The Famine Road  by Eavan Boland
There are two dramas being played out in the poem: the famine, and a woman’s infertility problem. These two dramas are interlinked, happening as it were on two different stages, but linked by theme and mood. The poem is built upon a series of voices: in the first stanza it seems to be Lord Trevelyan speaking to Colonel Jones, perhaps at a meeting of The Relief Committee (around the “deal table”).  He is dismissive and scornful of the Irish he is assigned to help: “Idle as trout in light ... these Irish”. In the second stanza as in the other italicised stanzas, the voice seems to that of a doctor talking to a woman about her infertility. Like Travelyan’s attitude to the Irish he (assuming the doctor is male, which seems likely considering what he says – unlikely that a woman would talk to another woman like that, and the link is made with two other males, Jones and Trevelyan) is not very understanding: he is impersonal in his use of statistics (“one out of every ten”), is brusque, abrupt and dismissive: “take it well woman, grow/your garden, keep house, good-bye”.  He may not use the exact words in the last verse but perhaps this is the insulting implication of his attitude: “what is your body/ now if not a famine road”. This line brings the two strands of the poem together - making a specific analogy between the sufferings of the famine victims and the suffering of “barren” women. The third stanza seems to be the voice of the narrator-poet, as there are no quotation marks, but does mock the arrogant and insensitive attitudes of the English:  “could they not ... suck/ April hailstones for water and for food?”.  The fifth verse is also the poet’s voice as she reflects on the breakdown of community support - the man with typhoid is treated as a “pariah”, even those related to him (who share his blood - see lines 21-23) will not help, not even as he dies - they won’t “pray by his death rattle”. The voice in the seventh verse is that of Colonel Jones - it is in the form of a report or letter from Jones to Trevelyan (“Your servant Jones “). Again the same arrogant attitude to the Irish is evident Jones sees the starvation as a useful thing: “sedition, idleness cured”, “the wretches work till they are quite worn”. There is no sympathy, the Irish are impersonally reduced to things: “This Tuesday I saw bones/out of my carriage window”. 

Links/Comparisons:
Once again the experience of women figures here. This time it is the plight of infertile women (“Barren, never to know the load/of his child in you”), women who are treated without sympathy or understanding, women who can’t know the experience of motherhood so central in Pomegranate and also relevant in  Love and This Moment, women who can’t feel the “quickenings” mentioned in The Shadow Doll.  The poet speaks for these forgotten women, in one sense giving them a voice, and yet showing how for so often they were deprived of a voice - by giving only the doctor’s perspective in the italicised verse. In the same way she sought to give a voice to the women who had to be “discreet” brides in The Shadow Doll.  She seeks to give visibility to invisible women. 

Again there is a suggestion of the alienation she sometimes feels as a woman or as a person. – the man who has become a “typhoid pariah” is like her “astray” among the wedding gifts in The Shadow Doll.  As in Child of Our Time she deals with a time in Irish history, and uses that as a starting point for reflections on issues of the day., metaphorically using these events as a hook upon which to hang her thoughts. This is similar to the way she uses the old myths and legends in Love and The Pomegranate taking something from the past and applying it to the present. This is the most specifically Irish of the poems studied - Child of Our Time doesn’t have any specific Irish references - it’s only from the background information that we know that it was inspired by the Dublin bombings of 1974. Like Child of Our Time this is partly a political poem – public as well as private – shown in the historical famine references – “we march the corn/to the ships in peace”.

As she did in Child of Our Time, Love and The Pomegranate, once again Boland focuses on “Dusk” as a key time of day: “Dusk: they will work tomorrow without him”. This in-between state, a state of transition, seems to attract her attention as a poet, perhaps because she often finds herself in situations of transition – e.g. her daughter between childhood and adulthood (The Pomegranate), or Ireland between old destructive ways and new hopeful ways (Child of Our Time), her relationship between intensity and possible cooling (Love). 
”Dusk” (line 20) is again seen as an important time – used also in This Moment, The Pomegranate and Love. 
 
