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The best Christmas present 
in the world

1.

Before you read
There are some dates or periods of time in 
the history of the world that are so 
significant that everyone knows and 
remembers them. The story you will read 
mentions one such date and event: a war 
between the British and the Germans in 
1914. Can you guess which war it was?

Do you know which events the dates 
below refer to?  The answers are on page 23
(a) 4 July 1776            (b) 17 December 1903
(c) 6 August 1945     (d) 30 January 1948
(e) 12 April 1961       (f) 20 July 1969

Part one
I spotted it in a junk shop in Bridport, a 
roll-top desk. The man said it was early 
nineteenth century, and oak. I had 
wanted one, but they were far too 
expensive. This one was in a bad 
condition, the roll-top in several pieces, 
one leg clumsily mended, scorch marks 
all down one side. It was going for very 
little money. I thought I could restore it. 
It would be a risk, a challenge, but I had 
to have it. I paid the man and brought it 
back to my workroom at the back of the 
garage. I began work on it on Christmas 
Eve. I removed the roll-top completely 
and pulled out the drawers. The veneer 
had lifted almost everywhere — it looked 
like water damage to me. Both fire and 
water had clearly taken their toll on this 
desk. The last drawer was stuck fast. I 
tried all I could to ease it out gently. In 
the end I used brute force. I struck it 

sharply with the side of my fist and the 
drawer flew open to reveal a shallow 
space underneath, a secret drawer. There 
was something in there. I reached in and 
took out a small black tin box. 
Sello-taped to the top of it was a piece of 
lined note paper, and written on it in 
shaky handwriting: “Jim’s last letter, 
received January 25, 1915. To be buried 
with me when the time comes.” I knew as 
I did it that it was wrong of me to open 
the box, but curiosity got the better of my 
scruples. It usually does. Inside the box 
there was an envelope. The address read: 
“Mrs Jim Macpherson, 12 Copper 
Beeches, Bridport, Dorset.” I took out the 
letter and unfolded it. It was written in 
pencil and dated at the top 
— “December 26, 1914”.

spotted it: saw it; found it (informal)
scorch marks : burn marks 
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rwas going for : was selling for (informal)
estore : (here) repair
veneer : a thin layer of plastic ordecorative
wood on furniture of cheap wood
taken their toll on : damaged
stuck fast : shut tight 
scruples : feelings that make you hesitate to 
do something wrong

Comprehension Check

1. What did the author find in a junk 
shop? 
2. What did he find in a secret drawer? 
Who do you think had put it in there?

Part two
Dearest Connie,
I write to you in a much happier frame of 
mind because something wonderful has 
just happened that I must tell you about 
at once. We were all standing to in our 
trenches yesterday morning, Christmas 
morning. It was crisp and quiet all about, 
as beautiful a morning as I’ve ever seen, 
as cold and frosty as a Christmas 
morning should be. I should like to be 
able to tell you that we began it. But the 
truth, I’m ashamed to say, is that Fritz 
began it. First someone saw a white flag 
waving from the trenches opposite. Then 
they were calling out to us from across no 

man’s land, “Happy Christmas, Tommy! 
Happy Christmas!” When we had got 
over the surprise, some of us shouted 
back, “Same to you, Fritz! Same to you!” I 
thought that would be that. We all did. 
But then suddenly one of them was up 
there in his grey greatcoat and waving a 
white flag. “Don’t shoot, lads!” someone 
shouted. And no one did. Then there was 
another Fritz up on the parapet, and 
another. “Keep your heads down,” I told 
the men, “it’s a trick.” But it wasn’t. One 
of the Germans was waving a bottle 
above his head. “It is Christmas Day, 
Tommy. We have schnapps. We have 
sausage. We meet you? Yes?” By this time 
there were dozens of them walking 
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grey-coated men drifting back towards 
their trenches. That night, back in our 
dugouts, we heard them singing a carol, 
and singing it quite beautifully. It was 
Stille Nacht, Silent Night. Our boys gave 
them a rousing chorus of While 
Shepherds Watched. We exchanged 
carols for a while and then we all fell 
silent. We had had our time of peace and 
goodwill, a time I will treasure as long as I 
live. Dearest Connie, by Christmas time 
next year, this war will be nothing but a 
distant and terrible memory. I know from 
all that happened today how much both 
armies long for peace. We shall be 
together again soon, I’m sure of it. Your 
loving, Jim.

