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Lesson 3

The Tools of  
Metaphor & Simile

Say your friend says to you, “I am a fish when I get into the swimming pool.” Or “I run like a 

cheetah on the soccer field.” Wait a minute! Is your friend saying that she actually turns into 

a fish when she gets into water? Or that he can really run as fast as a cheetah? Of course not! “I am 

a fish” is just a creative way of saying, “I swim really well,” and “I run like a cheetah” is a way of say-

ing, “I’m a fast runner.” Your friends are comparing themselves to something in order to describe 

themselves. Comparisons like these are called analogies.

Analogy is a broad term for a comparison between two ideas, events, or objects that is used 

to describe or explain one of those things. An analogy focuses on similarities. The two things may 

look very different from each other, but when you look closer you will find that they have some 

things in common. For example, you may not think your friend has anything in common with a 

fish or a cheetah, but when you look closer, you can see that she has swimming in common with a 

fish or that he has running fast in common with a cheetah.
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Using an analogy to describe something can help us to understand it better. For example, I 

could tell you that the sky is blue, but if I told you that the sky is as blue as a robin’s egg, you would 

have a better idea of just what shade of blue I’m talking about. Analogies also can help to com-

municate ideas that may otherwise be difficult to explain, and they can help to catch an audience’s 

attention as well.

Two common ways of making an analogy are simile and metaphor, and you will be writing some 

of your own for the essays in this book. Both simile and metaphor are types of figurative language, 

which is wording that suggests an imaginative meaning that goes beyond what the actual words 

say. A simile is a comparison that uses the words “like” or “as.” For example, “I run like a cheetah” 

or “He is as clever as a fox.” A metaphor makes 

a comparison without using the words “like” 

or “as.” For example, “I am a fish when I get 

into the swimming pool” or “He is a monkey on 

the rope ladder.” We naturally use simile and 

metaphor all the time to describe our ideas. Try 

for one day to speak without using any meta-

phor—I bet you can’t!

There are a lot of different ways to make 

an analogy. Some, such as simile and 

metaphor, are usually pretty simple and 

short. Others, such as extended metaphors 

and allegory, are much longer and more 

detailed. You may encounter such longer or 

more complicated analogies as you move 

forward in your education, but for now you’ll 

be sticking with simile and metaphor.

The word “metaphor” comes from two 

Greek words: meta meaning “across” or 

“transport” or “transfer,” and pherein, which 

means “to bear” or “to carry.” When you put 

the two words together they mean “to carry 

across.” So a metaphor “carries across” the 

meaning of one object to another.

Metaphor 
meta   +   pherein 

     (“across”)        (“to bear, or carry”)Love Rose
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Sometimes simile and metaphor are more complicated than “I am a fish” or “I run like a chee-

tah.” Sometimes they don’t directly say that one thing is the same as another, but if you look 

closely, you will see that a comparison is being made. To better understand this more complicated 

type of metaphor, take a look at an excerpt from one of the great American novels, Moby-Dick. 

Moby-Dick was written in 1851 by Herman Melville. It tells the story of Captain Ahab, who is ob-

sessed with tracking down and destroying a giant whale that was responsible for the loss of Ahab’s 

leg. Ahab, who is in charge of a ship called the Pequod, pursues the whale relentlessly and reck-

lessly, even to the point of endangering his own life and the lives of his sailors. As you read, make 

note of the passages that are marked with a dotted underline. Those are some of the analogies in 

this reading.

Figurative language—wording that suggests an imaginative meaning that goes beyond what 

the actual words say

Analogy—a broad term for a comparison between two ideas, events, or objects that is used to 

describe or explain one of those things

Metaphor—a comparison in which one thing is used to describe another thing that appears to 

be different but that actually has some similarities; does not use the words “like” or “as” (e.g., 

“That test was a breeze,” “Love is a rose, a red and thorny flower.”)

Simile—a comparison using the words “like” or “as” (e.g., “I’m as silly as a clown with a fire hose.”)
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Moby-Dick 
—adapted from Moby-Dick by Herman Melville

Please note: This passage from Moby-Dick can be found in updated language at the back of the 

book (see page 224). We recommend that you try to read and understand Melville’s original writ-

ing first. His use of English is very rich indeed! However, if you find yourself bogged down by the 

language, if the pictures aren’t clear in your head, the updated version may help.

Note also that this is a difficult text, so if you find yourself struggling with challenging words, 

you can look them up in the glossary or, if you don’t find them there, in a dictionary.

For long days and weeks, Ahab and anguish lay stretched together in one hammock. Here his 

torn body and gashed soul bled into one another, and so interfusing, made him mad.1 It was only 

then, on the homeward voyage, after the encounter with the whale, that the final monomania 

seized him. At intervals during the passage, he was a raving lunatic; and, though unlimbed of a 

leg,2 yet such vital strength lurked in his chest, and was moreover intensified by his delirium, that 

his mates were forced to lace him fast3 there, as he sailed, raving in his hammock. In a straitjacket, 

he swung to the mad rockings of the gales. Now and then the ship floated across the tranquil trop-

ics, and, to all appearances, the old man’s delirium seemed left behind him with the Cape Horn 

swells. Ahab came forth from his dark den into the blessed light and air, bearing that firm, col-

lected front,4 however pale, and issued his calm orders once again; and his mates thanked God the 

direful5 madness was now gone. Even then, Ahab, in his hidden self, raved on. Human madness is 

oftentimes a cunning and most feline thing. When you think it fled, it may have but become 

transfigured into some still subtler form.

Certain it is, that with the mad secret of his unabated rage bolted up and keyed6 in 

him, Ahab had purposely sailed upon the present voyage with the sole and all-engrossing 

object of hunting the White Whale. Had any one of his old acquaintances on shore but 

half dreamed of what was lurking in him then, how soon would their aghast 

and righteous souls have wrenched the ship from such a fiendish man! 

They were bent on profitable cruises, the profit to be counted down in 

dollars from the mint. He was intent on an audacious, immitigable, 

and supernatural revenge.

1.  Sometimes the word “mad” was used to describe mental illness. Another term that people used and still use is “crazy.” Neither 
term, however, is as accurate as the term “mental illness.”

2. unlimbed of a leg: missing one of his legs
3. lace him fast: tie him tightly
4. front: often means “false front.” Ahab is putting on a false look of sanity and calm.
5. direful: dreadful, terrible
6. keyed: likely means “locked”
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Often he was forced from his hammock by 

exhausting and intolerably vivid dreams of the 

night. When he woke, his thoughts would whirl round and round in 

his blazing brain, till the very throbbing of his lifespot7 became insuffer-

able anguish. Sometimes these spiritual throes in him heaved his being up from 

its base, and a chasm seemed to open up in him, from which forked flames and lightnings 

shot up, and accursed fiends beckoned him to leap down among them. When this hell in himself 

yawned beneath him, a wild cry would be heard through the ship; and with glaring eyes Ahab would 

burst from his state room, as though escaping from a bed that was on fire.

Here, then, was this grey-headed, ungodly old man, chasing with curses a Job’s whale8 round 

the world, at the head of a crew, too, chiefly made up of mongrel renegades, and castaways, and 

cannibals. Such a crew, so officered, seemed specially picked to help him to his monomaniac re-

venge. How it was that they so aboundingly responded to the old man’s ire—by what evil magic 

their souls were possessed, that at times his hate seemed almost theirs, the White Whale as 

much their insufferable foe as his—how all this came to be—what the White Whale was to them, 

or how to their unconscious understandings, also, in some dim, unsuspected way, he might have 

seemed the gliding great demon of the seas of life9—to explain all this would be to dive deeper 

than I can go.

There are a number of complicated analogies in this reading, aren’t there? Here are explana-

tions of the few that we’ve marked:
  “Ahab came forth from his dark den” is a metaphor that compares Ahab to a type of animal 

that would have a den, such as a fox, coyote, cougar, bear, or lion. Many of the animals that 

live in dens tend to be dangerous and to hibernate (sleep or rest through the winter). Both of 

these are qualities that Ahab has. He is dangerous in his “madness,” and he “hibernates” as he 

hides away in his room.
  “Human madness is oftentimes a cunning and most feline thing” is a metaphor that compares 

mental illness to a cat. The word “feline” means “catlike.” Cats are known to be tricky and hard 

to find because they can fit into small spaces. They can take you by surprise when they come 

out of hiding, and they can lie in wait for a long time. Madness can also be tricky and hard to 

find. It can take us by surprise when it appears, and it can stay hidden for a long time.
  “With glaring eyes Ahab would burst from his state room, as though escaping from a bed that 

was on fire” is a simile. It compares the way Ahab comes out of his room to the way a person 

would move in an emergency situation. It describes the way that Ahab moves and gives us a 

picture of what he looked like.

7. lifespot: this may be a reference to the heart or the brain
8.  Job’s whale: a reference to the Hebrew Scriptures. Job’s whale is a sea monster or huge fish that is terrifying and impossible to 

control.
9. the gliding great demon of the seas of life: This is a metaphor. The White Whale, Moby Dick, is like a demon that torments them.
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  “To explain all this would be to dive deeper than I can go” is a metaphor that compares the job 

of trying to explain a difficult subject to diving into the depths of the sea. Diving deep into the 

sea is very hard to do, and many people could not do it. This comparison emphasizes the idea 

that the reasons for the crew’s behavior are very hard to figure out.

As you can see, analogies can be used in many ways. Some are simple and some are more com-

plicated, but they all have the same goal: to make a piece of writing more interesting or easier to 

understand. In your comparison essays you will use simile and metaphor to introduce the two 

subjects you will compare.

Tel l It Back—Narration
1. Without looking at the text, give the definitions for the following terms:

  figurative language
  analogy
  metaphor
  simile

2. What are some reasons a writer might use analogy?

Talk About It—
1. Melville describes Captain Ahab as selfish and vengeful. What are some quotes from the 

text that show Ahab’s desire for revenge?

2. In the previous book, Encomium & Vituperation, you learned that encomium is praise and 

vituperation is blame. Based on the reading selection, would you be more likely to write an 

encomium or a vituperation about Captain Ahab? Explain your answer. Be sure to include 

specific quotes from the text in your explanation.

3. Melville uses figurative language throughout his story. There is an imaginative meaning 

to his descriptions that goes well beyond what the actual words say. For example, when 

he describes the “gashed soul” of Ahab as bleeding, he means that Ahab’s soul is hurt, or 

wounded. Melville tells us this by comparing Ahab’s soul to a body that has been wounded, 

or cut, and is bleeding. Why do you suppose authors use figurative language like this? Why 

don’t they just say exactly what they mean?

34 Lesson 3: The Tools of Metaphor & Simile 
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Memoria—

The Noiseless, Patient Spider 
—by Walt Whitman

A NOISELESS, patient spider,

I mark’d, where, on a little promontory, it stood, isolated;

Mark’d how, to explore the vacant, vast surrounding,

It launch’d forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself;

Ever unreeling them—ever tirelessly speeding them.

And you, O my Soul, where you stand,

Surrounded, surrounded, in measureless oceans of space,

Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing,—seeking the spheres, to connect them;

Till the bridge you will need, be form’d—till the ductile anchor hold;

Till the gossamer thread you fling, catch somewhere, O my Soul.

1. After reading this poem by Walt Whitman, an important American poet from the 1800s, 

define any words you may not know. Then discuss something particular that you like about 

this poem. You might choose a specific stanza, line, or phrase, a sound or rhythm, an image 

or a word. Make sure to explain why you like it.

2. In this poem, Whitman makes a comparison between the spider, in the first stanza, and the 

soul, in the second stanza. As the spider stands alone in a vast, empty space, so the soul 

stands surrounded by measureless empty space. As the spider creates threads and throws 

them out to attach them to something, the soul seeks to build a bridge to connect it to 

something. Both spider and soul are alone and looking for connection. How is the soul like 

a spider spinning its web?

3. Memorize the second stanza of the poem and be prepared to recite it during your next class.

4. Write one or two of your favorite comparisons from this poem in your commonplace book, 

along with any thoughts you have about them.
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Go Deeper—
1. Answer the questions and follow the instructions after each of the provided analogies.

Examples:

Human madness is oftentimes a cunning and most feline thing.

What kind of comparison is it? _____________________________________________

What is being compared? __________________________________________________

What does the comparison mean? ___________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Write your own metaphor that compares madness to another type of animal. ________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

With glaring eyes Ahab would burst from his state room, as though escaping from a 

bed that was on fire.

What kind of comparison is it? _______________________________

What is being compared? __________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

What does the comparison mean? ___________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Write your own simile that compares the way a person leaves a room to another type of 

action. _________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

a. The cat stuck like a bur10 to girl’s back.

What kind of comparison is it?  ______________________________________

What is being compared?  __________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________

What does the comparison mean?  ____________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________

Write your own simile that compares a cat to another object.  _________________  

 ____________________________________________________________

10. bur: a prickly seed pod

metaphor
Mental illness is being compared to a cat.

