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The paper consists of two questions (worth 60 marks and 40 marks).

You should spend at least 15 minutes reading, thinking and making notes
before writing.

Concise, clear well-written answers will gain the highest marks.



Read the two passages about Christmas - viewed from the perspective of
both children and adults - and then answer both questions.

Passage a) Thomas Hardy: ‘The Oxen’

Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock.
   ‘Now they are all on their knees,’

An elder said as we sat in a flock
   By the embers in hearthside ease.

We pictured the meek mild creatures where
   They dwelt in their strawy pen,

Nor did it occur to one of us there
   To doubt they were kneeling then.

So fair a fancy few would weave
   In these years! Yet, I feel,
If someone said on Christmas Eve,
   ‘Come; see the oxen kneel

In the lonely barton by yonder coomb
   Our childhood used to know,’
I should go with him in the gloom,
   Hoping it might be so.

fancy: idea
barton: farmyard
yonder: a place, over there
coomb: hollow or wooded valley



Passage b) George Mackay Brown: ‘The Lost Boy’

There was one light in the village on Christmas Eve; it came from Jock
Scabra’s cottage, and he was the awkwardest old man that had ever lived in
our village or in the island, or in the whole of Orkney.

I was feeling very wretched and very ill-natured myself that evening.  My
Aunty Belle had just been explaining to me after tea that Santa Claus, if he
did exist, was a spirit that moved people’s hearts to generosity and goodwill;
no more or less.

Gone was my fat apple-cheeked red-coated friend of the past ten winters.
Scattered were the reindeer, broken the sledge that had beaten such a
marvellous path through the constellations and the Merry Dancers, while all
the children of Orkney slept.  Those merry perilous descents down the lum,
Yule eve by Yule eve, with the sack of toys and books, games and chocolate
boxes, had never really taken place at all…  I looked over towards our
hearth, after my aunt had finished speaking: the magic had left it, it was only
a place of peat flames and peat smoke.

I can’t tell you how angry I was, the more I thought about it.  How deceitful,
how cruel, grown-ups were!  They had exiled my dear old friend, Santa
Claus, to oblivion.  The gifts I would find in my stocking next morning
would have issued from Aunty Belle’s ‘spirit of generosity’.  It was not the
same thing at all.  (Most of the year I saw little enough of that spirit of
generosity – at Halloween, for example, she had boxed my ears till I saw
stars that had never been in the sky, for stealing a few apples and nuts out of
the cupboard, before ‘dooking’ time.)

If there was a more ill-tempered person than my Aunty Belle in the village,
it was, as I said, old Jock Scabra, the fisherman with a silver ring in his ear
and a fierce one-eyed tom cat.

His house, alone in the village, was lit that night.  I saw it, from our own
front door, at eleven o’clock.

Aunty Belle’s piece of common sense had so angered me, that I was in a
state of rebellion and recklessness.  No, I would not sleep.  I would not even
stay in a house from which Santa had been banished.  I felt utterly betrayed
and bereaved.

When, about half past ten, I heard rending snores coming from Aunty
Belle’s bedroom, I got out of bed stealthily and put my cold clothes on, and



unlatched the front door and went outside.  The whole house had betrayed
me – well, I intended to be out of the treacherous house when the magic
hour of midnight struck.

The road through the village was deep in snow, dark except where under old
Scabra’s window the lamplight had stained it an orange colour.  The snow
shadows were blue under his walls.  The stars were like sharp nails.  Even
though I had wrapped my scarf twice round my neck, I shivered in the bitter
night.

Where could I go?  The light in the old villain’s window was entrancing – I
fluttered towards it like a moth.  How would such a sour old creature be
celebrating Christmas Eve?  Thinking black thoughts, beside his embers,
stroking his wicked one-eyed cat.

The snow crashed like thin fragile glass under my feet.

I stood at last outside the fisherman’s window.  I looked in.

What I saw was astonishing beyond ghosts or trows.

There was no crotchety old man inside, no one-eyed cat, no ingrained filth
and hung cobwebs.  The paraffin lamp threw a circle of soft light, and all
that was gathered inside that radiance was clean and pristine: the cups and
plates on the dresser, the clock, the ship-in-the-bottle and tea-caddies on the
mantelpiece, the framed picture of Queen Victoria on the wall, the blue
stones of the floor, the wood and straw of the fireside chair, the patchwork
quilt on the bed.

A boy I had never seen before was sitting at the table.  He might have been
about my own age, and his head was a mass of bronze ringlets.  On the table
in front of him were an apple, an orange, a little sailing ship crudely cut from
wood, with linen sails, probably cut from an old shirt.  The boy – whoever
he was – considered these objects with the utmost gravity.  Once he put out
his finger and touched the hull of the toy ship; as if it was so precious it had
to be treated with special delicacy, lest it broke like a soap-bubble. I couldn’t
see the boy’s face – only his bright hair, his lissom neck, and the gravity and
joy that informed all his gestures.  These were his meagre Christmas
presents; silently he rejoiced in them.

Beyond the circle of lamp-light, were there other dwellers in the house?
There may have been hidden breath in the darkened box bed in the corner.



I don’t know how long I stood in the bitter night outside.  My hands were
trembling.  I looked down at them – they were blue with cold.

Then, suddenly, for a second, the boy inside the house turned his face to the
window.  Perhaps he had heard the tiny splinterings of snow under my boots,
or my quickened heart-beats.

The face that looked at me was Jock Scabra’s, but Jock Scabra’s from far
back at the pure source of his life, sixty winters ago, before the ring was in
his ear and before bad temper and perversity had grained black lines and
furrows into his face.  It was as if a cloth had been taken to a tarnished web-
clogged mirror.

The boy turned back, smiling, to his Christmas hoard.

I turned and went home.  I lifted the latch quietly, not to awaken Aunty Belle
– for, if she knew what I had been up to that midnight, there would have
been little of her ‘spirit of generosity’ for me.  I crept, trembling, into bed.

When I woke up on Christmas morning, the ‘spirit of the season’ had loaded
my stocking and the chair beside the bed with boxes of sweets, a Guinness
Book of Records, a digital watch, a game of space wars, a cowboy hat, and a
50 pence piece.  Aunty Belle stood at my bedroom door, smiling.  And, ‘A
Merry Christmas,’ she said.

Breakfast over, I couldn’t wait to get back to the Scabra house.  The village
was taken over by children with apples, snowballs, laughter as bright as
bells.

I peered in at the window.  All was as it had been.  The piratical old man
sluiced the last of his breakfast tea down his throat from a cracked saucer.
He fell to picking his black-and-yellow teeth with a kipper-bone.  His house
was like a midden.

The one-eyed cat yawned wickedly beside the new flames in the hearth.

Orkney: a large island off N.E. Scotland
lum: chimney
Yule: Christmas
trow : a night fishing-boat
lissom: supple, lithe
midden: a dung-hill



Answer both questions. Do not spend more than one hour on Question 1
(including the reading time).

Remember, you will be rewarded for the accuracy of your spelling,
punctuation and grammar, as well as for the quality of your ideas.

Question One  - Essay

Compare and contrast these two extracts. You should consider the style in
which the extracts are written, their use of language and their content.

(60 marks)

Question Two  - Creative Writing

Write a prose passage in which you imagine a Christmas scene, in terms of
how it might be experienced by both a child and an adult.

(40 marks)


