
A spindly tree stands in a carpet of mud. Really, it is the remains of 
what was once a tree. It is alive, barely. There are no leaves and 

no colour. Brittle, broken branches fork towards the sky. 

Nothing much grows here any more. Snapped and splintered 
wood is strangled by snatches of razor-sharp wire.

A small, grey-headed bird flies unsteadily, inches above 
the uneven ground. He heaves himself upwards and lands 
on one of the jagged branches of the tree. 

A high-pitched scream rings through the air, like a wounded 
gull. It is followed by the shattering boom of an explosion 

nearby.

Another bird flaps ungracefully from the opposite direction, weaves through the 
smoky haze and lands on the same low branch as the first.

“Hey!” she chirrups.

“Um. Hello.”

Half a furlong to one side lie tangled rolls of the razor-sharp wire. Not so 
long ago, the wire was held up by wooden stumps. Now, the loops of wire are 
swallowing the stumps, dragging them down.

Half a furlong to the other side are matching rolls of wire and stumps. These 
stand a little taller. Both are equally impenetrable barriers for any land creatures. 
No more than the width of a standard field separates the two sides, as the crow 
flies. 

There are other trees in the land in-between – remains of 
what were once trees. They tilt and lean like 
wonky scarecrows in a field – but this field 
has no crops. It is muddied and damaged and 
scarred.

“I’m Lucky,” says the grey-headed bird nervously.

“You certainly are,” says the second. “You  
were flying so low, you nearly hit the ground.”
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This is an extract from ‘The Birds of Flanders Fields’. Download the full eBook here.

The Birds of Flanders Fields

“Um. No, I’m called ‘Lucky’,” replies the first.

Bang goes another deafening explosion. Though they are young, the birds are 
used to it and do not flinch. 

A burning smell seeps through the air. It’s a smell that comes and goes often, 
mixing with a rotting stench from the ground. Lucky has heard the elder 

birds chitter about the fresh scents of spring from years ago. He 
dreams of fresh flower smells. 

“Are you one of the finches?” asks the second bird. 

“Yes, a chaffinch,” says Lucky. “Are you a kind of sparrow?”

“Yes. I’m Buffy. I’m a tree sparrow. Mother says I’m not a 
fledgling any more. I can fly.”

“I can fly, too. I’m just not very good at it yet.”

Buffy looks hard at him. “Wait. You’re not the lucky chaffinch, 
are you? Lucky Half-Wing?” she asks.

“That’s me! How do you know?” says Lucky in surprise.

“Everyone has heard of you hatching. You survived when your nest was blown 
out of the tree. You’re special!”

“That’s what Pa says. But not so special – this wing only half opens.” He 
demonstrates by stretching out his wings as far as they will go. The right one 
reaches about half as far as the left.

The tree shakes as the ground rumbles. Lucky twitches and turns his head with 
short, sharp movements. Both birds keep all their surroundings in sight, always. 
It’s basic bird survival. It’s more important here than anywhere.
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Questions
1.	 Which of these words are used in the text to describe the branches of the spindly tree?  

Tick one.�

   long, pointy and thin
   brittle, broken and jagged
   colourful and full of leaves
   small, brown and uneven 

2.	 In the description of the field, what was the wire once held up by?

�  

3.	 Why does the second bird think that the first was lucky, as well as being called ‘Lucky’?

�

�  

4.	 Draw two lines to match what types of bird species Lucky and Buffy are. You only need to 
match each bird to one species.

tree sparrow

Lucky robin

Buffy chaffinch

cuckoo
�

5.	 Who tells Buffy she is not a fledgling any more?

�

6.	 How can you tell that Lucky has only just started learning to fly?�

�

�
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7.	 Both birds keep all their surroundings in sight, always. It’s basic bird survival. It’s more 
important here than anywhere. 
Why do you think it is more important there than anywhere?

�

�

8.	 Based on the description in the text, do you think the setting is a pretty place for the birds to 
live? Give evidence to support your answer.

