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2 The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas
by John Boyne

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
✪ To be able to retrieve implicit and explicit information.
✪ To organise ideas and information.
✪ To explore how the writer uses language to create impressions.

CONTEXT

p The cover of the book shows
Bruno and Shmuel talking
through the barbed wire
fence

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas is a novel set during the Second World
War about an unusual and touching friendship which develops between
two boys, Bruno and Shmuel. Bruno is the son of a German officer who
is in charge of a concentration camp in Poland. Shmuel is a Jewish boy
who is imprisoned in the camp. Bruno and Shmuel become friends after
talking through the wire fence that separates them. During the Second
World War, Jewish people in German-occupied countries were sent to
concentration camps where prisoners were forced to do hard physical
labour. Torture and death were commonplace within the camps. At the
end of the Holocaust, 11 million people had been systematically killed,
of which 6 million were Jewish people and 1.1 million were children.
In this extract, Shmuel explains to Bruno how he and his family arrived
at the camp.

‘All I know is this,’ began Shmuel. ‘Before we came here, I lived with my mother
and father and my brother Josef in a small flat above the store where Papa makes
his watches. Every morning we ate our breakfast together at seven o’clock and
while we went to school, Papa mended the watches that people brought to him and
made new ones too. I had a beautiful watch that he gave me but I don’t have it any
more. It had a golden face and I wound it up every night before I went to sleep and
it always told the right time.’
‘What happened to it?’ asked Bruno.
‘They took it from me,’ said Shmuel.
‘Who?’
‘The soldiers, of course,’ said Shmuel as if this was the most obvious thing in the
world. ‘And then one day things started to change,’ he continued. ‘I came home
from school and my mother was making armbands for us from a special cloth
and drawing a star on each one. Like this.’ Using his finger he drew a design in the
dusty ground beneath him. ‘And every time we left the house, she told us we had
to wear one of these armbands.’

Shmuel tells Bruno what
his life used to be like
before he and his family
were brought to the
concentration camp.
Shmuel tells Bruno about
the special personal
possessions that he used
to have.
Why doesn’t Bruno
understand what Shmuel
is talking about?
Jewish people had to
wear armbands bearing
the Star of David so
the Nazis could identify
them easily.
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The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas
‘My father wears one too,’ said Bruno. ‘On his uniform. It’s very nice. It’s bright red
with a black-and-white design on it.’ Using his finger he drew another design in
the dusty ground on his side of the fence.
‘Yes, but they’re different, aren’t they?’ said Shmuel.
‘No one’s ever given me an armband,’ said Bruno.
‘But I never asked to wear one,’ said Shmuel.
‘All the same,’ said Bruno, ‘I think I’d quite like one. I don’t know which one I
prefer though, your one or Father’s.’
Shmuel shook his head and continued with his story. He didn’t often think about these
things anymore because remembering his old life above the watch shop made him very
sad. ‘We wore the armbands for a few months,’ he said. ‘And then things changed again.
I came home one day and Mama said we couldn’t live in our house anymore–’
‘That happened to me too!’ said Bruno, delighted that he wasn’t the only boy who’d
been forced to move. ‘The Fury came for dinner, you see, and the next thing I
knew we moved here. And I hate it here,’ he added in a loud voice. ‘Did he come to
your house and do the same thing?’
‘No, but when we were told we couldn’t live in our house we had to move to a
different part of Cracow where the soldiers built a big wall and my mother and
father and my brother and I all had to live in one room.’
‘All of you?’ asked Bruno. ‘In one room?’
‘And not just us,’ said Shmuel. ‘There was another family there and the mother and
father were always fighting with each other and one of the sons was bigger than
me and he hit me even when I did nothing wrong.’
‘You can’t have all lived in one room,’ said Bruno, shaking his head. ‘That doesn’t
make any sense.’
‘All of us,’ said Shmuel, nodding his head. ‘Eleven in total.’
Bruno opened his mouth to contradict again – he didn’t really believe that eleven
people could live in the same room together – but changed his mind.
‘We lived there for some months,’ continued Shmuel, ‘All of us in that one room.
There was one small window in it but I didn’t like to look out of it because then
I would see the wall and I hated the wall because our real home was on the other
side of it. Then one day the soldiers all came with huge trucks,’ continued Shmuel,
‘And everyone was told to leave the houses. Lots of people didn’t want to and they
hid wherever they could find a place but in the end I think they caught everyone.
And the trucks took us to a train and the train …’
He hesitated and bit his lip. Bruno thought he was going to start crying and couldn’t
understand why. ‘The train was horrible,’ said Shmuel, ‘There were too many of us in
the carriages for one thing. And there was no air to breathe. And it smelled awful.’
‘That’s because you all crowded onto one train,’ said Bruno, remembering the two
trains he had seen at the station when he had left Berlin. ‘When we came here
there was another one on the other side of the platform but no one seemed to see
it. That was the one that we got. You should have got on it too.’
‘I don’t think we would have been allowed,’ said Shmuel, shaking his head. ‘We
weren’t able to get out of our carriage.’
‘The doors are at the end,’ explained Bruno.
‘There weren’t any doors,’ said Shmuel.

