My Story: Abandon Ship

The Diary of Debbie Atherton 1968  

By Shirley Corlett



Synopsis

Debbie Atherton is a typical intermediate student. She lives in Wellington, New Zealand and goes through all of the usual childhood tribulations such as coping with school and troubles with her friends. Debbie has kept a diary since she was nine years old. In her diary we learn her thoughts and feelings as she details her life with her father and mother. In her entries we are also introduced to other members of her family including her grandmother who is interested in genealogy. When Debbie’s grandmother gives her a copy of her forefather’s old sea journal, she is immediately fascinated and finds herself drawn more and more into life on an emigrant ship in 1841. 

After being diagnosed with glandular fever Debbie is forced to stay at home. She reads the journal again and again and begins to feel almost as though she is transported back in time- as though she is actually there.

Following a trip to visit relatives in Wellington, Debbie must travel home on the ferry the Wahine. Disaster strikes and 51 souls lose their lives. Debbie could have been one of the unlucky ones if her grandfather hadn’t come to her in a vision and encouraged her to hold on. Debbie’s parents think that she hallucinated the episode. But when Debbie returns home her grandmother reveals some important information that leaves Debbie believing that there might be such a thing as ghosts after all…

Text Type

Abandon Ship is written in diary form. Through these entries the reader learns about Debbie Atherton in her own words. The story is set in 1968. Debbie is a typical young person and most readers, particularly girls, would relate to the problems that she deals with at school and with her friends. Debbie is intelligent and articulate and shows amazing courage and fortitude in the face of disaster. 

While the diary is fictitious, it centres round a real life event – the Wahine disaster. The details included in Debbie’s diary that describe the disaster are historically accurate. In addition the extracts from Grandpa James’ diary are based on the journal of J.R. Motherwell, a doctor on the ship that the author’s forebears came to New Zealand on in 1841. These extracts provide the reader with real insight into the conditions on those ships. Themes in the story include family, the importance of knowing your family tree, courage, and the idea that not everything can be explained logically.

Sharing the Novel  

The novel can be covered over 4-shared sessions and 3 independent reading sessions. The novel is divided into 3 Parts. Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 11-29) of Part 1 can be read aloud to the class as students follow along in their books. The students can then read the remainder of the book independently by reading the remainder of Part 1 (pp. 30-78), Part 2 (81-110) and Part 3 (pp. 113-137).

During the shared sessions encourage students to share their thoughts and feelings about the characters and events. Allow them to clarify words and ideas and make predictions. Encourage them to think critically about the themes covered. The suggested activities allow the students to acquire greater meaning from the story and suit a range of learning styles.

Introductory Discussion 

Before Reading

1. Examine the front cover of the book. We know that this book is a diary. What does this tell you about how the book is going to be set out? Have you ever kept a diary? What information is usually contained in a diary?

2. Read the blurb at the back of the book. Discuss with a partner what you know about the book from reading the blurb.

3. Have you ever heard of the Wahine? With your partner brainstorm everything that you know about the Wahine disaster. 

4. When you have completed your brainstorm, read the Historical Note that begins on page 138 and examine the photographs.

5. You now have a certain amount of information about the book, but there are still things that you don’t know. Devise 3 questions that you would like answered about the book. As you read have these questions in your mind and write the answers in your book as you find them.

Reading the Text

Teacher reads Chapters 1 and 2 (pp.11-29) aloud. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension - Chapters 1 and 2 (pp.11-29)

· What important information do we find out about Debbie on page 11?

· How long has Debbie been keeping a diary for?

· Why does she call her diary Julie?

· What hobby does Debbie really enjoy? Why do you think this interest might make some other students not like Debbie?

· Who is Val? Why is she so upset when she visits?

· What do Debbie’s parents do? What causes them to argue on February 9th?

· Name the Leigh’s three sons. Why does Debbie call them the ‘blabbermouth brothers’?

· What strange thing happens to Debbie while she is talking to her gran on the phone?

· What does gran send to Debbie? 

· What was Dr Timperley’s role on the Birman?

· Describe how the emigrants lived while they were on the ship.

· What happens to Debbie on February 17th that alarms her?

· Predict the importance of the shadows that Debbie keeps seeing.
Discussion

· Why do you think Melanie doesn’t talk to Debbie when they get back to school? Have you had similar experiences with your friends? How does it make you feel when you are having trouble with your friends? How do you feel about the way that Melanie swaps friends all the time?

· Debbie is an only child. Melanie believes that she is lucky. Make a list of the advantages and disadvantages of being an only child.

· How much of your family tree do you know? When you go home tonight talk to your parents/caregivers and try and trace your family tree back to your great grandparents.

· What are emigrants? Why did people come to New Zealand from other countries in large numbers in the 1800’s?

Students read the remainder of Part 1 (Chapters 3-6 pp. 30-78) independently before the next shared session to find out where Debbie goes for a holiday.

Comprehension - Chapters 3-6 (pp.30-78)

· What secret does Melanie tell Jade, Mandy and Debbie?

· When does Debbie have her second strange experience of being transported back in time? Why doesn’t she tell her mother about what happened?

· What does Gary do to embarrass Debbie at the beach? How does she get him back?

· Debbie’s experiences with her grandfather are becoming increasingly real. What happens on March 3rd that convinces her that she really is on the ship?

· What happens to Watson?

· What is the name of Julie’s mum’s prize-winning poem?

· How does Debbie’s dad react when Debbie’s mum tells him about her job? Why does Debbie’s mum want to work? What does Debbie’s dad believe that a mother’s role is?

· When did Debbie’s grandfather arrive in New Zealand? Why does he write in his journal “God in all his mercy has been good and kind to us”?

· What illness does Debbie have?

· Why does Debbie read her grandfather’s journal over and over again?

