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Outline:
Will Jack have the courage to follow his heart or will he keep his promise to his best friend?

Best friends Jack and Gilbert made a pact when they were younger – promising to work together in the copper 
mines, just like their fathers and other Cornish immigrants. But now Jack is turning twelve, and the thought of 
working underground fills him with panic. When Gilbert is forced to leave school and earn a wage, Jack wants to 
keep his word to his friend – but that means facing his fear. And all the while his heart is telling him to follow another 
path. That boy, Jack must find the courage to choose.

Author/Illustrator Information:
Janeen Brian spent her childhood in the seaside town of Brighton, in South Australia. After attending a “dame school 
type” kindergarten, she attended Brighton Primary and Brighton High Schools. Aged 16 she trained as a primary 
teacher at Wattle Park Teachers’ College and at 18 stood in front of her first class of Year 5 Students. Her teaching 
career saw her work as in Junior Primary, Primary, Drama and as a Teacher-Librarian. While raising a family of two 
daughters, she also began a 4-year career with a professional children’s theatre company, both acting and writing. 
She has also been involved in over 100 television and radio commercials as well as dozens of voiceovers for radio 
and video. She began dabbling in writing in her thirties but it was several years before she began to be published 
with an educational publisher. Since then she has written over 80 books both in trade and educational, and in genres 
ranging from picture books to poetry, short fiction, non-fiction and novels. Janeen has several awards to her name 
and many of her books have been translated and published overseas. She also writes for national and overseas 
children’s magazines and has over 200 poems, plays, stories or articles published. She is of Cornish descent and 
loved researching the time when That Boy, Jack is set. For more information about the author, please visit her 
website: www.janeenbrian.com/ 

How to use these notes:
This story works on many levels. The suggested activities are therefore for a wide age and ability range. Please select 
accordingly.
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These 
notes are 

for:
• Primary
years 4-6
• Ages 9+

Example of:
• English

• Historical 
fiction

Themes/
Ideas:

• Friendship
• Growing ip
• Australian 

history
• Australian life

• Fear
• Mateship

National Curriculum Focus:*Key Learning 
Areas:

• English
• History

*Key content 
descriptions 
have been 
identified from the 
Australian National 
Curriculum. 
However, this is not 
an exhaustive list of 
National Curriculum 
content able to be 
addressed through 
studying this text. 

English
Year 4
ACELA1487
ACELA1490
ACELA1498
ACELT1603
ACELT1605
ACELT1606
ACELT1607
ACELT1794
ACELY1690

Year 5
ACELA1504
ACELA1512
ACELT1608
ACELT1609
ACELT1610
ACELT1612
ACELT1798
ACELY1698
ACELY1699
ACELY1702

Year 6
ACELA1515
ACELA1518
ACELT1613
ACELT1614
ACELT1616
ACELT1618
ACELY1709

History
Year 4
ACHHS082
ACHHS083
ACHHS216
ACHHS084
ACHHS085
ACHHS086

Year 5
ACHHK093
ACHHK094
ACHHK096
ACHHS098
ACHHS099
ACHHS100
ACHHS101
ACHHS102
ACHHS103
ACHHS104
ACHHS105

Year 6
ACHHK115
ACHHK116
ACHHS117
ACHHS118
ACHHS119
ACHHS120
ACHHS121
ACHHS122
ACHHS123
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Janeen Brian on That Boy, Jack
That Boy, Jack, began as a short story called “No Mining”, which a publisher turned 
down in 2002. Although the short story had all of the same elements as That Boy, 
Jack — a boy as the main character, early Cornish copper mining, family and school 
problems, bullying and the testing of friendships–it had to grow if it was to become a 
novel. More characters, like Elsie, evolved and the plot was reworked many times to 
include new situations and conflicts.

As I grew up, there was no teaching or real interest from school or home about 
Australian history. My own interest and curiosity, however, took a leap when I was 
a teenager. That’s when I discovered old ruins of farms and houses on trips to the 
country, or when I visited local museums. I became captivated with the objects of 
earlier lifestyles: the clothing; the bedpans, clay pipes, cooking pots, wooden wheels and slingshots. 

I wanted to find out what life was like for kids and their families of those early pioneers and settlers. 