I folded the letter again and slipped it 
carefully back into its envelope. I kept 
awake all night. By morning I knew what 
I had to do. I drove into Bridport, just a 
few miles away. I asked a boy walking his 
dog where Copper Beeches was. House 
number 12 turned out to be nothing but 
a burned-out shell, the roof gaping, the 
windows boarded-up. I knocked at the 
house next door and asked if anyone 
knew the whereabouts of a Mrs 
Macpherson. Oh yes, said the old man in 
his slippers, he knew her well. A lovely 
old lady, he told me, a bit 
muddle-headed, but at her age she was 
entitled to be, wasn’t she? A hundred and 
one years old. She had been in the house 
when it caught fire. No one really knew 
how the fire had started, but it could well 
have been candles. 

4. Had Hans Wolf ever been to Dorset? 
Why did he say he knew it?
5. Do you think Jim Macpherson came 
back from the war? How do you know 
this?

Part three

Comprehension Check
1. Who had written the letter, to whom, 
and when?
2. Why was the letter written — what was 
the wonderful thing that had happened?
3. What jobs did Hans Wolf and Jim 
Macpherson have when they were not 
soldiers?

standing to: taking up positions
trenches: long deep ditches in the ground 
where soldiers hide from the enemy
Fritz: (here), a name for a German soldier 
(Fritz is a common German name)
Tommy: a common English name, used here 
to refer to British soldiers 
that would be that: that was all; that was the
end of the matter
schnapps (pronounced, sh-naps): a German
drink made from grain
cello: a musical instrument like a large violin
marzipan: a sweet covering on a cake made
from sugar, eggs and almonds
dugout: a shelter for soldiers made by digging
a hole in the ground and covering it

13The best Christmas present in the world

She used candles rather than electricity, 
because she always thought electricity 
was too expensive. The fireman had got 
her out just in time. She was in a nursing 
home now, he told me, Burlington 
House, on the Dorchester road, on the 
other side of town. I found Burlington 
House Nursing Home easily enough. 
There were paper chains up in the 
hallway and a lighted Christmas tree 
stood in the corner with a lopsided angel 
on top. I said I was a friend who came to 
visit Mrs Macpherson to bring her a 
Christmas present. I could see through 
into the dining room where everyone was 
wearing a paper hat and singing. The 
matron had a hat on too and seemed 
happy enough to see me. She even o�ered 
me a mince pie. She walked me along the 
corridor. “Mrs Macpherson is not in with 
the others,” she told me. “She’s rather 
confused today so we thought it best if 
she had a good rest. She has no family 
you know, no one visits. So I’m sure she’ll 
be only too pleased to see you.” She took 
me into a conservatory with wicker 
chairs and potted plants all around and 
left me. The old lady was sitting in a 
wheelchair, her hands folded in her lap. 
She had silver white hair pinned into a 
wispy bun. She was gazing out at the 
garden. “Hello,” I said. She turned and 
looked up at me vacantly. “Happy 
Christmas, Connie,” I went on. “I found 
this. I think it’s yours.” As I was speaking 
her eyes never left my face. I opened the 
tin box and gave it to her. That was the 
moment her eyes lit up with recognition 
and her face became su�used with a 
sudden glow of happiness. I explained 
about the desk, about how I had found it, 
but I don't think she was listening.  For a 
while she said nothing, but stroked the 

letter tenderly with her fingertips. 
Suddenly she reached out and took my 
hand. Her eyes were filled with tears. 
“You told me you’d come home by 
Christmas, dearest,” she said. “And here 
you are, the best Christmas present in the 
world. Come closer, Jim dear, sit down.” I 
sat down beside her, and she kissed my 
cheek. “I read your letter so often Jim, 
every day. I wanted to hear your voice in 
my head. It always made me feel you were 
with me. And now you are. Now you’re 
back you can read it to me yourself. 
Would you do that for me, Jim dear? I just 
want to hear your voice again. I’d love 
that so much. And then perhaps we’ll 
have some tea. I’ve made you a nice 
Christmas cake, marzipan all around. I 
know how much you love marzipan.” 

Comprehension Check
1. Who did Connie Macpherson think 
her visitor was?
2. Which sentence in the text shows that 
the visitor did not try to hide his 
identity?

burned out : destroyed by fire
boarded-up : covered with wooden boards
muddleheaded : confused
lit up: became bright with happiness,
excitement
su�used with : (glow of happiness) spread 
all over her face

So, ................... completed the
learning part. Do you think they 
remember any of it?

Ofcourse! You just see 
how they solve the
questions like a pro
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A man got on the train and sat down. The 
compartment was empty except for one 
lady. She took her gloves o�. A few hours 
later the police arrested the man. They 
held him for 24 hours and then freed 
him. 

Now look at these sentences. 
The veneer had lifted almost everywhere. 
Both fire and water had taken their toll 
on this desk. 

