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Bill Bryson grew up in the State of Iowa in America in the 1950s. In this passage he describes his first 
experience of a tornado, a very destructive whirlwind which follows a narrow track.


The greatest fury in Iowa is tornadoes. Tornadoes are not often seen because they tend to be fleeting and 
localized and often they come at night, so you lie in bed listening to a wild frenzy outside knowing that 
a tornado’s tail could dip down at any moment and blow you and your cosy tranquillity to pieces. Once 
my grandparents were in bed when they heard a great roaring, like a billion hornets as my grandfather 
described it, going right past their house. My grandfather got up and peered out the bedroom window, 
but he couldn’t see anything and went back to bed. Almost at once the noise receded.
In the morning, he stepped outside to fetch in the newspaper and was surprised to find his car standing in 
the open air. He was sure he had put it away as usual the night before. Then he realized he had put the car 
away, but the garage was gone. The car was standing on its concrete floor. It didn’t have a scratch on it. 
Nothing of the garage was ever seen again. Looking closer, he discovered a track of destruction running 
along one side of the house. A bed of shrubs that had stood against the house, in front of the bedroom 
window, had been obliterated utterly, and he realized that the blackness he had peered into the night 
before was a wall of tornado passing on the other side of the glass just an inch or two beyond his nose.
Just once I saw a tornado when I was growing up. It was moving across the distant horizon from right 
to left, like a killer apostrophe. It was about ten miles off and therefore comparatively safe. Even so it 
was unimaginably powerful. The sky everywhere was wildly, unnaturally dark and heavy and low, and 
every wisp of cloud in it, from every point in the compass, was being sucked into the central vortex1 as 
if being pulled into a black hole. It was like being present for the end of the world. The wind, steady and 
intense, felt oddly as if it was not pushing from behind, but pulling from the front, like the insistent draw 
of a magnet. You had to fight not to be pulled forward. All that energy was being focused on a single 
finger of whirring destruction. We didn’t know it at the time, but it was killing people as it went.
For a minute or two the tornado paused in its progress and seemed to stand on one spot.
‘That could mean it’s coming towards us,’ my father remarked to my grandfather.
I took this to mean that we would all now get in our cars and drive like hell in a contrary direction. That 
was the option I planned to vote for if anyone asked for a show of hands.
But my grandfather merely said, ‘Yup. Could be,’ and looked completely undisturbed.
‘Ever seen a tornado up close, Billy?’ my father said to me, smiling weirdly.
I stared at him in amazement. Of course not and I didn’t want to.
‘What do we do if it’s coming this way?’ I asked in a pained manner, knowing I was not going to enjoy 
the answer.
‘Well, that’s a good question, Billy, because it’s very easy to flee from one tornado and drive straight 
into another. Do you know, more people die trying to get out of the way of tornadoes than from any 
other cause?’ he turned to my grandfather. ‘Do you remember Bud and Mabel Weidermeyer?’
My grandfather nodded with a touch of vigour, as if to say, Who could forget it? ‘They should have 
known better than to try to outrun a tornado on foot,’ my grandfather said. ‘Especially with Bud’s 
wooden leg.’
‘Did they ever find that leg?’
‘Nope. Never found Mabel either. You know, I think it’s moving again.’
He indicated the tornado and we all watched closely. Almost at once the wind dropped. My father and 
grandfather went back in the house looking slightly disappointed.
The next day we drove over and had a look at where it had gone and there was devastation everywhere 
– trees and power lines down, barns blown to splinters, houses half vanished. Six people died in the 
neighbouring county. I expect none of them were worried about the tornado either.


1vortex the whirling centre of the tornado
(Source: Bill Bryson, The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid, Doubleday, 2006) 
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SECTION A: UNPREPARED NON-FICTION

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

1. How does the writer convey to the reader the extraordinary power and danger of 
tornadoes?

 You should write about:

	 •	 the features of tornadoes shown in his grandfather’s story of the tornado 
	 •	 his own experience of a tornado and reaction to it
	 • the contrast between his own response and that of his grandfather and father
	 • 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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(Section A continued)  ________________________________________________________
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(Section A continued)  ________________________________________________________
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TOTAL FOR SECTION A: 25 MARKS

Section 
A

(Total 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. “Climate change, including unusual weather patterns, is the biggest threat facing the world 
today. We ignore it at our peril.”

 “The debate about climate change is a lot of hot air. We need to spend our taxes on more 
important things like transport, hospitals and schools.”

 With which of these viewpoints do you agree and why?

OR

3. Write a letter of advice to a friend, who intends to travel, about personal safety.

 Your advice can refer to any kind of travel, either abroad or in Britain.

(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 B continued)  ________________________________________________________
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(Section B continued)  ________________________________________________________
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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. Write about a time when you were faced with something strange or unexpected. 

 Analyse your thoughts and feelings at the time, and comment on how you dealt with the 
situation.

OR

5. A magazine is running a series of articles on the topic of success. 

 Write a contribution to this series entitled “The Secrets of Success”, analysing what makes 
people succeed.  

(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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___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Turn over

M33820A_GCSE_English_Higher_June11   11 30/06/2008   10:03:29



Leave 
blank

12

*M33820A01216*

(Section C continued)  ________________________________________________________
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C

(Total 25 marks)
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