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He helped launch Boston’s gun-buyback program and works
with survivor families and young people in Boston’s 
anti-violence movement. He is recipient of the 1999 Daily
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Discussion questions
1. In recounting the busing controversy in Southie in 1974,
MacDonald notes that “our mothers couldn’t get over people
thinking that we had something in our schools that blacks in
Roxbury didn’t have. ‘Our kids have just as little,’ they said.
‘Neither side has a pot to piss in, and now they want us to fight
over who can piss in what alley.’” How does this statement
affect the way you view the busing controversy?

2. Who did the residents of Roxbury see as the enemy in the
busing crisis? Why?

3. Frankie, one of Michael’s brothers, died while taking 
part in an armored-car robbery, but Michael works very hard 
at establishing the context behind why he was there and what
drove him to crime. Do you buy it? Discuss Frankie’s story in
light of how crime in low-income neighborhoods is perceived 
in the media.

4. The murder conviction and eventual exoneration of
Michael’s younger brother, Steven, seems to offer a ray of 
hope for Michael, suggesting that, perhaps, justice is 
occasionally achievable. How do you see Steven’s case? 
Can the system work?

5. In an article in the July 26, 2004, issue of the New Yorker,
Susan Orlean profiled the new, gentrified Southie, relatively
free of crime but no longer the Old Neighborhood—populated
mostly by single Yuppies and boasting million-dollar condos
where projects once stood. Was the Southie of Michael’s 
youth really the “best place in the world,” or has it evolved to
something better?
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All Souls: 
A Family Story 

from Southie
by Michael Patrick 

MacDonald

Michael Patrick MacDonald’s memoir of growing up in South
Boston in the 1970s tells two very different but overlapping 
stories. The first is an almost archetypal immigrant’s saga, the
story of the Old Neighborhood, where an ethnic group—Irish, 
in this case—comes together in a new land and forges a 
special kind of intimacy in the face of poverty and prejudice.
The second is the story of that neighborhood’s decimation by
drugs and violence. Both of these stories have been told many
times before, about other groups of immigrants in different
neighborhoods, but what makes MacDonald’s account stand
out is the way he intermingles the two stories, showing how 
the same characteristics that gave Southie its strength—the 
abiding pride and the powerful sense of shared community—
created an insularity that eventually fed on itself, allowing a
disease to spread by refusing to acknowledge its presence.

MacDonald begins his story at the end, with a kind 
of public denunciation of what happened to Southie, the 
neighborhood his mother liked to call “the best place in the
world.” He had left Southie in 1990 and had worked as an
activist in nearby black and Latino neighborhoods. But he came
back several years later, drawn by the need to help his former
neighbors confront what had happened to their families. 
The confrontation began in a church on All Souls’ Eve in 1996,
when a parade of mothers, fathers, and siblings walked to the
front of the church and recited the names of family members
who had died on the streets of Southie, thus shattering the
myth, so useful to the drug dealers, that there was no crime 
in this family-friendly, working-class community. MacDonald 
himself had multiple names to recite: three of his brothers 
and his only sister. “How could we have lost more than 200
young people to drugs and violence over the past decade?”
he asks himself as waits his turn to speak. All Souls tells 
how, and the answers it gives are both tragically clear and 
frighteningly complex, mirroring the many perplexing 
contradictions that plague our attempts to make sense of urban
life as we have lived it in this country since World War II.

By telling the story of Southie in the 1970s and 1980s 
from his childhood point of view, MacDonald effectively forces
the reader to see such familiar social issues as welfare, poverty,
racism, and busing—issues on which we all tend to have 
committed positions—from a completely different, non-political
angle. He talks matter-of-factly, even comically, of leaving the
lights on all night long in the family’s Old Colony housing project
apartment (“We weren’t paying electric bills—that came with
the rent”) as a way of keeping the cockroaches at bay, and he
remembers being forced to leave windows open even in the
winter to offset the rampaging heat pouring from the uncontrollable
radiators. “I was always shocked to go to my cousins’ house in
the suburbs,” he recalls, “where they’d shut off any light that
wasn’t being used and turn the heat way down at night. I was
used to project heat and would freeze if I ever slept anywhere
else. There’s no place like Old Colony, I thought.”

