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After his parents die, Jeffrey Lionel 
Magee's life becomes legendary as he 
accomplishes athletic and other feats which 
awe his contemporaries.

Awards: Newbery Medal

Topics: Family Life, Death; Family Life, 
Families; Humour, Humour (All); 
Series, Literacy Place Reading 
Program; Social Issues, 
Homelessness; Social Issues, 
Inequality/Minority Groups

Main Characters
Amanda Beale    a girl who lives in the East 

End, the first one to meet Jeffrey when he 
comes to Two Mills

Earl Grayson    maintenance man at the 
zoo and former Minor League baseball 
player

Jeffrey "Maniac" Magee    an orphaned boy 
who becomes a legend in the racially 
divided town of Two Mills, Pennsylvania

John McNab    leader of the Cobras, a boy 
living on the West End of Two Mills

Mars Bar Thompson    a boy who lives in 
the East End of Two Mills

Vocabulary
blarney    persuasive talk, or to influence 

by blarney

lambasting    a thorough scolding

wiseacre    a person who foolishly 
pretends to have great knowledge

Synopsis

Jeffrey "Maniac" Magee was orphaned 
when his parents died in a trolley accident. 
He was taken to live with his aunt and 
uncle in another town. This couple did not 
speak to each other and lived separate 
lives in their house. After eight years of the 
silence, Jeffrey ran away. He found himself 
across the river from his hometown in a 
place called Two Mills. He met a girl named 
Amanda Beale and borrowed a book from 
her. He interacted with several other people 
in the town that day. Several of the 
meetings involved feats that were seen as 
superhuman, and Jeffrey was on his way to 
becoming a legend before most people 
even knew his name.
 
The most remarkable thing about the town 
was that it was racially divided down Hector 
Street. The East End was populated 
exclusively by blacks and the West by 
whites. There was little or no interaction 
between the two groups and many false 
beliefs were held by each group about the 
other. Jeffrey did not understand the racial 
differences and was taken in by Amanda 
Beale's family in the East End. He was 
happy there and felt at home.
 
There were several events that contributed 
to the legend that made him famous in the 
area, but some black people in the East 
End did not want a white boy living there. 
Amanda had urged Jeffrey to try to untie 
Cobble's Knot, which was a volleyball-sized 
tangled ball of string that people had been 
trying to defeat for a long time. She felt that 
if he could do this, everyone would like him 
-- even those who did not want him living in 
the East End.
 
To protect the Beales after someone stole 
Amanda's favourite book and tore it up, 
Jeffrey left their house. He moved to the 
buffalo pen at the zoo and was befriended 
by Grayson. He and Grayson helped each 
other in many ways. Grayson taught Jeffrey 
about baseball, and Jeffrey taught Grayson 
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to read. When Grayson passed away, 
Jeffrey was the only one who grieved.
 
Jeffrey spent some time at the McNabs', a 
motherless family whose house was filthy. 
The McNabs were building their house into 
a fortress for the time when the blacks 
invaded the West End of the town. Jeffrey 
stayed with them because he believed the 
younger boys needed someone to urge 
them to be good or they would grow up 
bad.
 
In the end, Mars Bar Thompson, a black 
boy who had hated Jeffrey, rescued one of 
the McNab boys from the trolley trestle. 
Mars Bar invited Jeffrey to come home with 
him, but Jeffrey declined, so Mars Bar got 
Amanda, who ordered Jeffrey to come 
home with her. Jeffrey finally realised that a 
home is what he had been longing for.

Open-Ended Questions

Use these open-ended questions as the 
basis for class discussions, student 
presentations, or extended writing 
assignments.

Initial Understanding
What happened to make Jeffrey Magee a 
legend in Two Mills?

On the first day in town, Jeffrey intercepted 
a pass meant for "Hands" Down, a high 
school football star, and he saved a boy 
who had been thrown into Finsterwald's 
yard. He then went to the Little League 
baseball field and hit some home runs off 
John McNab, who threw a fastball that he 
thought no one could hit. Later, he untied 
the legendary Cobble's Knot.

