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HALF-TERM 1: ARTICLE WRITING

LESSON 1: DESCRIPTIVE WRITING

Write a 300 word description of an outdoors setting – it could be a park, a hill, a beach, a wood 
- which has inspired you.

Use:

• Adjectives
• Strong verbs
• Specific nouns
• Simile
• Metaphor
• Personification
• Alliteration
• Imagery, including the five senses
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 LESSON 2: NON-FICTION READING 

Sadly, we can no longer take it for granted that children are familiar with even the most basic 
poems from their heritage. Traditional rhymes, which are the nursery slopes of language 
itself, building both skills and confidence, are reportedly sung these days by only 36 per cent 
of parents. The rest think such baby songs are boring or – God help us - “not educational”.

So the sun came out when I heard that Michael Gove has plans for primary school pupils to 
learn and recite poetry as part of broader changes to the curriculum, including knowing your 
times tables. It rapidly went in again when teachers immediately attacked the Education 
Secretary and the wicked tyranny of “rote learning”. 

Today’s kids, they claim, are too underprivileged, too illiterate, too cool or simply too 
embarrassed to do something as old-fashioned and difficult as memorise a poem. One 
head teacher said that it was important that children’s creativity was not damaged by rote 
learning. The fool.

For more than 40 years, teacher training has bought and sold the pernicious idea that the 
transmission of a disciplined body of knowledge is hostile to creativity. They have ignored the 
inconvenient fact that our greatest writers can no more be creative without the three Rs than 
Lewis Hamilton can get to 200mph without wheels.

In a confused piece in yesterday’s Guardian newspaper, the poet Simon Armitage expressed 
doubts about Gove’s poetry “masterplan”, while admitting that his own grandfather – a 
sometime hospital porter and fireman – could recite huge chunks of Shakespeare, through 
which he seemed to be “processing or validating his own life’s experiences”. Exactly.

What child from that kind of background would be expected to memorise Shakespeare 
today? It would be deemed “too challenging” or elitist. Let the kid express himself instead! 
Yet there is a reason why we say we learn a poem “by heart”. Once you have a verse deep 
inside you, it’s there for good, whether it’s Humpty Dumpty learnt on your mother’s lap or a 
teenage set text that becomes an old friend decades after you first committed it to memory.

Famously, when he was in a concentration camp, Primo Levi held on to his humanity by 
reciting Dante and teaching it to another inmate. As a hostage in Lebanon, Brian Keenan 
relied on the one treasure his guards could not confiscate: the literature he had learnt at 
school in Belfast. Both men fell back on the poetry stored in their memories and, in the words 
of John Donne, made “one little room an everywhere”.

It’s amazing how tenacious it is, this human instinct to reach for poetry in times of great 
moment. Judging a Telegraph/Arvon poetry competition some years ago, I was struck by 
the sheer volume of people, young and old, experienced writers and complete novices, who 
sought to express and somehow master deep emotion – a love affair, the birth of a child, the 
death of a beloved pet, the loss of a spouse – by giving it a shape in words.
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Even the monosyllabic, gruff, ignorant or unsuspecting can find themselves uplifted or 
pierced by words dancing in formation. It could be W H Auden’s devastating stop-all-the-
clocks elegy read out by the bereaved lover in Four Weddings and a Funeral. “The stars are 
not wanted now: put out every one; / Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun.” Or maybe 
the ingeniously playful Edward Lear limericks that we learnt this lesson were rewritten by 
Ronnie Barker, that lord of the verbal dance.

We can no longer take the transmission of poetry from generation to generation for granted. 
Yesterday, Helen Fraser, chief executive of the Girls’ Day School Trust, warned that a culture of 
“fast facts” accessed via smartphones and the internet was “infantilising” children’s learning: 
“We’re in danger of losing sight of the truth that some learning is more of a slow casserole, 
with knowledge stewing in our minds to form a deeper, richer flavour.”

Asking a child to commit a poem to memory is not an imposition. It’s a blessing. A thing of 
beauty and a joy forever. “Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul, / And 
sings the tune – without the words, / And never stops at all.”

Questions: 

1. What is Allison Pearson saying in this article about poetry in schools?     

2. What does Pearson dislike about education in Britain today?     

3. Name two people who Pearson criticises. 

4. Who are the following people? Michael Gove, Primo Levi, Helen Fraser.

5. Look at the parts which are in bold and underlined. What techniques (or type of language) 
is Pearson using to prove her point? 

a) only 36 per cent of parents.

b) The fool.

c)  Our greatest writers can no more be creative without the three Rs than Lewis  Hamilton 
can get to 200mph without wheels.

d) What child from that kind of background would be expected to memorise Shakespeare 
today?

e) when he was in a concentration camp, Primo Levi.

f) Judging a Telegraph/Arvon poetry competition some years ago.

g) a love affair, the birth of a child, the death of a beloved pet, the loss of a spouse.



Page 10 of 92

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

Page 11 of 92

h) “We’re in danger of losing sight of the truth that some learning is more of a slow casserole, 
with knowledge stewing in our minds to form a deeper, richer flavour.”

6. What do you think about what Allison Pearson is saying about poetry? Back up your 
answer with detailed reasons. 

LESSON 3: VOCABULARY

1. Write out one correct sentence for each of the following words. Your sentence should 
demonstrate you know the meaning of the word. For example, write – ‘His attempt to jump into 
the stormy sea was reckless’, not just ‘He was reckless’.

a) Antipathy - A deep-seated feeling of dislike; aversion.

b) Beguile (v) - Charm or enchant (someone), sometimes in a deceptive way.

c) Fleeting (adj) - Lasting for a very short time.

d) Rapture (n) - A feeling of intense pleasure or joy.

e) Pensive (adj) - Engaged in, involving, or reflecting deep or serious thought.

f) Oppressed (adj) - subject to harsh and authoritarian treatment.
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3. Write out the following sentence, filling in the correct word from the list below. You may 
need to adapt the word.

The ……………………… approaching to fighting ………………………….. doesn’t always seem to make 

sense – it isn’t always…………………. But it’s important that people trying to change society 

come across as real, that they’re seen to be………………………………..

Convention (n) - a way in which something is usually done.

Rational (adj) - based on or in accordance with reason or logic

Authentic (adj) - of undisputed origin and not a copy; genuine

Radical (n) - a person who advocates thorough or complete political or social reform

LESSON 4: WORD CLASSES

Fill in the word class (noun, verb, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction) next to 
each of the given words.

1. Many of the Romantic poets were inspired by the French Revolution, especially 
Wordsworth, who was in France for a short period and witnessed events.  

Inspired:

By:

Who:

Short:

2. Enlightenment thinkers condemned the Middle Ages as a period of ignorance and 
irrationality.  Romantics idealised it as a time of spiritual depth and adventure.

Condemned:

Ignorance:

Spiritual:

And:
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3. In the Industrial Revolution manual labour and animal power were replaced by machine-
based production.  People moved from agricultural areas to towns and cities.  

Labour:

Production:

To:

Agricultural: 

4. Coleridge was addicted to laudanum. His poem Kubla Khan was inspired by an interrupted 
opium dream.

Coleridge: 

His:

Was:

Interrupted:

Dream:

LESSON 5: YOUR ROMANTIC POEM

Write a poem of at least 20 lines. It should be in the style of the Romantics and explore one or 
more of the subjects the Romantics were interested in. This could be…

a) a walk in a beautiful place

b) a surreal dream

c) a protest against authority

d) the lives of the poor

e) a section of an autobiography

Include poetic techniques such as

Personification

• Similes
• Metaphors
• Alliteration
• Assonance (when you use repeated vowel sounds) 

Here is an example of a Romantic poem – I Watched Thee, by Lord Byron

The Earthquake came and rocked the quivering wall
And men and Nature reeled as if with wine
Whom did I seek around the tottering Hall
For thee, whose safety first provide for thine.

