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TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

APRIL 1863: Twelve-year-old Danny O’Carolan
arrives in New York City with nothing but his
father’s songs, his brothers’ dancing steps, and his only
remaining relative—his older sister, Kathleen. Driven
from their home in Ireland, they must find work or
they’ll end up at the dreaded orphan’s asylum.

But there’s no steady work for boys, except joining the
Union Army as a drummer. So Kathleen finds a job in
domestic service for herself and her younger . . . sister.
Danny reluctantly pretends to be a girl to avoid the
workhouse and the battlefield. But when he’s not doing
the backbreaking work of a housemaid, he sneaks off
without his disguise. Roaming the streets of New
York, he discovers how many different kinds of people
live in its neighborhoods. Irish, German, and Italian
immigrants, as well as free black people. All poor. All
competing for the same jobs. All softened, Danny finds,
by a song and bit of footwork.
But the draft is on the horizon, threatening to force
more Irishmen into the army. As tensions threaten to spill
over into violence, how can Danny—the last bearer of
the O’Carolan name—stay true to his family’s legacy and
find a safe place to call home?

1.

As the last surviving boy in his family, what responsibility does Danny have to carry on his family’s
legacy? How do these expectations affect him?

2.

How does Kathleen’s Catholic faith shape her decisions? How does the English government’s
treatment of Irish Catholics affect her views of Protestants in America?

3.

Why is music so significant for Irish immigrants like Danny and Kathleen? How does this part of
their cultural heritage give them strength? In what ways does it connect Danny to his family?

4.

Danny has only ever seen and interacted with white Europeans. How do you think this affects his
perceptions of African Americans?

5.

What are the similarities and differences between Irish Americans and African Americans? How are
their histories different, and how does this affect their futures? Do you think Danny sees the same
similarities and differences that you do?

6.

Danny overhears an Irish man and woman discussing the war in church. The man thinks that
the Irish must prove their worth in the United States by working and fighting harder than the
Protestants. The woman thinks that the Irish will all die off if they fight wars for other people.
Whom do you agree with? Are Irish immigrants obligated to participate in the war?

7.

Danny overhears other Irish immigrants complaining that free black people aren’t being drafted
into the army. Why do they resent this? What stereotypes play into their opinion of black people?

8.

Irish dock workers are angry that black workers broke their strike—agreed to work for lower wages
than what the Irish workers demanded. Why do you think the black workers did this? Why do you
think the Irish workers don’t consider the black workers’ motives or needs?

9.

Danny has trouble deciding what to believe because of conflicting information in the newspapers
he reads. Mr. Treadwell tells him that the newspapers are misleading people and making them
prisoners. How does this lack of accurate information make it difficult for the city’s different
communities to understand each other?

10.

The English police force in Ireland was very prejudiced against the Irish when Danny lived there.
How does this affect Danny’s relationship with the law? What are the similarities and differences
between Danny’s relationship with the police and African Americans’ relationship with the police
during the 1800s? How have these relationships changed today?

11.

By pretending to be a girl, what does Danny learn about what life is like for girls? How are their
lives hard in ways that boys’ lives are not? What does Danny miss about living as a boy?

12.

Why does the mob start rioting? Do you think they are justified? How do the targets of the
violence change over the course of the riots?

13.

The carpenters Isaac and Samuel disagree on whether they should join the Union army to fight the
Confederacy. For Isaac and Samuel, what are the similarities and differences between being a slave
and being in the army? If you were in their position, what would you do?

14.

Who do you think deserves the most blame for the riots: the workers who rioted, the wealthy
white people who were exempt from the draft, the newspapers that spread misinformation, the
government? What would have to change to prevent this from happening again?

15.

What significance does the harp have to Danny and Kathleen? How does it help them start a new life?

16.

What do you think will happen to Danny and Kathleen as they grow up? Will Big Al’s theater
succeed? Will Kathleen become a teacher or a nun, or both? What will Danny’s life be like?