Cats are known to be tricky and hard to find because 

Madness is a bird that squawks and does a sharp nose dive into the ocean.

the way a person would move in an emergency situation.

quickly. This comparison means that Ahab was alarmed and moving with speed.

simile

The way Ahab comes out of his room is being compared to 

In the case of a fire, a person would move very 

With sleepy eyes, the girl came slowly out of her room like a turtle emerging 

they can fit into small spaces. They can take you by surprise when they come out of 

hiding, and they can lie in wait for a long time. Madness can also be tricky and hard to 

find. It can take us by surprise when it appears, and it can stay hidden for a long time.

from its shell.
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b. The winter wind was a knife, cutting through my coat.

What kind of comparison is it?  ______________________________________

What is being compared?  __________________________________________

What does the comparison mean?  ____________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________

Write your own metaphor that compares the winter wind to another object.  _______  

 ____________________________________________________________

c. The ripples on the pond hit the shore with a sound like a dog lapping water.

What kind of comparison is it?  ______________________________________

What is being compared?  __________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________

What does the comparison mean?  ____________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________
Write your own simile or metaphor that compares the sound of water to another 

sound.  _______________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________
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2.  Create one metaphor and one simile from each of the following sets of col-

umns by comparing objects from Column A to objects from Column B. For 

each analogy choose one object from each column. Notice that the objects are 

all specific nouns (e.g., oak), which are often more vivid than general words 

(e.g., tree). Also make sure that your sentences use strong verbs.

It might be fun for you to roll a die to help you choose what words you will use in your 

analogies. With your first roll, you can use the word in Column A that corresponds to the 

number you rolled. With your second roll, you can use the word in Column B that corre-

sponds to the number you rolled.

Column A Column B
1. eye

2. moon

3. nightmare

4. brat

5. kingdom

6. pimple

1. silver bowl

2. head of cabbage

3. rotten egg

4. pizza pie

5. snow globe

6. rose

Example simile: After he awoke, he shook his nightmare away like glitter in a snow globe.

Example metaphor: The moon shone brightly on the surface of a pond, an overturned 

silver bowl.

Simile:  _______________________________________________________

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________

Column A Column B
1. mustache

2. sunlight

3. toes

4. happiness

5. teeth

6. ball gown

1. bronze sword

2. branch

3. banana

4. French fries

5. candle

6. lion’s mane

Simile:  _______________________________________________________

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________
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Lesson 4

Two Disasters:  
Fire & Ice

Have you heard the story about the cow that kicked over a lantern in the barn and started a 

fire? Um . . . actually, it’s not just a joke. It really happened. Sort of. In 1871, there was a mas-

sive fire that leveled the city of Chicago, and at first it was rumored that the fire had been started 

when Mrs. O’Leary’s1 cow knocked over a lantern. How the fire actually began is unknown, but 

once it had done its work, it was responsible for one of the worst disasters in the nineteenth cen-

tury. The fire destroyed over 70,000 buildings and 73 miles of streets.

Maybe you’ve heard the story about the so-called “unsinkable ship” that did precisely that: sink 

on its maiden voyage. The owners and builders of the ship were so confident that they rejected 

plans that called for as many as sixty-four lifeboats, enough to accommodate all the ship’s passen-

gers. In one of history’s great ironies,2 the “unsinkable” Titanic sank after colliding with an iceberg 

off the banks of Newfoundland. More than 1,500 people died in the accident.

1.  Mrs. Kate O’Leary was an Irish immigrant whose cow supposedly knocked over the lantern that started the Chicago Fire. People 
blamed her because her house was the first to catch fire.

2.  irony: a difference between what is expected and what actually happens. In this case, people expected the Titanic to be unsink-
able, and yet it sank on its first voyage.
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Now, there’s a good deal more to the story of the Great Chicago Fire than the rumor about 

Mrs. O’Leary’s cow knocking over a lantern, and there’s more to the story of the Titanic than 

what an employee of the ship allegedly said upon its launch: “Not even God himself could sink 

this ship.” In addition, while these two events may seem unrelated at first, if you look more 

closely, you will find that they have some similarities and some differences. In other words, you 

will be able to compare them.

In the next lesson you will learn in detail how to write a comparison essay, and the Chicago Fire 

and the sinking of the Titanic will be the topics of the sample essay. First, however, take some time 

to read the following selections, which will you give you a more complete picture of each event. As 

you read, make note of both main points and details. Read carefully so that you will be able to iden-

tify similarities and differences later.
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The Great Chicago Fire 
—adapted from The Great Conflagration by James W. Sheahan

The Great Chicago Fire began on Sunday, October 8, 1871, and lasted for two days. The fire 

killed more than 300 people, destroyed roughly 3 square miles of the city, and left more than 

100,000 residents homeless. Though the fire was one of the largest US disasters of the nineteenth 

century and destroyed much of the city’s central business district, Chicago was eventually rebuilt 

and continued to thrive as one of the most populous American cities. This reading vividly captures 

some of the worst moments of the fire.

At precisely 9:30 p.m. on Sunday, October 8, the fire-bell sounded an alarm, and simultaneously 

a bright light appeared in the southwest. It was just as church services were letting out and the 

congregations were returning to their homes. No special attention was given to the fire, and many 

hundreds of families, after noticing that it was at a great distance, went to their homes and later 

retired to sleep, all unconscious that the demon was unloosed which would disturb and expel them 

before many hours.

The fire had originated in a cow shed in the rear of a one-story frame building, on the northeast 

corner of DeKoven and Jefferson streets. The origin of the fire is a mystery. The story that an at-

tempt to milk a cow by the light of a kerosene lamp had ended in the overturning of the lamp, and 

the rapid firing of the cow shed, is now known to be untrue.

It must always be borne in mind that for thirty-six hours previously the wind had been blow-

ing with unusual violence from the southwest. The flames, carried away by the wind, immediately 

spread to the nearby sheds on the block. It seemed as if the fire and the gale had united to mow a 

breadth of desolation from one place to the other in the shortest possible time.

The firemen posted themselves in front of the fire, struggling to arrest it, but their labors were in 

vain. They might as well have attempted to arrest the wind itself, because at this time the wind and 

the fire were the same thing, the blaze often reaching across the streets, and burning brands3 were 

carried far in advance of the actual fire. There had been no rain in Chicago, of any account, for nearly 

six weeks, and the wooden buildings, tenements, lumber piles, and sidewalks were as dry as paper. 

Within two hours the fire had reached Van Buren Street, and had there been no more than an 

ordinary gale, it would have stopped. But the buildings here covered perhaps 150 acres and con-

tained saw mills, dwellings, barns, factories, shops, lumber yards, and coal depots—all of the most 

combustible character. The fire was, notwithstanding its terrors, a brilliant spectacle. The smoke 

did not obscure the view. Everywhere was a broad sheet of flame leaping, darting, and sending 

3. burning brands: burning pieces of wood
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forth, as if from some grand pyrotechnic preparation, the most brilliant, dazzling meteors of living 

fire. It was sublime, yet terrifying; magnificent, yet appalling.

Here was the grand turning point in the conflagration. Here the fire, under ordinary circum-

stances, would have stopped; here it had consumed everything that had been in its path. To the 

north lay the plain that had been laid waste4 the night before. To the west was the wind; to the 

east was the river. But far off to the northeast beyond two rivers, beyond the great structures of 

hotels, banks, and warehouses, beyond the towering walls of marble and of brick—a full two miles 

distant—were the water works, the only possible agent5 that could save the city from annihila-

tion, and to that point, this conflagration seemed determined to reach. With a huge head of flying 

sparks and burning embers, the fire roared and leaped over the Chicago River. It engulfed a railroad 

car there, a car loaded with kerosene, and blew it to pieces. From that explosion, the fire raged in 

every direction. It made its way north again, this time on the eastern shore, and destroyed the wa-

terworks, and all of the pipes within, the last hope of the firefighters to drown the fire with water.

Men, women, and children on foot took up their march from the flames. To comprehend the 

horrors of that flight let the reader imagine a population of 76,000 men, women, and children, 

suddenly driven from their homes, hemmed in by a roaring blaze on each side. Let her imagine 

these people shuffling along in a few streets, trying to keep families together, enveloped in clouds 

of smoke, and covered at every step with blazing cinders. The horrors of the exodus were made 

more terrible by the wild foray6 of horses and cattle, terrified by the fire, madly running hither and 

thither, kicking and trampling, often in herds of a dozen, aimlessly trying to escape or plunging 

through the human procession. There was no shelter, no refuge, no escape, but to push on through 

the narrow streets to the north.

Occasionally, above the roar and din, above the shrieks and shouts of the moving mass, above 

the wild neighing and snorting of the frenzied horses and cattle, would be heard the explosions 

of drug stores, distilleries, and warehouses, and the crumbling of stone walls. Then would come 

the shower of fiery projectiles, the horrors of which were often aggravated by the pitiable sight of 

dismembered portions of human bodies, the victims of explosions.

Anyone who has witnessed the passage of an army of 75,000 men 

moving through the streets in perfect order and discipline can get 

a faint picture of this terrible flight of the inhabitants of the city by 

imagining, instead of a disciplined army, a horde of terrified men, women, 

and children, most of them half clothed, bearing their sick, their dying, 

their aged, and their helpless, with the sidewalks on fire, the buildings 

in a blaze in every direction, the horrible roar behind, the stifling smoke 

and cinders, and all this fearful procession hastening forward as best it 

could—going no one knew where. When someone fell it meant almost 

4. laid waste: completely destroyed; in this case, completely burned up
5. agent: tool or help; literally “active power”
6. foray: an attack; in this case, a stampede
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certain death. The ever-surging crowd could not stop to pick up the exhausted or the feeble, but 

over the fallen bodies rushed on, away from the monster that was pursuing them.

How many thus perished will never be known; but the next day, when the fire was out, and 

the scattered families called their rolls,7 over 2,000 children were missing, most of whom were 

of an age as to exclude all hope of their safety. The once teeming place became as silent as the 

graveyard.

The Titanic Disaster 
—adapted from The Sinking of the Titanic and Great Sea Disasters by Logan Marshall

The RMS Titanic was a passenger ship that sank in the early morning hours of April 15, 1912. 

While on its maiden voyage from England to New York City, the ship collided with an iceberg, and 

it now sits at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. More than 1,500 passengers were killed, making 

the sinking one of the largest peacetime disasters on the sea in history. This selection describes the 

aftermath of the Titanic’s collision, when the ship’s passengers had to decide how to act.

There were some terrible scenes. Fathers were parting from their children and giving them an 

encouraging pat on the shoulders. Men were kissing their wives and telling them that they would 

be with them shortly. One man continued to insist that there was absolutely no danger, that the 

boat was the finest ever built, with water-tight compartments, and that it could not sink. That 

seemed to be the general impression.

A few of the men, however, were panic-stricken even when the first of the lifeboats was being 

filled. Ten men threw themselves into the boats that were already crowded with women and chil-

dren. These men were dragged back and hurled sprawling across the deck. Six of them, screaming 

with fear, struggled to their feet and made a second attempt to rush to the boats. Gunshots sound-

ed in quick succession, and the six cowardly men were stopped in their tracks. They staggered and 

collapsed one after another. At least two of them vainly attempted to creep toward the boats again. 

The others lay quite still. This scene of bloodshed served its purpose. In that particular section of 

the deck there was no further attempt to violate the rule of “women and children first.”

Scenes on the sinking vessel grew more tragic as the remaining passengers faced the awful 

certainty that most would die. In that hour, when cherished illusions of possible safety had all but 

vanished, manhood and womanhood aboard the Titanic rose to their sublimest8 heights. It was in 

that crisis of the direst extremity that many brave women deliberately rejected life and chose rather 

to remain and die with the men whom they loved.

7. called their rolls: called everyone’s name to see who was present
8. sublimest: most sublime, or highest
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“I will not leave my husband,” said Mrs. Ida Straus. “We are old; we can best die together.” 

And she turned from those who would have forced her into one of the boats and clung to the 

man who had been the partner of her joys and sorrows. Thus they stood hand in hand and heart 

to heart, comforting each other until the sea claimed them, united in death as they had been 

through a long life.

Miss Elizabeth Evans of New York was placed in the same boat with many other women. As it 

was about to be lowered away it was found that the craft contained one more than its full quota 

of passengers. The grim question arose as to which of them should surrender her place and her 

chance of safety. Miss Evans, looking at the mothers surrounding her, was the first to volunteer 

her life. “Your need is greater than mine,” said she to the others. “You have children who need you, 

and I have none.” So saying, she arose from the boat and stepped back upon the deck. The twenty-

five-year-old woman, beloved by all who knew her, found no later refuge and was one of those who 

went down with the ship.