Notice the verb forms had lifted, had 
taken (their toll). 
The author found and bought the desk in 
the past. The desk was damaged before 
the author found it and bought it. Fire 
and water had damaged the desk before 
the author found it and bought it. 

   Working with the text
    (understanding, knowledge, analysis)

1. For how long do you think Connie had 
kept Jim’s letter? 
Give reasons for your answer.
2. Why do you think the desk had been 
sold, and when?
3. Why do Jim and Hans think that 
games or sports are good ways of 
resolving conflicts? Do you agree?
4. Do you think the soldiers of the two 
armies are like each other, or di�erent 
from each other? Find evidence from the 
story to support your answer.
5. Mention the various ways in which the 
British and the German soldiers become 
friends and find things in common at 
Christmas.
6. What is Connie’s Christmas present? 
Why is it “the best Christmas present in 
the world”?
7. Do you think the title of this story is 
suitable for it? Can you think of any 
other title(s)?

   Working with the Language
    (skills, interpretation, practise)

1. Look at these sentences from the story.
‘I spotted it in a junk shop in Bridport... 
The man said it was made in the early 
nineteenth century… This one was in a 
bad condition… ’ 

The italicised verbs are in the past tense. 
They tell us what happened in the past, 
before now.
(i) Read the passage below and underline 
the verbs in the past tense.

We use verb forms like had damaged 
for an event in the ‘earlier past’. If there 
are two events in the past, we use the 
‘had…’ form for  the event that 
occurred first in the past. 

We also use the past perfect tense to 
show that something was wished for, 
or expected before a particular time in 
the past. For example, I had always 
wanted one…

Discuss with your partner the 
di�erence in meaning in the
sentences below.
1.  When I reached the station, the 
train left.
2.  When I reached the station, the 
train had left.
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(ii) Fill in the blanks using the correct 
form of the verbs in brackets.
My little sister is very naughty. When she 
__________ (come) back from school 
yesterday, she had __________ (tear) her 
dress. We __________ (ask) her how it had 
__________ (happen). She __________ 
(say) she __________ __________ (have, 
quarrel) with a boy. She __________ 
__________ (have, beat) him in a race and 
he __________ __________ (have, try) to 
push her. She __________ __________ 
(have, tell) the teacher and so he 
__________ __________ (have, chase) her, 
and she __________ __________ (have, fall) 
down and __________ __________ (have, 
tear) her dress.

(iii) Underline the verbs and arrange 
them in two columns, Past and Earlier 
past.
(a) My friends set out to see the caves in 
the next town, but I stayed at home, 
because I had seen them already.
(b) When they arrived at the station, 
their train had left. They came back 
home, but by that time I had gone out to 
see a movie!
(c) So they sat outside and ate the lunch I 
had packed for them.
(d) By the time I returned, they had fallen 
asleep!

2.  Dictionary work
By the end of the journey, we had run out 
of drinking water. 

Look at the verb run out of in this 
sentence. It is a phrasal verb: it has two 
parts, a verb and a preposition or an 
adverb. Phrasal verbs often have 
meanings that are di�erent from the 
meanings of their parts. 
Find these phrasal verbs in the story. 
Write down the sentences in which they 
occur. Consult a dictionary and write 
down the meaning that you think 
matches the meaning of the phrasal verb 
in the sentence.
burn out, light up, look on, run out, 
keep out

3. Noun phrase
Read the following sentence.
I took out a small black tin box.

The phrase in italics is a noun phrase.

It has the noun — box — as the head 
word, and three adjectives preceding it.

Notice the order in which the 
adjectives occur — size (small), colour
(black) and material (tin) of which it 
is made.

We rarely use more than four adjectives 
before a noun and there is no rigid 
order in which they are used, though 
there is a preferred order of 
modifiers/adjectives in a noun phrase, 
as given below.

Past Earlier past
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(ii) Fill in the blanks using the correct 
form of the verbs in brackets.
My little sister is very naughty. When she 
__________ (come) back from school 
yesterday, she had __________ (tear) her 
dress. We __________ (ask) her how it had 
__________ (happen). She __________ 
(say) she __________ __________ (have, 
quarrel) with a boy. She __________ 
__________ (have, beat) him in a race and 
he __________ __________ (have, try) to 
push her. She __________ __________ 
(have, tell) the teacher and so he 
__________ __________ (have, chase) her, 
and she __________ __________ (have, fall) 
down and __________ __________ (have, 
tear) her dress.

(iii) Underline the verbs and arrange 
them in two columns, Past and Earlier 
past.
(a) My friends set out to see the caves in 
the next town, but I stayed at home, 
because I had seen them already.
(b) When they arrived at the station, 
their train had left. They came back 
home, but by that time I had gone out to 
see a movie!
(c) So they sat outside and ate the lunch I 
had packed for them.
(d) By the time I returned, they had fallen 
asleep!

