
SE C T IO N  A : R eading

You should  spend about 40  m inutes  on  th is section .

R ead the fo llow ing  p assage carefu lly and th en  answ er the questions w hich  follow  on  page 3.

Storm !

The w riter and  his crew  are sailing acro ss the Atlantic  O cean
in a sm all boat m ade out of lea ther pieces sew n together. In
this passage the boat m eets its firs t storm .

The seventh w ave is said to be the w orst, the one that does the
dam age in  the turm oil of an ocean  gale. C linging to the helm
of a sm all open  boat in the heaving w aters of a bad  Atlan tic
storm , one�s tem ptation to  count the w aves is irresistible.  The
m ind longs for anything that m ight im pose a pattern on the
jum ble of destruction  unfo lding each tim e the boat rises to the
crest o f a roller.  A  frigh ten ing  grey  v ista stretches endlessly
to the horizon , rank upon rank of m assive breaking w aves,
each  one capable of sw am ping, destroying or capsizing any
boat.  S o alw ays, at that b rief m om ent before the boat drops
into the next trough, the eye seeks to  pick  out the seventh

w aves, real o r im aginary, the m onsters lifting  their heads in m enace above their com panions, before
they  too  then sink dow n to  hide in  am bush .

O n that w ind-torn evening in  late M ay 1976, it seem ed to  m y tired  m ind that the w ave pattern w as
changing.  Instead  of the seventh  w aves, the sea appeared  to  be collecting  its  strength in random
groups of three.  The leading w ave of each group w ould  com e rolling dow n on us, steeper and
steeper by  the m om ent, un til it could  no longer support its  ow n m ass.  Its crest toppled  forw ard and
then  cam e sliding dow n the wave front in  a self-generated avalanche of foam  and released  energy.
W hen it s truck, the boat shuddered  and  faltered.  The helm  tw isted  savagely  in m y hand, then w ent
slack, and w e w ere picked  up bodily  and rushed  forw ard  in  the grip  of the white w ater.  In  that
dangerous incident the gale claw ed at us, s triv ing  to slew  the boat sideways so that she w ould  be
parallel to  the advancing  w ave crests.  Should that happen , w e w ere lost.  Then  the second or the
third  g reat w ave w ould sw eep over the vulnerable length  of the hull, and each  tim e I feared  it w ould
be the last w ave m y crew  and  I w ould  ever face.

M 21053A 2

5

10

15

20



N o one could  tell us how to steer our boat through the gale. N o boat qu ite like her had  been  afloat
for the last thousand years or so .  To  a casual observer our craft looked like a floating  banana: long
and slim  w ith  her tapering  bow  and  stern curved gently upw ard  in  an odd fashion.  Yet her m ost
extraordinary  feature w as only  apparent if one exam ined her closely: the boat w as m ade of leather.
H er hull w as nothing m ore than forty-n ine ox h ides stitched  together to form  a patchw ork quilt
stretched over a w ooden fram e.  It was this skin, only  a quarter of an inch th ick, flex ing  and shifting
as the boat m oved �  just like the skin  over a m an�s ribcage �  that now  stood betw een us and the fury  
of the A tlantic.  Watching the waves, I recalled the bleak warning of one of the w orld�s lead ing
authorities on  leather science before w e started  our voyage:
�O xhide,� he explained in  h is precise university  tone, �is very h igh  in pro tein.  It resem bles a piece
of steak, if you like.  It w ill decom pose in  the sam e w ay, either quick ly or s low ly, depending on
various factors such as the tem perature, how  w ell it has been tanned  to turn it in to leather, and the
am ount of stress im posed upon it. In tim e it w ill turn into  a nasty, ev il-sm elling  blob of jelly. Just
like a rotting piece of oxhide.�

The hull�s  tu rn ing  to jelly w as now  the least o f m y problem s.  T he gale w as show ing signs of getting
w orse; the w aves w ere increasing  in  size.  They w ere sm ashing into  us m ore v iolen tly; and if the
leather hu ll was not s trong  enough, the first result would  be w hen the thread holding the oxhides
together sim ply ripped  through the w eakened  hides like tearing  the perforations on  a cardboard
packet.  Then the oxhides w ould  peel aw ay like petals and the w ooden fram e underneath w ould
spring open  like a flow er in  a brief m om ent of d isintegration.  Privately, I doubted it w ould  ever
com e to  that. M uch m ore likely w as the possib ility of a capsize.  O ur boat had no  keel beneath her
to hold  her steady.  If one of the tum bling  w ave crests caught her wrong-footed , she w ould be sen t
sp inning  upside dow n and  her crew  tipped  into  the w ater, where there w as no  hope of rescue.

1. L ook again  at lines 25  to 33. W hat three com parisons does the w riter use to help the reader
understand  the boat�s appearance and construction?

(3)

2. In  your ow n w ord s explain w hy a leather boat is m ore at risk than  other boats.
(5)

3. H ow  does the w riter convey the v iolence and  power of the sea and the w eather throughout th is
passage?

Yo u should  refer closely  to  the passage to support your answ er. You m ay include brief quotations.
(12 )
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