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SOURCE A: from the autobiography ‘My Left Foot’ by Christy Brown, published 1954 
 
Chapter 1 - The Letter ‘A’ 
 
I was born in the Rotunda Hospital, on June 5th, 1932. There were nine children before me 
and twelve after me, so I myself belong to the middle group. Out of this total of twenty-two, 
seventeen lived, four died in infancy, leaving thirteen still to hold the family fort. 
 
Mine was a difficult birth, I am told. Both mother and son almost died. A whole army of 
relations queued up outside the hospital until the small hours of the morning, waiting for 
news and praying furiously that it would be good. 
 
After my birth mother was sent away to recuperate for some weeks and I was kept in the 
hospital while she was away. I remained there for some time, without name, for I wasn’t 
baptized until my mother was well enough to bring me to church. 
 
It was mother who first saw that there was something wrong with me. I was about four 
months old at the time. She noticed that my head had a habit of falling backwards whenever 
she tried to feed me. She attempted to correct this by placing her hand on the back of my 
neck to keep it steady. But when she took it away back it would drop again. That was the first 
warning sign. Then she became aware of other defects as I got older. She saw that my hands 
were clenched nearly all of the time and were inclined to twine behind my back; my mouth 
couldn’t grasp the teat of the bottle because even at that early age my jaws would either lock 
together tightly, so that it was impossible for her to open them, or they would suddenly 
become limp and fall loose, dragging my whole mouth to one side. At six months I could not 
sit up without having a mountain of pillows around me; at twelve months it was the same.  
 
Very worried by this, mother told father her fears, and they decided to seek medical advice 
without any further delay. I was a little over a year old when they began to take me to 
hospitals and clinics, convinced that there was something definitely wrong with me, 
something which they could not understand or name, but which was very real and disturbing. 
 
Almost every doctor who saw and examined me, labelled me a very interesting but also a 
hopeless case. Many told mother very gently that I was mentally defective and would remain 
so. That was a hard blow to a young mother who had already reared five healthy children. 
The doctors were so very sure of themselves that mother’s faith in me seemed almost an 
impertinence. They assured her that nothing could be done for me.  
 
She refused to accept this truth, the inevitable truth – as it then seemed – that I was beyond 
cure, beyond saving, even beyond hope. She could not and would not believe that I was an 
imbecile, as the doctors told her. She had nothing in the world to go by, not a scrap of 
evidence to support her conviction that, though my body was crippled, my mind was not. In 
spite of all the doctors and specialists told her, she would not agree. I don’t believe she knew 
why – she just knew without feeling the smallest shade of doubt. 
 
Finding that the doctors could not help in any way beyond telling her not to place her trust in 
me, or, in other words, to forget I was a human creature, rather to regard me as just 
something to be fed and washed and then put away again, mother decided there and then to 
take matters into her own hands. I was her child, and therefore part of the family. No matter 
how dull and incapable I might grow up to be, she was determined to treat me on the same 
plane as the others, and not as ‘queer one’ in the back room who was never spoken of when 
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visitors were present. 
 
That was a momentous decision as far as my future life was concerned. It meant that I would 
always have my mother on my side to help me fight all the battles that were to come, and to 
inspire me with new strength when I was almost beaten. But it wasn’t easy for her because 
now the relatives and friends had decided otherwise. They contended that I should be taken 
kindly, sympathetically, but not seriously. That would be a mistake. “For your own sake,” they 
told her, “don’t look to the boy as you would to the others; it would only break your heart in 
the end.” Luckily for me, mother and father held out against the lot of them. But mother 
wasn’t content just to say that I was not an idiot, she set out to prove it, not because of any 
rigid sense of duty, but out of love. That is why she was so successful. 
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Source B: ‘The Elephant Man’ by Sir Frederick Treves, published 1923 
 
In this autobiographical extract, the writer is a doctor who describes meeting a man named 
John Merrick who was born with severe physical deformities. Merrick was being exhibited as 
a ‘freak show’ attraction in a circus – and was given the nickname, ‘The Elephant Man.’ 
 
 
The shop was empty and grey with dust. Some old tins and a few shrivelled potatoes 
occupied a shelf and some vegetables littered the window. The light of the place was dim, 
being obscured by the painted placard outside. The far end of the shop – where I expect the 
late proprietor sat at a desk – was cut off by a curtain or rather by a red tablecloth 
suspended from a cord by a few rings. The room was cold and dank, for it was the month of 
November. The year, I might say, was 1884. 
 