4. The table below contains a list of 
nouns and some adjectives. Use as many 
adjectives as you can to describe each 
noun. You might come up with some 
funny descriptions!

Nouns : elephant, face, building, water
Adjective : circular, striped, enormous, 
multicoloured, round, cheerful, wild, 
blue, red, chubby, large, medium-sized, 
cold etc. 

     Speaking
    (skills, practise, presentation, listening)

1. In groups discuss whether wars are a 
good way to end conflicts between 
countries. Then present your arguments 
to the whole class.
2. What kind of presents do you like and 
why? What are the things you keep in 
mind when you buy presents for others? 
Discuss with your partner.
(For example, you might buy a book 
because it can be read and re-read
over a period of time.)

Determiner Modifier 1 Modifier 2 Modifier 3 Modifier 4 Head word

opinions, 
feeling

size, 
shape, 
age

colour material

a/an//the nice, 
lazy, 
beautiful

tall, 
round, 
old, 
young

Red, 
white, 
light, 
dark

Silk, 
cotton, 
wollen

woman/
man, 
table/
chair
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     Writing
    (imagination, practise, skill, delivery)

1. Imagine that you are Jim. You have 
returned to your town after the war. In 
your diary record how you feel about the 
changes you see and the events that 
occur in your town. You could begin like 
this - 
25 December, 1919
It’s Christmas today, but the town looks…..
Or
Suppose you are the visitor. You are in a 
dilemma. You don't know whether to 
disclose your identity and disappoint the 
old lady or let her believe that her dear 
Jim has come back. Write a letter to a 
friend highlighting your anxiety, fears 
and feelings.

2. Given below is the outline of a story. 
Construct the story using the outline. 
A young, newly married doctor 
_______________ freedom fighter 
_______________ exiled to the Andaman 
and Nicobar Islands by the British 
_______________ infamous Cellular Jail 
_______________ prisoners tortured 
_______________ revolt by inmates 
_______________ doctor hanged 
_______________ wife waits for his return 
_______________ becomes old 
_______________ continues to wait with 
hope and faith.

This book is to be neither an 
accusation nor a confession, 
and least of all an 
adventure, for death is not 
an adventure to those who 
stand face to face with it. It 
will try simply to tell of a 
generation of men who, 
even though they may have 
escaped shells, were 
destroyed by the war.
— Erich Maria Remarque, 
author of All Quiet on the 
Western Front

“War is the greatest plague 
that can a�ict humanity; 
it destroys religion, it 
destroys states, it destroys 
families.”
— Martin Luther (10 
November 1483 - 18 
February 1546)
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The best Christmas present 
in the world

1.

Before you read
There are some dates or periods of time in 
the history of the world that are so 
significant that everyone knows and 
remembers them. The story you will read 
mentions one such date and event: a war 
between the British and the Germans in 
1914. Can you guess which war it was?

Do you know which events the dates 
below refer to?  The answers are on page 23
(a) 4 July 1776            (b) 17 December 1903
(c) 6 August 1945     (d) 30 January 1948
(e) 12 April 1961       (f) 20 July 1969

Part one
I spotted it in a junk shop in Bridport, a 
roll-top desk. The man said it was early 
nineteenth century, and oak. I had 
wanted one, but they were far too 
expensive. This one was in a bad 
condition, the roll-top in several pieces, 
one leg clumsily mended, scorch marks 
all down one side. It was going for very 
little money. I thought I could restore it. 
It would be a risk, a challenge, but I had 
to have it. I paid the man and brought it 
back to my workroom at the back of the 
garage. I began work on it on Christmas 
Eve. I removed the roll-top completely 
and pulled out the drawers. The veneer 
had lifted almost everywhere — it looked 
like water damage to me. Both fire and 
water had clearly taken their toll on this 
desk. The last drawer was stuck fast. I 
tried all I could to ease it out gently. In 
the end I used brute force. I struck it 

sharply with the side of my fist and the 
drawer flew open to reveal a shallow 
space underneath, a secret drawer. There 
was something in there. I reached in and 
took out a small black tin box. 
Sello-taped to the top of it was a piece of 
lined note paper, and written on it in 
shaky handwriting: “Jim’s last letter, 
received January 25, 1915. To be buried 
with me when the time comes.” I knew as 
I did it that it was wrong of me to open 
the box, but curiosity got the better of my 
scruples. It usually does. Inside the box 
there was an envelope. The address read: 
“Mrs Jim Macpherson, 12 Copper 
Beeches, Bridport, Dorset.” I took out the 
letter and unfolded it. It was written in 
pencil and dated at the top 
— “December 26, 1914”.