There is an ironic subtext to almost everything MacDonald
remembers, but equally important, there is also a level on which
his memories reflect the unvarnished truth of the moment. In
that tension, between dramatic irony and felt life, All Souls gains
its power and its resonance. We see that tension most vividly
when MacDonald draws the social boundaries that existed
within Southie. With the help of his older brother Danny, he learns
to avoid the “D Street dirtballs” adjacent to the Old Colony project,
who earned their name by being “dirtier than Old Colony people.”
The kids from D Street, Danny adds, were also called “white
niggers,” a new term to MacDonald, who later learned that, 
in the eyes of City Point kids, who “mostly had fathers,” “the 
project rats” from Old Colony were the ones regarded as “white
niggers.” These muddled distinctions puzzle the young boy:

“I spent hours in our apartment in Old Colony trying to grasp this
hierarchy of niggers that I’d discovered. I wanted to know exactly
where I fit into the scheme. Of course, no one considered himself
a nigger. It was always something you called someone who
could be considered anything less than you. I soon found out that
there were a few black families living in Old Colony. They’d
lived there for years and everyone said they were okay, that they
weren’t niggers but just black. It felt good to all of us to not be
as bad as the hopeless people in D Street or, God forbid, the ones
in Columbia Point, who were both black and niggers. . . . Of
course, we were all niggers if we went to City Point, so forget
about going there again to see the beautiful beaches and Castle
Island. I wondered if the Point kids might be niggers to people
who’d really made it, like out in tidy West Roxbury or the suburbs
that everyone talked about moving to when they won the lottery.”

This passage drives home the multiple realities of 
Old Colony, shocking the reader with its casual use of the 
most offensive of words while reinforcing the young speaker’s
naiveté and foreshadowing the racial tempest to come.
MacDonald’s account of the 1974 busing riots in South 
Boston, when black youths from Roxbury were transported to 
schools in Southie, stands as kind of centerpiece in the 
book. MacDonald remembers—he was eight at the time—
the block-party atmosphere in the beginning set against the 
later horror when protests escalated into attacks on black
youths. In one of the most powerful scenes in the memoir,
MacDonald describes watching the carnage on television:
“We sat on a legless couch in the Old Colony Project 
and watched the violent pictures of another bloody protest. 
Ma said she didn’t know where to turn, what to belong to, 
and neither did I.”

In the years following the busing debacle, the “best 
place in the world” quickly descended into nightmare. 
With notorious Irish drug lord Whitey Bulger treated as 
a folk hero while he systematically sucked the life from the 
old neighborhood, the death count mounted—from drugs,
from drug-inspired violence, and especially, from suicide.
MacDonald tells the story in the most personal of terms,
describing the deaths of his three older brothers, all casualties
in one way or another of the drug epidemic. Yet, officially,
there was no drug problem in Southie because its residents
were too loyal to one another to say anything negative about
their community—and, certainly, too loyal to ever implicate
one of their own: “No snitches in Southie.” The final irony 
in MacDonald’s story comes when it is revealed that 
Whitey Bulger himself was a snitch, allowed to develop his
drug empire in exchange for the information he 
fed the government.

All Souls is a compelling memoir on several levels.
MacDonald speaks as an activist, searching for ways to ease
the suffering in Southie and similar neighborhoods, but he also
writes as a victim, using words as a kind of healing process.
Above all, though, he writes as the member of a family, and it is
as a family story that All Souls will be most vividly remembered.
There is no question that MacDonald’s mother is his most
affecting character. Her strength commands the narrative, 
but her weakness is its engine. “My oldest memories are of my
mother crying,” MacDonald says at the beginning of the story,
and indeed, her tears are leitmotifs throughout the book. 
How could it be any other way in a story about the deaths of 
so many children?


