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Synopsis

The year is 1875 and Montmorency, a thief captured by authorities after crashing through a glass skylight is in prison, recovering slowly from the horrific injuries that he sustained. If it weren’t for the superhuman efforts of Doctor Farcett, Montmorency would be dead. However, Doctor Farcett sees in Montmorency a chance to gain a reputation and forward his career. Montmorency (or prisoner 493 as he is known in jail) is paraded at the Scientific Society as a testament to Farcett’s genius, showing off his shattered body and horrendous scars. The more Montmorency mixes with Farcett and the members of the Scientific Society, the more convinced he becomes that he will never return to his old place at the bottom end of London’s lowlife. When Sir Joseph Bazalgette delivers a lecture about the new sewerage system being developed to deal with London’s waste problem, Montmorency hatches a cunning plan.

When Montmorency is released a short time after he is able to put his plan into action. He becomes Scarper, a common thief who uses the underground sewers of London to commit numerous robberies. But he is leading a double life, for he is also Montmorency, a wealthy and respectable gentleman who takes up residence at the Marimion Hotel. Through the manager’s daughter Cissie, Montmorency begins to learn about society. Montmorency goes to the opera, frequents gentlemen’s clubs and the races. He soon becomes good friends with Lord George Fox-Selwyn and because he has accumulated substantial wealth he begins to consider saying goodbye to Scarper and becoming Montmorency for good. Before this happens however, he becomes involved in a wager with Fox-Selwyn, who will pay him two thousand pounds if he can break into the Mauramania Embassy and gather information that may help to avert a war. Could this last outing for Scarper spell disaster for Montmorency? One small mistake could reveal his secret and destroy both his lives.

Text Type

Montmorency is an action-packed adventure that makes compulsive reading. We are instantly drawn into Victorian London where the divisions between different classes in society are distinct. Through Scarper and Montmorency we are given vivid insights into both London’s low-life and its high society. Students unfamiliar with this historical setting will find the accurate details of London life provided fascinating.

Montmorency is a likeable character. The reader understands that he has been forced into a life of crime because of circumstances beyond his control. His daring and skill as Scarper endears him to us and we cannot help but feel happy that his life of crime enables him to better himself and join a higher class in society. He is inherently a good person whose conscience troubles him more and more as the story progresses.

Themes in the story include truth and lies, appearance versus reality, class distinctions, the miserable existence of the poor compared to the opulent excesses of the wealthy and the quest for a better life.

Sharing the Novel

The novel can be covered in 5-shared sessions and 4 independent reading sessions. It has been divided up as follows: Chapters 1-3 (pp.1-13), Chapters 4-12 (pp.14-46), Chapters 13-21 (pp.47-89) Chapters 22-31 (pp.90-137) and Chapters 32-39 (pp.138-176).

During the shared sessions encourage students to compare and contrast the setting of the novel with their world today. Without welfare what options were there for the very poor? Have them develop their understanding of character by studying dialogue, behaviour, relationships with others and reactions to situations. Students should identify the main themes in the novel and be able to explain the importance of them. Allow students to clarify their understanding of unfamiliar words and ideas.

Introducing the Text​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​____________________________________

Study the front cover of the novel and read the blurb.

· Where is the story set? What do you know about this setting?

· Who is the main character in the novel?

· How does he manage to escape death?

· Why is he leading a double life? What possible complications could leading a double life cause?

· How do you think he has been able to get away with so many robberies?

· Make some predictions about what is going to happen in the novel.

Teacher reads Chapters 1-3 (pp.1-13) aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension Chapters 1 -3 (pp. 1-13)

· When and where is the story set?

· Where is Montmorency? Why is he in so much pain?

· Who saved Montmorency’s life? What was the Doctor’s motivation for taking on Montmorency’s case?

· How did Montmorency get his name?

· Why is Montmorency so interested by Sir Joseph Bazalgette’s lecture about London’s new sewerage system? What does Bazalgette produce during his lecture that provides Montmorency with invaluable information?

· How does Montmorency go about gathering information that will help him with his new life?

Discussion 

· Describe the setting of the story.

· What do we know about Montmorency so far? Develop a character profile for him and add to it as you keep reading the story. 

· Describe Doctor Farcett. Does his motivation for taking on Montmorency’s case influence your opinion about him? Explain your answer.

· Make some predictions about what is going to happen next.

Students read Chapters 4-12 (pp.14-48) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 4-12 (pp. 14-48)

· Describe the conditions in prison.

· Who does Montmorency share his cell with?

· Why is Montmorency so unpopular with the other prisoners? What sorts of things do they do to him to make his life in prison worse?