Unfortunately, many of the lifeboats left the ship with much room to spare for others. Scarcely 

any of the lifeboats were properly manned. Two, filled with women and children, capsized immedi-

ately, and the collapsible boats9 were only temporarily useful, as they soon filled with water. In one 

boat eighteen or twenty persons sat in water above their knees for six hours.

9.  Collapsible boats were smaller than the lifeboats and could be folded up and tucked away. They could each hold almost fifty 
people, while the wooden lifeboats could hold sixty-five. Their canvas sides might have made them more prone to water leaks or 
more vulnerable to wave action above the waterline.

Ida Straus

Ida was married to Isidor Straus, a former US congressman and the 

co-owner of Macy’s department store. He was one of the wealthiest 

passengers on board the Titanic. When Ida refused to get on a lifeboat 

without her husband, Isidor was offered a seat in a lifeboat to accom-

pany her. However, he would not go as long as there were still women 

and children aboard. He refused to be made an exception. Later, a 

friend asked an officer if Isidor and Ida could both enter a lifeboat 

together. Isidor was reported to have responded, “I will not go before 

the other men.” Ida even insisted that her English maid, Ellen Bird, 

get into a lifeboat, and gave Ellen her fur coat, stating that she would 

not be needing it. p Isidor and Ida Straus
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An Eyewitness to the  
Sinking of the Titanic 

—adapted from The Loss of the S.S. Titanic by Lawrence Beesley

This selection describes the weather conditions and the sinking of the great ship from the 

perspective of an eyewitness rowing away from the ship on a lifeboat. There was a danger that the 

Titanic would suck the lifeboats underwater when its great bulk took its final plunge.

The stars seemed really to be alive and to talk. The complete absence of haze produced 

a phenomenon I had never seen before: where the sky met the sea, the line was as clear and 

definite as the edge of a knife. The captain of one of the ships near us that night said the stars 

were so extraordinarily bright near the horizon that he was deceived into thinking that they 

were ships’ lights: he did not remember seeing such a night before. Those who were afloat will 

all agree with that statement: we were often deceived into thinking they were lights of a ship.

And next the cold air! Here again was something quite new to us: there was not a breath of 

wind to blow keenly round us as we stood in the boat, and because of its continued persistence to 

make us feel cold; it was just a keen, bitter, icy, motionless cold that came from nowhere and yet 

was there all the time; the stillness of it—if one can imagine “cold” being motionless and still—was 

what seemed new and strange.

The sky and the air were overhead; and below was the sea. Here again was something uncom-

mon: the surface was like a lake of oil, heaving gently up and down with a quiet motion that 

rocked our boat dreamily to and fro. The sea slipped away smoothly under the boat, and I think 

we never heard it lapping on the sides, so oily in appearance was the water. So when one of the 

stokers said he had been to sea for twenty-six years and never yet seen such a calm night, we 

accepted it as true without comment. Just as expressive was the remark of another—“It reminds 

me of a bloomin’10 picnic!” It was quite true; it did: a picnic on a lake, or a quiet inland river like 

the Cam, or a backwater on the Thames.11

And so in these conditions of sky and air and sea, we gazed upon the Titanic from a short 

distance. She was absolutely still—indeed from the first it seemed as if the blow from the iceberg 

had taken all the courage out of her and she had just come quietly to rest and was settling down 

without an effort to save herself, without a murmur of protest against such a foul blow. For the 

sea could not rock her: the wind was not there to howl noisily round the decks, and make the ropes 

10. bloomin’: an expression added for emphasis
11. Cam and Thames: two rivers in England
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hum; from the first what must have impressed all as they watched was the sense of stillness about 

her and the slow, insensible way she sank lower and lower in the sea, like a stricken animal.

The mere bulk alone of the ship viewed from the sea below was an awe-inspiring sight. Imagine 

a ship nearly a sixth of a mile long, seventy-five feet high to the top decks, with four enormous 

funnels above the decks, and masts again high above the funnels; with her hundreds of portholes, 

all her saloons and other rooms brilliant with light, and all round her, little boats filled with those 

who until a few hours before had trod her decks and read in her libraries and listened to the music 

of her band in happy contentment; and who were now looking up in amazement at the enormous 

mass above them and rowing away from her because she was sinking.

And before we knew it, in place of the Titanic, we had the level sea now stretching in an unbro-

ken expanse to the horizon: heaving gently just as before, with no indication on the surface that 

the waves had just closed over the most wonderful vessel ever built by man’s hand; the stars looked 

down just the same and the air was just as bitterly cold.

There seemed a great sense of loneliness when we were left on the sea in a small boat without 

the Titanic: not that we were uncomfortable (except for the cold) nor in danger: we did not think 

we were either, but the Titanic was no longer there.

We waited head on12 for the wave which we thought might come—the wave we had heard so 

much of from the crew and which they said had been known to travel for miles—and it never 

came. But although the Titanic left us no such legacy of a wave as she went to the bottom, she 

left us something we would willingly forget forever, something which it is well not to let the 

imagination dwell on—the cries of many hundreds of our fellow-passengers struggling in the 

ice-cold water.

I would willingly omit any further mention of this part of the disaster from this book, but for two 

reasons it is not possible—first, that as a matter of history it should be put on record; and secondly, 

that these cries were not only an appeal for help in the awful conditions of danger in which the 

drowning found themselves,—an appeal that could never be answered,—but an appeal to the whole 

world to make such conditions of danger and hopelessness impossible ever again; a cry that called to 

the heavens for the very injustice of its own existence; a cry that clamored for its own destruction.

We were utterly surprised to hear this cry go up as the waves closed over the Titanic. Unpre-

pared as we were for such a thing, the cries of the drowning floating across the quiet sea filled us 

with stupefaction: we longed to return and rescue at least some of the drowning, but we knew it 

was impossible. The boat was filled to standing-room, and to return would mean the swamping of 

us all, and so the captain told his crew to row away from the cries. We tried to sing to keep from 

thinking of them; but there was no heart for singing in the boat at that time.

The cries, which were loud and numerous at first, died away gradually one by one, but the night 

was clear, frosty and still, the water smooth, and the sounds must have carried for miles. I think 

12. head on: looking directly at the water
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the last of them must have been heard nearly forty minutes after the Titanic sank. Life vests would 

keep the survivors afloat for hours; but the cold water was what stopped the cries.

There must have come to all of us safe in the lifeboats, a deep resolve that, if anything could be 

done in the future to prevent the repetition of such sounds, we would do it. And not only to them 

are those cries an imperative call, but to every man and woman who has known of them. It is not 

possible that ever again can such conditions exist; but it is a duty imperative on one and all to see 

that they do not. Think of it! a few more boats, a few more planks of wood nailed together in a par-

ticular way at a trifling cost, and all those men and women whom the world can so ill afford to lose 

would be with us today, there would be no mourning in thousands of homes which now are deso-

late, and these words need not have been written.

Tel l It Back—Narration
1. MARK UP THE TEXT—Annotation: Read through the passages about the Great Chicago 

Fire and the sinking of the Titanic again. As you read, write in the margin of the text sym-

bols that will help you understand it better and find important details later. The following 

are some symbols you might use:
  Underline the main idea of the story or any important point.
  Put a question mark in the margin to mark any part of the story you don’t understand.
  Write any questions or thoughts you have in the margin.
  Put an exclamation point in the margin to mark any part of the story you find surpris-

ing or particularly interesting.
  Circle any important or unfamiliar vocabulary words or proper nouns when they are 

first introduced. Remember, a proper noun is the name for any specific person, place, 

thing, or idea. How do you know which words to circle? Circle words that appear repeat-

edly, or words you can’t understand from the context of the sentence alone. Look up 

any unfamiliar words in the glossary, or, if they aren’t there, in a dictionary.
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2. ORAL NARRATION: Look over the annotations you made for An Eyewitness to the Sinking 

of the Titanic. Then, without looking at the text, retell the story as best you remember it 

using your own words. Try not to leave out any important details. 

Here are the f irst few sentences to help you get started:
The stars seemed really to be alive and to talk. The complete absence of haze produced 

a phenomenon I had never seen before: where the sky met the sea, the line was as clear 

and definite as the edge of a knife. The captain of one of the ships near us that night 

said the stars were so extraordinarily bright near the horizon that he was deceived into 

thinking that they were ships’ lights: he did not remember seeing such a night before.

3. OUTLINE: Create an outline for The Titanic Disaster using Roman numerals (I, II, III) for 

the most important events and capital letters (A, B, C) for less important events. Use stan-

dard numbers (1, 2, 3) for minor points.

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

A

B

1
2

This icon 
points 
to more 
tips on 
outlining 
on page 
205.
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Talk About It—
1. Comb through The Great Chicago Fire for any use of simile or metaphor. Then share one 

of the examples you find with your class and describe or explain the comparison using 

your own words.

2. Most experts believe that the Great Chicago Fire was made worse by three factors: flam-

mable building materials, poor weather conditions, and an inadequate response by the 

fire department. More than two-thirds of the structures in Chicago at that time were 

made entirely of wood, and most houses and buildings were topped with highly flam-

mable tar or shingle roofs. All of the city’s sidewalks and many roads were made of wood. 

There had also been a severe drought the summer before the fire, with only an inch of 

rain in the span of three months. That night, strong winds carried flying embers toward 

the heart of the city. The response by the fire department was quick, but the firefight-

ers were accidentally sent to the wrong place, allowing the fire to grow in the meantime. 

In addition, in 1871 the Chicago Fire Department had only 185 firefighters with just 17 

horse-drawn steam engines to protect the entire city. Based on these factors, what do you 

think can be learned from this disaster?

3. As with the Chicago Fire, many factors contributed to the sinking of the Titanic. Prior 

to launch, the owners and builders of the Titanic rejected plans that called for as many 

as sixty-four lifeboats. Although the number of lifeboats on the Titanic—twenty—was 

enough by government standards, that number would only accommodate about half of 

the 2,228 people onboard. Also, reports suggest that Captain Edward J. Smith was driv-

ing the ship too fast in an attempt to beat the Atlantic crossing time of another ship 

in the Titanic’s fleet. Finally, the captain and crew ignored iceberg warnings from other 

ships, with the last and most specific warning not even being passed along to the captain. 

As a result, more than 1,500 people died in the accident. Based on these factors, what 

can be learned from this disaster?

4. Disasters tend to bring out both the good and the bad in people. Many men and women in 

dire circumstances demonstrate acts of great courage and heroism, while others show cow-

ardice or carelessness toward others. In the Titanic accounts, the authors mention several 

examples of chivalry, such as when most of the people on the ship insisted upon getting 

women and children into the lifeboats first, or when some people gave their lives to save 

others. Disastrous circumstances certainly give people the opportunity to be brave. Why do 

you think some show bravery while others do not?
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Memoria—
Thou shalt respect the weak and constitute thyself the defender of them.

1. After reading this quotation taken from the Chivalric Code and Measure of the Middle 

Ages, a set of rules guiding the behavior of knights, define any words you may not know. 

Then discuss the meaning of the quotation.

2. How does this quote relate to the stories of the Great Chicago Fire and the Titanic?

3. Memorize this quotation and be prepared to recite it during your next class.

4. Write this quotation in your commonplace book, along with any thoughts you have about it.

Go Deeper—
1. In the last lesson you learned about the importance of analogies in helping to communi-

cate ideas, and you’re going to use analogies when writing your comparison essays. You 

can practice for this by composing some similes and metaphors. Remember, both similes 

and metaphors describe one thing by comparing it to a second, seemingly unlike thing and 

showing how they are similar. A simile uses the words “like” or “as” to make a comparison, 

whereas a metaphor does not.

For each of the following emotions, write one simile and one metaphor to describe a person 

who is feeling that emotion.

Example:   

Emotion: surprise 

Simile: I was as shocked as a finger in an electric outlet. 

Metaphor: I was a bowling pin that had been suddenly knocked over.

a.  Emotion: embarrassed 

Simile:  _______________________________________________________  

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________

b. Emotion: excited 

Simile:  _______________________________________________________  

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________
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c. Emotion: angry 

Simile:  _______________________________________________________  

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________

d. Emotion: fear 

Simile:  _______________________________________________________  

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________

e. Emotion: sad 

Simile:  _______________________________________________________  

Metaphor:  ____________________________________________________

2. Now turn your focus on the Chicago Fire and the sinking of the Titanic. Use the informa-

tion from this lesson to help you write two statements—one a simile and one a meta-

phor—about each disaster. Use your imagination to describe what each event might have 

been like.

Examples:  

Simile about the Great Chicago Fire: The people scurried from their burning 

homes like ants running from a magnifying glass. 

Metaphor about the Titanic disaster: The lifeboat was a brown leaf floating 

on a pond.