And when convulsive throes denied my breath
The faintest utterance to my fading thought
To thee, to thee, even in the grasp of death
My spirit turned. Ah! oftener than it ought.
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HALF-TERM 2: MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING

Lesson 1: Vocabulary
1. Write out one correct sentence for each of the following words. Your sentence should 
demonstrate you know the meaning of the word. For example, write – ‘His attempt to jump 
into the stormy sea was reckless’, not just ‘He was reckless’.

a) Amorous (adj): Full of lustful and romantic feelings.

b) Bode (v): To be a sign of something bad/to foreshadow/warn.

c) Bravura (n): The display of great daring.

d) Chastity (n): Refraining from sexual intercourse.

d) Contaminate (v): To pollute or spoil.

e) Counterfeit (n): A fake/imitation.

3. Write the following sentences in your own words.

a) I don’t want to disparage your achievements, or incite your emotions, but there’s obviously 
an impediment between you and your goals. 

b)  This lecherous man flouts all conventions about good behaviour. It’s only because of his 
place in the hierarchy that he gets away with it.

c)  I’m fed up with the slander that has tainted my good name. Those revelations in the 
newspaper were completely invented.
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4.  Write out these sentences, filling in the correct word from the list below. You may need to 
adapt the word.

This …………………………. society, run by men offers little chance of …………………………………… 

for people who have ……………………………………. I am full of ………………………….. that so many 

…………………………… heroes have been afflicted with so much …………………….because of this.

Patriarchal (adj): A system or society controlled by men 

Redemption (n): saving or being saved from sin, error, or evil.

Transgression (n) : Offense/crime/sin 

Valiant (v) : Brave 

Woe (n): Deep sadness/grief

 

LESSON 2: NON-FICTION READING

Interviewer: Do you have a favourite Shakespeare play you haven’t been in?

Tom Hiddleston: Immediately the one that comes to my head is Much Ado About Nothing. 
I think it’s the most beautiful, warm, redemptive, compassionate play that he ever wrote. I 
suppose the reason I say that is because it’s full of such deft, fine, subtle, brilliant comedy. I 
mean, really amazing bravura moments of setpiece, laugh-out-loud moments. When you get 
actors who have digested and studied and thought about and understood the verse and the 
characterizations, it feels as though it was written yesterday, or it sounds like it’s being made 
up on the spot. 

I’ve seen so many adaptations of it. I saw Joss Whedon’s film most recently. I grew up 
on Kenneth Branagh’s film. I’ve seen amazing productions on stage in London. I saw 
Simon Russell Beale play Benedick and it was hilarious, at the National Theatre with Zoë 
Wanamaker. David Tennant did it with Catherine Tate playing Beatrice. I’ve seen it set in ’30s 
Italy. I’ve seen it set in contemporary Los Angeles. I’ve seen it set 400 years ago. It never fails 
to delight. It just leaves people with a very, very happy feeling in their heart, I think. 

And I think the reason is that it’s about love. It’s about your last chance. You might have 
sworn off finding the right person and think, “Love’s not for me. Marriage isn’t for me. I will 
die a bachelor, or I will die a maid. None of your romance, none of your love poems.” It’s about 
these two old cynics who are like, “Nah, it’s not going to happen for me.” And it does. I think 
that’s just very redemptive and sweet. 

And there’s one extraordinary aspect of the play, which is that when Hero’s chastity is in 
doubt—it’s called into question because of the plot of Don John—an extraordinary thing 
happens, which is almost unique in all of Shakespeare, which is the man, Benedick, takes the 
side of the women in blind faith. So he says to Claudio and Don Pedro, I think, “What you’ve 
done is appalling. This is an act of brutality.” He doesn’t explicitly say that, but it’s an amazing 
thing where the leading male character takes the side of the women, and I think it’s, yet again, 
evidence of Shakespeare’s extraordinary compassion and understanding of human nature.

Interviewer: It’s interesting, especially for that time, because it’s a play that’s seems almost as 
if it could end tragically and then it doesn’t.

TH: Yeah. Cymbeline is quite like that, which I was in about six years ago. It’s one of his very last 
plays and it’s quite busy. It’s almost like a greatest hits: There are star-crossed lovers and the 
girl dresses up as a man and there’s long lost brothers… [Laughs.] and a very Iago-like villain 
and kings and queens and princes and a song and mistaken identity. It feels like he’s put all of 
his greatest plot devices in the same thing. You’ve got Romeo And Juliet, you’ve got As You Like 
It, Othello and sexual jealousy, and war in it. He’s kind of pulling all his strands into one big cake 
of a play. It looks—toward the end of the play, kind of act-five area—it’s going to end badly, 
then on a dime it turns, there are all these amazing revelations, and you realize the characters 
you thought were dead are still alive. Fathers and sons who were separated and forgotten are 
suddenly reunited, and it’s something that’s narratively very neat. 
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But also, I think, as an audience, following a story, being swept along by the sweep, the arc of 
a narrative, it’s always delightful when there’s a twist. It could be a kind of twist that makes 
you punch the air. It could be a twist that melts your heart. I think we’re still delighted by that. 
Like in The Bourne Ultimatum, you think it’s the end of Jason Bourne, and then he swims 
away and you think “Oh! You’re still alive!” We love a good narrative twist.

Interviewer: In Much Ado there are three parts for men of different ages. Of those parts, 
which would you most like to play?

TH: I would love to play Benedick. Absolutely. It’s very much on my wish list. He’s so funny. 
He’s such an old dog. And there’s such fine wit in the way he speaks. And he’s a warrior, too. 
I think if you embrace the idea of a classical career, in the old sense of the word “career,” you 
have a good stab at all the big ones, at the moment I’m playing a lot of soldiers. 

I’ve played Posthumus in Cymbeline, Cassio in Othello, Prince Hal, Henry V, I’m about to play 
Coriolanus. They’re all soldiers. They’re all warriors. And what’s nice about Benedick is he is a 
warrior, but he’s a warrior who falls in love. So I feel it’s sort of a logical progression. There are 
some other princes I haven’t played yet, too. 

Interviewer: Do you have favorite moments from the play that you think of as particularly 
humorous or really funny scenes?

TH: I love the scene when the three guys trick Benedick into thinking that Beatrice is in love 
with him. It’s just like pure gold. I’ve never seen that scene not be funny. When they are 
staging a conversation, which they know Benedick will overhear, and it just hits him like a 
train. He has that beautiful line, “Love me? [Beat.] Why?” [Laughs.] Because the story’s been 
set up that they hate each other until that point. I love that scene.

Questions:

1. Name four other Shakespeare plays which Tom Hiddleston mentions.     

2. What impressions do you get of Hiddleston from this interview?     

3. Why does Tom Hiddleston like Much Ado about Nothing so much?     

 
4. How does Hiddleston use language to show his enthusiasm for Shakespeare?  
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LESSON 3: CREATIVE LESSON - YOUR COMIC SCENE

Your task is to write a comic scene between two Shakespearean characters who don’t like 
one another. It could be an additional scene involving Benedict and Beatrice – or two of your 
own characters.

The scene should be written in play form, with dialogue and stage directions. It’s a script, so 
no description. Use Shakespearean language if you can.

This should be around 300 words.
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LESSON 4: LITERARY ANALYSIS - CHARACTERISATION OF DON JOHN

Read the passage below and answer the question that follows.

SCENE III. The same.

