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Simon Barnes is chief sportswriter for ‘The Times’ newspaper, but he is also a keen birdwatcher.  In the 
following extract from the first chapter of his book “How to be a bad birdwatcher”, he explains why 
he enjoys this pastime.


I am a Bad Birdwatcher.
On the other hand, and taking one thing with another, when it comes to enjoying birds I am world 
class.


Where shall I start? With the 1carmine bee-eaters of the Luangwa Valley in 2Zambia? With the 
1rhinoceros hornbill glimpsed through a gap in the rainforests of 2Borneo? Or with the 1crested 
oropendola seen from the press box at the Queen’s Park cricket ground in 2Trinidad?


No. Let’s start in Barnet, on the extreme edge of London. I used to live there. I was going into the 
centre of London to meet someone, perhaps even to do some work. I wasn’t looking for birds – I hadn’t 
even got binoculars – but I am always looking at them, you see. Not for reasons of science, or in hopes 
of a fabulous rarity, or to make careful observations of seasonal behaviour. Just because looking at birds 
is one of life’s greatest pleasures. Looking at birds is a key: it opens doors, and if you choose to go 
through them you find you enjoy life more and understand life better.


It was a nice day of early summer, so I thought I’d walk past the common, through the churchyard, 
to the train station rather than through the High Street to the tube. It turned out to be one of my better 
decisions.  There were lots (note scientific precision) of house martins whizzing round the church 
tower.


Perhaps you know all about house martins. Or perhaps you think they are swallows. No matter. They 
are jaunty and swallow-like and, if you are lucky, they nest under the eaves of your house and leave 
aromatic trails down the wall and bring joy to your heart on the rare day in spring when they return 
from their travels.


They are dapper little chaps, navy blue with white bums, and they are one of the sights and sounds of 
the English summer: doing things like whizzing round church steeples and catching flies in their beaks. 
Later in the season the young ones take up whizzing themselves, trying to get the hang of this flying 
business. I always imagine the martin mother saying: Well done, little one. You flew three times round 
the church tower. Now you’ve got another flight to try. 3Cape Town.


Where was I? Monken Hadley church, pausing on my journey to Oxford Street to spend a few 
moments gazing at the whirligig of martins. It was nothing special, nothing exceptional, and it was 
very good indeed. Note this: one of the great pleasures of birdwatching is the quiet enjoyment of the 
absolutely ordinary.
And then it happened. Bam!
Gone.
From the tail of my eye, I saw what I took to be a 4kestrel. I turned my head to watch it as it climbed, 
and I waited for it to go into its hover, according to time- honoured kestrel custom. But it did nothing of 
the kind. It turned itself into an anchor, or the Greek letter psi - Ψ. Or a thunderbolt.


No kestrel this: it crashed into the crowd of martins like the wrath of God, and almost as swiftly 
vanished. I think it got one, but I can’t swear to it, it was all so fast. What the heck was that?


It was a 5hobby – perhaps the most dashing falcon of them all: slim, elegant and deadly fast. Not rare 
as rare bird-addicts reckon things: they come to Britain in reason able numbers every summer to breed. 
The sight of a hobby makes no headlines in the birdwatching world. It was just a wonderful and wholly 
unexpected sight of a wonderful and wholly unexpected bird. It was a moment of perfect drama. Note 
this: one of the great pleasures of birdwatch ing is the moments of peak experience.


We humans tend to simultaneous and mutually exclusive desires: to be married, to be single; to be 
social, to be alone; to travel adventurously, to stay at home. Birdwatching embraces both halves of our 
natural desire for contradiction. It brings us enhanced enjoyment of the ordinary, the easy and the safe, 
and it brings us moments of high drama and gratification and dangerous delight.


Rather like life, really. And that is what bad bird watching is all about. Life, that is to say.







1 Carmine bee-eater, rhinoceros hornbill, crested oropendola are names of birds.
2 Zambia is in Southern Africa, Borneo is in Southeast Asia and Trinidad is a Caribbean island.
3 Cape Town is at the southern tip of South Africa, some 6000 miles from London. 
4 Kestrel is a type of falcon, a bird of prey.
5 Hobby is another type of falcon, a bird of prey.


(Source: adapted from Simon Barnes, How to be a bad birdwatcher, Short Books, 2004)
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*M25634A0216*

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 How to be a bad birdwatcher by Simon Barnes. How does the writer 
try to interest the reader in why he enjoys looking at birds? 

 You should write about:
 • how easy it is
 • the pleasures and rewards of looking at birds
 • the use of language, especially to create humour
 • the relationship between birdwatching and life.

 Support your answer with examples from the text.

 Write your answer to Section A here:

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

(Total for Section A: 25 marks for Reading)
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 (Section A continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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 (Section A continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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 (Section A continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

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. Drawing on your own knowledge and experience of an interest or leisure activity, what 
advice would you give to someone who wants to take it up?

OR

3. Some people think that teenagers should be made to do a year’s public service either in the 
army or helping in the community. A news website is conducting a public opinion survey 
and is asking the following question, 

 “Should teenagers do a year’s compulsory service for the country?”  

 Write your response, arguing either for or against this idea.

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:

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

(Total for Section B: 25 marks for Writing)
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 (Section B continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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 (Section B continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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 (Section B continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

TOTAL FOR SECTION B: 25 MARKS

Section B

(Total 25 marks)
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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. A newspaper magazine supplement invites contributions from its readers under the title 
“A Journey to Remember”.  

 Write an article about a memorable journey, analysing the reasons why it made a lasting 
impression on you.

 You can write about any kind of journey.

OR

5. Some people like to live in a town or a city, whereas others like to live in the 
countryside.

 Which would you prefer to live in, and why?

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:

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

(Total for Section C: 25 marks for Writing)
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 (Section C continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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 (Section C continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________
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 (Section C continued) _____________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

  _______________________________________________________________________

TOTAL FOR SECTION C: 25 MARKS

TOTAL FOR PAPER: 75 MARKS

END

Section C

(Total 25 marks)
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