Simile about the Great Chicago Fire:  _____________________________________  

 _______________________________________________________________

Metaphor about the Great Chicago Fire:  ___________________________________  

 _______________________________________________________________

Simile about the Titanic disaster:  ________________________________________  

 _______________________________________________________________

Metaphor about the Titanic disaster:  _____________________________________  

 _______________________________________________________________
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3. An extended metaphor is another way of making an analogy. Can you guess what an “ex-

tended metaphor” is? If you guessed “a longer metaphor,” then you’re correct! Making a 

metaphor longer—by adding detail, description, or explanation—makes your comparison 

more interesting. It captures the imaginations of your readers and makes them think about 

the imagery of your metaphor for more than just a sentence.

Try writing an extended metaphor. Take one of the metaphors you wrote in the previous 

exercise and expand it into two or three sentences by adding detail, description, or explana-

tion to it.

Example: The lifeboat was a brown leaf floating on a pond. Thin and fragile, it was tossed 

about by the little ripples of the water. At times, it seemed as though it could crumple and 

sink, but somehow its edges remained above the water.

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________
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Lesson 5

Writing the  
C omparison Essay

You’ve been doing a lot of preparation, haven’t you? The good news is that it’s almost time to 

start writing!

The main goal of a comparison essay is to describe some of the similarities and differences be-

tween two people, events, things, or ideas. Sometimes you may find that two 

subjects are more alike than they are different, or vice versa. As you write 

your essay, however, you should aim for a balanced discussion 

that equally considers both types of comparison. For the es-

says in this book, you will achieve balance by writing about 

the same number of similarities and differences. You will 

have two body paragraphs that explain similarities 

and two body paragraphs that explain differences.

In this lesson you will take a walk through the en-

tire essay and see how it’s done. Before you get started, 

take a minute to look back at the readings in the previous 

lesson and review your annotations. The sample essay in this les-

Similarities 
x 2

Differences 
x 2
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son will be about the Chicago Fire and the sinking of the Titanic, so a quick review of the readings 

will keep the information fresh in your mind. Once you’ve done your review, dig in to the following 

step-by-step guide to writing a comparison essay.

Prewriting
Before you compose your essay, you will need to do some prewriting to help you organize your 

thoughts. To start, you should make a list of as many similarities and differences between your 

subjects as you can. This will give you a list of ideas to pick from as you decide what to write about.

Begin by making a list of all the similarities between your two subjects. For example, in the case 

of the Chicago Fire and the sinking of the Titanic:
  They were both disasters on a large scale.
  They both had many deaths.
  There were moments of heroism in each.
  They both showed a failure of preparation or forethought.
  They both had instances of human error (starting a fire, colliding with an iceberg).
  They both happened in the same period of history.
  They both are worthy of retelling because of what we learned from them.

Now list their differences. For example:
  The sinking of the Titanic caused the loss of more lives than the Chicago Fire did (1,500 vs. 300).
  The Chicago Fire resulted in more destroyed property than the sinking of the Titanic did.
  The sinking of the Titanic was more likely to have been caused by pride, while the Chicago Fire 

was caused by circumstances and mistakes.
  The fire left hundreds of thousands homeless, but the sinking of the Titanic did not destroy 

any homes.
  One disaster was a fire, the other a shipwreck.

After making your lists, you will need to narrow your ideas down to two significant similarities 

and two key differences. Don’t just go with the obvious, but look for important points of compari-

son. What would your audience think if you wrote something such as, “The Great Chicago Fire and 

the Titanic disaster had many things in common. For example, they both happened. And they both 

involved people. Finally, they both occurred when the United States was a country”? You would 

seem like an amateur writer who didn’t have anything worthwhile to say! Instead, focus on more 

meaningful observations: They both had many casualties. They both made headlines around the 

world. In both events, some people involved were praised for heroism. The Titanic disaster involved 

the loss of more lives than the Chicago Fire. The Chicago Fire was the result of circumstances, 

whereas the sinking of the Titanic was a result of human pride. You get the idea.
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Once you have made your lists and chosen the similarities and differences that you will include 

in your essay, you are ready to start working on your paragraphs.

Paragraph 1 (Introduction) 
You will begin your essay with the introduction paragraph, which should start with an analogy. 

The following example compares epic disasters to wild animals.

An epic disaster is like a wild animal. Both are hard to control and nearly impossible to tame.

Next comes a short narrative overview of the two subjects. You will be sprinkling narrative 

details throughout your essay, so there is no need to give a lot of detail here. What you want to do 

for the introduction is stick to the basic facts. Consider the questions who, what, when, and where 

(avoid why and how for now), and tell about each subject in one or two sentences. The following 

example gives a short overview of both the Chicago Fire and the sinking of the Titanic:

On the evening of October 8, 1871, a deadly fire began to scorch its way through Chicago, 

consuming everything in its path. After blazing for two days, this great fire would end up 

destroying much of the city’s downtown area. Roughly forty years later, another disaster 

would make headlines. The sinking of the Titanic on April 15, 1912, caused the deaths of 

1,500 passengers and would become one of the greatest tragedies of the twentieth century.

Finally, you will write your topic sentence, which simply states the main idea of your essay. In 

this case, the essay compares and contrasts the Great Chicago Fire and the sinking of the Titanic, so 

a topic sentence might read like this:

The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and the sinking of the Titanic have many similarities and 

differences, some of which are considered here.

Note that in the previous book in this series, your introduction paragraph included both a 

thesis statement and a transition sentence. A topic sentence is simpler than a thesis, because it 

doesn’t argue a point but instead simply states a main idea. By stating what the rest of the essay’s 

paragraphs will be about, the topic sentence creates a bridge between the introduction and the next 

paragraph. This means that your topic sentence ends up serving as the transition sentence as well. 

It gives the reader an idea of what is to come in the paragraphs that follow.
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Paragraph 2 (Similarity #1)
In the first body paragraph, you will write about one major similarity between the two subjects. 

Start by identifying the similarity you will be describing. Then tell more about the similarity by add-

ing facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects. For inspiration, look back at the 

reading selections, your annotations, and the Talk About It section in lesson 4. Here’s an example:

One similarity between these disasters is that they were both deadly misfortunes involving 

the loss of lives and property. The Great Chicago Fire began on Sunday, October 8, 1871, 

and lasted for two days. The fire killed 300 people, destroyed 3 square miles of the city, 

and left more than 100,000 residents homeless. Legend has it that the fire began when a 

cow tipped over a lantern in the barn of one Mrs. O’Leary, but that was later proven to be 

false. There had been a severe drought all summer before the fire, and once the fire started, 

strong winds carried flying embers toward the heart of the city. The Titanic was a luxury 

steamship that sank in the Atlantic Ocean on April 15, 1912, during its maiden voyage. In 

general, people thought this gigantic ship was unsinkable, but at approximately 11:30 p.m. 

on April 14, the ship hit an iceberg and began to capsize. Lifeboats were loaded up with 

women and children first, but they were often under-filled. Even worse, there were only 

twenty lifeboats on board—enough to accommodate only half of the passengers. Only 705 

of the more than 2,200 passengers survived.

Paragraph 3 (Similarity #2)
In the second body paragraph, you will write about another major similarity between the two 

subjects. Start again by identifying the similarity you will be describing. Then tell more about the 

similarity by adding facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects. For inspira-

tion, look back at the reading selections, your annotations, and the Talk About It section in lesson 

4. In addition, look in the readings for a quote that gives a supportive fact, example, or detail and 

include it in your description.

These disasters also share a common thread in that people were able to learn from them. 

The fire taught people not to rely so heavily upon wood as a building material. At the time, 

more than two-thirds of the structures in Chicago were made entirely of wood, including 

sidewalks and roads. Nowadays, brick, steel, concrete, and aluminum, which are less flam-

mable, are commonly used when constructing buildings. From the Titanic people learned 

to be more prepared for disaster. The engineers and designers of the ship only included 

enough lifeboats to save half the passengers onboard. This is because, in general, people 

thought the ship was unsinkable. According to Lawrence Beesley, “the boat was the finest 

ever built, with water-tight compartments, and . . . it could not sink.” Beesley, like so many 
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others, believed the Titanic to be an unsinkable ship. Now, we know that to not be true. 

Today all ships are equipped with enough lifeboats to make sure that all of the passengers 

can make it safely off the boat in the event of a disaster.

Paragraph 4 (Difference #1)
In this body paragraph, you will write about a major difference between the two subjects. Start 

by identifying the difference you will be describing. Then tell more about the difference by adding 

facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects. For inspiration, look back at the 

reading selections, your annotations, and the Talk About It section in lesson 4. Here’s an example:

One major difference between these events is the nature of the disasters: One was a fire, and 

the other was a shipwreck. As a result, the devastating effects of the Great Chicago Fire and 

the sinking of the Titanic were much different. Fire reduces things to ashes. This meant that 

much of downtown Chicago was consumed by the blaze, and Chicagoans had to rebuild their 

city from the ground up. The Titanic, on the other hand, was not completely destroyed. In 

fact, its ruins still lie at the bottom of the Atlantic, where scientists can explore the remains. 

Yet despite the fact that the Chicago Fire destroyed more property, the Titanic caused the loss 

of more lives. Over 1,500 perished in the shipwreck, compared to 300 in the fire.

Paragraph 5 (Difference #2)
In the final body paragraph, you will write about another major difference between the two 

subjects. Start again by identifying the difference you will be describing. Then tell more about the 

difference by adding facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects. For inspira-

tion, look back at the reading selections, your annotations, and the Talk About It section in lesson 

4. In addition, look in the readings for a quote that gives a supportive fact, example, or detail and 

include it in your description.

However, the greatest distinction between these disasters is what caused them. The Chica-

go Fire was caused by a combination of natural disaster, ignorance, and bad circumstances. 

James Sheahan says, “There had been no rain in Chicago . . . for nearly six weeks, and the 

wooden buildings, tenements, lumber piles, and sidewalks, were as dry as paper.” The city’s 

lack of rain and overall dryness was the perfect environment for a huge fire. It’s no surprise 

that things burned up so quickly! In some ways, the fire was unavoidable, given the drought 

conditions. In contrast, the Titanic tragedy involved arrogance. People foolishly thought 

they had constructed an unsinkable ship, so they chose not to carry enough lifeboats for all 

the crew and passengers to survive. Reports also suggest that the captain and crew ignored 
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iceberg warnings from other ships, and that they were traveling too fast through icy waters. 

It seems that the Titanic disaster could have been avoided.

Paragraph 6 (Conclusion)
Finally, you will write an epilogue, or concluding paragraph. Often, young writers look at their 

conclusion as an afterthought—just a couple of throwaway sentences to wrap things up. Far from 

it! The conclusion is the last thing your audience will read. The words you choose to end your essay 

with will ring in their ears and influence the way they think about the comparison. You should 

always strive to make your concluding paragraph as memorable as possible.

For this essay, your conclusion should first recap the main point of your essay. It will then 

reflect on something important that can be learned from making the comparison. Finally, it will 

contain an observation or question about your subjects that would be interesting to learn more 

about in the future. For example:

In conclusion, these disasters had a number of similarities and differences.  

In comparing them, it is interesting to see that both events, while tragic, resulted  

in the improvement of human life. In the future it would be interesting to learn  

more about the heroes and their actions from both disasters.

Restatement of main point

Reflection on something learned Question for future study

Think of the introduction as the head of the essay, the four supporting paragraphs as the 

body, and the conclusion (epilogue) as the feet. Head, body, and feet make a complete essay.

Introduction

C onclusion

Supporting paragraphs



58 Lesson 5: Writing the Comparison Essay Lesson 5: Writing the Comparison Essay  59

Now look at the entire essay al l put together:
An epic disaster is like a wild animal. Both are hard to control and nearly impossible to 

tame. On the evening of October 8, 1871, a deadly fire began to scorch its way through Chi-

cago, consuming everything in its path. After blazing for two days, this great fire would end 

up destroying much of the city’s downtown area. Roughly forty years later, another disaster 

would make headlines. The sinking of the Titanic on April 15, 1912, caused the deaths of 

1,500 passengers and would become one of the greatest tragedies of the twentieth century. 

The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and the sinking of the Titanic have many similarities and 

differences, some of which are considered here.

One similarity between these disasters is that they were both deadly misfortunes involving 

the loss of lives and property. The Great Chicago Fire began on Sunday, October 8, 1871, 

and lasted for two days. The fire killed 300 people, destroyed 3 square miles of the city, 

and left more than 100,000 residents homeless. Legend has it that the fire began when a 

cow tipped over a lantern in the barn of one Mrs. O’Leary, but that was later proven to be 

false. There had been a severe drought all summer before the fire, and once the fire started, 

strong winds carried flying embers toward the heart of the city. The Titanic was a luxury 

steamship that sank in the Atlantic Ocean on April 15, 1912, during its maiden voyage. In 

general, people thought this gigantic ship was unsinkable, but at approximately 11:30 p.m. 

on April 14, the ship hit an iceberg and began to capsize. Lifeboats were loaded up with 

women and children first, but they were often under-filled. Even worse, there were only 

twenty lifeboats on board—enough to accommodate only half of the passengers. Only 705 

of the more than 2,200 passengers survived.