Enter DON JOHN and CONRADE
CONRADE
What the good-year, my lord! why are you thus out
of measure sad?
DON JOHN
There is no measure in the occasion that breeds;
therefore the sadness is without limit.
CONRADE
You should hear reason.
DON JOHN
And when I have heard it, what blessing brings it?
CONRADE
If not a present remedy, at least a patient
sufferance.
DON JOHN
I wonder that thou, being, as thou sayest thou art,
born under Saturn, goest about to apply a moral
medicine to a mortifying mischief. I cannot hide
what I am: I must be sad when I have cause and smile
at no man’s jests, eat when I have stomach and wait
for no man’s leisure, sleep when I am drowsy and
tend on no man’s business, laugh when I am merry and
claw no man in his humour.
CONRADE
Yea, but you must not make the full show of this
till you may do it without controlment. You have of
late stood out against your brother, and he hath
ta’en you newly into his grace; where it is
impossible you should take true root but by the
fair weather that you make yourself: it is needful
that you frame the season for your own harvest.
DON JOHN
I had rather be a canker in a hedge than a rose in
his grace, and it better fits my blood to be

disdained of all than to fashion a carriage to rob
love from any: in this, though I cannot be said to
be a flattering honest man, it must not be denied
but I am a plain-dealing villain. I am trusted with
a muzzle and enfranchised with a clog; therefore I
have decreed not to sing in my cage. If I had my
mouth, I would bite; if I had my liberty, I would do
my liking: in the meantime let me be that I am and
seek not to alter me.
CONRADE
Can you make no use of your discontent?
DON JOHN
I make all use of it, for I use it only.
Who comes here?
Enter BORACHIO
What news, Borachio?
BORACHIO
I came yonder from a great supper: the prince your
brother is royally entertained by Leonato: and I
can give you intelligence of an intended marriage.
DON JOHN
Will it serve for any model to build mischief on?
What is he for a fool that betroths himself to
unquietness?
BORACHIO
Marry, it is your brother’s right hand.
DON JOHN
Who? the most exquisite Claudio?
BORACHIO
Even he.
DON JOHN
A proper squire! And who, and who? which way looks
he?
BORACHIO
Marry, on Hero, the daughter and heir of Leonato.
DON JOHN
A very forward March-chick! How came you to this?
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QUESTION: 

How does Shakespeare present the character of Don John at the start of Act 1 Scene 3? 

Analyse the way he speaks, how he talks about both himself and other characters, his 
emotions and relationships.

You should comment on the language, form and structure of the scene, 

Link your answer to the historical context – the status of illegitimate children in Elizabethan 
times.

Key words – dialogue, metaphor, self-perception, social status, hierarchy, mischief, evil, 
jealousy.
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LESSON 5: GRAMMAR: NOUNS AND PRONOUNS

Identify the nouns and pronouns in each of these sentences. Also, identify their subject and, 
if there is one, their object.

1. Shakespeare attended grammar school.

2. William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker in 
Stratford-upon-Avon, England.

3. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her.

4. Indeed, James I granted Shakespeare’s company the greatest possible compliment by 
bestowing upon its members the title of King’s Men.
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5. Mistaken identity and tangled relationships often complicate his comedies.

6. As the play begins, Leonato prepares to welcome some of his friends home from a war.

LESSON 6: REVISION

Revise your knowledge and plan your essay for the exam.

HALF-TERM 3: SHORT STORIES

LESSON 1: NON-FICTION READING

Read this article and answer in full sentences the questions which follow. Aim to write over a 
page and a half in total.

There’s no doubt about it, the short story is having “a moment”. Publishing wisdom 
says short-story collections don’t sell. But the prognosis is good. According to The 
Bookseller, the trade magazine of the publishing industry, short-story sales rose 35 
per cent in 2013. But it is technology that has cemented the short story’s popularity 
this century. Suddenly, after years out in the cold, the short story finds itself the 
perfect fit for our attention spans and our mobile devices. “Life is increasingly hectic 
and connected,” argues Elizabeth Day, the novelist. “Many people struggle to find 
the time to engage with a full-length novel when they’re dealing with emails every 
second of every day or having to meet deadlines or rush home to put the kids to bed. 
A short story offers the perfect antidote – it’s the equivalent of listening to a single 
track of music instead of the whole album.”

A criticism often levelled at the short story is that it’s impossible to lose oneself. No 
sooner have you started reading than it’s over. But thanks to mobile technology, 
brevity is now an advantage. Far from opening a book on our daily commute, we turn 
to our phones. We don’t want to lose ourselves – we no longer have time to be lost. 
For us, the short story is the perfect form. The author holds up characters to scrutiny 
and then moves on. Innovations such as Amazon’s Kindle Singles, where well-
known authors write short pieces (5,000 to 30,000 words), have been transformative. 
Created in 2011 and costing from 99p to £2.49, they’ve been embraced by authors as 
diverse as Susan Hill (known for ghost stories) and Chuck Palahniuk.

One novelist as well known for her short fiction as for her Booker-shortlisted novels 
is Sarah Hall, whose “dark and feral” Mrs Fox won the BBC National Short Story 
Award in 2013. What is it about short form that she loves? “I think short stories have 
made me a better writer… The things that have to be done in a short-story structure 
make me step up my game a bit.” Another is Stella Duffy, who is a fan of the form 
both as writer and reader. “[It] offers a clarity of moment,” she says. “A continuation 
of one (or a few) feelings, emotions, ideas, that can only be sustained for a certain 
time before, in a novel, some plot needs to come along and help us . In a story it is 
possible to hold a moment, keep it heightened, without risking the reader giving up 
on us.”

Duffy’s stories span genres. “It’s a great form for crime writing. The sparseness, the 
need not to be convoluted. Similarly, in a non-genre story, the brevity means there’s 
less chance of the writer getting carried away with the beauty of their style. It forces 
a distillation of plot, character, story and form – good for all writers!”
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… “Brevity, cleanliness, specificity, taut writing,” adds Duffy, rhapsodising about 
Katherine Mansfield and J D Salinger. “Mansfield in particular is perfect at getting 
under the skin of a moment.”

Brevity, fleetness of foot, unflinching attention to detail. All these and more lie at the 
heart of almost every good short story. “I think the world is divided into Jane Austen 
lovers and Brontë lovers,” says Alexandra Pringle. “I’m an Austen girl, and all these 
writers [she reels off a list that includes Alice Munro, Eudora Welty, Polly Samson, 
Helen Simpson and Jhumpa Lahiri] do that Austen thing: perfect, nuanced, subtle, 
luminous understanding and expression of people’s lives, of the human heart. “At 
their best,” she continues, “they are a whole world in miniature, they are like perfect 
small gifts. Like a brief encounter, they can be transforming and transfixing, but, 
unlike long relationships, they never flag.” I couldn’t put it better myself.

Questions:

1. List down and look up definitions for five wow words from this article

2. Why has technology made the short story more popular?  Give three reasons.

 

3. Why does Stella Duffy love the short story? Summarise in your own words.

4. What does Alexandra Pringle praise about the short story?

5. Why might some people criticise the short story as a literary form?
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LESSON 2: VOCABULARY

1. Write a sentence for each of these words, ensuring that you show the meaning of the 
word. For example, ‘He committed regicide’ would not count, whereas ‘In killing King Duncan, 
Macbeth committed regicide would.’

a) Annihilate (v) – destroy utterly; obliterate

b) Bureaucracy (n) – excessively complicated administrative procedure 

c) Profoundly (adv) – extremely; greatly

d) Tenacious (adj)  – determined; persistent; not easy to get rid of

 e) Temerity (n) – excessive confidence or boldness; audacity 

f) Reprieve (v) – cancel or postpone the punishment of someone.

2. Write these sentences in your own words.

At the culmination of many enthralling lessons, I took pleasure in reminiscing.

Margot normally liked to be inconspicuous, until one morning when she spontaneously had 
an epiphany. 

 After a turbulent time in his life, Sanjay had the audacity to behave in a whimsical manner.
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3.  Write out this sentences, filling in the correct word from the list below. You may need to 
adapt the word.