�

�

�

7.
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Answers
1.	 Which of these words are used in the text to describe the branches of the spindly tree?  

Tick one.�

   long, pointy and thin
   brittle, broken and jagged
   colourful and full of leaves
   small, brown and uneven 

2.	 In the description of the field, what was the wire once held up by?

wooden stumps 

3.	 Why does the second bird think that the first was lucky, as well as being called ‘Lucky’?

He was flying so low, he nearly hit the ground. 

4.	 Draw two lines to match what types of bird species Lucky and Buffy are. You only need to 
match each bird to one species.

tree sparrow

Lucky robin

Buffy chaffinch

cuckoo
�

5.	 Who tells Buffy she is not a fledgling any more?

her mother

6.	 How can you tell that Lucky has only just started learning to fly?

He says, ‘I can fly too. I’m just not very good at it yet.’

7.	 Both birds keep all their surroundings in sight, always. It’s basic bird survival. It’s more 
important here than anywhere. 
Why do you think it is more important there than anywhere?

Pupils’ own responses, such as: There is extra danger here because of the explosions.

The Birds of Flanders Fields
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8.	 Based on the description in the text, do you think the setting is a pretty place for the birds to 
live? Give evidence to support your answer.

Pupils' own responses supported with evidence such as: The tree has broken branches 

and no leaves; nothing grows there; there is razor-sharp wire; the other trees tilt and 

lean; the field has no grass, it is muddied, damaged and scarred; there are horrid 

smells; the ground rumbles.
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A spindly tree stands in a carpet of mud. Really, it is the remains of 
what was once a tree. It is alive, barely. There are no leaves and 

no colour. Brittle, broken branches fork towards the sky. 

Nothing much grows here any more. Snapped and splintered 
wood is strangled by snatches of razor-sharp wire.

A small, grey-headed bird flies unsteadily, inches above 
the uneven ground. He heaves himself upwards and lands 
on one of the jagged branches of the tree. 

A high-pitched scream rings through the air, like a wounded 
gull. It is followed by the shattering boom of an explosion 

nearby.

Another bird flaps ungracefully from the opposite direction, weaves through the 
smoky haze and lands on the same low branch as the first.

“Hey!” she chirrups.

“Um. Hello.”

Half a furlong to one side lie tangled rolls of the razor-sharp wire. Not so 
long ago, the wire was held up by wooden stumps. Now, the loops of wire are 
swallowing the stumps, dragging them down.

Half a furlong to the other side are matching rolls of wire and stumps. These 
stand a little taller. Both are equally impenetrable barriers for any land creatures. 
No more than the width of a standard field separates the two sides, as the crow 
flies. 

There are other trees in the land in-between – remains of 
what were once trees. They tilt and lean like 
wonky scarecrows in a field – but this field 
has no crops. It is muddied and damaged and 
scarred.

“I’m Lucky,” says the grey-headed bird nervously.

“You certainly are,” says the second. “You were 
flying so low, you nearly hit the ground.”
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The Birds of Flanders Fields

“Um. No, I’m called ‘Lucky’,” replies the first.

Bang goes another deafening explosion. Though they are young, the birds are 
used to it and do not flinch. 

A burning smell seeps through the air. It’s a smell that comes and goes often, 
mixing with a rotting stench from the ground. Lucky has heard the elder 

birds chitter about the fresh scents of spring from years ago. He 
dreams of fresh flower smells. 

“Are you one of the finches?” asks the second bird. 

“Yes, a chaffinch,” says Lucky. “Are you a kind of sparrow?”

“Yes. I’m Buffy. I’m a tree sparrow. Mother says I’m not a 
fledgling any more. I can fly.”

“I can fly, too. I’m just not very good at it yet.”

Buffy looks hard at him. “Wait. You’re not the lucky chaffinch, 
are you? Lucky Half-Wing?” she asks.

“That’s me! How do you know?” says Lucky in surprise.

“Everyone has heard of you hatching. You survived when your nest was blown 
out of the tree. You’re special!”

