Text Title: Below the Mountains, The Diary of Amy McDonald, Milford Road, 1935-36.

Author: Jean Bennett

Synopsis

Amy McDonald and her family are going through hard times. It is the 1930’s and New Zealand is in the grips of the Great Depression. Amy, her brother Bruce and her mother live in Lumsden. Her father is a mechanic in the Milford road Camps. He is one of the men who have been sent by the government to build a road tunnel through the mountains to take tourists to Milford Sound.

Amy’s mother and father are determined to be together. Despite the fact that the conditions under which her father works are perilous, his wife and children join him. Amy’s world changes dramatically. She and her family are constantly moving further along the road. Their shelter is a tent and during the winter months they endure freezing temperatures. Food is scarce and avalanches are an ever present threat to the family’s safety. 

Despite these conditions Amy tries to have as normal a life as possible. She carries on her school work by correspondence and strikes up a new friendship with Billy, her father’s apprentice. Amy realises how much her life has changed when the harsh conditions in her environment claim the lives of two members of the camp.

Text Type

Below the Mountains is a fascinating account of life during the Great Depression. The story details the harsh and dangerous conditions that many men had to work under during that time – because if you didn’t work you didn’t get paid and there was no unemployment benefit. The story is told in diary form, so we learn Amy’s thoughts and feelings about events that occur during 1935-36. The information included about the Milford Road Camps is fascinating and accurate. Students will be astonished at the appalling conditions men were forced to endure – going to work literally meant risking your life. Yet through all of this Amy is able to find joy and carry on with her schooling. She is determined to become a teacher. 

Themes include family, enduring hardship and the destructive power of nature.

Sharing the Novel

The novel can be covered in 4 shared sessions and 3 independent reading sessions. It has been divided up as follows: pp. 7-14, pp. 15-81, pp. 82-123, pp. 124-175.

During the shared sessions have students think carefully about the setting of the story and how the social climate affects the events that occur. It would be beneficial to have them research the Great Depression and what it meant for New Zealanders. Encourage students to define words they are unfamiliar with and ask questions to clarify their understanding of characters and ideas.

Introducing the Text
Study the front cover of the novel and read the blurb.

· The story is told in diary form. How do you expect it to be set out?

· Who does the diary belong to and what time span does it cover?

· What is the Great Depression?

· Where does Amy go to be with her father?

· What dangers does she face?

· What do you think the tragedy might be?

Read the Historical Note on page 176.

· Take notes on the important information.

· Study the photographs provided.

Teacher reads pp. 7-14 aloud to the students. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension pp. 7-14

· How old is Amy? Who gives her the diary?

· Where is Amy’s father? Why is his family allowed to join him there?

· What does Amy want to do when she gets older? Who is her role-model?

· Who is Jenny Scott? Why did she have to leave school?

· How is Amy planning to carry on her schooling at the camps?

Discussion

· What is Amy’s mother’s attitude towards her schooling? Why do you think she feels this way? Is her attitude different from that of your parents? Can you explain why this might be?

· How does Amy’s home and school life differ from yours? What would have made life in the 1930’s difficult?

· Predict what will happen when Amy joins her father at the camps.

Students read pp. 15-81 independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension pp. 15-81

· How long does the ride to Cascade Creek take? Describe the journey.

· What does the lorry driver tell the family about the road gangs?

· Describe Cascade Creek. What sort of conditions do the family live in? What chores is Amy expected to do?

· Where are the family moving to soon?

· What things does Amy continue to do to make her life seem more “normal”?

· Who is Billy? How does Amy feel about him? How do you know?

· Why is no alcohol allowed in the camp?

· Why is Amy so excited about the new camp near Falls Creek?

· Why does Amy’s mother offer to cook evening meals for Billy and Tom?

· Why can’t Billy read? What does the letter say that he finds exciting?

· Who comes to visit the McDonalds’ at the camps? How does Amy’s mum react to this visit?

· Why do Amy and Bruce get in trouble with the road gangs?

· Why does Amy believe that having Billy around is good for Bruce?

· Why does Billy get so angry with Amy? Is his outburst justified? Why/why not?

· Why do you think Billy agrees to let Amy teach him to read? How does she go about teaching him?

· Why has Amy’s mother been feeling sick lately?

· How does Harry die? How do you think Amy would have felt being the one to find him? Why does Harry’s death upset Amy’s mother so much?

· In what ways does the cold weather affect Amy?

· Why does Amy’s father believe that New Zealand needs a change of government?

· What news causes excitement around the camp?

· What gifts does Bruce receive for his birthday?

· Why are the Keas such a menace?

· Describe the earthquake.

· What causes Amy’s father’s concussion?

Discussion

· What luxuries and conveniences do we have today that were unavailable to the McDonalds’ in the 1930’s?
· Amy decides to continue her schooling by correspondence. What difficulties does this cause her? Why might it be harder to learn from books than from a teacher?
· What environmental factors affect the family? What dangers do they face?
· Men were expected to work in appalling conditions in the 1930’s. There was no unemployment benefit so if they didn’t work they didn’t get paid. Do you think this system was fair? Why do you think the government allowed it to happen? What is different today?
· What do you think Amy’s life would have been like at the Camps with hardly any women and no other children to play with? If you were in her situation what would you miss most and why?
Students read pp. 82-123 independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension pp. 82-123

· Why do Amy’s parents argue? What difficult decision does her mother have to make? Why is Amy scared to move to Cirque Camp?