No more than two hours drive from my home is an area called the copper coast, which consists of three towns, 
Moonta, Kadina and Wallaroo. In the 1860s, the discovery of copper in the area brought thousands of miners and 
their families from Cornwall, England, to work in the mines. A treasured book detailing those times was called Not 
Only In Stone, by Phyllis Somerville, and it inspired me to spend more time visiting the area, traipsing through old 
mines and other sites, poring over museum displays and strolling through an old Cornish-style cottage, which 
became the setting for the book. Once I saw a photograph of picky boys. They spent their days sorting lumps of 
copper ore for smelting or discarding. 

Ideas began to form for a story.

Although I’d previously visited Cornwall, I now had a stronger purpose. I began to research. I read books, scoured 
the internet, discussed Cornish language and folklore with a writing colleague, sought clues about my previously 
unknown Cornish heritage and celebrated Cornish culture at the Kerwendek Lowender (biennial, international 
Cornish Festival) held at the copper coast. I wrote and rewrote, completing more than twenty drafts over many years, 
often changing the title in the process.
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Discussion Questions and Activities
English
Before reading That Boy, Jack, view the cover and title and 
identify the following:
• The title of the book
• The author
• The illustrator
• The publisher
• The blurb

Based on the cover, what do you think this story is about? 
How do you think it will begin/end?

After reading, examine the structure and features of the book. 
Identify the following:
• Chapter headings
• Title page
• Dedication
• Page numbers
• Paragraphs
• Quotation marks

What are the themes in That Boy, Jack? Write a statement of 
belief for each theme and assess how the book’s treatment of 
these themes makes you feel.
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Keep a “vocab journal” while reading the novel. Make a 
note of any words you come across that you don’t know 
and look up their meaning. Check the glossary in the back 
of the book too. Also keep track of any words or phrases 
that you particularly like and write a note next to each, 
explaining why you like that word/phrase.

What kind of text is That Boy, Jack (i.e. narrative, 
procedural, persuasion, information)? What features of the 
text make this apparent?

Write a character report for Jack or Gilbert. Include 
a description of their appearance (or draw a picture), 
personality and character development throughout the 
novel. Pick out one pivotal scene from the book for each 
character and explain how the author makes the reader care 
about this character.

Onomatopoeia describes words that sound like the noise 
they are describing. You pronounce the word  
on-oh-mat-oh-pee-ah. Some common examples are boom, 
fizz, creak, knock, ping, thud, whoosh and bang.
“… spellbound by the colours that streaked towards 
the stars and all the noises that went with them: zings, 
whooshes, bangs.” (Chapter 1)
Rewrite this sentence without using onomatopoeic words. 
Write a short story using as many onomatopoeic words as 
you can.

Old, Anglicised Cornish language is often colourful and 
pictorial. For example: 
• an ashes cat is a person always found near the fire.
• blawed  means out of breath
• roving with pain  means in agony
• turn ‘ee to doors  means to kick you out.
Create some colourful, pictorial language of your own for 
everyday objects or happenings.
 
Jack’s mother once told him that the herb rosemary is a 
symbol for remembrance. Find out the names of other herbs 
and their symbolic meaning.

Dorrie tells Jack a common chant of the times. What chants 
do you know? Are they connected to any activity, like 
skipping?

Jack and Gilbert want to make a billycart. What is a 
billycart? How would you make one? How would building 
it be different for Jack and Gilbert as opposed to building it 
today?

The book ends with Jack starting to read Gilbert’s letter, 
though the reader does not get to see what is in the letter. 
Write a letter from Gilbert to Jack. Make sure to write it in 
Gilbert’s voice, using appropriate language and slang.

Jack’s mother makes traditional Cornish pastys. What foods 
are traditional in your culture?

In Chapter 10, why does Jack’s mother not want him to 
go into the mines? How would leaving school and starting 
work in the mines affect Jack’s life? Write a list of pros and 
cons of Jack leaving school and working in the mines.

In chapter 12, Jack mentions that his mother’s other 
children died from a sickness that went through the town. 
Why did the children die from this sickness? What would 
happen today if a similar sickness passed through your 
area? 

Mr Skinner canes Jack for writing with his left hand. Try 
writing with your opposite hand to see what Jack felt like. 
Do you think Mr Skinner was being fair? 

