[image: image1.jpg]


Josef’s 



Bear
Margaret Beames

Teacher’s Notes

Nancy Mortimer

Josef’s Bear is a moving and fast-paced story set in Germany after the Second World War. The aftermath of war is the backdrop to the story – the deprivation, the dislocation the devastation that the ordinary citizens have been through and are still experiencing. Life is still extremely hard. The story concerns Josef, who at the age of six has been taken back by Helga to her farm when she found him alone in the streets of Berlin in his pyjamas after his house had been bombed. Josef grows up and helps on the farm and they live as mother and son and look after each other. However when Ernst, Helga’s husband returns from a prisoner-of-war camp, he is not pre-disposed to have Josef on his place as a son. He treats him badly – as an unpaid labourer. Helga tries to protect Josef, but to no avail – her husband has been changed by the experiences he has been through. Josef, at the age of 11, resolves to go to Berlin to seek his father, whom he somehow feels is still alive. The story deals with his life there and his attempts to earn money and live whilst constantly searching for his father.  He is taken in by Elsa who cares for little six-year-old Trudi and their life is followed through many exciting episodes until the very satisfactory conclusion when all is resolved happily.
These notes can be photocopied for class use.
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READING
· What impression do you get from the opening page?

· What is taking place at the beginning of the novel?

· What role is the forester playing?

· What is the situation that exists?

· What is Josef attempting to do?

· Who is Helga?

· Who is Ernst?

· What does Josef constantly dream about? (See page 9)

· Why is Josef’s bear important to him? (13)

· What motivates Josef to undertake the journey to Berlin? 

· What happened to Germany at the end of the war? (25)

· What did Josef take with him when he left the farm? (27-8)

Inside he was churning with fear and excitement (30)

· Why did Josef feel like this?

· What was the blockade?

· Find out more about it

· What happened when Josef got to Berlin?

· What was the city like?

· Why does her friend Maria come to see Elsa? (92ff)

· How is Josef useful to Elsa? (100 -101)

· Recount the story of the chocolate bars.

· Why were there demonstrations in Berlin? (124ff)

· What were people demonstrating for? 

The gate stood like a huge stone bridge between east and west (126)

· What was the gate and why does the author liken it to a bridge?

· How did things change after the demonstration? (148)

….and his heart began to thump in a very strange manner (152)

· Explain why this was happening to Josef.

· Was Josef’s father a soldier, as he had been told?

· What was the real story? (164)

· Why were the Russians looking for Professor Bayer? (165)

Vocabulary
· Explain the meaning of the following words: 

reconnaissance (16) incredulously 146), resolutely (164), tersely (170)

· What was the blockade (35-6)

· What were ration cards? (87)

Style
· How is the story told?

· Explain what the breaks in the story are for.

Characters
· Do a portrait of Josef touching on what his life is like and what his qualities and attributes are - that is, what he is like as a person.

· Briefly outline the relationship between Helga and Josef

· How do Josef and Trudi feel about each other?

· Make a list of all the characters from the story and jot down a few words about each that are appropriate so someone reading your appraisal has a sense of what each person is like.

Setting
· Where is the story set?

· At what period is the story taking place?

· Say how important the setting and time are to the overall story

Title
· How does the novel get its title?
· What is the significance of the title?

Ending
· Explain how the story concludes and if you found it satisfactory.

WRITING
· As Josef, write a paragraph about how you felt when you found your father

SPEAKING / LISTENING

· Recount some of the adventures that befell Josef on his way to Berlin.

· There are many instances in the novel where people help others.

· Find two such pieces and relate them to the class

· Tell Josef’s story to a friend.

There are many aspects of the situation that existed during and after the Second World War in Germany touched on in the story. 

· Make a list of some of these and talk about them as a class

Also, there are many indications of how war has changed people’s lives.

· Look for instances and discuss them

From the story the author brings out the things that matter when life is so difficult

· Talk about what these are 
· Discuss the positive and good things at this time

· Talk about the place of memories

You can get used to anything

· Discuss this in relation to the way people had to live during and after the war. 

· Find instances of bravery, danger, tension, fear, shortages, survival, luck

· From this story the reader has an idea of the huge operation mounted to supply the people in Berlin with food

· Find out more about this.

· Talk about what it would be like to be in a country during war time.

· How important is it to feel safe and to be without fear?

THE CRAFT OF WRITING

There are many places in the story where the author gives a vivid picture of what life was like for ordinary people after the war.

· Find some descriptions and read them to the class.

There are numerous portions where the author tells us about how a character is feeling.

· Find some such passages and say what effect they had on you as a reader.

· Choose one passage that particularly appealed to you and say why.

Margaret Beames draws many vivid word pictures to make a scene come alive, for example: 

· watching the golden dust dancing in a beam of sunlight  on page 13

· …his arms  had about as much strength… as two strings of spaghetti (52)

· The crowd swayed and roared like the sea when a storm is building (126)

· …snaggle-toothed against the horizon (175)

· Find some more 

· Use such images in your own writing.

There are several touching incidents in Josef’s Bear by Margaret Beames.

· Find one and read it out to the class.

· The author creates many scenes full of atmosphere. 

· Find some and look at the ingredients she uses to establish atmosphere

About the author

Margaret Beames spent her childhood in Gloucestershire, England. She taught as a primary school teacher until emigrating to New Zealand in 1974 with her husband and two children. Unable to find a teaching post, she worked from home as a Speld tutor, teaching dyslexic children. She started writing. She has had 34 books published – 12 novels, shorter chapter books and picture books. 

The Parkhurst Boys was short-listed for the New Zealand Story Book of the Year in 1987 and has been translated into Danish, while Archway Arrow,

 The Shearwater Bell (also published in German) and Outlanders have all been finalists in the NZ Post Children’s Book Awards. Her picture book Oliver in the Garden, illustrated by Sue Hitchcock, won the NZ Post Picture Book section and the Children’s Choice Award. It is published in the USA under the title Night Cat. This has been followed by Oliver’s Party, in 2003. 

Through the Writers in Schools scheme she gets to meet children and appreciates hearing their views on books. Margaret enjoys the solitude of writing, but likes some music to write to. She lives in Feilding, New Zealand with her husband and their golden retriever, Jemma. Their daughter and son and their families live close by. 

She likes reading, gardening, live theatre, music and doing crossword puzzles and jigsaws.

