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Synopsis

Davin Smith and his friends Tu, Tammy, Vinny and Connor have come up with a money-making venture – catching possums and selling them to Connor’s cousin who processes them and exports them to Asia. The friends have no trouble catching possums at Camp Isolation. However, before they can reach their target of 100 possums it looks like they will have to leave the area because DOC are going to poison the possums. The friends frantically try and catch as many possums as they can before they have to leave and then they find themselves trapped due to a flood and a landslide. Unfortunately for them the bad weather has also trapped Oil and Scuz, two criminals who they suspect are growing dope in the area. The campers are now faced with a moral dilemma – do they share their shelter and meagre rations with Oil and Scuz, or leave them to fend for themselves?

Text Type

This is a fast-paced novel that is extremely easy to read. It is humourous and action-packed enough to appeal to even the most reluctant reader. The characters are realistic and likeable. They illustrate that nearly anything is achievable through hard work. Davin, particularly, provides a good role-model for readers as he is determined, mature and trustworthy. He also has a strong moral code, as demonstrated by his treatment of Oil and Scuz. Themes touched on in this book include friendship, enterprise, conservation issues and decision making.

Sharing the Novel

This novel can be shared over 5 teaching sessions and 4 individual reading sessions.

During the shared sessions allow students to share their ideas and ask questions about what they are reading. Encourage them to think critically about the novel and the themes covered. The suggested activities allow the students opportunities to gain greater meaning from the novel and offer a range of presentation options.

Shared Session One

· Examine the front cover of the book and read the blurb. What can you discover about the book? Can you predict what is going to happen in the story?

· Clarify the meaning of “rogue-storm”. Who do you think the “possum-hugging greenie” may be?

· Have you ever been camping? Where did you go? Did you enjoy it? Did you have any problems with the weather?

Teacher reads Chapter 1 and 2 (pp. 7-24) aloud. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 7-24)

· What are Davin and his friends complaining about as they are driving home?

· Why don’t the possums run away when they see the car? Why doesn’t Mrs Tawhiti swerve?

· Why do Davin and his friends decide to trap possums? Where do they plan to set the traps?

· How does Connor try and get the possum out of the tree? What happens to the possum?

· How much will Davin and his friends get per possum? What could cause this price to be reduced?

· Where do the friends plan to camp? For how long? Who else may join them at the end of the holidays?

· Why do they need to take a spade with them? Why is Vinny so worried about this?

Discussion

· Give two reasons given in the book why Tu, Tammy, Connor and Davin think possums are pests. What is Vinny’s attitude towards possums? Do you believe that it is fair to trap possums and sell them to be slaughtered? Justify your answer.

· Can you think of any other equipment or food that the campers might need? Explain why.

· Discuss the characters so far. What are they like? What do their strengths and weaknesses appear to be? Does anyone stand out as a leader?

· What predictions can you make about the story? Will the friends catch all the possums? What could possibly go wrong?

Students read Chapters 3-7 (pp. 25-64) independently before the next shared session to find out how successful the friends are at catching possums.

Comprehension Chapters 3-7 (pp. 25-64)

· Why does Vinny want to take an air mattress? Why did Tu hassle him about it? Davin stuck up for Vinny. What does this suggest about his character?

· Where are the friends going? How did Davin’s parents ensure that no one could graze cattle there?

· The gang is allowed to stay at the campsite by themselves. What does this suggest about the relationship they have with their parents? What advice does Mrs Smith give them before she goes? When is she going to come back with fresh supplies?

· How do the cage traps work? What sort of traps does Connor have at home? Why is Vinny appalled by the idea of knocking possums on the head? How do the others convince Vinny to participate in catching the possums?

· What do Tammy, Vinny and Davin discover while they are setting the traps? Can you predict who has been there? Why are the gang excited at the prospect of something illegal going on?

· How does Wag get the possum? How does Vinny feel about this? What does the incident reveal about animals?

Discussion

· Vinny is from the city. Many of his ideas, values and opinions contrast with those of his friends. Explain what Vinny is like. How is he different from his friends? Find some incidents in the story where these differences are clearly highlighted. 

· Describe the setting of the story. What is the campsite like? What environmental factors could potentially cause problems for the campers?

· Design your own possum trap. What do you consider to be the most humane way of killing a possum?

Students read Chapters 7-11 (pp. 57-94) independently before the next session to find out why the gang have to leave the campsite.

Comprehension Chapters 7-11 (pp. 57-94)

· How does Vinny ensure that the possum is comfortable? Why is he so worried about the possum?

· What trick does Davin play on Tammy and Vinny in the bush? Who were the real intruders?

· Who does the helicopter belong to? Why is he there? Why does the news that the man brings create a problem for the gang?