Nothing quite …………………….. the ……………………………., crazy experience of a downpour, a total 

…………………, than what Jonah…………………………… experienced after that lesson.

 
Haphazard (adj) – random, disorganised

Deluge (n) – a severe flood

Encapsulate (v) – express the essential features of something succinctly (briefly)

Subsequent (adj) – coming after something in time

LESSON 3: CREATIVE WRITING

Write a story inspired by one of the pictures you have seen in class. Plan first. Give it your 
own title and aim for over 500 words. Consider whether you are going to write an event plot 
story like Edgar Allen Poe’s Tell Tale Heart, or a Chekhovian story, like Oh! The Public.



Page 40 of 92

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

Page 41 of 92



Page 42 of 92

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

Page 43 of 92

LESSON 4: LITERATURE ANALYSIS

Read the following start of Oscar Wilde’s Short Story, The Model Millionaire, and answer the 
questions.

Unless one is wealthy there is no use in being a charming fellow. Romance is the 
privilege of the rich, not the profession of the unemployed. The poor should be practical 
and prosaic. It is better to have a permanent income than to be fascinating. These are 
the great truths of modern life which Hughie Erskine never realised. Poor Hughie! 
Intellectually, we must admit, he was not of much importance. He never said a brilliant 
or even an ill-natured thing in his life. But then he was wonderfully good-looking, 
with his crisp brown hair, his clear-cut profile, and his grey eyes. He was as popular 
with men as he was with women, and he had every accomplishment except that of 
making money. His father had bequeathed him his cavalry sword, and a History of the 
Peninsular War in fifteen volumes. Hughie hung the first over his looking-glass, put 
the second on a shelf between Ruff’s Guide and Bailey’s Magazine, and lived on two 
hundred a year that an old aunt allowed him. He had tried everything. He had gone on 
the Stock Exchange for six months; but what was a butterfly to do among bulls and 
bears? He had been a tea-merchant for a little longer, but had soon tired of pekoe and 
souchong. Then he had tried selling dry sherry. That did not answer; the sherry was a 
little too dry. Ultimately he became nothing, a delightful, ineffectual young man with a 
perfect profile and no profession.

To make matters worse, he was in love. The girl he loved was Laura Merton, the 
daughter of a retired Colonel who had lost his temper and his digestion in India, and 
had never found either of them again. Laura adored him, and he was ready to kiss 
her shoe-strings. They were the handsomest couple in London, and had not a penny-
piece between them. The Colonel was very fond of Hughie, but would not hear of any 
engagement.

‘Come to me, my boy, when you have got ten thousand pounds of your own, and we will 
see about it,’ he used to say; and Hughie looked very glum on those days, and had to go 
to Laura for consolation.

1. What four professions does Hughie work in?

2. How does Wilde use language to portray Hughie’s character?
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3. How does Wilde structure the start of this story to interest the reader? LESSON 5: GRAMMAR FOCUS

1. Underline the main clause and circle the subordinate clause in each sentence.

a) Because it was cold, the twins asked Dad to turn up the heating.

b) Louisa, who hadn’t slept in days, snored loudly.

c) Peter disliked his new trousers but his mum, who had bought them, thought they were 
very smart.

d) Because they had eight legs, Kerry, who was five, didn’t like spiders.

e)  Ali, who was going swimming soon, packed his towel.

f) After drinking his water, Mark washed his glass.

g) Jenny went to the shop, which was down the road, to buy a sandwich.

2. Write three sentences of your own with a main and subordinate clause. Underline and 
circle, as before.
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3. In each sentence, write either a colon or a semi-colon above the underscore. 

a) The USA has a very large land area ___ Canada is even larger.

b) I had lamb for lunch ___ Fred had steak.

c) Young-Hee failed her English test ___ nevertheless, she was able to get a good job.

d) There are two things about him that drive me crazy ___ his music and his cooking.

e) Java ___ a popular programming language for the World Wide Web.

f) I bring everything I need to class every day ___ my pens, my books and my dictionary.

g) If you get lost in the snow, this is what you should do ___ stay where you are, make 
yourself warm and comfortable and wait for help.

h) I took my umbrella ___ it looked like it was going to rain.

i) Three countries are involved in the discussions ___ however, only Mexico and Canada will 
sign the treaty immediately.

j) This is what I told him ___ “Buy yourself a bicycle, so that you don’t have to borrow mine!”

HALF-TERM 4: ANIMAL FARM
LESSON 1: VOCABULARY 

1. Write these sentences in your own words. Use a dictionary to help you if you need.

a) My Brother is taciturn, he seldom talked, and when he did, it was usually to make some 
cynical remark. 

b) In the name of freedom and a hatred of tyranny, the animals on the farm formed a 
machination against their ruthless dictator Mr Jones. 

c) The party were known for their propaganda, words and images were deliberately used with 
a sentimental appeal to elicit loyalty from the masses and extinguish dissent. 
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2. Write out these sentences, filling in the correct word as you go.

Machination           inexorable            comrade            duplicity            ignominious

a) Her secretive and cruel  were exposed to those around her.

b) It was a  loss at the elections. 

c) John was my loyal  in the Navy.

d) Cynthia’s demands were  ; she would not be appeased or moved by the 
opposition. 

e) Most politicians use  to deceive voters just long enough to get their votes. 

3. Write a sentence using each of the following words:

a) Hypocritical 

b) Understatement 

c) Stakhanovite

d) Propaganda 
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LESSON 2: WRITING A SPEECH 

Read the information below carefully. Use your knowledge of rhetoric to make your own 
persuasive speech inspiring a rebellion against a tyrannical dictator. 

Rhetoric: During his speech, Old Major uses a range linguistic techniques as part of rhetoric to 
persuade and inspire the other animals.

The three rhetorical appeals, also known as the artistic proofs, were terms created by 
Aristotle. 

Ethos: Establishes the rhetorician’s character to make the reader/audience trust and respect 
their opinion by using an authoritative voice and tone, as well as credentialed evidence. 

Example: “I have had a long life, I have had much time for thought as I lay alone in my stall, 
and I think I may say that I understand the nature of life on this earth as well as any animal 
now living”.

Rhetorical technique:

Anaphora: repetition of word or phrase at beginning of successive sentences or clauses 

Pathos: Appeals to the emotions of the reader/audience by using emotive language, evidence 
or claims that provoke emotions. 

Example: “And you, Clover, where are those four foals you bore, who should have been the 
support and pleasure of your old age? Each was sold at a year old-you will never see one of 
them again. In return for your four confinements and all your labour in the fields, what have 
you ever had except your bare rations and a stall?”

Rhetorical technique: 

Hypophora: Asking a question and immediately answering it oneself.

Logos: Appeals to the reason of the reader/ audience by creating a strong argument with 
facts, statistics and anecdotes.

 Example: “Let us face it, our lives are miserable, laborious, and short”.

Rhetorical Technique: 

Tricolon: A series of three parallel words, phrases or clauses
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LESSON 3: THE PIGS GAIN POWER

Read the following extract from the end of Chapter 3 and answer the question that follows.

The birds did not understand Snowball’s long words, but they accepted his explanation, 
and all the humbler animals set to work to learn the new maxim by heart. FOUR LEGS 
GOOD, TWO LEGS BAD, was inscribed on the end wall of the barn, above the Seven 
Commandments and in bigger letters When they had once got it by heart, the sheep 
developed a great liking for this maxim, and often as they lay in the field they would all 
start bleating “Four legs good, two legs bad! Four legs good, two legs bad!” and keep it 
up for hours on end, never growing tired of it.