Literary Analysis
Do you think Jeffrey helped the people in 
Two Mills be less afraid of people who have 
a different colour skin from their own? 
Explain your answer.

Yes, by living with a black family and by 
bringing Mars Bar over to the West End. He 
took Mars Bar to have dinner at the 
Pickwells, who have a nice home, and then 
to the McNabs, whose home is filthy with a 
big hole in the ceiling. It showed Mars Bar 
that white people live the same way as his 
own family. After Mars Bar rescued Russell, 
both McNab boys went home with Mars Bar 
and enjoyed an afternoon being spoilt by 
Mars Bar's mother.

Constructing Meaning
What lesson can we learn from this story?

We should not judge people by the colour 
of their skin, the way they talk, or their 
religious beliefs. If we accept people as 
being like ourselves, we could all work 
together instead of each group hating or 
fearing the other. Jeffrey could not 
understand the colour issue in Two Mills 
and could not see that some people hated 
him for it. He believed that if the whites 
could see inside the Beales' house and the 
blacks could have dinner with the 
Pickwells, then both groups would see the 
good things they had in common.

Teachable Skills

Recognizing Setting:  The story is set in a 
fictitious town of Two Mills, Pennsylvania, 
which sits across the river from the real 
town of Bridgeport. Bridgeport is now part 
of the greater Philadelphia metropolitan 
area. Have the students research 
Philadelphia's history and see if they can 
find any significance in the author 
choosing that area for the story. 
Philadelphia is called the Cradle of the 
Nation and was the place where freed 
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blacks formed the first African Methodist 
Episcopal Church. The story also 
describes Valley Forge, where General 
Washington and his troops spent a winter 
during the Revolutionary War. It was a 
critical point in the war and one the 
students may have seen depicted in 
pictures. Have them find information 
about that winter and discuss what it was 
like and why the men lived under those 
conditions.

Understanding Literary Features:  The 
theme of the story deals with the mistake 
of judging people based only on their 
race. The people in Two Mills did not 
associate with people of a different race. 
This segregation was the breeding ground 
for fear and misunderstanding. The whites 
thought that the black families lived 
differently than they did. The McNabs 
were convinced that the blacks were 
going to rise up and invade the West End. 
They turned their house into a fortress so 
that they would survive the imagined 
invasion. Ask the students about things in 
their lives that they believed to be true 
because of something they heard from 
others, only to discover that it was not 
true. Some examples might be: going to 
the dentist, starting school, going to camp, 
getting an injection, having a haircut. 
Children's literature is full of funny stories 
about a young child fearing a new event 
especially after an older sibling tells them 
a big tale about what is about to happen. 
These older children seem to enjoy 
scaring younger ones with a big lie.

Understanding Characterization:  Jeffrey 
"Maniac" Magee is described in such 
exaggerated tones that the story can be 
compared to the Tall Tales with characters 
such as Paul Bunyan and Pecos Bill. In 
Tall Tales the main character is larger than 
life and has a heart of gold. Select a tale 
to read with the class and have them 
compare the story to MANIAC MAGEE.

Understanding the Author's Craft:  The 

story was told in the third person by an 
all-knowing narrator. It might be fun for 
the students to retell part of the story as 
another character in the first person. For 
instance, Piper or Russell could tell about 
Mars Bar rescuing Russell from the trolley 
trestle. No-nonsense Amanda might tell 
about her first meeting with Jeffrey. John 
McNab could describe his first meeting 
with Jeffrey when Jeffrey broke his 
strike-out streak. Discuss how the story 
was funny because it was told by a 
narrator. The scene in which the boy is 
thrown into Finsterwald's yard would be 
one example. The narrator was able to 
quickly explain the legend of Finsterwald 
and even define the term "Finsterwallie" 
so that the reader could find the humour 
and the awe in the scene.
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