“That’s what Pa says. But not so special – this wing only half opens.” He 
demonstrates by stretching out his wings as far as they will go. The right one 
reaches about half as far as the left.

The tree shakes as the ground rumbles. Lucky twitches and turns his head with 
short, sharp movements. Both birds keep all their surroundings in sight, always. 
It’s basic bird survival. It’s more important here than anywhere.

“Where was your nest?” asks Lucky.

“Over there, to the east – on the side of one of the huge 
firing machines,” says Buffy. “It makes such loud bangs. 
When we were hatchlings, I was closest to the bangs.”

“Wow! Sounds like you were lucky to survive, too.”
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This is an extract from ‘The Birds of Flanders Fields’. Download the full eBook here.

The Birds of Flanders Fields

“No one calls me ‘lucky’. I can’t hear properly on this side.” She twitches her 
head to the left.

The pair of birds perch in the tree. They chitter and cheep. The bangs and 
whistles and explosions come in waves. Sometimes, there is movement and noise 
from the humans in their ditches at each side. Sometimes, the figures lie still, 
staring silently across the space between.
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Questions
1.	 What does the phrase ‘a carpet of mud’ suggest about the land? Tick one.�

   A carpet has been laid outside.
   It is muddy across the entire ground.
   There are small patches of mud.
   The mud has been trodden indoors. 

2.	 Look at the line beginning, ‘A high-pitched scream rings through the air...’  
What makes the ‘shattering boom’ sound which follows?

�  

3.	 Look at the paragraph that begins, ‘Half a furlong to one side lies tangled rolls of the 
razor-sharp wire…’ 
According to the text, what are the loops of wire doing to the stumps now? Tick two.

   protecting the stumps
   swallowing the stumps
   holding them up
   dragging them down 

4.	 What types of bird are Lucky and Buffy?

Type of bird

Lucky

Buffy
 

5.	 Look at the lines, ‘Bang goes another deafening explosion. Though they are young, the 
birds are used to it and do not flinch.’

What does this tell you about how often the noises occur? Explain your answer.

�

�  

6.	 How did Lucky injure his wing?

�
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7.	 Why does Buffy say she is not lucky?

�  

8.	 Where are the humans in relation to the birds, and what are they doing?

�  

�

�  

9.	 What evidence is there in the text to suggest a war or battle is taking place?

�  

�

�  

�  
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Answers
1.	 What does the phrase ‘a carpet of mud’ suggest about the land? Tick one.�

   A carpet has been laid outside.
   It is muddy across the entire ground.
   There are small patches of mud.
   The mud has been trodden indoors. 

2.	 Look at the line beginning, ‘A high-pitched scream rings through the air...’  
What makes the ‘shattering boom’ sound which follows?

an explosion nearby 

3.	 Look at the paragraph that begins, ‘Half a furlong to one side lies tangled rolls of the 
razor-sharp wire…’ 
According to the text, what are the loops of wire doing to the stumps now? Tick two.

   protecting the stumps
   swallowing the stumps
   holding them up
   dragging them down 

4.	 What types of bird are Lucky and Buffy?

Type of bird

Lucky chaffinch

Buffy (tree) sparrow
 

5.	 Look at the lines, ‘Bang goes another deafening explosion. Though they are young, the 
birds are used to it and do not flinch.’

What does this tell you about how often the noises occur? Explain your answer.

It suggests that the noises occur often because the birds are used to them. If the 

noises did not happen regularly, it would take the birds by surprise. 

6.	 How did Lucky injure his wing?

His nest was blown out of a tree when he was young.
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7.	 Why does Buffy say she is not lucky?

She can’t hear properly on one side/on her left side. 

8.	 Where are the humans in relation to the birds, and what are they doing?

Accept two of the following describing the position and actions of the humans:

•	 The humans are on either side of Lucky and Buffy.

•	 The humans are in their ditches (trenches).

•	 Sometimes the humans are still and sometimes they move.

•	 The humans lie still and stare silently.