Napoleon took no interest in Snowball’s committees. He said that the education of 
the young was more important than anything that could be done for those who were 
already grown up. It happened that Jessie and Bluebell had both whelped soon after the 
hay harvest, giving birth between them to nine sturdy puppies. As soon as they were 
weaned, Napoleon took them away from their mothers, saying that he would make 
himself responsible for their education. He took them up into a loft which could only be 
reached by a ladder from the harness-room, and there kept them in such seclusion that 
the rest of the farm soon forgot their existence.

The mystery of where the milk went to was soon cleared up. It was mixed every day 
into the pigs’ mash. The early apples were now ripening, and the grass of the orchard 
was littered with windfalls. The animals had assumed as a matter of course that 
these would be shared out equally; one day, however, the order went forth that all the 
windfalls were to be collected and brought to the harness-room for the use of the pigs. 
At this some of the other animals murmured, but it was no use. All the pigs were in full 
agreement on this point, even Snowball and Napoleon. Squealer was sent to make the 
necessary explanations to the others.

“Comrades!” he cried. “You do not imagine, I hope, that we pigs are doing this in a 
spirit of selfishness and privilege? Many of us actually dislike milk and apples. I dislike 
them myself. Our sole object in taking these things is to preserve our health. Milk and 
apples (this has been proved by Science, comrades) contain substances absolutely 
necessary to the well-being of a pig. We pigs are brainworkers. The whole management 
and organisation of this farm depend on us. Day and night we are watching over your 
welfare. It is for YOUR sake that we drink that milk and eat those apples. Do you know 
what would happen if we pigs failed in our duty? Jones would come back! Yes, Jones 
would come back! Surely, comrades,” cried Squealer almost pleadingly, skipping from 
side to side and whisking his tail, “surely there is no one among you who wants to see 
Jones come back?”

 

1. Annotate the passage carefully, focussing particularly on what the highlighted sections 
reveal. 

2. Write title – The pigs gain power – and the date. Underline them. 

Answer the following question, writing a minimum of 500 words: ‘How does Orwell portray 
the negative sides of the animals’ society in this extract from Animal Farm?

Suggested introduction

George Orwell portrays how utopian societies and their ideals can be corrupted. After the 
joy and fervour of the animals’ revolt against Mr Jones, Orwell portrays how the animals’ 
revolutionary movement is compromised by greed and base human instincts. 

At the end of chapter 3…

Questions to consider

How do the pigs take control of the farm? How do they manipulate the other animals? How 
do the pigs ensure they receive more rations than the other animals? How do they justify 
their decisions?

Phrases to help you

Through his animal allegory…Napoleon is able to indoctrinate…The sheep represent… Mr 
Jones is presented as a common enemy…Orwell portrays the flaws of Russian Communism
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LESSON 4: NON-FICTION - ON ORWELL

Instructions: Write the title - Why we should read Orwell’s essays, by Jeremy Paxman –  
and date. Underline. Then read this article and answer the questions which follow.

If I had to sum up what makes Orwell’s essays so remarkable it is that they always 
surprise you. Sometimes it is the choice of subject matter: how many journalists can 
write with any authority on what is like to queue to be let into an overnight shelter for 
the homeless? 

Take Shooting an Elephant, which recounts an incident during his time as a policeman 
in Burma. It is a remarkable piece. There is, firstly, the language. When he first sees 
the elephant, which is said to have run amok, it is standing, beating a bunch of grass 
against its knees, ‘’with that preoccupied grandmotherly air that elephants have”. In 
the seconds after pulling the trigger the beast remains standing, but ‘’a mysterious, 
terrible change had come over the elephant... every line of his body altered... He looked 
suddenly stricken, shrunken, immensely old”. Then the elephant sags to its knees, its 
mouth slobbering. And, the utterly perfect sentence: ‘’An enormous senility seemed to 
have settled upon him.’’ Being Orwell, of course, the event is put to political purpose, 
demonstrating the futility of the imperial project. He has already told us that ‘’every 
white man’s life in the East was one long struggle not to be laughed at’’. Then he reveals 
in the last sentence that he had killed the elephant ‘’solely to avoid looking a fool”. Yes, 
you think, that makes perfect sense. 

It is hard to imagine many people less suited to the job of an imperial policeman than 
Orwell. Yet, while he hated imperialism, he could still remark that the British empire 
was ‘’a great deal better than the younger empires that are going to supplant it”. In 
another essay, My Country Right or Left, he admits to finding it childish that he feels 
it faintly sacrilegious not to stand to attention during ‘’God Save the King”, but that he 
would sooner have that instinct “than be like the left-wing intellectuals who are so 
‘enlightened’ that they cannot understand the most ordinary emotions”. 

There is something very striking about his patriotism. It was laid out most obviously 
in his manifesto for a post-war revolution, The Lion and The Unicorn, but his love 
of England informs just about everything he wrote. It is there like a defiant bugle 
call rallying us to appreciate kippers, crumpets, marmalade and stilton cheese in In 
Defence of English Cooking. It is there like a comforting cup of tea in Decline of the 
English Murder. Both belong to a time when – seen from this distance – English life 
appears to have been more settled, less commercial, more neighbourly and less racked 
by uncertainty of purpose. You cannot read a piece like Bookshop Memories without 
immediately conjuring up the bad suits and rank smell of dead cigarettes. They could 
not have been written about any other country on earth. 

It is, of course, as a ‘’political’’ writer that he is now best-known. Sixty years after 
publication, Nineteen Eighty-Four remains the greatest fictional demolition of 
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totalitarianism, and any decently educated 12-year-old can explain what Animal Farm is 
about. But, in truth, there is almost none of his successful work, either fiction or non-
fiction, that is not political. His work is always about that basic question – why do we 
live like this? 

What marks it out from other political writing is not merely the quality of the prose, 
but its moral authority. Where does this come from? Would he have produced such 
luminescent work had he not had his first unsuitable job? If he had not suffered at the 
hands of oafs at his ghastly prep school? If he had not had the years of failure? I think 
the answer to all these questions is ‘’no”. 

But he also had the paradoxical good fortune to live in evil times. There could be no 
accommodation with fascism – it was either resistance or capitulation, and everything 
he wrote from the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War until his death was infused with 
the same urgent imperative to resist totalitarianism. Of course, some of it is absurdly 
overstated. Can he really have believed that “only revolution can save England, that has 
been obvious for years... I dare say the London gutters will have to run with blood,” in 
1940? But evil times force harsh judgments. 

Orwell could toss off sentences like that with greater authority than most because 
of the quality not merely of his writing but of his experience. When he spoke of life at 
the bottom of the heap he did so as someone who had lived as a scullion and a tramp. 
When he talked of war and death he did so as someone who had fought in war and 
seen people die. The experiences had translated a natural hatred of authority into a 
political manifesto of sorts. 

What Orwell’s experiences – both as figure of authority and as scullion – had given 
him was a lived understanding of the human condition. It was this grounding in reality 
that bestowed a more profound political instinct than would be available to some 
sloganeering zealot. He had acquired a capacity to empathise with the foot-soldiers 
of history, the put-upon people generally taken for granted, ignored or squashed by 
the great isms of one sort or another. It conferred upon him the remarkable ability to 
achieve what every journalist and essayist seeks. 

He could tell the truth.

Questions:

1. Note down ten impressive words from this article.

2. What message does Orwell’s essay on Shooting an Elephant contain?

3. What opinions did Orwell have about his country, England?
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4. List five experiences that Orwell had in his life.

5. Why does Jeremy Paxman think Orwell is such an important writer? Write a summary of at 
least 100 words.
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LESSON 5: GRAMMAR FOCUS

Read the following extract and then write it out correctly, eliminating all the spelling, 
punctuation and grammar errors.