spotted it: saw it; found it (informal)
scorch marks : burn marks 
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Stone serif

I spotted it in a junk shop in Bridport, a roll-top 
desk. The man said it was early nineteenth 
century, and oak. I had wanted one, but they 
were far too expensive. This one was in a bad 
condition, the roll-top in several pieces, one leg 
clumsily mended, scorch marks all down one 
side. It was going for very little money. I 
thought I could restore it. It would be a risk, a 
challenge, but I had to have it. I paid the man 
and brought it back to my workroom at the 
back of the garage. I began work on it on 
Christmas Eve. I removed the roll-top 
completely and pulled out the drawers..

Bookman

I spotted it in a junk shop in Bridport, a 
roll-top desk. The man said it was early 
nineteenth century, and oak. I had wanted 
one, but they were far too expensive. This 
one was in a bad condition, the roll-top in 
several pieces, one leg clumsily mended, 
scorch marks all down one side. It was going 
for very little money. I thought I could 
restore it. It would be a risk, a challenge, 
but I had to have it. I paid the man and 
brought it back to my workroom at the back 
of the garage. I began work on it on 
Christmas Eve. I removed the roll-top 
completely and pulled out the drawers.
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underneath, a secret drawer. There was something in 
there. I reached in and took out a small black tin box. 
Sello-taped to the top of it was a piece of lined note 
paper, and written on it in shaky handwriting: “Jim’s 
last letter, received January 25, 1915. To be buried with 
me when the time comes.” 

I knew as I did it that it was wrong of me to open the 
box, but curiosity got the better of my scruples. It 
usually does. Inside the box there was an envelope. The 
address read: “Mrs Jim Macpherson, 12 Copper Beeches, 
Bridport, Dorset.” I took out the letter and unfolded it. It 
was written in pencil and dated at the top 

— “December 26, 1914”.

scruples : feelings that make you 
hesitate to do something wrong

Glossary

standing to: taking up positions
trenches: long deep ditches in 
the ground where soldiers hide 
from the enemy
Fritz: (here), a name for a 
German soldier  (Fritz is a 
common German name)

Glossary

      Comprehension Check

1. What did the author find in a junk shop? 
2. What did he find in a secret drawer? 
     Who do you think had put it in there?
#easy  #warmup  #attention  

Part two

Dearest Connie,
I write to you in a much happier frame of mind because 
something wonderful has just happened that I must tell 
you about at once. We were all standing to in our 
trenches yesterday morning, Christmas morning. It was 
crisp and quiet all about, as beautiful a morning as I’ve 
ever seen, as cold and frosty as a Christmas morning 
should be. I should like to be able to tell you that we 
began it. But the truth, I’m ashamed to say, is that Fritz 
began it. First someone saw a white flag waving from the 
trenches opposite. Then they were calling out to us from 
across no man’s land, “Happy Christmas, Tommy! 
Happy Christmas!” When we had got over the surprise, 
some of us shouted back, “Same to you, Fritz! Same to 
you!” I thought that would be that. We all did. But then 
suddenly one of them was up there in his grey greatcoat 

There are some dates or 
periods of time in the 
history of the world that 
are so significant that 
everyone knows and 
remembers them. 
The story you will read 
mentions one such date 
and event: a war between 
the British and the 
Germans in 1914. 
Can you guess which war 
it was?

Do you know which 
events the dates below 
refer to?

(a) 4 July 1776 
(b) 17 December 1903
(c) 6 August 1945 
(d) 30 January 1948
(e) 12 April 1961 
(f) 20 July 1969

Before you read

(Answers are on page 23)

#remember  #knowledge

Part A - Comprehension
“The Best Christmas Present in the World”

Part 1

I spotted it in a junk shop in Bridport, a roll-top desk. 
The man said it was early nineteenth century, and oak. 
I had wanted one, but they were far too expensive. This 
one was in a bad condition, the roll-top in several 
pieces, one leg clumsily mended, scorch marks all down 
one side. It was going for very little money. I thought I 
could restore it. It would be a risk, a challenge, but I had 
to have it. I paid the man and brought it back to my 
workroom at the back of the garage. 