These disasters also share a common thread in that people were able to learn from them. 

The fire taught people not to rely so heavily upon wood as a building material. At the time, 

more than two-thirds of the structures in Chicago were made entirely of wood, including 

sidewalks and roads. Nowadays, brick, steel, concrete, and aluminum, which are less flam-

mable, are commonly used when constructing buildings. From the Titanic people learned 

to be more prepared for disaster. The engineers and designers of the ship only included 

enough lifeboats to save half the passengers onboard. This is because, in general, people 

thought the ship was unsinkable. According to Lawrence Beesley, “the boat was the finest 

ever built, with water-tight compartments, and . . . it could not sink.” Beesley, like so many 

others, believed the Titanic to be an unsinkable ship. Now, we know that to not be true. 

Today all ships are equipped with enough lifeboats to make sure that all of the passengers 

can make it safely off the boat in the event of a disaster.

Paragraph 1 (Introduction)
Paragraph 2 (Similarity #1)

Paragraph 3 (Similarity #2)
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One major difference between these events is the nature of the disasters: One was a fire, and 

the other was a shipwreck. As a result, the devastating effects of the Great Chicago Fire and 

the sinking of the Titanic were much different. Fire reduces things to ashes. This meant that 

much of downtown Chicago was consumed by the blaze, and Chicagoans had to rebuild their 

city from the ground up. The Titanic, on the other hand, was not completely destroyed. In 

fact, its ruins still lie at the bottom of the Atlantic, where scientists can explore the remains. 

Yet despite the fact that the Chicago Fire destroyed more property, the Titanic caused the 

loss of more lives. Over 1,500 perished in the shipwreck, compared to 300 in the fire.

However, the greatest distinction between these disasters is what caused them. The Chica-

go Fire was caused by a combination of natural disaster, ignorance, and bad circumstances. 

James Sheahan says, “There had been no rain in Chicago . . . for nearly six weeks, and the 

wooden buildings, tenements, lumber piles, and sidewalks, were as dry as paper.” The city’s 

lack of rain and overall dryness was the perfect environment for a huge fire. It’s no surprise 

that things burned up so quickly! In some ways, the fire was unavoidable, given the drought 

conditions. In contrast, the Titanic tragedy involved arrogance. People foolishly thought 

they had constructed an unsinkable ship, so they chose not to carry enough lifeboats for all 

the crew and passengers to survive. Reports also suggest that the captain and crew ignored 

iceberg warnings from other ships, and that they were traveling too fast through icy waters. 

It seems that the Titanic disaster could have been avoided.

In conclusion, these disasters had a number of similarities and differences. In comparing 

them, it is interesting to see that both events, while tragic, resulted in the improvement of 

human life. In the future it would be interesting to learn more about the heroes and their 

actions from both disasters.

Paragraph 4 (Difference #1)
Paragraph 5 (Difference #2)

Paragraph 6 (Conclusion)

Restatement of main point

Reflection on something learned Question for future study
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Tel l It Back—Narration
WRITTEN NARRATION: For each paragraph of the previous sample essay, write down a 

summary statement—one sentence that captures the main idea of the paragraph.

Example: 

Paragraph 1: The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and the sinking of the Titanic in 1912 have 

many similarities and differences.

Paragraph 2: 

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________
Paragraph 3: 

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________
Paragraph 4: 

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________
Paragraph 5: 

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________
Paragraph 6: 

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

               A long time ago there was a man 
who knew how to write a summary like no one 
else. He would write and write. People loved 
his summaries. They were awestruck and would 
read the summaries over and over again. In 
fact, some readers thought they were better than 
the actual text. The summaries were short, not 
too long, potent, crafted with descriptive words 
that get the point across in just a few sentences. 
He wrote summaries about  everything under the 
sun. The finest literature turned into the best 
summaries.Everyone loved them.
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Talk About It—
1. Take a look at the image of the city of Chicago after the fire devastated its downtown. After 

you’ve studied the picture for a few minutes, turn the book over and describe the picture. 

How would you feel if you were one of the residents of Chicago at the time?

2. History teaches us valuable lessons, if we are willing to learn from the past. Based on the 

selections you read in lesson 4 about the Great Chicago Fire and the sinking of the Titanic, 

think about some of the possible conclusions you can draw or lessons you can learn from 

these two tragedies. What do these events teach us about disasters? About human nature? 

With a partner, come up with a list and then share your ideas with the class.

3. Throughout this book you will be asked to carefully and thoroughly compare two subjects 

without judging them. At times it may be difficult to avoid making claims about which one 

is better or worse than the other. Give some examples of situations in which it would be 

better to withhold judgment, and other situations in which it would be better to take a 

position.

Memoria—
Noble souls, through dust and heat, rise from disaster and defeat the stronger.  

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

1. After reading this quotation by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, a poet who lived in the 

nineteenth century, define any words you may not know. Then discuss the meaning of the 

quotation.

2. How does this quotation relate to the comparison of the Great Chicago Fire and the sinking 

of the Titanic?

p Photo of an etching of the city of Chicago after the Great Chicago Fire.
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3. Memorize this quotation and be prepared to recite it during your next class.

4. Write this quotation in your commonplace book, along with any thoughts you have about it.

Go Deeper—
1. IMAGINATIVE FICTION: Look back at the readings about the Titanic in lesson 4. Then, 

on a separate sheet of paper, write a response to the following prompt: “Imagine that 

you are on board the Titanic the evening that it sinks. Using your senses (sight, hearing, 

smell, taste, and touch), describe what it felt like to be on the ship while the disaster was 

happening.”

2. My siblings and I used to quarrel a lot when we were younger. Surprising, right? Some-

times in the middle of an argument one of them would run to tell my mom. Then he would 

come back and say, “Mom said you have to . . . ”. Those words, “Mom said,” gave weight and 

authority to what followed. The fact that Mom or Dad said something to support him made 

my brother’s argument more convincing.

In a similar way, our ideas can be made stronger when we use the testimony of others 

to support them. The words “testimony” and “testify” both have a root in the Latin word 

testis, which refers to the notion of a third person, a witness. Testimony is the expert 

opinion or evidence of a credible witness. In essay-writing, using testimony means using a 

quotation from a trusted source that helps to support the idea you are writing about. You’re 

going to be required to use testimony in the form of a quote in your comparison essay, and 

knowing how to use testimony is also something that will 

be useful for you in your future academic career.

Using testimony is more complicat-

ed than just finding a quote and 

sticking it in your essay, however. 
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There’s an art to smoothly adding a quote into your text. Think of it like a burger: The meat 

is sandwiched between a bun on the top and the bottom. Each time you use a quote, you 

want to sandwich it between your own ideas and comments. The top bun will be a sentence 

that leads in to the quote. You do this by mentioning the important idea that the quote is 

about. If your quote is about courage, for example, you would want to lead in to the quote 

by introducing the idea of courage. You could write: “All of us at one time or another will be 

required to demonstrate courage.” Next, you have the meat. You will insert the quote itself 

using quotation marks, and be sure to cite the name of the author or speaker if it is known. 

For example: “Nelson Mandela said, ‘Courage is not the absence of fear but the triumph 

over it.’ ” Finally, you have the bottom bun, which is a sentence that comments on the quote 

by summarizing it in your own words or giving additional explanation. For example: “So 

even when we are afraid, we can still show courage.”

Now that you understand how to smoothly add testimony into your writing, take some time 

to practice doing it. For each of the following quotes, write a sentence leading in to the quote, 

then write down the quote, and finally, follow it with a sentence commenting on the quote.

Example:

“It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness.” —Eleanor Roosevelt

We all face dark or difficult circumstances. Eleanor Roosevelt said, “It is better to light a 

candle than curse the darkness.” In other words, complaining doesn’t do much when you’re 

in a difficult place, and it’s better to look for solutions to the problem instead.

a. “Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do 

than by the ones you did do.” —Mark Twain

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

b. “Whether you think you can or you think you can’t, you’re right.” —Henry Ford

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________
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c. “There is only one way to avoid criticism: do nothing, say nothing, and be nothing.”  

 _____________________________________________________________ —Aristotle

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

d. “Despite everything, I believe that people really are good at heart.” —Anne Frank

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

e. “Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.” —Martin Luther King Jr.

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________
3. In your comparison essay, you will include quotes from the readings in some of your body 

paragraphs. In this kind of writing, your first sentence should lead in to the quote by provid-

ing a little narrative background for the quote. In other words, it should explain what is hap-

pening, what is going on in the story that the quote will describe. Then you will add the quote, 

being sure to identify the speaker of the quote. Your third sentence will again simply com-

ment on the quote by summarizing it in your own words or providing further explanation.

The following are quotes from the Titanic and Chicago Fire readings in lesson 4. For each 

quote, write a sentence leading in to the quote, then write down the quote, and finally, fol-

low it with a sentence commenting on the quote.

Example:  “The smoke did not obscure the view; everywhere was a broad sheet of flame leap-

ing, darting, and sending forth, as if from some grand pyrotechnic preparation, 

the most brilliant, dazzling meteors of living fire.” —James Sheahan 

 

The fire began to spread quickly and violently across the city. According to James 

Sheahan, “The smoke did not obscure the view; everywhere was a broad sheet 

of flame leaping, darting, and sending forth, as if from some grand pyrotechnic 
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preparation, the most brilliant, dazzling meteors of living fire.” Though absolutely 

terrifying and deadly, the fire was also marvelous to behold.

a. “The horrors of the exodus were made more terrible by the wild foray of horses and cat-

tle, terrified by the fire, madly running hither and thither, kicking and trampling, aim-

lessly trying to escape or plunging through the human procession.” —James Sheahan

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

b. “It was in that crisis of the direst extremity that many brave women deliberately re-

jected life and chose rather to remain and die with the men whom they loved.”  

—Logan Marshall

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

c. “There seemed a great sense of loneliness when we were left on the sea in a small boat 

without the Titanic.” —Lawrence Beesley

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________



67

First C omparison: Roald Amundsen & 
Charles Lind bergh

Lesson 6

First C omparison:  
Roald Amundsen’s Journey to the 
South Pole & Charles Lind bergh’s  

Solo Transatlantic Flight
When I was thirteen years old, some of my friends and I discovered an abandoned quarry 

in the woods that had become a secret swimming hole. On summer nights, under cover of 

dark, we would head there in our swimming trunks and swing like monkeys from a rope that had 

been tied to one of the nearby trees. It was exhilarating—running and grabbing hold of the rope, 

swinging far out over the water, making a giant splash as I hit the surface. But it was also a bit dan-

gerous. There were no lifeguards; no one had tested the rope to make sure it was secure. One of us 

could have gotten hurt, and we would have had a hard time finding him in the dark. Thankfully, that 

never happened—but it just goes to show that adventure always comes with an element of danger.

The desire for adventure is a part of who we are as human beings. From the time we are able to 

crawl, we seek out adventure. We explore the kitchen cupboards and find endless fascination with 
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the pots and pans. We find crumbs of leftover food on the floor and put them in our mouths. As 

we learn to walk, we take our adventures outside and explore the great outdoors. In our imaginary 

world of play, we become captains of pirate ships, explorers discovering new lands, cowboys round-

ing up outlaws, and archaeologists digging for dinosaur bones or discovering new Egyptian tombs. 

We just love adventure.

This has been true since long before you or I were even born. Throughout history people have 

gone on adventures big and small. The early 1900s, for example, were a time of great adventure and 

exploration. Parts of our world had not yet been discovered or reached. Men were seeking to be the 

first to reach the North and South Poles, each one hoping to gain glory for himself and his coun-

try. With the invention of the airplane in 1903, new possibilities were opening up for exploration 

in the sky. Along with these opportunities came many risks, but there were many who were bold 

enough to accept the challenge.

In this lesson you’re going to compare two historical events that were filled with adventure. The 

following selections will give you a good idea of just how exciting—and risky—those adventures were.
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Journey to the South Pole 
—adapted from The South Pole by Roald Amundsen

Roald Amundsen, born in Norway in 1872, was one of the great fig-

ures in polar exploration. In 1897, he was first mate1 on an expedition 

that was the first ever to winter2 in the Antarctic. In 1903, he became 

the first navigator to traverse the Northwest Passage.3

Amundsen dreamed of being the first man to reach the North 

Pole, and he was about to embark in 1909, when he learned that the 

American Robert Peary had already achieved the feat. (That claim was 

later disputed, but that’s beside the point.) Amundsen changed his 

plans and secretly prepared for a different journey. In June of 1910 

he set sail for Antarctica, where the English explorer Robert F. Scott 

was also headed, with the aim of reaching the South Pole. That winter, 

Amundsen sailed his ship into Antarctica’s Bay of Whales and set up 

base camp sixty miles closer to the Pole than Scott. In October of 1911, 

both explorers set off across the continent—Amundsen driving sled dogs, and Scott using motor 

sledges, Siberian ponies, and dogs. On December 14, 1911, Amundsen’s expedition won the race to 

the Pole and returned safely to base camp in late January.