Won nite, all the animals at mr jones Mannor Farm asemble in a barn to here Old 
Major, a pig, describe a dream he have about a world we’re all animals live free from 
the tyranny of there human masters. old Major dies soon after the meeting; but the 
animals inspired by his philosophy of Animalism plots a rebelion against Jones. Too pigs, 
snowball and Napoleon, proove them important figures and planers of these dangerous 
enterprise. When Jones forgets to feed The animals the resolution occurs and Jones and 
his men are chasing of the farm Manor Farm is renamed Animal Farm, and the Seven 
Commandment’s Of Animalism are panted on the barn wall
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HALF-TERM 5: MONOLOGUES

LESSON 1: WRITING A DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE

As you should already know, a dramatic monologue is a poem written in the form of a speech 
of an individual character; it compresses into a single vivid scene a narrative sense of the 
speaker’s history and psychological insight into his character. 

A poet will sometimes write in the voice of another person, such as in Simon Armitage’s poem 
‘Hitcher’, which is in the voice of someone who kills a hitchhiker.

Your task

Write a monologue from the point of view of either a celebrity / footballer / politician 
currently in the news or the hitchhiker in the poem. (It should be about 1 page long.)

 The dramatic monologue should be about the reason they are in the news (e.g. something 
good or bad that has happened to them) OR the hitchhiker’s feelings as he waits for someone 
to pick him up, then sits in the car with the man in the poem.

 Try and write the dramatic monologue as a poem.  It can be quite free-flowing like the 
‘Hitcher’ using lots of enjambment across lines and stanzas.  Use these questions to get 
started:

1. Who is speaking in your dramatic monologue?

A celebrity/footballer/politician in the news? The hitchhiker in the poem?

2. How is this person feeling?

Upset? Frustrated? Excited? Overjoyed? Angry? Bitter?

3. Why are they feeling like this?

4. What sort of language do you think this person would use?

Now write your monologue – aim to really sound like the person you have chosen!
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LESSON 2: READING COMPREHENSION

Today is the 150th anniversary of the death of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. In the early hours 
of June 29, 1861, she died in the arms of her husband, Robert, at Casa Guidi, their home in 
Florence. Although she had been in frail health for a long time, neither she nor her family 
had any idea the end was so near, but eventually her weak lungs failed and so, quietly and 
painlessly, her life, and with it a famous love story, came to an end.

Robert Browning was inconsolable in his grief. At Elizabeth’s funeral in Florence’s English 
cemetery two days later, he stood, tears streaming down his face, holding the hand of their 
young son, Pen, hardly aware of the small crowd of fellow mourners. 

He then insisted on returning to Casa Guidi, where, for the next fortnight, he lived alone 
among the possessions they had assembled in the previous 15 years - possessions which 
told the story of their marriage: the secret wedding in St Marylebone parish church, their 
elopement and hazardous journey to Italy, Elizabeth’s partial return to health and the poetry 
they had written in each other’s company. 

Their marriage, in spite of minor disagreements, had been perfect for them both. Elizabeth 
with her dying breath exclaimed: “My Robert, my heaven, my beloved.” 

She had much to thank him for. He had taken her from her overheated prison of a sickroom 
in Wimpole Street and given her new hope and a new life. In return she had given him a 
much-needed self-belief, and encouraged him to persevere with his poetry, which she greatly 
admired; she also helped him control his impetuous, excitable nature, which on several 
occasions before their marriage had got the better of him.

In some ways Robert never recovered from Elizabeth’s death, even though he lived for 
another 28 years. He dedicated his most famous poem, The Ring and the Book, to her 
memory, and subsequently there was always something missing in his life. He suffered from 
an emotional loneliness even when living an outwardly busy social life, and memories of 
Elizabeth forced themselves into his later poetry. 

He never remarried, and, once back in London, would always show visitors to his home 
examples of his wife’s delicate handwriting. In his desk he kept a stack of carte-de-visite 
photographs of Elizabeth, which he would distribute to friends and acquaintances.

With this knowledge, a few years ago I was at Casa Guidi talking to a group of Italian 
undergraduates about the Brownings when one asked me whether it was true, as she had 
been told by her English professor, that Robert had murdered Elizabeth. 

Robert Browning a murderer? The question was as unexpected as it was extraordinary. 

I set to work and soon came across a website which attempted to substantiate this claim. 
It seems a small group of English academics believe that the poet who had written My Last 
Duchess, in which a Renaissance Duke of Ferrara exacts revenge on a wife he believes to be 
unfaithful, was himself a killer.

Noting that Robert was in the habit of administering Elizabeth’s medicines himself, his 
accusers claim that towards the end of her life he increased the daily dosage of laudanum to 
a fatal level. 

“How important it would be to see the pharmacy prescriptions concerning EBB’s laudanum’s 
dosage,” wrote one of the academics, suggesting that Robert went well beyond the dosage 
recommended by her doctor. And it is true that towards the end of her life, her English doctor 
did prescribe stronger medication to alleviate Elizabeth’s symptoms of suffocation, irregular 
heart action and severe coughing fits.

But why would Robert want to kill the woman he loved? His motive, we are told, was a 
mixture of frustration and jealously - frustration because his wife’s illness was impeding his 
own creativity, and jealousy because her work was more successful than his. According to his 
modern accusers, Robert went beyond murder. After her death, he falsified Elizabeth’s age 
in the burial register, gave her a cheap funeral and failed to put her name and dates on her 
tomb.

If true, it is a damning indictment and one wonders why it has taken so long to surface, and 
how Robert disguised his murderous intent so successfully from his family and friends. Even 
so, let us examine the claims made by these amateur sleuths, and start with Elizabeth’s drug 
addiction.

Elizabeth was already addicted to opium or morphine when she met Robert Browning. “My 
opium comes in to keep the pulse from fluttering and fainting - to give the right composure 
and point of balance to the nervous system,” she reassured him during their courtship. But 
Robert disliked the practice. 

After their marriage he persuaded her to reduce the dose - so successfully that during her 
pregnancy she was able to do without opium altogether. Once Pen was born, she resumed 
the habit, much to Robert’s displeasure. 

The reason he kept watch over her dosage was to try to limit, rather than increase, her intake. 
Only too aware that some of her restlessness and insomnia were the result of withdrawal 
symptoms, he did his best, with the help of the doctor, to prevent her overdosing. 

The idea that he would deliberately harm her by grossly increasing the intake of the drug 
goes completely against his previous practice, as well as his known concern for her welfare. 

But is it possible that, frustrated by his wife’s long illness, he contrived a mercy killing that 
would enable him to restart his literary career and free himself from life as a carer? The 
answer is no.
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1. What do the following words mean? 

Inconsolable

Elopement

cHazardous, Persevere

Alleviate

Impetuous

Acquaintances

Substantiate

Administer

Insomnia

Contrive

2. Which four of the following statements are true? Underline the correct answers.

a) Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s funeral took place in Italy.

b) Robert and Elizabeth’s wedding had been a publicly celebrated occasion.

c) Before marrying Robert, Elizabeth spent time in a prison in Wimpole Street.

d) Robert lived for over 25 years after his wife’s death.

e) The poem My Last Duchess was about a nobleman who kills his wife.

f) Robert himself prescribed the drug laudanum to his wife to ease her pain.

g) Elizabeth was an opium addict.

h) The Brownings had a daughter called Pen.

3. Write a 150 word summary comparing the evidence that a) Robert Browning killed his wife 
and b) that he didn’t.
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LESSON 3: PERFORMING A MONOLOGUE

Prepare, rehearse, learn and perform the monologue from the selection your teacher has 
shown you.

LESSON 4:  CREATING YOUR OWN THEATRICAL MONOLOGUE

Answer the questions below and use your answers to inspire a 300 word theatrical 
monologue - which you’ll perform in class.