· What does Vinny suggest as a solution to the problem? How do the others feel about this?

· Why do Connor, Davin, Tu and Tammy set off into the park? What puts an end to their chase? What do we learn about the culprit and his brother? Do you think that the man is threatening them? What reasons could he have for wanting to keep people away from the area?

Discussion

· Imagine that Davin, Vinny and Tammy had come across the dope plantation in the bush and the growers were there. What do you think would have happened? What would they have done?

· Why do you think the possums were being poisoned? What do you think of these types of eradication programmes? Are they humane? Why does Vinny really want to continue catching the possums?

Students read Chapters 11-14 (pp. 87-118) independently before the next session to find out why the gang can’t leave the campsite.

Comprehension Chapters 11-14 (pp. 87-118)

· How does the gang decide to handle the Oil situation? Do you think that they are doing the right thing? Why/why not?

· Who visits the campers in the morning? What causes Davin’s embarrassment? Why are they there?

· When the policewoman explains that the plane has been sabotaged Vinny immediately sees a positive aspect to the situation. What is it? Why do the gang have to leave anyway?

· Why do Oil and Scuz come into the campsite? What does the fact that they were worried about the visit from the policewoman suggest? How does Davin manage to convince them to leave?

· What two things happen that prevent Oil and Scuz from leaving? Do you think these two present a danger to the campers? Why/why not? Describe in your own words how Davin would have felt when he realised that he was trapped with Oil and Scuz.

· The presence of Oil and Scuz presents a moral dilemma for the campers. What is their dilemma? What does the fact that they decide to offer Oil and Scuz shelter and some of their meagre supplies tell us about them?

· What solution is offered for the food shortage? 

Discussion

· Describe the characters of Oil and Scuz. What have we learned about them? What other trouble have they been involved in? Do you believe that it was them who sabotaged the plane? What does the fact that they were willing to risk killing people tell us about them?

· The characters of Oil and Scuz aren’t really developed. Why do you think the author has included them in the story?

· Do you think the campers were right in their decision to shelter the Harnetts and offer them food? Justify your answer. How did you feel when they were caught trying to steal food? What does this incident tell us about them?

Students read Chapter 15 to the end of the book independently to find out if the gang catch all the possums that they need

Comprehension Chapters 15-20 (pp. 119-165)

· How does Davin convince Vinny that it may be necessary to kill the possums? Which possum does Vinny try and save? Do you agree that killing the possums is the right course of action? Justify your answer.

· How did Vinny injure his back? What does Davin suggest that he do to try and get some sleep? 

· What time do the gang decide to kill a possum? Why do you think Connor accompanied Vinny on a walk at this time? Why didn’t Tu kill the possum?

· Why did the Constable fly in with Mrs Smith? What news does Mrs Smith bring with her? Who has to return home? Who stays behind?

· Describe the marijuana plantation in your own words. Why do you think Vinny and Davin went there? What were they fortunate enough to find there?

· How much money did the friends earn? How did they decide to split it up?

Discussion

· Discuss how Vinny changes during the story. What events happen that teach him that things aren’t always black and white? Imagine if the group had been forced to kill some possums. Do you think Vinny would have eaten any? Why/why not?

· Imagine that Constable Corruthers and Mrs Smith were unable to make it to the camp when they did. What do you think would have happened? Would Oil and Scuz have caused more trouble?

· The experience of being isolated and working hard brought Vinny and Davin closer together. Why do you think this was? What qualities do you need to be a good friend? How do Vinny and Davin exhibit these qualities in the story?

Activities

· Research – this book raises many issues about possums. Conduct some research to find out how possums came to New Zealand, the damage that they cause to the environment, ways of eradicating them and possible uses for possums. Present your research as a poster, an oral presentation or a power point presentation.

· News Article – write a news article about Oil and Scuz that details their crime of sabotaging the helicopter and their involvement in growing marijuana. You could include comments from Davin and his friends. Remember to use the inverted pyramid style of writing.

· Play – write a script for one part of the story. You may chose an exciting part like when the campers confront Oil and Scuz over the food or when they chase the goats. Get into a group and perform your play to the rest of the class.

· Board game – create a board game based upon events that happen in the story. Decorate the game in a way that shows the setting of the story and important events and characters. For every positive event reward the player, for every negative event penalise them.

· Writing – imagine that you are one of the characters in the story. Write a diary entry for a day in the life of that character. Remember to include important events that have happened and describe that character’s thoughts and feelings.

· Book Review – Write a review of this book. Describe the setting and talk briefly about the characters and themes. Discuss memorable moments in the story. Remember to give your personal opinion of the story. Justify your response.
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