Scott’s expedition did not fare so well. The sleds broke down, the exhausted and freezing ponies 

had to be shot, and the dog teams were sent back, but Scott and four companions continued on 

foot. They reached the pole on January 18, 1912, only to find that Amundsen had beaten them by 

over a month. As they returned to camp, the weather took a turn for the worse. Two members of 

their party perished, and a storm later trapped Scott and the other two survivors in their tent only 

eleven miles from their base camp. Scott’s frozen body was found later that year.

The following selection gives Amundsen’s account of the end of his journey to the Pole.

December 1 was a very fatiguing one for us all. From early morning a blinding blizzard raged 

from the southeast, with a heavy fall of snow. The going was of the very worst kind—polished ice. 

I stumbled forward on ski, and had comparatively easy work. The drivers had been obliged to take 

off their skis so as to walk by the side, support the sledges, and give the dogs help when they came 

to a difficult place; and that was pretty often, for on this smooth ice surface there were a number of 

small scattered sastrugi (ridges in the snow), and these consisted of a kind of snow that reminded 

1. first mate: second in command after the commander of the expedition
2. winter: spend a winter
3. Northwest Passage: a sea route in the Arctic Ocean between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans

p Roald Amundsen
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one more of fish-glue4 than of anything else. The dogs could get no hold with their claws 

on the smooth ice, and when the sledge came on to one of these tough little waves, 

they could not manage to haul it over, try as they might. The driver 

then had to put all his strength into it to push the sledge over. Thus in 

most cases the combined efforts of men and dogs carried the sledge on.

If this part of the journey was trying for the dogs, it was certainly 

no less so for the men. If the weather had even been fine, so that we 

could have looked about us, we should not have minded it so much, but 

in this vile weather it was, indeed, no pleasure. Our time was also a good deal taken up with 

thawing noses and cheeks as they froze—not that we stopped; we had no time for that. 

We simply took off a mitt, and laid the warm hand on the frozen spot as we went; when 

we thought we had restored sensation, we put the hand back into the mitt. By this time it 

would want warming. One does not keep one’s hands bare for long with the thermometer 

several degrees below zero and a storm blowing. In spite of the unfavorable conditions we 

had been working in, the sledge-meters that evening showed a distance of fifteen and a half 

miles. We were well satisfied with the day’s work when we camped.

Let us cast a glance into the tent this evening. . . . Hanssen is cook, and will not turn in until 

the food is ready and served. . . . He evidently does not like to burn the food, and his spoon stirs 

the contents of the pot incessantly. “Soup!” The effect of the word is instantaneous. Everyone sits 

up at once with a cup in one hand and a spoon in the other. . . . Scalding hot it is, as one can see by 

the faces, but for all that it disappears with surprising rapidity. Again the cups are filled, this time 

with more solid stuff—pemmican.5 The cups are carefully scraped, and the enjoyment of bread and 

water begins. It is easy to see, too, that it is an enjoyment—greater, to judge by the pleasure on 

their faces, than the most skillfully devised menu could afford.

When the meal is over, one of them calls for scissors and looking glass,6 and then one may see 

the polar explorers dressing their hair for the approaching Sunday. The beard is cut quite short 

with the clipper every Saturday evening; this is done not so much from motives of vanity as from 

considerations of utility and comfort. The beard invites an accumulation of ice, which may often be 

4. fish-glue: an adhesive taken from the tissue and skeleton of fish, often used in woodwork or for artistic purposes
5. pemmican: dried meat pounded into powder and mixed with fat, fruits, or berries, then shaped into a loaf or a cake; originally 

prepared by Native Americans
6. looking glass: a small mirror
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very embarrassing. A beard in the polar regions seems to me to be just as awkward and unpractical 

as—well, let us say, walking with a tall hat on each foot. As the beard clipper and the mirror make 

their round, one man after the other disappears into his sleeping bag, and with five “Good-nights,” 

silence falls upon the tent. . . . The dogs have curled themselves up and do not seem to trouble 

themselves about the weather.

December 5 there was a gale from the north, and once more the whole plain was a mass of 

drifting snow. In addition to this there was thick falling snow, which blinded us and made things 

worse, but a feeling of security had come over us and helped us to advance rapidly and without 

hesitation, although we could see nothing. That day we encountered new surface conditions—big, 

hard snow waves (sastrugi). These were anything but pleasant to work among, especially when one 

could not see them. It is a difficult matter to drive Eskimo dogs forward when they cannot see, but 

we managed it well. In spite of all hindrances, and of being able to see nothing, we traveled nearly 

twenty-five miles.

December 6 brought the same weather: thick snow, sky and plain all one, nothing to be 

seen. . . . These irregularities that one was constantly falling over were a nuisance. If we had 

met with them in our usual surroundings it would not have mattered so much, but up here on 

the high ground, where we had to stand and gasp for breath every time we rolled over, it was 

certainly not pleasant.

That day we passed 88ºS, and camped in 88º 9’S.7 A great surprise awaited us in the tent 

that evening. I expected to find, as on the previous evening, that the boiling point had 

fallen somewhat;8 in other words, that it would show a continued rise of the ground, 

but to our astonishment this was not so. The water boiled at exactly the same tem-

perature as on the preceding day. . . . There was great rejoicing among us all when 

I was able to announce that we had arrived on the top of the plateau.

All the sledges had stopped, and from the foremost of them the Norwe-

gian flag was flying. It shook itself out, waved and flapped so that the silk 

rustled; it looked wonderfully well in the pure, clear air and the shining 

white surroundings. 88º 23’ was past; we were farther south than any 

human being had been. No other moment of the whole trip affected 

me like this. The tears forced their way to my eyes; by no 

effort of will could I keep them back. It was the flag yonder 

that conquered me and my will. Luckily I was some way in 

advance of the others, so that I had time to pull myself to-

gether and master my feelings before reaching my comrades. We all shook hands, 

7. 88ºS and 88º 9’S: These are latitudinal coordinates. They tell how far south the expedition has come.
8. The South Pole is at an elevation of about 2,800 meters. The boiling point, the temperature at which water boils, goes down as 

elevation gets higher. Therefore, the higher up the explorers climbed, the lower the boiling point would be. The fact that the boil-
ing point didn’t decrease proved that they were no longer climbing higher, which meant that they had reached the plateau and 
were close to the Pole.
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with mutual congratulations; we had won our way far by holding together, and we would go farther 

yet—to the end.

We did not pass that spot without according our highest tribute of admiration to the man 

who—together with his gallant companions—had planted his country’s flag so infinitely nearer 

to the goal than any of his precursors. Sir Ernest Shackleton’s9 name will always be written in the 

annals of Antarctic exploration in letters of fire. Pluck and grit can work wonders, and I know of no 

better example of this than what that man has accomplished.

Every step we now took in advance brought us rapidly nearer the goal; we could feel fairly cer-

tain of reaching it on the afternoon of the 14th. . . . What should we see when we got there? A vast, 

endless plain, that no eye had yet seen and no foot yet trodden; or no, it was an impossibility; with 

the speed at which we had traveled, we must reach the goal first, there could be no doubt about 

that. And yet—wherever there is the smallest loophole, doubt creeps in and gnaws and gnaws and 

never leaves a poor wretch in peace. . . . It was quite extraordinary to see how [the dogs] raised 

their heads, with every sign of curiosity, put their noses in the air, and sniffed due south. One 

would really have thought there was something remarkable to be found there.

On the morning of December 14 the weather was of the finest, just as if it had been made for 

arriving at the Pole. I am not quite sure, but I believe we dispatched our breakfast rather more 

quickly than usual and were out of the tent sooner, though I must admit that we always accom-

plished this with all reasonable haste. . . . We advanced that day in the same mechanical way as 

before; not much was said, but eyes were used all the more.

At three in the afternoon a simultaneous “Halt” rang out from the drivers. They had carefully 

examined their sledge meters, and they all showed the full distance—our Pole by reckoning. The 

goal was reached, the journey ended. I cannot say—though I know it would sound much more ef-

fective—that the object of my life was attained. That would be romancing rather too barefacedly.10 I 

had better be honest and admit straight out that I have never known any man to be placed in such 

9.  Sir Ernest Shackleton: Shackleton had attempted to reach the South Pole prior to Roald Amundsen but was unsuccessful. Later, 
he sought to become the first man to travel all the way across Antarctica, but he and his crew on the Endurance encountered 
lots of bad luck and never even set foot on the continent. It is a miraculous story, however, how they survived.

10.  “romancing rather too barefacedly”: This expression means that Amundsen would be putting too “romantic” or fairy-tale-like a 
spin on what happened and how he actually felt.
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a diametrically opposite position11 to the goal of his desires as I was at that moment. The regions 

around the North Pole—well, yes, the North Pole itself—had attracted me from childhood, and 

here I was at the South Pole. Can anything more topsy-turvy be imagined? . . .

After we had halted we collected and congratulated each other. . . . After this we proceeded to 

the greatest and most solemn act of the whole journey—the planting of our flag. I had determined 

that the act of planting it—the historic event—should be equally divided among us all. It was not 

for one man to do this; it was for all who had staked their lives in the struggle, and held together 

through thick and thin. . . . I could see that they understood and accepted it in the spirit in which it 

was offered. Five weather-beaten, frostbitten fists they were that grasped the pole, raised the wav-

ing flag in the air, and planted it as the first at the geographical South Pole. “Thus we plant thee, 

beloved flag, at the South Pole, and give to the plain on which it lies the name of King Haakon VII’s 

Plateau.”12 That moment will certainly be remembered by all of us who stood there.

Of course, there was a festivity in the tent that evening—not that champagne corks were 

popping and wine flowing—no, we contented ourselves with a little piece of seal meat each, and 

it tasted well and did us good. There was no other sign of festival indoors. Outside we heard the 

flag flapping in the breeze. Conversation was lively in the tent that evening, and we talked of 

many things.

11.  “diametrically opposed position”: Amundsen is saying that his desire and his goal were exact 
opposites. Amundsen had always wanted to reach the North Pole, yet he instead had reached the South 
Pole—at the exact opposite end of the earth.

12.  King Haakon VII’s Plateau: King Haakon was king of Norway from 1905–1957. King Haakon VII’s Plateau is a large area in the 
Antarctic that surrounds the South Pole.
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The Spirit of St. Louis 
—adapted from The Spirit of St. Louis by Charles A. Lindbergh13

In 1903 the Wright brothers conducted the first successful airplane 

flight in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. Within a decade much progress 

had been made in the field of aviation, and World War I ushered hu-

manity into a new era in which aircraft were used in battle. Some of the 

most dashing young men were flying aces who lit up the skies. And yet 

there was still a lot of aerial exploration to do.

In 1919 a hotel owner in New York City offered a prize of $25,000 

to the first pilot who could successfully fly nonstop from New York to 

Paris, a 3,600-mile journey. By 1927, four men had died, three were seri-

ously injured, and two others went missing in the attempt. The prize still 

remained tantalizingly out of reach.

Charles Lindbergh, an ordinary twenty-five-year-old mail pilot known as “Slim,” convinced 

some St. Louis businessmen to finance his attempt. He used their funds to build a special plane, 

the Spirit of St. Louis, which he helped to design. Its single-engine design led many to doubt its 

ability to cross the vast Atlantic, because previous attempts had all been made with multi-engine 

planes. Lindbergh intended to fly alone, dismissing the notion of a co-pilot. He also omitted a para-

chute and a radio from his gear, choosing instead to include more gasoline. Newspapers called him 

“the flying fool.”

On May 20, 1927, at 7:52 a.m., a crowd of 500 gathered to watch the Spirit of St. Louis lift off 

from Long Island, barely clearing the telephone wires at the end of the runway strip. Lindbergh 

flew over Cape Cod and Nova Scotia, reaching the Atlantic just as the sun set. The night brought 

thick fog, and sleet formed on his plane as he tried to pass through the clouds. As the hours wore 

on, he became drowsy, fighting hard to stay awake. Sometimes he flew only ten feet above the 

ocean. Eventually he reached Europe, passing over Ireland and England, headed toward Paris. 

Darkness fell again as he reached the coast of France. Finally, after traveling more than 3,600 miles 

in 33½ hours, Lindbergh landed safely in Paris. A frenzied crowd of 100,000 swarmed around 

the plane, hoisting the pilot on their shoulders and cheering his achievement. Henceforth he was 

known as “Lucky Lindy.”

The following selection is some of Lindbergh’s account of his famous flight.

13.  Reprinted with the permission of Scribner, a Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc., from The Spirit of St. Louis by Charles A. 
Lindbergh. Copyright © 1953 by Charles Scribner’s Sons. Copyright renewed © 1981 by Anne Morrow Lindbergh. All rights 
reserved.

p Charles Lindbergh
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The Ninth Hour
Over Nova Scotia and Cape Breton Island, I hadn’t noticed being tired. There was too much to 

think about, too much to see—the storms, the wind, the lakes and clearings. Before that, sleep 

would have been pleasant, like dozing off for an extra hour on a Sunday morning; but not too dif-

ficult to overcome. Now, it’s getting really serious.