The showman pulled back the curtain and revealed a bent figure crouching on a stool and 
covered by a brown blanket. In front of it, on a tripod, was a large brick heated by a Bunsen 
burner. Over this the creature was huddled to warm itself. It never moved when the curtain 
was drawn back. Locked up in an empty shop and lit by the faint blue light of the gas jet, this 
hunched-up figure was the embodiment of loneliness. It might have been a captive in a 
cavern or a wizard watching for unholy apparitions in the ghostly flame. Outside the sun 
was shining and one could hear the footsteps of the passers-by, a tune whistled by a boy 
and the familiar hum of traffic in the road. 
 
The showman – speaking as if to a dog – called out harshly: “Stand up!” The thing arose 
slowly and let the blanket that covered its head and back fall to the ground. There stood 
revealed the most disgusting specimen of humanity that I have ever seen. In the course of 
my profession I had come upon tragic deformities of the face due to injury or disease, as 
well as mutilations and contortions of the body depending upon like causes; but at no time 
had I met with such a degraded or perverted version of a human being as this lone figure 
displayed. He was naked to the waist, his feet were bare, he wore a pair of threadbare 
trousers that had once belonged to some fat gentleman’s dress suit. 
 
From the advertisement in the street I had imagined the Elephant Man to be of gigantic 
size. This, however, was a little man below the average height and made to look shorter by 
the bowing of his back. The most striking feature about him was his enormous and 
misshapen head. From the brow there projected a huge bony mass like a loaf, while from 
the back of the head hung a bag of spongy, fungous-looking skin, the surface of which was 
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comparable to a brown cauliflower. On the top of the skull were a few long lank hairs. The 
osseous growth on the forehead almost obscured one eye. The circumference of the head 
was no less than that of the man’s waist. From the upper jaw there projected another mass 
of bone. It protruded from the mouth like a pink stump, turning the upper lip inside out and 
making of the mouth a mere slobbering aperture. This growth from the jaw had been so 
exaggerated in the painting as to appear to be a rudimentary trunk or tusk. His nose was 
merely a lump of flesh, only recognizable as a nose from its position. The face was no more 
capable of expression than a block of gnarled wood. The back was horrible, because from it 
hung, as far down as the middle of the thigh, huge, sack-like masses of flesh covered by the 
same loathsome cauliflower skin. 
 
The right arm was of enormous size and shapeless. It suggested the limb of the subject of 
elephantiasis. It was overgrown also with pendent masses of the same cauliflower-like skin. 
His hand was large and clumsy – a fin or paddle rather than a hand. There was no distinction 
between the palm and the back. The thumb had the appearance of a radish, while the 
fingers might have been its thick, tuberous roots. As a limb it was almost useless. The other 
arm was remarkable by contrast. It was not only normal but was, moreover, a delicately 
shaped limb covered with fine skin and provided with a beautiful hand which any woman 
might have envied. From the chest hung a bag of the same repulsive flesh. The lower limbs 
had the characters of the deformed arm. They were unwieldy and grossly mis-shapen. 
 
To add a further burden to his trouble the wretched man, when a boy, developed hip 
disease, which had left him permanently lame, so that he could only walk with a stick. He 
was thus denied all means of escape from his tormentors. As he told me later, he could 
never run away. One other feature must be mentioned to emphasize his isolation from his 
kind. Although he was already repellent enough, there arose from the fungous skin-growth 
with which he was almost covered a very sickening stench which was hard to tolerate. From 
the showman I learnt nothing about the Elephant Man, except that he was English, that his 
name was John Merrick and that he was twenty-one years of age. 
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Q1: Read Source A. Tick four statements below which are TRUE 
 

 The writer was born on June 5th, 1942   

 The author was one of twenty-two children in his family 

 As a baby, the writer struggled to sit upright 

 The doctors regarded the author as a hopeless case 

 The writer’s mind was crippled but not his body 

 The author’s mother wanted to prove her son was not an idiot 

 The writer’s father regarded his son as an idiot 

 The doctors thought the boy’s disability would improve as he grew up 
   [4 marks] 

 
 
Q2: Now refer to both Source A and Source B.  
       Write a summary of the different ways the writers present the issue of disability.      [8 marks]  
 
 
 
 



4 
 

Q3: Refer to Source B.  
       How does the writer use language to describe the Elephant Man?      [12 marks] 
 
 
 
Q4: Now refer to both Source A and Source B. 
       Compare how the writers convey their different attitudes to disability.    [16 marks] 
 
       In your answer, you should: 
 

 compare their different attitudes 

 compare the methods they use to convey their attitudes 

 support your ideas with quotations from both texts 
 