I began work on it on Christmas Eve. I removed the 
roll-top completely and pulled out the drawers. The 
veneer had lifted almost everywhere — it looked like 
water damage to me. Both fire and water had clearly 
taken their toll on this desk. The last drawer was stuck 
fast. I tried all I could to ease it out gently. In the end I 
used brute force. I struck it sharply with the side of my 
fist and the drawer flew open to reveal a shallow space 

spotted it: saw it; found it 
(informal)
scorch marks : burn marks 
rwas going for : was selling for 
(informal)
estore : (here) repair
veneer : a thin layer of plastic 
ordecorative
wood on furniture of cheap 
wood
taken their toll on : damaged
stuck fast : shut tight  

Glossary

09 10The best Christmas present in the world
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marzipan: a sweet covering on 
a cake made from sugar, eggs 
and almonds

Glossary

And we talked, Connie, how we talked. He spoke almost 
perfect English. But it turned out that he had never set 
foot in Dorset, never even been to England. He had 
learned all he knew of England from school, and from 
reading books in English. His favourite writer was 
Thomas Hardy, his favourite book Far from the Madding 
Crowd. So out there in no man’s land we talked of 
Bathsheba and Gabriel Oak and Sergeant Troy and 
Dorset. He had a wife and one son, born just six 
months ago. 

As I looked about me there were huddles of khaki and 
grey everywhere, all over no man’s land, smoking, 
laughing, talking, drinking, eating. Hans Wolf and I 
shared what was left of your wonderful Christmas cake, 
Connie. He thought the marzipan was the best he had 
ever tasted. I agreed. We agreed about everything, and 
he was my enemy. 

There never was a Christmas party like it, Connie. Then 
someone, I don’t know who, brought out a football. 
Greatcoats were dumped in piles to make goalposts, and 
the next thing we knew it was Tommy against Fritz out 
in the middle of no man’s land. Hans Wolf and I looked 
on and cheered, clapping our hands and stamping our 
feet, to keep out the cold as much as anything. There 
was a moment when I noticed our breaths mingling in 
the air between us. 

He saw it too and smiled. “Jim Macpherson,” he said 
after a while, “I think this is how we should resolve this 
war. A football match. No one dies in a football match. 
No children are orphaned. No wives become widows.” 
“I’d prefer cricket,” I told him. “Then we Tommies could 
be sure of winning, probably.” We laughed at that, and 
together we watched the game. Sad to say, Connie, Fritz 
won, two goals to one. But as Hans Wolf generously said, 
our goal was wider than theirs, so it wasn’t quite fair.

The time came, and all too soon, when the game was 
finished, the schnapps and the rum and the sausage had 
long since run out, and we knew it was all over. I wished 

and waving a white flag. “Don’t shoot, lads!” someone 
shouted. And no one did. Then there was another Fritz 
up on the parapet, and another. “Keep your heads 
down,” I told the men, “it’s a trick.” But it wasn’t. One of 
the Germans was waving a bottle above his head. “It is 
Christmas Day, Tommy. We have schnapps. We have 
sausage. We meet you? Yes?” By this time there were 
dozens of them walking towards us across no man’s 
land and not a rifle between them. 

Little Private Morris was the first up. “Come on, boys. 
What are we waiting for?” And then there was no 
stopping them. I was the o�cer. I should have stopped 
them there and then, I suppose, but the truth is that it 
never even occurred to me I should. All along their line 
and ours I could see men walking slowly towards one 
another, grey coats, khaki coats meeting in the middle. 
And I was one of them. I was part of this. In the middle 
of the war we were making peace. 

You cannot imagine, dearest Connie, my feelings as I 
looked into the eyes of the Fritz o�cer, who approached 
me, hand outstretched. “Hans Wolf,” he said, gripping 
my hand warmly and holding it. “I am from Dusseldorf. 
I play the cello in the orchestra. Happy Christmas.” 
“Captain Jim Macpherson,” I replied. “And a Happy 
Christmas to you too. I’m a school teacher from Dorset, 
in the west of England.” “Ah, Dorset,” he smiled. “I 
know this place. I know it very well.” We shared my rum 
ration and his excellent sausage. 

Tommy: a common English 
name, used here 
to refer to British soldiers
that would be that: that was all; 
that was the
end of the matter
schnapps (pronounced, 
sh-naps): a German
drink made from grain
cello: a musical instrument like 
a large violin 

Glossary

09 10The best Christmas present in the world
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religion. Therefore, the tyranny of the majority and the 
violation of Fundamental Rights that can result is one 
reason why it is important to separate the State and 
religion in democratic societies.
Another reason that it is important to separate religion 
from the State in democratic societies is because we also 
need to protect the freedom of individuals to exit from 
their religion, embrace another religion or have the 
freedom to interpret religious teachings di�erently. To 
understand this point better, let us take the practice of 
untouchability. 

You might feel that you dislike this practice within 
Hinduism and therefore, you want to try and reform it. 
However, if State power were in the hands of those 
Hindus who support untouchability, then do you think 
that you would have an easy task to try and change this? 
Even if you were part of the dominant religious group,      
you might face a lot of resistance from fellow members 
of your community. These members who have control 
of State power might say that there is only one 
interpretation of Hinduism and that you do not have 
the freedom to interpret this di�erently.