Why does the desire to sleep come over water so much more than over land? Is it because 

there’s nothing to look at, no point different from all others to rivet one’s attention to—nothing 

but waves, ever changing and yet changeless: no two alike, yet monotonous in their uniformity? 

Hold the compass needle on its mark, glance at the instruments occasionally; there’s nothing 

else to do.

If I could throw myself down on a bed, I’d be asleep in an instant. In fact, if I didn’t know the 

result, I’d fall asleep just as I am, sitting up in the cockpit—I’m beyond the stage where I need a bed, 

or even to lie down. My eyes feel dry and hard as stones. The lids pull down with pounds of weight 

against their muscles. Keeping them open is like holding arms outstretched without support. After 

a minute or two of effort, I have to let them close. Then, I press them tightly together, forcing my 

mind to think about what I’m doing so I won’t forget to open them again; trying not to move stick14 

or rudder,15 so the plane will still be flying level and on course when I lift them heavily.

It works at first; but soon I notice that the minute hand of the clock moves several divisions 

forward while I think only seconds pass. My mind clicks on and off, as though attached to an elec-

tric switch with which some outside force is tampering. I try letting one eyelid close at a time while 

I prop the other open with my will. But the effort’s too much. Sleep is winning. My whole body 

argues dully that nothing, nothing life can attain, is quite so desirable as sleep. My mind is losing 

resolution and control.

I pull the Spirit of St. Louis up two or three hundred feet above the water, shake my head and 

body roughly, flex muscles of my arms and legs, stamp my feet on the floor boards. Shaking clari-

fies my mind a little—enough to make new resolutions. I will force my body to remain alert. I will 

force my mind to concentrate—never let it get dull again. I simply can’t think of sleep. I have an 

ocean yet to cross, and Paris to find.

The Fifteenth Hour
I’d almost forgotten the moon. Now, like a neglected ally, it’s coming to my aid. Every minute 

will bring improving sight. As the moon climbs higher in the sky, its light will brighten, until finally 

it ushers in the sun. The stars ahead are already fading. The time is 10:20. There have been only two 

hours of solid darkness.

Gradually, as light improves, the night’s black masses turn into a realm of form and texture. 

Silhouettes give way to shadings. Clouds open their secret details to the eyes. In the moon’s reflect-

14. stick: the main control device of early airplanes, held between the pilot’s legs
15. rudder: a flap at the rear of the airplane used to control the plane’s direction
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ed light, they seem more akin to it than to the earth over which they hover. They form a perfect 

setting for that strange foreign surface one sees through a telescope trained on the satellite of the 

world. Formations of the moon, they are—volcanoes and flat plateaus; great towers and bottom-

less pits; crevasses and canyons; ledges no earthly mountains ever knew—reality combined with 

the fantasy of a dream. There are shapes like growths of coral on the bed of a tropical sea, or the 

grotesque canyons of sandstone and lava at the edge of Arizona deserts—first black, then grey, 

now greenish hue in cold, mystical light.

I weave in and out, eastward, toward Europe, hidden away in my plane’s tiny cockpit, submerged, 

alone, in the magnitude of this weird, unhuman space, venturing where man has never been,  

irretrievably launched on a flight through this sacred garden of the sky, this inner shrine of 

higher spirits. Am I myself a living, breathing, earth-bound body, or is this a dream of death 

I’m passing through? Am I alive, or am I really dead, a spirit in a spirit world? Am I actually in a 

plane boring through the air, over the Atlantic, toward Paris, or have I crashed on some worldly 

mountain, and is this the afterlife?

The Eighteenth Hour
I’ve lost command of my eyelids. When they start to close, I can’t restrain them. They shut, 

and I shake myself, and lift them with my fingers. I stare at the instruments, wrinkle forehead 

muscles tense. Lids close again regardless, stick tight as though with glue. My body has revolted 

from the rule of its mind. . . . Every cell of my being is on strike, sulking in protest, claiming that 

nothing, nothing in the world, could be worth such effort; that man’s tissue was never made for 

such abuse. My back is stiff; my shoulders ache; my face burns; my eyes smart. It seems impos-

sible to go on longer.

I’ve got to find some way to keep alert. There’s no alternative but death and failure. No alterna-

tive but death and failure, I keep repeating, using the thought as a whip on my lagging mind; trying 

to make my senses realize the importance of what I’m saying. I kick rudder over sharply, skid back 

into position. But there’s no use taking it out on the plane; that’s unfair; it’s not the plane’s fault; 

it’s mine. I try running fast on the floorboards with my feet for as many seconds as the Spirit of St. 

Louis will hold to course. Then, I clamp the stick between my knees while I simulate running with 

my hands. I push first one wing low and then the other, to blow fresh air through the cockpit and 

change pressures on my body. I shake my head until it hurts; rub the muscles of my face to regain 

feeling. I pull the cotton16 from my ears, fluff it out, and wad it in again.

I’ll set my mind on the sunrise—think about that—watch the clouds brighten—the hands of 

the clock—count the minutes till it comes. It will be better when the full light of day has broken. 

It’s always better after the sun comes up.

16.  cotton: Pilots had to place fluffy cotton balls in their ears because the noise of the plane engine could damage their hearing. The 
cotton balls may also have relieved some of the painful pressure caused by changes in altitude.
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The Thirty-Third Hour
The Spirit of St. Louis is a wonderful plane. It’s like a living creature, gliding along smoothly, happily,  

as though a successful flight means as much to it as to me, as though we shared our experiences 

together, each feeling beauty, life, and death as keenly, each dependent on the other’s loyalty.  

We have made this flight across the ocean, not I or it.

I’m leveled off at four thousand feet, watching for the luminosity in the sky ahead that will 

mark the city of Paris. Within the hour, I’ll land. The dot on my map will become Paris itself, 

with its airport, hangars, and floodlights, and mechanics running out to guide me in. All over the 

ground below there are clusters of lights. Large clusters are cities; small ones, towns and villages; 

pin points are buildings on a farm. I can imagine that I’m looking through the earth to the heavens 

on the other side. Paris will be a great galaxy lighting up the night.

Within the hour I’ll land, and strangely enough I’m in no hurry to have it pass. I haven’t the 

slightest desire to sleep. My eyes are no longer salted stones. There’s not an ache in my body. The 

night is cool and safe. I want to sit quietly in this cockpit and let the realization of my completed 

flight sink in. Europe is below; Paris, just over the earth’s curve in the night ahead—a few minutes 

more of flight. It’s like struggling up a mountain after a rare flower, and then, when you have it 

within arm’s reach, realizing that satisfaction and happiness lie more in the finding than the pluck-

ing. Plucking and withering are inseparable. I want to prolong this culminating experience of my 

flight. I almost wish Paris were a few more hours away. It’s a shame to land with the night so clear 

and so much fuel in my tanks.

Afterword
My reception by the French people, in 1927, cannot be compressed into a final chapter of this 

book. After the warnings I had been given in America, I was completely unprepared for the wel-
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come which awaited me on Le Bourget.17 I had no idea that my plane had been so accurately re-

ported along its route between Ireland and the capital of France—over Dingle Bay, over Plymouth, 

over Cherbourg. When I circled the aerodrome it did not occur to me that any connection existed 

between my arrival and the cars stalled in traffic along the roads. When my wheels touched earth, I 

had no way of knowing that tens of thousands of men and women were breaking down fences and 

flooding past guards.

I had barely cut the engine switch when the first people reached my cockpit. Within seconds 

my open windows were blocked with faces. My name was called out over and over again, in accents 

strange to my ears—on this side of the plane—on that side—in front—in the distance. I could feel 

the Spirit of St. Louis tremble with the pressure of the crowd. I heard the crack of wood behind me 

when someone leaned too heavily against a fairing strip. Then a second strip snapped, and a third, 

and there was the sound of tearing fabric. That meant souvenir hunters were going wild. It was es-

sential to get a guard stationed around my plane before more damage was done.

There were rips of fabric every few seconds, and I could feel my tail skid inching back and 

forth across the ground. I was afraid the Spirit of St. Louis might be seriously injured. The 

thought entered my mind that the longerons18 would buckle if enough men climbed on top; and 

I knew the elevators19 wouldn’t stand much of any pressure without bending. I decided to get out 

of the cockpit and try to find some English-speaking person who would help me organize a guard 

to hold back the crowd.

I opened the door, and started to put my foot down on the ground. But 

dozens of hands took hold of me—my legs, my arms, my body. No one heard 

the sentences I spoke. I found myself lying in a prostrate position, up on top 

of the crowd, in the center of an ocean of heads that extended as far out into 

the darkness as I could see. Then I started to sink down into that ocean, and 

was buoyed up again. Thousands of voices mingled in a roar. Men were 

shouting, stumbling. My head and shoulders went down, and up, and 

down again, and up once more. It was like drowning in a human sea.

17. Le Bourget: a suburb of Paris, location of the airport where Lindbergh landed
18. longerons: a brace or support on an airplane
19. elevator: surfaces that control the aircraft’s tilt
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Tel l It Back—Narration
1. MARK UP THE TEXT—Annotation: Read through the reading selections again. As you 

read, write in the margin of the text symbols that will help you understand it better and 

find important details later. The following are some symbols you might use:
	 Underline the main idea of the story or any important point.
	 Put a question mark in the margin to mark any part of the story you don’t understand.
	 Write any questions or thoughts you have in the margin.
	 Put an exclamation point in the margin to mark any part of the story you find surpris-

ing or particularly interesting.
	 Circle any important or unfamiliar vocabulary words or proper nouns when they are 

first introduced. Remember, a proper noun is the name for any specific person, place, 

thing, or idea. How do you know which words to circle? Circle words that appear repeat-

edly, or words you can’t understand from the context of the sentence alone. Look up 

any unfamiliar words in the glossary, or, if they aren’t there, in a dictionary.

2. ORAL NARRATION: Look over the annotations you made for The Spirit of St. Louis. Then, 

without looking at the text, retell the story as best you remember it using your own words. 

Try not to leave out any important details. 

Here’s the f irst sentence to help you get started:
Over Nova Scotia and Cape Breton Island, I hadn’t noticed being tired.
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3. OUTLINE: Create an outline for Journey to the South Pole using Roman numerals (I, II, III) 

for the most important events and capital letters (A, B, C) for less important events. Use 

standard numbers (1, 2, 3) for minor points.

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

A

B

1
2
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Talk About It—
1. Charles Lindbergh made a beautiful analogy for his flight when he said, “It’s like struggling 

up a mountain after a rare flower, and then, when you have it within arm’s reach, realizing 

that satisfaction and happiness lie more in the finding than the plucking.” What does he 

mean by this? How is it an analogy for Lindbergh’s flight? Have you ever felt something 

similar to what Lindbergh is expressing?

2. Both of the journeys you read about in this lesson involved a high amount of risk. In fact, 

it was just as possible that each explorer would die on his adventure as that he would reach 

his goal. What are some reasons you think that a person would take that kind of risk? Can 

you find any passages in the readings that reveal the explorers’ reasons?

3. In the 1960s, another type of exploration—space exploration—became a major focus. 

America put the first man on the moon in 1969, and now, as I’m writing this, an astronaut 

is just about to complete an entire year of space travel. There are even those who believe 

that at some point in the future people could be living on Mars! In your opinion, what 

other parts of our world or even the universe are still left to be explored? Do you have any 

desire to explore unknown places, and if so, where?

Memoria—
We should come home from adventures, and perils, and discoveries every day with new 

experience and character. —Henry David Thoreau

1. After reading this quotation by Henry David Thoreau, an American philosopher and es-

sayist who was especially famous for living alone in a small cabin in the woods for several 

years, define any words you may not know. Then discuss the meaning of the quotation.

2. How does this quotation relate to the stories of Amundsen and Lindbergh?

3. Memorize the quotation and be prepared to recite it during your next class.

4. Write the quotation in your commonplace book, along with any thoughts you have about it.
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Writing Time—
1. SENTENCE PLAY—In his record of his flight, Lindbergh writes, “Why does the desire to 

sleep come over water so much more than over land? Is it because there’s nothing to look 

at, no point different from all others to rivet one’s attention to—nothing but waves, ever 

changing and yet changeless?” In the previous book in this series, you practiced a rhetorical 

device called hypophora, in which the author asks a question and then immediately sup-

plies an answer. In this quotation, Lindbergh “answers” his question with another ques-

tion, which is also a wonderful rhetorical device. A single question can cause your audience 

to stay alert, to stay on its toes. When a second question follows, that can create even 

higher interest.

In the following sentences, do what Charles Lindbergh does: Answer the question by posing 

another question.

