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Chris Stewart went to Morocco, in North Africa, to collect special garden seeds for a mail order company in 
England. A local family helped him. To show his appreciation he took them out for the day and organised a picnic, 
where he did the cooking. 
 
After a while we started dropping down a steep hill through open farming country and crossed a bridge 
over a raging river.  Then a couple of kilometres upriver we stopped and burst once more from the car. 
Spirits were high at the thought of the coming feast, and we strode gaily up the hill for our first glimpse 
of this supposedly magical picnic spot.
 Aït Oum er-Rbia was a truly extraordinary sight. There was a tall cliff of golden rock, a spectacular 
geological fault, and bursting forth from the foot of this cliff was not just a spring but a full-blown river. 
The clear, icy water leapt from a dozen caves and coursed swiftly down a steep slope, where it formed a 
fast river dotted with islands. Stairways had been cut into the cliffs; and little bridges of wood and stone 
constructed between the islands.


On each island and in shady clefts cut into the banks, teahouses had been built, using the materials that 
lay to hand: eucalyptus branches, string and wire, sacks and twigs for the roof. The floors were of beaten 
earth spread with rugs. Everywhere were families sitting in the shady teahouses, some idly trailing an 
arm in the racing water, others making tea on charcoal burners or preparing the picnic. The air inside 
was blessedly cool. Sweet smells rose from the cooking fires along with thin plumes of blue smoke. 
And, in spite of the tumult of the waters, there was the most glorious sense of peace.


 Perhaps this derived from the beauty of the spot, or from the natural unsophisticated ease with 
which these families were enjoying themselves – just the simple pleasure of being together in a place of 
dazzling and strange beauty. In part it came from the absence of anything packaged. Even the normally 
ubiquitous Coca-Cola sign was nowhere in evidence; there were no plastic chairs, tables or umbrellas 
emblazoned with global logos. This was a piece of our lovely planet just as it ought to be seen and 
enjoyed: no turnstiles, no advertising, no ¹muzak, no health and safety railings to stop you falling in.


 We negotiated a fee with the ragged old man who owned our particular tent-pavilion. A little too 
much, but I was past caring: I was ecstatic about this idyllic place where I was to cook a ²tagine for these 
gentle, generous people. The fee gave us the use of an island pavilion with a charcoal stove for the rest 
of the day.


 Like figures in a Chinese painting, we tripped across the bridges to reach our island. ³Aïsha and 
Latifa, concerned at first at the thought of me doing the cooking, began to relax when they saw how 
much I enjoyed preparing the tagine. I oiled the dish, added all the ingredients – as many of them as 
possible stuffed into the cavity of the accommodating fowl – put the conical lid on, and placed it on 
the cooker on the floor. Then I lay back to wait the hour and a half or so before it was ready. Aïsha had 
brought the camping gas stove and all the wherewithal for making tea, so soon we were contentedly 
sipping the sweet minty brew.


 We dozed and murmured contentedly, trailed fingers in the river, swatted flies and daydreamed – all 
those things you do on a hot summer afternoon in those bright haunted hours suspended somewhere 
between waking and sleep. And little by little the smell of chicken cooking with coriander and onions 
and garlic, gently gurgling in the oil over the charcoal embers, became more intense, until finally we 
could resist no longer and we fell upon it, all of us burning our fingers as we tore at the hot sweet flesh. 
Then we dozed some more, had another brew of tea and went to explore the cliffs and waterfalls.


 It was not until evening fell, and the air filled with bats and their peeping, that we packed up our 
stuff and piled again into that long-suffering car for the two-hour ride back to Azrou.







Glossary:
1muzak   continuous taped music played in some shops, supermarkets, restaurants etc
2tagine   Moroccan food; vegetables, fish and chicken cooked slowly in a special pot.
3Aïsha and Latifa   Aïsha is the mother and Latifa is one of her daughters.


(Source: Chris Stewart, The Almond Blossom Appreciation Society, Sort of Books, 2006)
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*N30945A0216*

SECTION A: UNPREPARED NON-FICTION

You must answer the question in this section.
You should spend about 40 minutes on this question.

1. Read the extract from The Almond Blossom Appreciation Society.

 How does the writer convey the special pleasures of the picnic at Aït Oum er-Rbia? 

 You should write about:

 • the setting, including the buildings
 • the atmosphere
 • the people, including the writer
 • the use of language.

 Support your answer with examples from the text.

(Total for Section A: 25 marks for Reading)

Write your answer to Section A here:
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TOTAL FOR SECTION A: 25 MARKS
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SECTION B: WRITING TO ARGUE, PERSUADE, ADVISE

There are two questions in this section. You should answer ONE of them.
You should spend about 40 minutes on this question.

2. In many situations people are judged by their appearance, including clothes, hairstyle and 
make-up. 

 Write an article, suitable for publication in a family magazine, persuading readers that it 
is wrong to judge only by appearance. 

OR

3. The Government has said that it is considering changing the age at which you can vote in  
elections from 18 to 16 and has asked for people’s views about this.

 Write a persuasive letter to the Prime Minister, arguing either for or against being able to 
vote in an election at 16.

(Total for Section B: 25 marks for Writing)

Indicate which question you are answering by marking the box (    ).
If you change your mind, put a line through the box (    ) and then indicate your new 

question with a cross (    ).

Chosen Question Number: Question 2 Question 3

Write your answer to Section B here:
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SECTION C: WRITING TO ANALYSE, REVIEW, COMMENT

There are two questions in this section. You should answer ONE of them.
You should spend about 40 minutes on this question.

4. What makes a perfect day out?

 Analyse and comment on those aspects which ensure perfection. 

OR

5. Write a detailed review of a book, film, gig or concert that you enjoyed.  

 Comment on it fully, covering its good and bad points.

(Total for Section C: 25 marks for Writing)

Indicate which question you are answering by marking the box (    ).
If you change your mind, put a line through the box (    ) and then indicate your new 

question with a cross (    ).

Chosen Question Number: Question 4 Question 5

Write your answer to Section C here:
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