is a palace.”

While Frank McCourt had “the gift,” it took him 
decades to figure out how to truly put it to work to write 
the book that was inside him. When he returned to New 
York at age nineteen, all he wanted was to fit in, to be 
American, to look and act like the Americans around him, 
with their golden tans and big white teeth. He took sev-
eral jobs, including one cleaning the lobby of the Biltmore 
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Hotel and another as a meat packer, and it never occurred 
to him in those early years that his childhood was material 
for a book. “I didn’t know you could write about yourself. 
I didn’t know,” he once said. “Nobody told us in school. 
The masters always made us write about noble topics like 
the Battle of Kinsale or the Siege of Limerick or that dirty 
rotten bastard Cromwell and the terrible things he did to 
the children of Drogheda, and so on. Nobody ever said to 
us, ‘Write about yourself, about your family.’ No, we didn’t 
know. We were worthless. Our concerns were irrelevant 
to the world. So I didn’t know. Besides, I would’ve been 
ashamed to write about the way I grew up.”

After a stint in the army during the Korean War, Frank 
earned a college degree through the GI Bill and began 
teaching at vocational and technical schools because, with 
his thick Irish brogue, the better schools had no interest in 
hiring him. Even his students, kids from rough neighbor-
hoods, were struck by his accent.

Yo, teach! You talk funny! Where you from?
At first, Frank McCourt was afraid those students 

would look down on him if he told them the truth about 
his childhood in Ireland—the hunger, the drunken father, 
the shabby clothes, the fleas in the bed, the rats in the 
kitchen. But his students knew all about poverty, broken 
families, and alcoholic parents, and when Frank McCourt 
finally began to reveal himself, they were captivated.

Frank McCourt knew, of course, that his students 
would talk about anything to avoid the lesson of the day, 
but something else came into play, as well. When these kids 
with their urban slang or English-as-a-second-language 
accents started hearing the tales told by this educated and 
eloquent man with a lilting voice, they realized that maybe 
he wasn’t so strange after all, that maybe despite all the dif-
ferences, they had more in common with him than they 
had thought, and a bond started to form, the bond that is 
created when we share our stories.
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After a few years at vocational and technical schools, Frank 
was hired to teach at Stuyvesant, an academically elite high 
school in lower  Manhattan. Instead of studying to become 
beauticians and plumbers, his new students were competing 
for Ivy League scholarships, but the Stuyvesant kids also loved 
hearing about life in Limerick. “You got the coolest stories, 
Mr. McCourt,” they told him. “You ought to write a book.”

For years, Frank McCourt had “noodled around,” as he 
put it, with writing that book, trying to find his voice, look-
ing for the way into his story and the courage to tell it. He 
hung out with “real writers” like journalists Pete Hamill and 
Jimmy Breslin at the Lion’s Head, a Greenwich Village bar, 
and he and his brother, Malachy Jr., cracked jokes about 
their past in a comedy act. Frank McCourt also had a duffel 
bag full of notebooks in which he’d jotted down peculiar 
turns of speech he remembered from Limerick, lists of street 
names, songs, and wisecracks, and he had a hundred and fifty 
pages of a manuscript he’d never been able to finish.

He kept finding excuses. He was too busy teaching. His 
mother, who had moved to New York, would be ashamed. 
But even after she died in 1981 he held back. Then, after 
nearly thirty years teaching, he retired in 1987 and a few 
years later he met Ellen Frey, the woman who would 
become his third wife. She had a sparkling laugh, adored 
his stories, and encouraged him to finally write the book. 
It was as if she was his Angel on the Seventh Step, saying, 
“Fear not.” “Frank used to have a very gloomy outlook 
on life until he met Ellen,” his brother  Malachy said when 
the two were married in 1994. “Now he’s a changed man. 
Every one of us has a wellspring of laughter, and all we 
need is to be drilled or uncorked. That’s what she did. She 
found the cork and released it and he’s bubbling.”

Frank McCourt had beautiful handwriting—a “fine 
fist” as they said in the old country—and he wrote  Angela’s 
Ashes in longhand. The famous first pages, the musings 
about that miserable childhood and how his parents should 
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have stayed in America, came out almost exactly as they 
appeared in print—and he never rewrote or polished them. 
After that initial outburst, he did cast around for the nar-
rator’s voice, at first trying to tell the story from the point 
of view of an adult looking back, but he felt that it lacked 
intimacy and immediacy, the way a child actually thinks 
and feels. It was when he was babysitting his granddaughter, 
Chiara, who was four, listening to her speak in the present 
tense, in language that was simple and honest and direct 
and urgent, that he realized that he could use a child’s voice 
to transport readers back to his own childhood.

The voice changes as Frank gets older, struggling to 
understand the perplexing world he’s growing up in, the 
father who both inspires and fails him, the teachers who 
forbid him from asking questions, the Catholic priests 
who both condemn and absolve him, the confusing mix of 
shame and exhilaration as he discovers his own desires and 
starts planning his escape from Limerick. But throughout, 
the voice remains a boy’s voice, the vocabulary for the most 
part simple, even while the psychology is richly layered, 
capturing the contradictions and paradoxes of his child-
hood. “I was a madman when I was writing,” he once said, 
“weeping and laughing.” Frank McCourt often noted that 
once he found his voice, it took him less than two years to 
write Angela’s Ashes—two years and his entire life.