In Chapter 25, Jack doesn’t want to tell his parents what 
is really going on at school. Why do you think he feels this 
way?

Some surnames in the story are typically Cornish, i.e. 
Pollock, Oates, Goldsworthy and Pascoe, but many other 
Cornish surnames and place names begin with the prefixes 
“Tre”, “Pol” and “Pen”. In fact, there’s a saying that goes:
 By Tre, Pol and Pen
 you shall know the Cornishmen.
(Tre means heathland, pol means pond, lake or well and 
pen means hill or headland.)

Look on a map of Cornwall and find place names beginning 
with those prefixes. Or find out the meaning or whereabouts 
of your surname. eg. Colliermeans someone who worked in 
a coal mine. Thomson means son of Tom and so on.

The pasty was a common food for the Cornish, especially 
for those who worked in the tin mines. Tin ore contains 
poisonous lead, so the men held the pasty by the crust, 
and once the meal inside was eaten, threw the crust away. 
A slang name for a pasty was oggy. A common chant by 
sailors to pasty-sellers, or miners’ wives to miners began:
Oggy, Oggy, Oggy! and the response was: Oi, Oi, Oi!
What other typical Cornish food was mentioned in the 
book? Use the internet to find out what a stargazy pie is, or 
find a pasty recipe and cook one.
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Mateship
“Gilbert and I had been mates since we were six and both 
at Miss Goldsworthy’s school.” Chapter 1
Jack and Gilbert are best friends, though as the story 
progresses their friendship is tested by outside factors. 
What factors affect their friendship? 

Have a class discussion about mateship. What does it 
mean? How does it relate to this book?

Jack is reluctant to help Gilbert bandage Mr Oates’s 
injured leg, but he does it anyway. Why do you think he 
helped in the end?

“It was the first time I truly understood that Gilbert and I 
were different.” (Chapter 13)
How do friendships change as people grow up? Does 
having different interests mean you should stop being 
friends with someone?

Fear
Jack is scared of going into the mines but is embarrassed 
to let Gilbert know. Why would he not want to tell Gilbert? 
What makes you feel fear? How would you describe the 
feeling of fear? What are some ways to overcome fear?

Bullying
“Bullying” is a prominent theme in this book.  
What does it mean to be a bully?
• How does Willie Ryan bully Jack?
• Ask students to think of words that might be 

associated with a bully and a bullying victim.
• What are your school’s rules about bullying? Can you 

think of any ways to improve these rules?
 
Have a class discussion on bullying, including these 
questions:
• Can someone be a bully without meaning to be?
• What is the difference between bullying and just 

fooling around?
• What would you do if you saw someone else being 

bullied?
• What would you do if you were being bullied?
• What are some possible reasons a person might be a 

bully? 

History
Jack’s family migrated from Cornwall in the United Kingdom 
to Moonta in South Australia. Find both places on a map 
and think about how Jack’s family would have travelled that 
far in the 1800s. How would people travel from Cornwall to 
Moonta today?

Why would people have migrated to Australia from 
Cornwall? Have a class discussion about methods of 
transport in the late 1800s and how that would make moving 
to another country a much bigger decision than it would be 
today.

People from many different countries migrated to Australia 
in the late 1800s. List some of these cultures. Have a class 
discussion about what different cultures brought to Australia 
that has become part of our Australian culture (i.e. cultural 
food, language, music, etc.). 

Both Jack and Dorrie do chores. Would they be the kind of 
chores that children of today would do? What chores do you 
do? Why do you think we share chores in a family?

In Chapter 18, Jack reads a newspaper article about 
Elizabeth Woolcock. Research her in your library or on the 
internet to find out more about her. Write a newspaper report 
about her crime.

Based on this book, what is your understanding of gender 
roles during this time in Australia (i.e. what jobs and 
responsibilities were expected of men and women?) How is 
it different today?

Visit your library and find other books that have a similar 
setting to That Boy, Jack. Look for both fiction and 
non-fiction. How does each book deal with the life in 1800s 
Australia? 

What research do you think the author did when starting to 
write this book? Make a list of the different ways you can 
find out information about a historical period.  
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Ratwhiskers and Me
Lorraine Marwood
9781921150395
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Available August 2013
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Doug Bradby
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