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Specimen paper for entry into Year 12  
 

English 

 

Time allowed : 45 minutes 

Total Marks : 30 

 

Read the passage and answer the question which follows. 

Dictionaries may NOT be used. 
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Read the following passage, and answer the question which follows.  

You should spend up to 15 minutes reading and annotating the passage in order to 

prepare your response, and 30 minutes composing your answer. 

 

The following passage, written by George Orwell, depicts a hanging which he witnessed in Burma 

in 1931. Read the passage carefully and answer the question which follows. 

It was about forty yards to the gallows. I watched the bare brown back of the prisoner marching 

in front of me. He walked clumsily with his bound arms, but quite steadily, with that bobbing 

gait of the Indian who never straightens his knees. At each step his muscles slid neatly into place, 

the lock of hair on his scalp danced up and down, his feet printed themselves on the wet gravel. 

And once, in spite of the men who gripped him by each shoulder, he stepped slightly aside to 

avoid a puddle on the path. 

 

It is curious, but till that moment I had never realized what it means to destroy a healthy, 

conscious man. When I saw the prisoner step aside to avoid the puddle, I saw the mystery, the 

unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in full tide. This man was not dying, he 

was alive just as we were alive. All the organs of his body were working - bowels digesting food, 

skin renewing itself, nails growing, tissues forming - all toiling away in solemn foolery. His nails 

would still be growing when he stood on the drop, when he was falling through the air with a 

tenth of a second to live. His eyes saw the yellow gravel and the grey walls, and his brain still 

remembered, foresaw, reasoned - reasoned even about puddles. He and we were a party of men 

walking together, seeing, hearing, feeling, understanding the same world; and in two minutes, 

with a sudden snap, one of us would be gone - one mind less, one world less. 

 

The gallows stood in a small yard, separate from the main grounds of the prison, and overgrown 

with tall prickly weeds. It was a brick erection like three sides of a shed, with planking on top, 

and above that two beams and a crossbar with the rope dangling. The hangman, a grey-haired 

convict in the white uniform of the prison, was waiting beside his machine. He greeted us with a 

servile crouch as we entered. At a word from Francis the two warders, gripping the prisoner 

more closely than ever, half led, half pushed him to the gallows and helped him clumsily up the 

ladder. Then the hangman climbed up and fixed the rope round the prisoner's neck. 

 

We stood waiting, five yards away. The warders had formed in a rough circle round the gallows. 

And then, when the noose was fixed, the prisoner began crying out on his god. It was a high, 

reiterated cry of 'Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram!', not urgent and fearful like a prayer or a cry for help, 

but steady, rhythmical, almost like the tolling of a bell. The dog answered the sound with a 

whine. The hangman, still standing on the gallows, produced a small cotton bag like a flour bag 

and drew it down over the prisoner's face. But the sound, muffled by the cloth, still persisted, 

over and over again: 'Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram!' 
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The hangman climbed down and stood ready, holding the lever. Minutes seemed to pass. The 

steady, muffled crying from the prisoner went on and on, 'Ram! Ram! Ram!' never faltering for 

an instant. The superintendent, his head on his chest, was slowly poking the ground with his 

stick; perhaps he was counting the cries, allowing the prisoner a fixed number - fifty, perhaps, or 

a hundred. Everyone had changed colour. The Indians had gone grey like bad coffee, and one or 

two of the bayonets were wavering. We looked at the lashed, hooded man on the drop, and 

listened to his cries - each cry another second of life; the same thought was in all our minds: oh, 

kill him quickly, get it over, stop that abominable noise! 

 

Suddenly the superintendent made up his mind. Throwing up his head he made a swift motion 

with his stick. 'Chalo!' he shouted almost fiercely. 

 

There was a clanking noise, and then dead silence. The prisoner had vanished, and the rope was 

twisting on itself. I let go of the dog, and it galloped immediately to the back of the gallows; but 

when it got there it stopped short, barked, and then retreated into a corner of the yard, where it 

stood among the weeds, looking timorously out at us. We went round the gallows to inspect the 

prisoner's body. He was dangling with his toes pointed straight downwards, very slowly 

revolving, as dead as a stone. 

 

The superintendent reached out with his stick and poked the bare body; it oscillated, slightly. 

'He's all right,' said the superintendent. He backed out from under the gallows, and blew out a 

deep breath. The moody look had gone out of his face quite suddenly. He glanced at his wrist-

watch. 'Eight minutes past eight. Well, that's all for this morning, thank God.' 

 

The warders unfixed bayonets and marched away. The dog, sobered and conscious of having 

misbehaved itself, slipped after them. We walked out of the gallows yard, past the condemned 

cells with their waiting prisoners, into the big central yard of the prison. The convicts, under the 

command of warders armed with lathis, were already receiving their breakfast. They squatted in 

long rows, each man holding a tin pannikin, while two warders with buckets marched round 

ladling out rice; it seemed quite a homely, jolly scene, after the hanging. An enormous relief had 

come upon us now that the job was done. One felt an impulse to sing, to break into a run, to 

snigger. All at once everyone began chattering gaily. 

 

Glossary: 

chalo – ‘let’s go!’ (Hindi) 

lathi – a heavy pole or stick, used as a club by police 

pannikin – a small pan or metal cup 

 

TURN OVER FOR THE QUESTION 
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Answer the following question: 

 

‘What do you consider to be the attitude of this passage, and how does George 

Orwell manage to make this such a powerful story?’   (30 marks) 

 

In your answer you should consider: 

- The choice of language in the passage 

- The use of imagery and visual description in the passage 

- The writer’s purpose in developing the paragraphs and the passage as a whole 

- The use of characters in the passage 

- The use of rhetoric in the passage 

 

 

 

END OF PAPER 

 