Planning Questions

• Is your character male or female?
• Are they quiet/shy or loud and confident?
• Are they funny/serious?
• How old is your character?
• What does your character like and dislike?
• What is their family history?
• Has there been any significant life event?
• Does this event/situation influence what they want to say? 
• What does your person/character think about themselves? 
• Is your character well liked or despised by others?
• Is your person/ character ‘talking’ to anyone in particular? If yes, who? 
• How would your person/character talk? 
• Do they have an accent?
• Do they talk very fast or really slowly?
• Do they have a catchphrase? 
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HALF-TERM 6: AUTOBIOGRAPHY

LESSON 1: POETRY ANALYSIS

Read the autobiographical poem below by Lawrence Ferlinghetti and answer the questions 
that follow.

I am leading a quiet life   
in Mike’s Place every day   
watching the champs 
of the Dante Billiard Parlor   
and the French pinball addicts.   
I am leading a quiet life   
on lower East Broadway.   
I am an American. 
I was an American boy. 
I read the American Boy Magazine   
and became a boy scout   
in the suburbs. 
I thought I was Tom Sawyer   
catching crayfish in the Bronx River 
and imagining the Mississippi.   
I had a baseball mit 
and an American Flyer bike. 
I delivered the Woman’s Home Companion   
at five in the afternoon 
or the Herald Trib 
at five in the morning. 
I still can hear the paper thump   
on lost porches. 
I had an unhappy childhood.   
I saw Lindbergh land. 
I looked homeward 
and saw no angel. 
I got caught stealing pencils 
from the Five and Ten Cent Store   
the same month I made Eagle Scout. 
I chopped trees for the CCC   
and sat on them. 
I landed in Normandy 
in a rowboat that turned over. 
I have seen the educated armies 
on the beach at Dover. 
I have seen Egyptian pilots in purple clouds   
shopkeepers rolling up their blinds   

at midday 
potato salad and dandelions 
at anarchist picnics. 
I am reading ‘Lorna Doone’ 
and a life of John Most 
terror of the industrialist 
a bomb on his desk at all times. 
I have seen the garbagemen parade   
in the Columbus Day Parade 
behind the glib 
farting trumpeters. 
I have not been out to the Cloisters   
in a long time 
nor to the Tuileries 
but I still keep thinking 
of going. 
I have seen the garbagemen parade   
when it was snowing. 
I have eaten hotdogs in ballparks. 
I have heard the Gettysburg Address   
and the Ginsberg Address. 
I like it here 
and I won’t go back 
where I came from. 
I too have ridden boxcars boxcars boxcars.   
I have travelled among unknown men.   
I have been in Asia 
with Noah in the Ark. 
I was in India 
when Rome was built. 
I have been in the Manger 
with an Ass. 
I have seen the Eternal Distributor   
from a White Hill 
in South San Francisco 
and the Laughing Woman at Loona Park   
outside the Fun House 
in a great rainstorm 
still laughing. 
I have heard the sound of revelry   
by night. 
I have wandered lonely 
as a crowd. 
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Questions:

1. What do we learn about the author?

2. Write a poem of your own, in the same style, about yourself. 



Page 76 of 92

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

ENGLISH YEAR 08
PREP BOOK 2019-20

Page 77 of 92

LESSON 2: ANGELA’S ASHES – FRANK MCCOURT 
My father and mother should have stayed in New York where they met and married and where 
I was born. Instead, they returned to Ireland when I was four, my brother, Malachy, three, the 
twins, Oliver and Eugene, barely one, and my sister, Margaret, dead and gone. 

When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived at all. It was, of course, a miserable 
childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worth your while. Worse than the ordinary miserable 
childhood is the miserable Irish childhood, and worse yet is the miserable Irish Catholic 
childhood. 

People everywhere brag and whimper about the woes of their early years, but nothing can 
compare with the Irish version: the poverty; the shiftless loquacious alcoholic father; the pious 
defeated mother moaning by the fire; pompous priests; bullying schoolmasters; the English and 
the terrible things they did to us for eight hundred long years. 

Above all-we were wet. 

Out in the Atlantic Ocean great sheets of rain gathered to drift slowly up the River Shannon 
and settle forever in Limerick. The rain dampened the city from the Feast of the Circumcision 
to New Year’s Eve. It created a cacophony of hacking coughs, bronchial rattles, asthmatic 
wheezes, consumptive croaks. It turned noses into fountains, lungs into bacterial sponges. It 
provoked cures galore; to ease the catarrh you boiled onions in milk blackened with pepper; for 
the congested passages you made a paste of boiled flour and nettles, wrapped it in a rag, and 
slapped it, sizzling, on the chest. 

From October to April the walls of Limerick glistened with the damp. Clothes never dried: tweed 
and woolen coats housed living things, sometimes sprouted mysterious vegetations. In pubs, 
steam rose from damp bodies and garments to be inhaled with cigarette and pipe smoke laced 
with the stale fumes of spilled stout and whiskey and tinged with the odor of piss wafting in 
from the outdoor jakes where many a man puked up his week’s wages. 

The rain drove us into the church-our refuge, our strength, our only dry place. At Mass, 
Benediction, novenas, we huddled in great damp clumps, dozing through priest drone, while 
steam rose again from our clothes to mingle with the sweetness of incense, flowers and 
candles. 

Limerick gained a reputation for piety, but we knew it was only the rain. 

My father, Malachy McCourt, was born on a farm in Toome, County Antrim. Like his father 
before, he grew up wild, in trouble with the English, or the Irish, or both. He fought with the Old 
IRA and for some desperate act he wound up a fugitive with a price on his head. When I was a 
child I would look at my father, the thinning hair, the collapsing teeth, and wonder why anyone 
would give money for a head like that. 

When I was thirteen my father’s mother told me a secret: as a wee lad your poor father was 
dropped on his head. It was an accident, he was never the same after, and you must remember 
that people dropped on their heads can be a bit peculiar.

Questions

1. Look up definitions for the following words: 

Loquacious

Pious

Pompous

Cacophony

2. Which of these statements are true, and which are false? Circle your choice.

The author was born in America.

True / False

He grew up as a Protestant.

True / False

England and Ireland have a shared history of friendship.

True / False

Limerick is a city next to the Atlantic Ocean.

True / False

The author’s father was in trouble with the law.

True / False

The weather in Ireland was variable.

True / False
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3. What were conditions like in Ireland when the author was growing up? 4) How does McCourt use language to make his childhood sound challenging? 
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LESSON 3: TOP 10 MEMOIRS AND AUTOBIOGRAPHIES 

Read through the following text and then answer the related questions.

1. The Book of My Life by Girolamo Cardano (1576)

Contrary to popular belief, memoirs weren’t invented in the mid-1990s. The genre is, of 
course, ancient - the Romans and Greeks wrote about their own lives; St. Augustine penned 
The Confessions, his full-length life story, at the turn of the 5th century. One of my personal 
favourites amongst the earlier works of autobiography is The Book of My Life, written in 
Renaissance Italy, by the polymath Girolamo Cardano. Each chapter describes a different 
aspect of Cardano’s life - his career and relationships; his appearance and temperament, not to 
mention difficulties with his sexual health. A classic of self-examination.

2. Harriette Wilson’s Memoirs by Harriette Wilson (1825)

Wilson was the most famous courtesan in Regency England - a mistress of aristocrats, 
politicians, poets, and military men alike. When she came to publish her memoirs in 1825, 
however, she was past her prime and losing her looks. In desperate need of money, Wilson 
posted letters to each of her ex-lovers demanding £200 or an annual pension if they wished to 
be omitted from her kiss-and-tell. The Duke of Wellington reportedly told her, “Publish and be 
damned!” (as a result, the Duke appears in her Memoirs portrayed as a dreadful bore with the 
looks of a “rat-catcher”). Wilson’s first line gives you a good idea of her seductively mischievous 
tone: “I shall not say why and how I became, at the age of fifteen, the mistress of the Earl of 
Craven...”