This is the sign of the
swastika and was worn
by the Nazis, who had
invaded Poland (where
Shmuel lived).
Jewish people were
rounded up by the Nazis
and taken away from
their homes and their
jobs.
Bruno’s father is such a
high-ranking Nazi official
that Adolf Hitler (leader
of the Nazi Party) came
to dinner at Bruno’s
house. Bruno is too
young to understand
what is going on.
Krakow (Cracow) is a
city in Poland. Jewish
families (like Shmuel’s)
were forced to move to
small ghettos or slums
which were separated
from the rest of the city
by walls.

Jewish families were
transported to the
concentration camps in
overcrowded cattle-type
trucks and carriages with
no seats or windows.
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Fiction
‘Of course there were doors,’ said Bruno with a sigh. ‘They’re at the end,’ he
repeated. ‘Just past the buffet section.’
‘There weren’t any doors,’ insisted Shmuel. ‘If there had been, we would all have got off’.

SKILLS FOCUS
✔ Select evidence purposefully.
✔ Comment on the writer’s presentation
of characters, using appropriate
references from texts.
✔ Create a lively piece of writing.

Bruno has no
understanding of what
Shmuel is describing and
can only relate to his
own experience.

GLOSSARY
Papa: Father
Armbands: badges on their sleeves
The Fury: the Führer (‘leader’), Adolph Hitler
Contradict: challenge or say the opposite of
Hesitated: paused
Buffet section: the section of the train where food is served

LOOK CLOSER
1 Explain, in your own words, what Shmuel’s life used to be like before he was sent to the concentration camp.
2 Read the list of adjectives below and decide whether the words describe Bruno or Shmuel. Look up any
unfamiliar words in a dictionary.
 	

naïve, mature, enduring, stoical, incredulous, spoilt, innocent, realistic, inexperienced, nostalgic, sad, factual

3 How does the writer use language to describe the character of Bruno? Copy and complete the table to help
you organise your ideas.
Evidence from the text

Effect

‘”It’s very nice. It’s bright red with a black-and-white
design”’

The adjective ‘nice’ suggests that Bruno doesn’t
understand what the symbol really stands for.

‘delighted that he wasn’t the only boy who’d been
forced to move’
‘”All of you?” asked Bruno. “In one room?”’
‘Bruno opened his mouth to contradict again … but
changed his mind.’
‘Bruno thought he [Shmuel] was going to start
crying and couldn’t understand why.’
‘“Of course there were doors,” said Bruno with a sigh.’
4 What impression does the writer create of Shmuel’s journey? Copy and complete the table to organise your answers.
Evidence from the text

Impression

‘”The train was horrible”’

The adjective ‘horrible’ creates the impression that …
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The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas

‘”There were too many of us in the carriages”’
‘”And there was no air to breathe.”’
‘”And it smelled awful.”’
‘”There weren’t any doors”’

NOW TRY THIS
1 Shmuel is clearly upset by what has happened to himself and his family and the life he has left
behind. Write Shmuel’s diary entry about what happened. Remember to write in first person narrative,
describing and explaining your feelings in detail. You might wish to start with the following line:

I still can’t believe how much my life has changed. How I wish I could be back in my
comfortable bed in my home in Cracow instead of …

2 Bruno clearly does not understand what is going on around him and how serious the events are.
Write a lively account of a time when you misunderstood a situation or a set of instructions. The
account can be factual or fictional.

FAST FINISHERS
Research how Jewish people were treated during the Holocaust. Summarise your findings into ten
main points to present to the class. You could research some of the following topics:
✪ the Holocaust
✪ concentration camps
✪ how Jewish people were freed from the camps at the end of the war.
3 Bruno goes home and tells his parents about how he has met Shmuel. With a partner, prepare and
act out the conversation between them. Be ready to perform the scene in front of the class.
4 In the novel, Bruno and Shmuel become good friends for a short time. With a partner, discuss
what qualities make a good friend. Decide which quality is the most important and why, and
present your opinion to the class.

PRACTICE QUESTION
Read the extract again. How does the writer use language to create sympathy for Shmuel? You could write about:
✪ Shmuel’s life before the camp
✪ living in a single room
✪ being made to wear an armband
✪ the train journey.
Aim to write four paragraphs. Remember to pick out words and phrases that help to create sympathy for
Shmuel. You could use the following sentence starters for your first paragraph:
✪ The first way that the writer uses language to create ✪ The writer uses the words …
sympathy for Shmuel is by …
✪ This suggests that …
[8 marks]
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