Angela’s Ashes was published in 1996, and it was greeted 
not just with acclaim, but with astonishment. Plenty of 
books had been written about poverty, but never before 
with such incandescent beauty, lopsided humor, piercing 
horror, and, throughout it all, an unexpected, joyous vitality. 
Some people felt the story was tragic and deeply upset-
ting, others found it hilarious, even oddly uplifting. Many 
thought it was all of those things, and that was what made 
Angela’s Ashes so breathtaking.

As Gail Caldwell wrote in the Boston Globe, Angela’s 
Ashes was “a story so immediate—so gripping in its daily 

2P_McCourt_AngelasAshes_REP_MP.indd   6 6/30/17   3:44 PM





despairs, stolen smokes and blessed humor—that you want 
to thank God young Frankie McCourt survived it in part 
so he could write the book.” Frank McCourt’s first book 
won both the National Book Critics Circle Award and 
the Pulitzer Prize. “Angela’s Ashes,” the Pulitzer committee 
declared, “imbued on every page with Frank McCourt’s 
astounding humor and compassion, is a glorious book that 
bears all the marks of a classic.”

At age sixty-six, this retired schoolteacher, this Irish 
immigrant who had grown up so hungry he once licked 
grease off newspapers that had wrapped someone else’s fish 
and chips, was suddenly rich. And famous. He appeared on 
60 Minutes, he was profiled by TIME magazine, gave college 
commencement speeches, joined the National Arts Club, 
and received the Award of Excellence from the Interna-
tional Center in New York. Through it all, Frank McCourt 
remained remarkably, even shockingly, humble, expressing 
bewilderment at his success, insisting that  Angela’s Ashes was 
“a modest book, modestly written.”

Modesty aside, Frank McCourt was incredibly grate-
ful that so many people embraced his story. “I learned,” 
he said, “the significance of my own insignificant life.” 
And he never forgot how far he’d come, or how lucky he 
was to have made that journey. He never stopped being 
thankful for electric lights, for a boiled egg in the morning, 
for a warm shower and a dry towel. And he refused to be 
impressed by his fame, treating it with the same clear-eyed 
humor, the same sense of the absurd, the same droll irony, 
as he had his miserable childhood. He became, as he liked 
to say, the mick of the moment, a dancing clown, a geriatric 
novelty with an Irish accent.

Frank McCourt was unfailingly gracious to readers, 
especially those who, tears running down their cheeks, 
wanted to share with him shameful details of their own 
childhoods. He told them that with luck, they’d learn to 
laugh about it all, just as he had. And when some  people 

2P_McCourt_AngelasAshes_REP_MP.indd   7 6/30/17   3:44 PM





in Limerick complained that Angela’s Ashes stretched the 
truth and insulted the city, he laughed that off as well. “I was 
denounced from hill, pulpit, and barstool,” he said. “Cer-
tain citizens claimed I had disgraced the fair name of the 
city of Limerick, that I had attacked the church, that I had 
despoiled my mother’s name, and that if I returned to Lim-
erick, I would surely be found hanging from a lamppost.”

There was something gentle and joyful about Frank 
McCourt when we talked that day before the panel. With 
his white hair and his fair Irish skin, he seemed to glow. He 
smiled easily and often. His eyes—forgive the stereotype, but 
it’s true—his eyes twinkled. “If I’m happy now, it’s because I 
wrote that book and it’s successful and I’m embraced all over 
the place,” he said at the time. “If I hadn’t written it, I’d prob-
ably be sitting around thinking about going back to teaching. 
I’d feel unfulfilled, as they say. And I’d die howling.”

When death did come in 2009, a few months before 
his seventy- ninth birthday, Frank McCourt was widely 
mourned—but many of his friends felt it was an opportu-
nity to celebrate his phenomenal life. “We have an attitude 
about death in Ireland,” his brother Malachy said after the 
funeral. “It’s not, as I often say, fatal. We keep people alive 
in song and story.” Death certainly wasn’t fatal for Frank 
McCourt. More than ten million copies of Angela’s Ashes 
have been published worldwide. It has been translated into 
twenty-five languages and made into a movie. There is a 
Frank McCourt High School of Writing, Journalism, and 
Literature in Manhattan and even the Frank McCourt 
Museum in Limerick, where, after all those complaints 
about the book, locals now provide Angela’s Ashes tours.

But Frank McCourt’s most powerful legacy is his own 
words, his life as told in Angela’s Ashes and its two sister books, 
’Tis and Teacher Man. He gave us his stories, his laments, 
his humor and insight and compassion, and he gave us the 
simple, nine-word lesson it had taken him sixty-six years to 
learn: “Sing your song. Dance your dance. Tell your tale.”
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