3. Autobiographical Fragment by Charles Dickens (1847)

I hadn’t known about this prior to my work on the anthology and so it was exciting to discover 
that Dickens had the original Dickensian childhood. This “autobiographical fragment” was 
included in John Forster’s 1872 biography of the great writer and although it’s only a few 
pages long, it’s a riveting and vivid depiction of 10-year-old Dickens after he was forced to 
leave school and work in a factory when his father landed in debtor’s prison. The details are 
grim - cruel factory masters, scuttling rats, abject hunger, a small boy’s loneliness. Dickens had 
planned to write a longer description but was so overcome by the anguish of remembering this 
period of his life that he couldn’t continue. Soon afterwards he began work on David Copperfield, 
where the factory of his youth is transformed into Murdstone and Grinby’s warehouse.

4. The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant by Margaret Oliphant (1899)

Oliphant was one of the most prolific and beloved novelists of the 19th century. Today, if she’s 
remembered at all, it’s usually as “Queen Victoria’s favourite novelist” which doesn’t seem like 
much of a recommendation. Her Autobiography, however, is unusually affecting. It was written 
as a private record over a period of 30 years, and was patched together by her descendents 
after her death in 1897. Even Virginia Woolf, who reviled Oliphant’s novels, described The 

Autobiography as a “most genuine and moving piece of work.” Each of Oliphant’s six children and 
her husband died before her - including two sons in infancy and two daughters in childhood. The 
book ends with the death of her last surviving child: “I have nobody to stand between me and 
roughest edge of grief,” she writes.

5. Father and Son by Edmund Gosse (1907)

A memoir about the relationship between the English writer Edmund Gosse and his father, the 
naturalist and evangelical Phillip Gosse. Although the events it recreates take place in the mid-
19th century, the book feels timeless. This is partly because it’s so poignant but also because 
the Gosses’ complex and conflicted relationship is so well rendered. In the course of the book 
we witness the young Gosse emerging as his own person, despite enormous pressure from 
his father to fit into a staunchly evangelical mould. Eventually Gosse Jr and Gosse Sr go their 
separate ways - a schism that’s ostensibly cause by their divergent views on Darwinism. 
Incredible to think such matters are still contentious in certain parts of the States.

6. My Childhood by Maxim Gorky (1913)

The first part of the Russian writer’s autobiographical trilogy, this is Gorky’s description of 
growing up poor in late 19th-century Russia - no fun by all accounts. Gorky’s picture of the 
punishing impoverishment of daily peasant life is brilliantly lucid. After his father dies, the four-
year-old Gorky goes with his mother to live with his appallingly cruel grandfather. Later, our hero 
is orphaned entirely and like a real-life Russian Huckleberry Finn, he sets out to make his way in 
the world, aged only 11. A masterpiece amongst “miserable childhood” memoirs.

7. If This Is A Man by Primo Levi (1947)

This is Levi’s legendary account of his year in Auschwitz when he was 25 years old. The book 
first appeared in 1947 and it remains the most profoundly civilised description of profoundly 
uncivilised events. What’s so extraordinary is Levi’s tone, which is never one of simple outrage, 
but instead springs from a kind of principled curiosity; the astonishment of the scientist 
confronted with wholly foreign phenomena. “How is this possible?” Levi seems to be always 
asking us. If This Is A Man can make for extremely disconcerting reading, not only because of 
the systematic cruelty of the Nazis it describes, but because Levi doesn’t let you dismiss the 
Holocaust as the work of monsters. This was the work of men.

8. Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited by Vladimir Nabokov (1966)

Speak, Memory - about Nabokov’s “lost” childhood in pre-Revolution Russia, and the early 
years of his post-Revolution peregrinations in Europe - is literary memoir at its finest. Nabokov 
weaves the stuff of memory into a luminous work of art, definitively upping the ante for memoir 
writers to come. While working on the anthology, I sought out his notes for a sequel to Speak, 
Memory (in the New York Public Library), which he began in the late 1960s but never finished 
or published. A single, immaculately fashioned paragraph from these notes is included in the 
anthology.
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9. The Perfect Stranger PJ Kavanagh (1966)

The English poet PJ Kavanagh called his 1966 memoir, “the story of a recognition and a rescue.” 
It’s a book that charts how one person can change another’s life completely. Kavanagh begins 
with his childhood, growing up in wartime Bristol, and follows the course of his youth through 
boarding school and the army, until he winds up at Oxford, a rather lost and disgruntled 
20-something. Here he meets a fellow student, Sally Phillips, the “perfect stranger” of the title, 
and they fall in love. What follows is a magical depiction of Sally, their short-lived happiness 
together, and the transformative effect she has on his existence.

10. Borrowed Finery by Paula Fox (2001)

My favourite memoir of recent times. Fox - the American novelist and children’s book author - 
wrote this story of her childhood in her late 70s and she’s a very good advertisement for waiting 
until old age to write about the past. Borrowed Finery is a model of exactitude and restraint, in 
which Fox manages to evoke her abandonment by her parents and a childhood spent in the care 
of a succession of strangers and relatives without a shred of self-pity. A second memoir, The 
Coldest Winter has just come out in the States and forms a kind of sequel. It’s just as good as its 
predecessor.

1. Find definitions to the following words used above (in bold and underlined). 

a) Polymath

b) Courtesan

c) Riveting

d) Reviled

e) Schism

f) Lucid

g) Systematic

h) Peregrinations

i) Disgruntled

j) Restraint

2. Use the clues below to name the writer from Eve Claxton’s Top 10. 

a) This writer survived a concentration camp.

b) This writer was loved by a monarch.

c) This writer lived during the Renaissance.

d) This writer attempted blackmail.

e) This writer experienced severe poverty.

f) This writer was abandoned by her parents.

g) This writer grew up in the southwest of England.
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h) This writer fell out with his father.

i) Thi writer worked in a factory as a child.

j) This writer left Russia after 1917.

LESSON 4: MY 70 YEAR-OLD SELF

Pretend that you are a 70-year-old version of yourself, looking back at a remarkable life. You 
could be anything – a ballerina, a gangster, an explorer, a cult leader, an inventor, a business 
tycoon, a hermit…Write the first three paragraphs of your autobiography. Try to make it 
surprising, by using a digression, or focussing in on a particular memory.

Aim to write at least 400 words. Remember to write out the title – whatever you’ve decided to 
call your autobiography – and date. Underline them. 

Here is an example of an opening to a (fictional) autobiography – Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 
Children. 

I was born in the city of Bombay … once upon a time. No, that won’t do, there’s no 
getting away from the date: I was born in Doctor Narlikar’s Nursing Home on August 
15th, 1947. And the time? The time matters, too. Well then: at night. No, it’s important 
to be more … On the stroke of midnight, as a matter of fact. Clockhands joined palms in 
respectful greeting as I came. Oh, spell it out, spell it out: at the precise instant of India’s 
arrival at independence, I tumbled forth into the world. There were gasps. And, outside 
my window, fireworks and crowds. A few seconds later, my father broke his big toe; but 
his accident was a mere trifle when set beside what had befallen me in that benighted 
moment, because thanks to the occult tyrannies of those blandly saluting clocks I had 
been mysteriously handcuffed to history, my destinies indissolubly chained to those of my 
country. For the next three decades, there was to be no escape.

Planning your autobiography opening

Title of your autobiography?

Who were you?

What was different about you?

Unforgettable opening line?

Subject of the first paragraph?

What are you going to reveal about your background?

How do the second and third paragraphs link with your first one?

What metaphors, allusions, similes, alliterations and other literary techniques are you going 
to use?

What final line will leave the reader wanting to read on?
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