Example:  Why am I always so much hungrier in the evening than I am in the morning? 

Answer: Is it because my stomach is fully awake, because I’ve run ten laps 

around the track—always with a cheeseburger in mind?

A. Why are spiders so much creepier than butterflies? Is it because  _________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________ ?

B. Why is it that most people prefer fall over winter? Is it because  __________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________ ?

C. What is the best way to greet a friend? Should I  _______________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________ ?

D. Why do some people dislike going to the dentist? Is it because  ___________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________ ?

E. How do I build a fire? Do I  ________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________ ?
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2. COPIOUSNESS—From time to time in this series, you will be revisiting the rhetorical 

devices you have learned so that, by practice, they will become tools that are easy for you to 

use. Remember that hypophora is a rhetorical device that asks a question and then imme-

diately provides an answer in the form of a statement. Writers and speakers use hypophora 

for dramatic effect. Two of the most famous examples of hypophora are found in Winston 

Churchill’s “Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat” speech, given in 1940 as Great Britain was going 

to war with Nazi Germany. Here is an excerpt from that speech:

You ask, what is our policy? I will say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all our 

might and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous 

tyranny, never surpassed in the dark and lamentable catalogue of human crime. That 

is our policy. You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: victory; victory at all 

costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be.

Roald Amundsen uses hypophora when he says this:

Every step we now took in advance brought us rapidly nearer the goal; we could feel 

fairly certain of reaching it on the afternoon of the 14th. . . . What should we see when 

we got there? A vast, endless plain, that no eye had yet seen and no foot yet trodden.

Use the information in each of the following short paragraphs to create an example of 

hypophora. These paragraphs are adapted from South! The Story of Shackleton’s Last Expedi-

tion, 1914–1917. Like Amundsen, Ernest Shackleton explored Antarctica, where his ship, 

the Endurance, became stuck fast as the ocean froze around it. The ice shifted slowly and the 

ship was crushed and swallowed under the water. Shackleton and his crew were forced to 

travel over ice and sea in lifeboats to reach safety.

Example:  Four dogs which had been ailing were shot. Some of the dogs were suffering 

badly from worms, and the remedies at our disposal, unfortunately, were 

not effective. 

Hypophora: What did we do with our ailing dogs? We shot them.

A. Monday, December 21, was beautifully fine, with a gentle west-north-westerly breeze. 

Seabirds of several species, penguins, and seals were plentiful, and we saw four small 

blue whales.

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________
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B. Just at daybreak I went over to the Endurance in order to 

retrieve some tins of petrol that could be used to boil up milk 

for the rest of the men. The ship presented a painful spectacle of 

chaos and wreck.

 _____________________________________________

 _____________________________________________

 _____________________________________________

C. We could only cook seal or penguin or stews on this stove. On one occasion a wonder-

ful stew made from seal meat fell into the fire through the bottom of the saucepan, be-

coming burnt out on account of the sudden intense heat of the fire below. We lunched 

that day on one biscuit and a quarter of a tin of corned beef each, frozen hard.

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

D. Enormous blocks of ice weighing many tons would break off and fall into the sea and 

the disturbance would cause great waves. One day Marston was outside the hut digging 

up the frozen seal for lunch with a pick, when a noise “like an artillery barrage” startled 

him. Looking up he saw that one of these tremendous waves, over thirty feet high, was 

advancing rapidly across the bay, threatening to sweep hut and inhabitants into the 

sea. A hastily shouted warning brought the men tumbling out. It was a narrow escape, 

though, as had they been washed into the sea nothing could have saved them.

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

E. We were dreadfully thirsty now. We found that we could get momentary relief by 

chewing pieces of raw seal meat and swallowing the blood, but thirst came back with 

redoubled force owing to the saltiness of the flesh. I gave orders, therefore, that meat 

was to be served out only at stated intervals during the day or when thirst was driving 

someone crazy.

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

Does hypophora make 

your writing much 

stronger and more interest-

ing? It sure does! If you feel 

confident using hypophora, 

feel free to include it in one 

of your comparison essays.
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3. COMPARISON—The purpose of this lesson’s essay is to compare Roald Amundsen’s jour-

ney to the South Pole with Charles Lindbergh’s solo flight across the Atlantic Ocean. Before 

you start writing, use the following prompts for each paragraph to help you sketch out your 

ideas. You can use lists, phrases, or complete sentences for your answers. Then compose 

your full essay on a separate paper or on a computer. Remember that each paragraph has 

its own job to do.

The paragraphs you write after going through these steps will be your first draft, or your 

first version of the essay. Assume that your first draft will need some rewriting to make it 

the best essay it can be.

Prewriting: Begin by making a list of as many similarities and differences between your 

subjects as you can think of.

Similarities between the two events:

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

Differences between the two events:

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________

This icon 
indicates 
where 
you will 
be doing 
prewriting.
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Now select two of the most important similarities from your list.

Similarity #1:  ______________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

Similarity #2:  ______________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________
Select two of the most important differences from your list.

Difference #1:  _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

Difference #2:  _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

Paragraph 1 (Introduction): Start with an introduction that includes an analogy, a nar-

rative overview of each subject, and a topic sentence.

Begin your introduction with an analogy about adventure, exploration, or discovery. Re-

member, a simile uses “like” or “as” to make a comparison, and a metaphor uses one thing 

to describe another, but without using the words “like” or “as.” Include a second sentence 

that explains your analogy if needed.

Analogy: _________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________
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Next write a short narrative overview of the two subjects. Consider the questions who, 

what, when, and where, and tell about each subject in one or two sentences.

Amundsen:

Who:  _______________________________________________________

What:  _______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

When:  ______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

Where:  ______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

Lindbergh:

Who:  _______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

What:  _______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

When:  ______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

Where:  ______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

Finally, write your topic sentence, which simply states the main idea of your essay.

Topic sentence:  ____________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________
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Paragraph 2 (Similarity #1): Write about one major similarity between the two subjects. 

Start by identifying the similarity you will be describing. Then tell more about the similar-

ity by adding facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects.

Details about similarity #1: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

Paragraph 3 (Similarity #2): Write about a second major similarity between the two 

subjects. Start again by identifying the similarity you will be describing. Then tell more about 

the similarity by adding facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects.

Details about similarity #2: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________
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Look in the readings for a quote that gives a supportive fact, example, or detail and include 

it in your description.

Quote: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

Paragraph 4 (Difference #1): Write about one major difference between the two sub-

jects. Start by identifying the difference you will be describing. Then tell more about the 

difference by adding facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects.

Details about difference #1: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

Paragraph 5 (Difference #2): Write about a second major difference between the two  

subjects. Start again by identifying the difference you will be describing. Then tell more about 

the difference by adding facts, examples, or details from the readings for both subjects.

Details about difference #2: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________
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Look in the readings for a quote that gives a supportive fact, example, or detail and include 

it in your description.

Quote: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

Paragraph 6 (Conclusion): Write an epilogue, or concluding paragraph. First, recap the 

main point of your essay. Then reflect on something important that can be learned from 

the comparison. Finally, write an observation or question about your subjects that would 

be interesting to learn more about in the future.

Something that can be learned from the comparison: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

Something to learn more about: 

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________

Once you have completed your prewriting, go through these instructions again and write 

your paragraphs based on the prompts.
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Speak It—
1. FORMAL DISCUSSION: Your teacher may instruct you to have a formal discussion. This sort 

of discussion is not a debate. Rather, it is an opportunity for your class to have a conversation 

around an open question or a controversial topic. Discussion is a great way to hear other peo-

ple’s ideas and to learn to express your own thoughts well. You can take sides as in a debate, 

but you are also free to agree with one another, enhancing each other’s arguments. Usually a 

teacher will not participate in a formal discussion; instead she stands aside and listens in.

Here’s how it works: Your teacher will assign you a question or a topic. She might allow you 

to prepare for the discussion as homework, or she may give you time in class to jot down 

your thoughts. Either way, you will probably be permitted to keep your notes with you as you 

discuss. You will then have a conversation about the topic; this conversation usually lasts for 

fifteen to twenty minutes. Be sure to let everyone have a chance to speak, and if some people 

are being quiet, feel free to draw them into the conversation by asking them direct questions. 

If you can support your ideas by quoting a text, so much the better! In the end, your teacher 

may assign you a score based on the scoring guidelines included with this exercise.

This icon points to more tips on elocution at the 
back of the book.

This icon means that you can also use a recording 
device for this exercise.

REC
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Formal Discussion Scoring Guidelines
Award points based on the following criteria:
	 taking a stand by clearly stating an argument (thesis) +2
	 providing evidence for the argument +2
	 making an analogy +2
	 making a relevant comment +1
	 asking a clarifying question +1
	 inviting another student to participate +1
	 interrupting -1
	 monopolizing the conversation -2
	 making personal attacks -2
	 distracting the audience -2

1. Partner Feedback: With a student partner (or your teacher), take turns reading the rough 

drafts of your comparison essays. You and your partner should give each other comments 

about what is more or less effective about your writing. Use the following rubric to help 

you get ideas for your comments. (A rubric is a guide to evaluating and grading writing, 

and your teacher may use this particular rubric to grade your essay.) Try to say two positive 

things about your partner’s essay, and then come up with at least two suggestions for edit-

ing the essay.
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C omparison Essay Rubric
Name: ______________________________________ Date of Assignment: ________________

Content ___________/80
Introduction (15 points)

Does the paragraph begin with an analogy? (5 points)   _______
Does the writer include short narrative overviews of each subject? (5 points)   _______
Is there a topic sentence that states the main idea of the essay? (5 points)   _______

Body Paragraphs (50 points)
Do the four body paragraphs, and the information they present, clearly and strongly  

expand on the topic sentence found in the introduction? (10 points)   _______
Does the first body paragraph identify a major similarity between the two subjects?  

Does it provide additional facts, examples, or details? (10 points)   _______
Does the second body paragraph identify a second major similarity between the  

two subjects? Does it provide additional facts, examples, or details? Does it use  
a quote from the readings? (10 points)   _______

Does the third body paragraph identify a major difference between the two  
subjects? Does it provide additional facts, examples, or details? (10 points)   _______

Does the fourth body paragraph identify a second major difference between the  
two subjects? Does it provide additional facts, examples, or details? Does it use  
a quote from the readings? (10 points)   _______

Epilogue (15 points)
Does the conclusion—the epilogue—clearly restate the topic using different  

words? (5 points)   _______
Does it state something important that can be learned from the  

comparison?  (5 points)  _______
Does it state something that would be interesting to learn more about?  (5 points)  _______

Style & Form ___________/20
Style (12 points)

Are the sentences varied? (4 points)   _______
Do the paragraphs follow each other in a way that makes sense? In other words,  

do they flow together? (4 points)   _______
Does the writer use strong and specific words (vocabulary)? (4 points)   _______

Form (8 points)
Number of spelling, punctuation, capitalization errors   _______

2 or fewer per page: 4 points 5–6 per page: 2 points
3–4 per page: 3 points More than 6 per page: 0 points

Number of sentence errors (run-ons or fragments)   _______
1 or fewer per page: 2 points
2–3 per page: 1 point
More than 3 per page: 0 points

Is the handwriting neat and legible? Or, is the paper typed according to the  
teacher’s requirements?   _______
Yes: 2 points
No: 0 points

Total: ___________/100
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Revise It—
Here is what you must do to effectively revise your work:

1. Get feedback. Use comments from your student partners (or from your teacher) to 

strengthen and improve your paper.

2. Wait a day or two before you rewrite your paper. The time away from it will help you to see 

its problems more clearly.

3. Read the paper aloud to yourself. This is often the best way to catch mistakes—grammatical 

errors, as well as words that don’t work well—because you will be using two senses—

seeing and hearing—instead of one. If something sounds wrong, it probably is.

Once you are ready to rewrite, use the following steps to aid with your revision:

1. Find your topic sentence and underline it. There should be one sentence that states the main 

idea of your essay. Make sure your paper expresses that idea throughout.

2. Make sure each paragraph gets the job done. Remember that each paragraph has a special 

purpose according to the demands of the prompts. Revisit the goal of each paragraph and 

compare it to what you’ve written. Does each paragraph successfully accomplish its goal?

3. Find and fix grammar mistakes. Make sure all your nouns and verbs agree and that your 

writing is clear. Fix any fragments or run-ons. In other words, make sure you are writing 

complete sentences.

4. Strengthen phrasing. Are your word choices specific instead of vague? Do you use strong nouns 

and verbs? Do you vary your sentences and occasionally begin them with a prepositional 

phrase or a participial phrase? Weed out passive voice and excess adjectives. Use compound 

sentences, appositives, adverb phrases, and questions to make your writing more interesting. 

Transition smoothly between ideas and paragraphs using transition words.

5. Proofread. Look for any punctuation, spelling, or capitalization errors. Then fix them!

6. Retype the draft with the corrections you have made.