· What does Doctor Farcett suggest to Marston that he have Montmorency do to improve his muscle tone?

· What does Montmorency notice when he and Doctor Farcett stop at the Doctor’s house? How might Montmorency be able to use this information in the future?

· How do the men at the Scientific Society treat Montmorency? Who is the only one who shows him any kindness?

· How does Montmorency propose to amass funds and be able to enjoy the wealth without arousing suspicions? What problems does Montmorency see with his plan? How does he solve this problem?

· What name does Prisoner 493 choose for his upper class self? What does he call the lower class thief?

· What surprising news does the Governor give Montmorency when he calls him into his office?

· Who does Montmorency see when he leaves the prison? How is this person different in “real life”?  What does Montmorency take from him?

· What does Scarper discover when he tries to open the manhole? Where does Scarper find the perfect manhole for his purpose?

· Where does Scarper rent a room? What is the room like?

· What does Scarper steal from the pub?

· What difficulties does Scarper have when he first goes down the sewers? What lessons does he learn for the future?

· What is the first job that Scarper pulls off using the sewerage system as an escape route?

Discussion 

· Describe Scarper. Why isn’t he a very nice man? What talents and skills does he have? Do you believe that his actions are justified? Explain your answer.

· How do you think that Scarper is going to become Montmorency? Where will Montmorency live? How will Scarper be able to change into Montmorency without arousing suspicion? What will Montmorency need to have to pass as a member of the upper class?

· Make some predictions about what will happen next in the text.

Students read Chapters 13-21 (pp.49-89) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 13-21 (pp. 49-89)

· Who are the “flushers”? Describe Scarper’s first encounter with them.

· What strange things has Scarper found in the sewers?

· Why does Scarper believe that he was lucky to find Mrs Evans and Vi? How is it that his strange comings and goings go unnoticed?

· What does Scarper learn from the newspaper article that he reads?

· What does Scarper steal from Robert Farcett’s house? What does Scarper put in his letter?

· Where does Montmorency take up residence? Describe the hotel. What is Mr Longman’s daughter, Cissie, like?

· Who does Montmorency model his stance and manners on? What else does he do to ensure that he will pass as a member of the upper class?

· What problems does Cissie cause for Montmorency? How does Montmorency deal with her unwanted attentions?

· Who is Montmorency’s tailor? What interesting news does Montmorency learn from him about Lady Bevington?

· Why does Montmorency visit Mr Rigby? How is Mr Rigby able to identify the hat as belonging to Doctor Farcett? How does Montmorency react when Mr Rigby expresses his surprise?

· Who does Montmorency believe is responsible for the Bevington robbery?

Discussion 

· How do you think that Montmorency will deal with the unexpected development of Mr Rigby recognising Farcett’s hat? What do you think will happen if Rigby sees Farcett and mentions it to him?

· How does Montmorency react when he realises that Freakshow is going to hang for the crimes that he has committed? What does this make him realise about his own situation?

· Compare and contrast the two different worlds that Scarper and Montmorency live in.

· What do you think is going to happen to Montmorency next?

· Students read Chapters 22-31 (pp.90-137) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 22-31 (pp. 90-137)

· How does Montmorency solve the problem with Mr Rigby?

· What startling news does Mr Lyons give Montmorency?

· How does Montmorency react when Mr Lyons notices his scars?

· Describe Montmorency’s experience at the opera.

· What does Montmorency overhear the flushers saying that scares him? Why do the flushers believe that someone would be in the sewers?

· Describe Freakshow’s trial. Do you believe it was fair? Explain your answer. What is his punishment?

· Why does Montmorency feel shame when Freakshow’s sentence is handed down?

· Why is Montmorency reluctant to go back down the sewers after Freakshow’s trial?

· Why does Montmorency return to the Scientific Society? How is his visit different from his previous visits?

· What information does Montmorency obtain during the lecture that convinces him to let Scarper get back to work? What treasure has Scarper stolen by the end of the night?

· How does Scarper get the idea to raid the silversmith in Blackfriars?

· What causes the surge of water in the sewerage system? Describe Scarper’s close encounter with death. How does he ensure his survival? Who eventually rescues him?

· What story does Montmorency concoct for Mr Longman to explain his injuries? How does Scarper build on the story?

· Why does Montmorency decide to walk in the park? Why does he decide to let Cissie accompany him on these walks?

· Describe how Montmorency and Lord George Fox-Selwyn become friends. Where does Fox-Selwyn invite Montmorency?

· How does Fox-Selwyn come to meet Doctor Farcett? What does he learn when he goes to Farcett’s house?

Discussion 

· Explain why it is ironic that Montmorency had his wallet stolen at Freakshow’s trial.