· Why do you think Amy’s mother decides to move with her husband? Do you believe this decision is fair on her children? Justify your answer.

· What trouble does Amy get into returning from the toilet?

· How does Bruce prove himself during Amy’s illness?

· How do Bruce and Billy work together to improve their reading?

· How does being with Billy improve Bruce’s stutter?

· Why does Amy’s mother believe that they are “responsible for their own safety”?

· What present does Tom give Amy before she moves to Cirque Camp?

· How do Amy’s family decide where to set up camp?

· Why is everyone at camp running short of food?

· How does Amy’s father know that an earthquake is coming? What damage does the avalanche cause? Why is Amy relieved after the avalanche?

· How do things change around camp after the avalanche? 

· Who does Amy’s father want to win the election?

· Why do Amy, Bruce and their mother have to go to Lumsden? What does Amy enjoy the most about being there?

· How does the overseer end up in the river?

· Why does having a gravelled road benefit the people in the camps so much?

· How do Amy and Bruce ensure the survival of the ducklings?

· How are the men at camp able to keep updated on the election news?

Discussion

· Describe the relationship between Amy’s parents. What pressures are they under? How does dealing with the stress of their situation affect them?

· How has Bruce developed and changed since moving to the camps? Why do you think his stutter has improved so dramatically?

· What characteristics and qualities does Amy possess that allow her to live in these conditions? How does she deal with her fears?

· How does Aunt Rose’s house contrast with the camps? How does Amy feel returning to the camps after her visit to Lumsden? What is it about the camps that she missed?

· How does the role of women in the 1930’s contrast with the role of women today?

Students read pp. 124-175 independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension pp. 124-175

· How are the men at camp able to cast special votes?

· Describe the atmosphere in the camp while the men await the election results. Who wins the election? Why are the workers so happy with this outcome?

· Describe the entrance to the Homer tunnel. How long is the tunnel going to be?

· Who is the new Minister of Public Works? What news does Savage announce that excites the men?

· Where does Amy’s family spend Christmas? What presents does Amy buy for her family? What does Bruce surprise his family with?

· Describe Amy’s first dance.

· Why does Amy’s father return to Cirque Camp alone?

· How does Angela’s arrival change Amy’s life?

· Why is Amy’s mum reluctant to return to Hollyford?

· Which camp do Amy, Bruce and their mother return to? Why is mum so excited when she sees their new accommodation? Why is Homer “luxury” compared to the other camps?

· Who is Jack? How does Amy help him?

· What work does the tunnel gang do? What dangers do they face?

· How old does Amy turn on her birthday? What does she get for her birthday?

· What information does Amy find out about the tunnel during her visit there?

· Who in the family is most affected by the cold temperatures?

· Who makes a toboggan for the children?

· Why does the frozen water tank create extra work for Amy?

· Who is killed in the July 5th avalanche? How does Amy feel about his death?

· Why does Mr Semple temporarily closedown the Homer tunnel and camp?

· Where do Amy’s father and Billy build their workshop?

· How is Amy’s mother able to save money for Amy’s education? How does Amy feel about this? Why do you think her mother’s attitude about Amy continuing her education has changed?

Discussion

· Describe the birth of Amy’s sister. How does Angela’s birth differ from how babies are born today? What possible dangers and complications could occur with this type of birth?

· Despite having a lovely time over Christmas Amy is looking forward to returning to Hollyford camps. Why do you think this is?

· What luxuries gradually come to Hollyford and the camps? Why do you think conditions have improved so much as work on the tunnel has progressed?

· What lessons do you think Amy has learned during her time in the camps?

Activities

Poem – Write a poem about Amy’s experiences in the camp.

Research – Complete a research assignment about the Great Depression. Formulate 4 research questions. Answer these using a range of oral, visual and written resources. Keep a research log about the process that you go through. Present your findings on a poster.

Letter – Imagine that you are Amy. Write a letter from Cirque camp to Mary explaining what has been going on and the conditions that you have to endure. Include your thoughts and feelings.

Web Page – Design a web page advertising the novel Below the Mountains. Include a brief plot summary, describe the setting of the book and include relevant illustrations and images. You may wish to include links such as “About the author”.

Letter – Imagine that you are a worker on the Homer tunnel project. Write a letter to the Minister of Public works describing the conditions which you work under.

Newspaper Article – Write a news article about the avalanche that killed Percy Overton. Remember to include the what, when, where, why, who and how. Include quotes from people who witnessed the avalanche.

Chart – Complete a chart that shows the things that Amy’s family had in 1930 with the things that your family has today.

Plot – Complete a flow chart that shows all of the important events in the story in the order in which they occur.

Character – Write a paragraph about how Amy’s character develops and changes throughout the course of the book.