Discuss in class: Can there 
be di�erent views within 
the same religion?

Activity

Pinky, VI G, Sarvodaya 
Kamya Vidyalaya, Delhi.

Freedom to interpret: The 
independence that all persons 
shall have to understand things 
in their own way. In the context 
of this chapter, it refers to a 
person’s liberty to develop their 
own understanding and 
meaning of the religion they 
practise.

Glossary

09

What is Indian Secularism?

The Indian Constitution mandates that the Indian State 
be secular. According to the Constitution, only a secular 
State can realise its objectives to ensure the following:
1. That one religious community does another. 
2. That some members do not dominate other members 
of the same religious community.
3. That the State does not enforce any particular religion 
nor take away the religious freedom of individuals.

The Indian State works in various ways to prevent the 
above domination. First, it uses a strategy of distancing 
itself from religion. The Indian State is not ruled by a 
religious group and nor does it support any one religion. 
In India, government spaces like law courts, police 
stations, government schools and o�ces are not 
supposed to display or promote any one religion.

In a government school in Seemapur, 
students want to celebrate a religious festival. 

10The best Christmas present in the world
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The “Blue Rebellion” and After 

In March 1859 thousands of ryots in Bengal refused to 
grow indigo. As the rebellion spread, ryots refused to pay 
rents to the planters, and attacked indigo factories 
armed with swords and spears, bows and arrows. 
Women turned up to fight with pots, pans and kitchen 
implements.

Those who worked for the planters were socially 
boycotted, and the gomasthas – agents of planters – who 
came to collect rent were beaten up. Ryots swore they 
would no longer take advances to sow indigo nor be 
bullied by the planters’ lathiyals – the lathi-wielding 
strongmen maintained by the planters. 

Why did the indigo peasants decide that they would no 
longer remain silent? What gave them the power to 
rebel? Clearly, the indigo system was intensely 
oppressive. But those who are oppressed do not always 
rise up in rebellion. They do so only at times. 

A song from an 
indigo-producing 
village

 In moments of struggle 
people often sing songs 
to inspire each other 
and to build a sense of 
collective unity. Such 
songs give us a glimpse 
of their feelings. During 
the indigo rebellion 
many such songs could 
be heard in the villages 
of lower Bengal. Here is 
one such song: The long 
lathis wielded by the 
planter of Mollahati / 
now lie in a cluster The 
babus of Kolkata have 
sailed down / to see the 
great fight This time the 
raiyats are all ready, / 
they will no longer be 
beaten in silence They 
will no longer give up 
their life / without 
fighting the lathiyals.

Fig. 11 – Women usually 
carried the indigo plant to 
the vats.

Fig. 13 – The indigo is ready 
for sale Here you can see the 
last stage of the production 
– workers stamping and 
cutting the indigo pulp 
that has been pressed and 
moulded. In the 
background you can see a 
worker carrying away the 
blocks for drying.

Fig. 12 – The Vat-Beater     The indigo worker here is standing with the 
paddle that was used to stir the solution in the vat. These workers had to 
remain in waist-deep water for over eight hours to beat the indigo solution.

09

In 1859, the indigo ryots felt that they had the support 
of the local zamindars and village headmen in their 
rebellion against the planters. In many villages, 
headmen who had been forced to sign indigo contracts, 
mobilised the indigo peasants and fought pitched 
battles with the lathiyals. 
In other places even the zamindars went around villages 
urging the ryots to resist the planters. 
These zamindars were unhappy with the increasing 
power of the planters and angry at being forced by the 
planters to give them land on long leases. The indigo 
peasants also imagined that the British government 
would support them in their struggle against the 
planters. After the Revolt of 1857 the British government 
was particularly worried about the possibility of another 
popular rebellion. 

When the news spread of a simmering revolt in the 
indigo districts, the Lieutenant Governor toured the 
region in the winter of 1859. The ryots saw the tour as a 
sign of government sympathy for their plight. When in 
Barasat, the magistrate Ashley Eden issued a notice 
stating that ryots would not be compelled to accept 
indigo contracts, word went around that Queen Victoria 
had declared that indigo need not be sown. 

Eden was trying to placate the peasants and control an 
explosive situation, but his action was read as support 
for the rebellion. As the rebellion spread, intellectuals 
from Calcutta rushed to the indigo districts. They wrote 
of the misery of the ryots, the tyranny of the planters, 
and the horrors of the indigo system. 