· Explain how being Montmorency is slowly changing Scarper. How have his beliefs and values changed since the start of the book? Find specific examples in the novel that illustrate these changes.

· Why is the lure of committing crimes so strong for Scarper? What does he enjoy most about being a common thief?

· How may Fox-Selwyn’s knowledge of Prisoner 493 create problems for Montmorency?

· Do you believe that Montmorency will meet Doctor Farcett again? If so, what will be the nature of the meeting?

Students read Chapters 32-39 (pp.138-176) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 32-39 (pp. 138-176)

· Describe Bargles. How well does Montmorency fit in at the club? What sort of things do Montmorency and Fox-Selwyn do together?

· Who is sir Gordon Pewley? How does Fox-Selwyn feel about him? Why does he feel this way?

· Why does Montmorency have to change his shirt? Do you think that Fox-Selwyn realises who Montmorency is? Why doesn’t he say anything?

· What does Fox-Selwyn reveal to Montmorency in the private room at Plotters?

· Explain why the Foreign Secretary is so concerned about the situation with Mauramania?

· What problem does Fox-Selwyn present to Montmorency? Why doesn’t Montmorency reveal his past to his friend?

· How does Fox-Selwyn convince Montmorency to break into the Embassy? What is the purpose of Montmorency’s mission? Do you believe that Fox-Selwyn knows who Montmorency is and purposely set him the challenge? Gives reasons for your answer.

· Why is Montmorency so excited by his new mission? Why does this job represent a turning point for Montmorency?

· Describe Montmorency’s encounter with Doctor Farcett. Why does he believe that his transformation is now complete?

· How does Scarper create the diversion needed to allow him to get under the table in the Embassy?

· Who is the English guest of the Ambassador? Why is Scarper so surprised at his presence there? What does Montmorency learn about the man that shocks him?

· What does Montmorency take from the Embassy as proof that he was actually there?

· Why does Montmorency decide not to write his story down?

· Who does Fox-Selwyn take Montmorency to see to tell his story to? Why does the man insist that Montmorency hand over the fork? What does Montmorency believe that he will really do with the fork?

· How does the Foreign Office check Montmorency’s story? Why does Montmorency believe that it is a good idea for him to lie low during this period?

· What is Montmorency’s new job? How was this decided?

· Explain how Montmorency goes about “tidying” Scarper out of his life. Why is it necessary for him to do this? What does he accidentally leave behind that provides a boon for Mrs Evans and Vi?

· What does Montmorency return to Doctor Farcett? Why do you think he does this? Why is Farcett so upset by the discovery?

· What happened to Sir Gordon Pewley?

Discussion 

· Describe the character of Fox-Selwyn. He is obviously aware of who Montmorency really is but wants to remain friends with him. What does this tell us about his character?

· Explain how Montmorency’s character develops and changes throughout the course of the story. What challenges does he face? How does he overcome them? Do you believe that Scarper is really gone for good? Explain your answer.
· In what ways does the setting of the story impact on the characters and events?
· Identify a main theme in the story. Explain how the theme is developed and why it is important.
· Identify a major conflict in the story. Why does this conflict occur and how is it resolved?
Activities

Poster – Design a poster that illustrates Prisoner 493’s secret lives. On one side of the poster draw a picture of Montmorency, on the other a picture of Scarper.  Beside each illustration describe what each of the “characters” is like.

Plot – Complete a plot graph for the novel. Label the vertical axis “Level of Excitement”. Label the horizontal axis “Events”. Choose 10 of the most important events in the story and list them across the bottom of the graph in chronological order. Plot each event on the graph according to its level of excitement. Clearly label the climax of the novel.

Web Page – Design a web page that advertises the novel Montmorency. Include illustrations and a brief plot summary. Explain why you liked the book and why others should read it. You may like to include relevant links such as “about the author”.
Writing – Imagine that you are Montmorency. Write the first chapter of his memoirs.

Research – Research an aspect of Victorian London that interests you. Formulate focussing questions and keep a log that records the research process. Present your findings in a report, on a poster or as an oral presentation.

Newspaper Article – Write a newspaper article about one of Scarper’s robberies. Remember to use the inverted pyramid style of writing. Include quotes from people involved.

Character – Choose 5 items that Scarper would carry around with him. Explain your choices to the class.

Point of View – Retell the first 2 chapters of the book from Doctor Farcett’s point of view.

Drama – Choose an exciting incident in the novel. Write a script for the incident. Remember to include stage directions and a list of characters. Practice your play then present it to the class.

Setting – Design a map that shows the locations of all of the important places mentioned in the novel.
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