9.	 What evidence is there in the text to suggest a war or battle is taking place?

Accept more than one of the following:

•	 noises such as screams, booms, bangs and whistles

•	 reference to explosions

•	 burning (smells) and smoke (smoky haze)

•	 the birds refer to ‘firing machines’

•	 humans are in ditches (which could be trenches)
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A spindly tree stands in a carpet of mud. Really, it is the remains of 
what was once a tree. It is alive, barely. There are no leaves and 

no colour. Brittle, broken branches fork towards the sky. 

Nothing much grows here any more. Snapped and splintered 
wood is strangled by snatches of razor-sharp wire.

A small, grey-headed bird flies unsteadily, inches above 
the uneven ground. He heaves himself upwards and lands 
on one of the jagged branches of the tree. 

A high-pitched scream rings through the air, like a wounded 
gull. It is followed by the shattering boom of an explosion 

nearby.

Another bird flaps ungracefully from the opposite direction, weaves through the 
smoky haze and lands on the same low branch as the first.

“Hey!” she chirrups.

“Um. Hello.”

Half a furlong to one side lie tangled rolls of the razor-sharp wire. Not so 
long ago, the wire was held up by wooden stumps. Now, the loops of wire are 
swallowing the stumps, dragging them down.

Half a furlong to the other side are matching rolls of wire and stumps. These 
stand a little taller. Both are equally impenetrable barriers for any land creatures. 
No more than the width of a standard field separates the two sides, as the crow 
flies. 

There are other trees in the land in-between – remains of 
what were once trees. They tilt and lean like 
wonky scarecrows in a field – but this field 
has no crops. It is muddied and damaged and 
scarred.

“I’m Lucky,” says the grey-headed bird nervously.

“You certainly are,” says the second. “You were 
flying so low, you nearly hit the ground.”
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The Birds of Flanders Fields

“Um. No, I’m called ‘Lucky’,” replies the first.

Bang goes another deafening explosion. Though they are young, the birds are 
used to it and do not flinch. 

A burning smell seeps through the air. It’s a smell that comes and goes often, 
mixing with a rotting stench from the ground. Lucky has heard the elder 

birds chitter about the fresh scents of spring from years ago. He 
dreams of fresh flower smells. 

“Are you one of the finches?” asks the second bird. 

“Yes, a chaffinch,” says Lucky. “Are you a kind of sparrow?”

“Yes. I’m Buffy. I’m a tree sparrow. Mother says I’m not a 
fledgling any more. I can fly.”

“I can fly, too. I’m just not very good at it yet.”

Buffy looks hard at him. “Wait. You’re not the lucky chaffinch, 
are you? Lucky Half-Wing?” she asks.

“That’s me! How do you know?” says Lucky in surprise.

“Everyone has heard of you hatching. You survived when your nest was blown 
out of the tree. You’re special!”

“That’s what Pa says. But not so special – this wing only half opens.” He 
demonstrates by stretching out his wings as far as they will go. The right one 
reaches about half as far as the left.

The tree shakes as the ground rumbles. Lucky twitches and turns his head with 
short, sharp movements. Both birds keep all their surroundings in sight, always. 
It’s basic bird survival. It’s more important here than anywhere.

“Where was your nest?” asks Lucky.

“Over there, to the east – on the side of one of the huge 
firing machines,” says Buffy. “It makes such loud bangs. 
When we were hatchlings, I was closest to the bangs.”

“Wow! Sounds like you were lucky to survive, too.”
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This is an extract from ‘The Birds of Flanders Fields’. Download the full eBook here.

The Birds of Flanders Fields

“No one calls me ‘lucky’. I can’t hear properly on this side.” She twitches her 
head to the left.

The pair of birds perch in the tree. They chitter and cheep. The bangs and 
whistles and explosions come in waves. Sometimes, there is movement and noise 
from the humans in their ditches at each side. Sometimes, the figures lie still, 
staring silently across the space between.

“I haven’t been to the east yet. I’m not allowed. What’s it like?” asks Lucky.