Worried by the rebellion, the government brought in 
the military to protect the planters from assault, and set 
up the Indigo Commission to enquire into the system of 
indigo production. The Commission held the planters 
guilty, and criticised them for the coercive methods 
they used with indigo cultivators. It declared that indigo 
production was not profitable for ryots. 

“I would rather beg 
than sow indigo” 

Hadji Mulla, an indigo 
cultivator of 
Chandpore, Thana 
Hardi, was interviewed 
by the members of the 
Indigo Commission on 
Tuesday, 5 June 1860. 
This is what he said in 
answer to some of the 
questions: W. S. Seton 
Karr, President of the 
Indigo Commission: Are 
you now willing to sow 
indigo; and if not on 
what fresh terms would 
you be willing to do it? 
Hadji Mulla: I am not 
willing to sow, and I 
don’t know that any 
fresh terms would 
satisfy me.
Mr Sale: Would you not 
be willing to sow at a 
rupee a bundle? Hadji 
Mulla: No I would not; 
rather than sow indigo I 
will go to another 
country; I would rather 
beg than sow indigo. 

Indigo Commission 
Report, Vol. II, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 67 
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underneath, a secret drawer. There was something in 
there. I reached in and took out a small black tin box. 
Sello-taped to the top of it was a piece of lined note 
paper, and written on it in shaky handwriting: “Jim’s 
last letter, received January 25, 1915. To be buried with 
me when the time comes.” 

I knew as I did it that it was wrong of me to open the 
box, but curiosity got the better of my scruples. It 
usually does. Inside the box there was an envelope. The 
address read: “Mrs Jim Macpherson, 12 Copper Beeches, 
Bridport, Dorset.” I took out the letter and unfolded it. It 
was written in pencil and dated at the top 

— “December 26, 1914”.

scruples : feelings that make you 
hesitate to do something wrong

standing to: taking up positions
trenches: long deep ditches in 
the ground where soldiers hide 
from the enemy
Fritz: (here), a name for a 
German soldier  (Fritz is a 
common German name)

      Comprehension Check

1. What did the author find in a junk shop? 
2. What did he find in a secret drawer? 
     Who do you think had put it in there?
#easy  #warmup  #attention  

Part two

Dearest Connie,
I write to you in a much happier frame of mind because 
something wonderful has just happened that I must tell 
you about at once. We were all standing to in our 
trenches yesterday morning, Christmas morning. It was 
crisp and quiet all about, as beautiful a morning as I’ve 
ever seen, as cold and frosty as a Christmas morning 
should be. I should like to be able to tell you that we 
began it. But the truth, I’m ashamed to say, is that Fritz 
began it. First someone saw a white flag waving from the 
trenches opposite. Then they were calling out to us from 
across no man’s land, “Happy Christmas, Tommy! 
Happy Christmas!” When we had got over the surprise, 
some of us shouted back, “Same to you, Fritz! Same to 
you!” I thought that would be that. We all did. But then 
suddenly one of them was up there in his grey greatcoat 
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and waving a white flag. “Don’t shoot, lads!” someone 
shouted. And no one did. Then there was another Fritz 
up on the parapet, and another. “Keep your heads 
down,” I told the men, “it’s a trick.” But it wasn’t. One of 
the Germans was waving a bottle above his head. “It is 
Christmas Day, Tommy. We have schnapps. We have 
sausage. We meet you? Yes?” By this time there were 
dozens of them walking towards us across no man’s 
land and not a rifle between them. 

Little Private Morris was the first up. “Come on, boys. 
What are we waiting for?” And then there was no 
stopping them. I was the o�cer. I should have stopped 
them there and then, I suppose, but the truth is that it 
never even occurred to me I should. All along their line 
and ours I could see men walking slowly towards one 
another, grey coats, khaki coats meeting in the middle. 
And I was one of them. I was part of this. In the middle 
of the war we were making peace. 

You cannot imagine, dearest Connie, my feelings as I 
looked into the eyes of the Fritz o�cer, who approached 
me, hand outstretched. “Hans Wolf,” he said, gripping 
my hand warmly and holding it. “I am from Dusseldorf. 
I play the cello in the orchestra. Happy Christmas.” 
“Captain Jim Macpherson,” I replied. “And a Happy 
Christmas to you too. I’m a school teacher from Dorset, 
in the west of England.” “Ah, Dorset,” he smiled. “I 
know this place. I know it very well.” We shared my rum 
ration and his excellent sausage. 

Tommy: a common English 
name, used here 
to refer to British soldiers
that would be that: that was all; 
that was the
end of the matter
schnapps (pronounced, 
sh-naps): a German
drink made from grain
cello: a musical instrument like 
a large violin 

10The best Christmas present in the world
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