· Where does Debbie go and stay before Easter? Who are Debbie’s cousins?

· What April Fools joke does Debbie play on her father?

· Why does Debbie get scared on the ferry on her way across Cook Strait?

· Who does Val meet on the ferry?

· Who is Debbie’s new friend? What do they have in common? What great news does she give Debbie on April 7th?

· Why does Debbie tell Bronwyn about her experiences with her grandfather? How does Bronwyn react?

· What is the name of the ship that Debbie is travelling on? Who is travelling on the ferry with Debbie?

· Why is Val so sick?

Discussion
· Debbie mentions the Vietnam War in a diary entry. This was a very important event in the 1960’s. What other important events happened in the 1960’s?

· Debbie’s dad is not happy when her mother gets a job. Why is this? What do you know about women’s position in society in the 1960’s? How has the role of women changed over time?

· What information have you learned about the conditions on the Birman from grandfather’s diary entries?

· What message do you think Debbie’s grandfather has for her?

Students read Chapters 7-9 (pp.81-110) independently before the next shared session to find out how Debbie survives the Wahine disaster.

Comprehension- Chapters 7-9 (pp.81-110)

· Why does the siren go off on the Wahine? Where has Debbie heard that siren before?

· Where do Val and Debbie go after they evacuate their cabin? How does Val try and ensure Debbie’s safety?

· Why is the tug unable to rescue the Wahine?

· What realisation does Debbie come to in the smoke room about her grandfather’s ship?

· How does Debbie escape from the steward? Why does she need to go back to her room? 

· Describe Debbie’s journey back to her room. What does she see on the way?

· What happens to Debbie when the boat begins listing?

· What announcement is made when the siren begins wailing again?

· What problems do the passengers experience with the life rafts?

· What does Debbie remember about the little boy?

· At what point does panic overtake Debbie?

· What do Debbie’s parents encourage her to do with her memories? Do you think that following her parent’s advice will help Debbie? Why/ why not?

· How does Debbie cut her knee? Describe the situation on the life raft that Debbie ends up on. What is the worst thing that Debbie sees from the lifeboat?

· What does Debbie manage to grab onto when her raft is overturned? Why is she ready to give up? 

· Describe what happens when grandfather James visits Debbie in the water. Why does Debbie credit her grandfather with her survival?

· How is Debbie eventually rescued?

Discussion
· Describe the mood aboard the Wahine after the ship hit Barrett’s Reef. Some of the passengers removed their lifejackets. Why did they do this? 

· The passengers were faced with many potential dangers in addition to the ship sinking. What were these? When the passengers finally realised that the ship was going to sink and they had to abandon it, explain how they reacted. How is the scene described in the novel?

· Describe the thoughts and feelings that Debbie’s parents would have had when they heard that the Wahine was sinking. How do they react when they see Debbie in hospital? How does Debbie show courage and determination during the crisis? How do you think you would react in a similar situation?

Students read Chapters 10-12 (pp.113-137) independently before the next shared session to find out how Debbie copes with her shocking experience.

Comprehension- Chapters 10-12 (pp.113-137)

· How does “Julie” survive the disaster intact?

· Describe the damage that the storm caused around Wellington.

· Who flies up from Christchurch to support Debbie?

· How does Val deal with her experience initially? When does she begin to really come to terms with her feelings?

· How many souls lost their lives on the Wahine?

· Which family member does Bronwyn lose in the disaster?

· How do Debbie’s parents explain away her experience with her grandfather?

· How does Bronwyn’s grandfather show heroism?

· Describe what happens to Val after she finds herself in the water.

· Why do you think that the Captain should be the last one off the ship?

· How does Debbie’s experience aboard the Wahine affect her afterwards?

· How do Melanie, Mandy and Jade treat Debbie differently after the disaster? Why does Debbie believe that they have had a change of heart? 

· Why does Debbie hope that the girls don’t get too friendly with Bronwyn?

· Who is the man that Debbie’s parents bring home? Why do you think that Debbie goes along with their theory?

· How did Debbie’s grandfather die? Why is Debbie so amazed by this news? Why does she believe that he is finally at rest?

Discussion

· Debbie strongly believes that her grandfather tried to warn her about the danger of travelling on the Wahine and that he saved her life. Do you believe in ghosts? Why/ why not? Have you ever had an experience that cannot be explained logically?  Describe it.

· What qualities do you believe make someone a hero?

· Describe Val and Debbie’s relationship before the disaster. How does it change after the disaster? Why do you think their shared experience has brought them closer together? How do you think a life and death experience can change a person’s view on life?

Responses to Text Activities

· Research – Conduct a research assignment on the Wahine. Come up with 5 open-ended questions to focus your research. Present your findings as a report, on a poster or as an oral presentation.
· Script – Choose an exciting section of the story and write a script that details the events. Remember to include a cast of characters, dialogue and stage directions. Practice your scene and present it to the class.
· News Report – Imagine that you are a journalist and you are reporting on the Wahine disaster. Present a news report about the events surrounding the disaster and videotape it. Include interviews with passengers, crew and rescue workers. Show your report to the rest of the class.
· Brochure – The Wahine was a very impressive ship in its day. Design a brochure advertising the ferry. Use the diary as a resource for gathering information about what the ferry was like and what services were available for passengers. Remember to include information about the price and pictures of the ship to entice potential travellers.
· Timeline – Construct a timeline of all of the important events in Debbie Atherton’s life.
· Eulogy – Write a eulogy for Bronwyn’s grandfather. Remember to explain to the congregation why he died a hero.
· Diary Entry – Write a diary entry for Debbie one year after the Wahine disaster. Include details about what she is doing now, her friendship with Bronwyn and how she has learned to deal with her life changing experience.
Teacher notes: Vicki Gyde                 
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