“Well, there is the Land of No Man’s, where we are. Then, there is sharp wire. 
Next, there are ditches where the humans shuffle around in the ground. There is 
more land after that but I don’t know it well,” Buffy explains. 

“That’s the same as on the west!” Lucky flicks his head and points his beak 
towards his home.

“Really?” 

“Yep!” He nods animatedly. “At the edge of the Land of No Man’s on this side is 
also sharp wire. Then, human ditches. Then, more land.”
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Questions
1.	 Which of these is closest in meaning to ‘spindly’? Tick one.�

   short, wide and round
   tall, thin and gangly
   colourful and vibrant
   spinning and turning 

2.	 What simile is used to compare the high-pitched scream?

�  

3.	 Look at the sentence beginning, ‘Now, the loops of wire are swallowing the stumps…’

What impression do you get from the phrase ‘swallowing the stumps’?

�

�

�  

4.	 What type of bird is Lucky and what colour is his head?

Type (species)

Colour of head
 

5.	 How do the birds react when they hear ‘another deafening explosion’ and what does this 
suggest about how often the noises occur?

�

�  

6.	 Where does Buffy say her nest was located?

�

�  
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The Birds of Flanders Fields

7.	 Look at the paragraph that begins, ‘A burning smell seeps through the air.’

(a) What other smell is present?

�

(b) What alternative scent does Lucky dream of?

�

8.	 Lucky twitches and turns his head with short, sharp movements.

What does this suggest about the way Lucky is feeling?

�

�  

9.	 What evidence is there in the text to suggest a war or battle is taking place?

�

�

�

�

10.	 What three similarities do the birds remark on between the east and west sides?

1.	 �

2.	 �

3.	 �

8.
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Answers
1.	 Which of these is closest in meaning to ‘spindly’? Tick one.�

   short, wide and round
   tall, thin and gangly
   colourful and vibrant
   spinning and turning 

2.	 What simile is used to compare the high-pitched scream?

like a wounded gull 

3.	 Look at the sentence beginning, ‘Now, the loops of wire are swallowing the stumps…’

What impression do you get from the phrase ‘swallowing the stumps’?

The stumps have fallen / toppled; the wire is tangled around the stumps; the wire is 

dragging the stumps over; the stumps are disappearing amid the loops of wire; the 

wire is like a mouth that the stumps are disappearing into. 

4.	 What type of bird is Lucky and what colour is his head?

Type (species) chaffinch

Colour of head grey 

5.	 How do the birds react when they hear ‘another deafening explosion’ and what does this 
suggest about how often the noises occur?

The birds do not flinch (because they are used to it).

This suggests that the noises occur often / frequently / all the time. 

6.	 Where does Buffy say her nest was located?

Over to the east (on the side of one of the huge firing machines). 
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7.	 Look at the paragraph that begins, ‘A burning smell seeps through the air.’

(a) What other smell is present?

a rotting stench (from the ground)

(b) What alternative scent does Lucky dream of?

fresh flowers

8.	 Lucky twitches and turns his head with short, sharp movements.

What does this suggest about the way Lucky is feeling?

Pupils’ own responses, such as: He is feeling anxious / nervous / wary / worried. He 

is keeping an eye out for any danger / watching what is going on around him / being 

careful / expecting something bad to happen. 

9.	 What evidence is there in the text to suggest a war or battle is taking place?

Accept more than one of the following:

•	 noises such as screams, booms, bangs and whistles

•	 reference to explosions

•	 burning (smells) and smoke (smoky haze)

•	 the birds refer to ‘firing machines’

•	 humans are in ditches (which could be trenches)

•	 the birds refer to ‘Land of No Man's' (which sounds like No Man’s Land)

10.	 What three similarities do the birds remark on between the east and west sides?

Any three from:

•	 there is a section of The Land of No Man’s / No Man’s Land

•	 there is sharp wire

•	 there are ditches where the humans are

•	 there is more land after that

8.
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