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“The Stowaway” Reading 
DO NOT LOSE THIS PACKET! YOU WILL TURN IT IN ON MONDAY 9/9! 

BACKGROUND: Excerpt from Chapter 1 of Julian Barnes’s A History of the World in 10 ½ Chapters.                 
Published in 1989 in England. “The Stowaway” is the first chapter in a collection of short stories. This                  
one is an alternative account of the story of Noah's Ark from the point of view of the woodworms, who                    
were not allowed onboard and were stowaways during the journey. The original chapter is 30 pages, so                 
this is a little under a third of the story.  
 
MYTHS: narratives or stories that play a fundamental role in a society, such as foundational tales or                 
origin myths. 
 
ASSIGNMENT:  

1. Read the story and highlight parts that stand out to you (at least one part in each                 
section/paragraph). Focus on themes, symbols, descriptions, or any part you feel is            
focusing on the idea of “myth”.  

2. To the right of the story, make any comments that pop into your head or questions you                 
have (at least one per section/paragraph). Whatever questions you write, you will be             
asking your groups on Monday. Whatever comments you write, you will be sharing with              
your groups on Monday.  

3. Notice the underlined words, either look up what they mean or what type of animal they                
are OR note that part of your group activity will be to do so. If there are words you don’t                    
know and that aren’t underlined, underline them and make comments in the margins.  

 
(1) There was strict discipline on the Ark: that’s the first 
point to make. It wasn’t like those nursery versions in 
painted wood which you might have played with as a 
child – all happy couples peering merrily over the rail 
from the comfort of their well-scrubbed stalls. Don’t 
imagine some Mediterranean cruise on which we played 
languorous roulette and everyone dressed for dinner; on 
the Ark only the penguins wore tailcoats. Remember: 
this was a long and dangerous voyage – dangerous even 
though some of the rules had been fixed in advance. 
Remember too that we had the whole of the animal 
kingdom on board: would you have put the cheetahs 
within springing distance of the antelope? A certain level 
of security was inevitable, and we accepted double-peg 



locks, stall inspections, a nightly curfew. But regrettably 
there were also punishments and isolation cells. 
Someone at the very top became obsessed with 
information gathering; and certain of the travellers 
agreed to act as stool pigeons. I’m sorry to report that 
ratting to the authorities was at times widespread. It 
wasn’t a nature reserve, that Ark of ours; at times it was 
more like a prison ship. 
 
(2) Now, I realize that accounts differ. Your species has its 
much repeated version, which still charms even sceptics; 
while the animals have a compendium of sentimental 
myths. But they’re not going to rock the boat, are they? 
Not when they’ve been treated as heroes, not when it’s 
become a matter of pride that each and every one of 
them can proudly trace its family tree straight back to 
the Ark. They were chosen, they endured, they survived: 
it’s normal for them to gloss over the awkward episodes, 
to have convenient lapses of memory. But I am not 
constrained in that way. I was never chosen. In fact, like 
several other species, I was specifically not chosen. I was 
a stowaway; I too survived; I escaped (getting off was no 
easier than getting on); and I have flourished. I am a 
little set apart from the rest of animal society, which still 
has its nostalgic reunions: there is even a Sealegs Club for 
species which never once felt queasy. When I recall the 
Voyage, I feel no sense of obligation; gratitude puts no 
smear of Vaseline on the lens. My account you can trust. 
 
(3) You presumably grasped that the ‘Ark’ was more than 
just a single ship? It was the name we gave to the whole 
flotilla (you could hardly expect to cram the entire 
animal kingdom into something a mere three hundred 
cubits long). It rained for forty days and forty nights? 
Well, naturally it didn’t – that would have been no more 
than a routine English summer. No, it rained for about a 
year and a half, by my reckoning. And the waters were 
upon the earth for a hundred and fifty days? Bump that 
up to about four years. And so on. Your species has 



always been hopeless about dates. I put it down to your 
quaint obsession with multiples of seven. 
 
(4) As far as we were concerned the whole business of the 
Voyage began when we were invited to report to a 
certain place by a certain time. That was the first we 
heard of the scheme. We didn’t know anything of the 
political background. God’s wrath with his own creation 
was news to us; we just got caught up in it willy-nilly. 
We weren’t in any way to blame (you don’t really 
believe that story about the serpent, do you?), and yet the  
consequences for us were equally severe: every species  
wiped out except for a single breeding pair, and that couple  
consigned to the high seas under the charge of an old rogue  
with a drink problem who was already into his seventh century 
of life. 
 
(5) So the word went out; but characteristically they didn’t 
tell us the truth. Did you imagine that in the vicinity of 
Noah’s palace (oh, he wasn’t poor, that Noah) there 
dwelt a convenient example of every species on earth? 
Come, come. No, they were obliged to advertise, and 
then select the best pair that presented itself. Since they 
didn’t want to cause a universal panic, they announced a 
competition for twosomes – a sort of beauty contest –  
and told contestants to present themselves at Noah’s gate  
by a certain month. You can imagine the problems. For a 
start, not everyone has a competitive nature, so perhaps 
only the grabbiest turned up. Animals who weren’t smart 
enough to read between the lines felt they simply didn’t 
need to win a luxury cruise for two, all expenses paid, 
thank you very much. Nor had Noah and his staff 
allowed for the fact that some species hibernate at a 
given time of year; let alone the more obvious fact that 
certain animals travel more slowly than others. There 
was a particularly relaxed sloth, for instance – an 
exquisite creature, I can vouch for it personally – which 
had scarcely got down to the foot of its tree before it was 
wiped out in the great wash of God’s vengeance. What 



do you call that – natural selection? I’d call it 
professional incompetence. 
 
(6) The first normally presentable pair that came along was 
given the nod – this appeared to be the system; there 
was certainly no more than the scantiest examination of 
pedigree. And of course, while they said they’d take two 
of each species, when it came down to it ... Some 
creatures were simply Not Wanted On Voyage. That was 
the case with us; that’s why we had to stow away. And 
any number of beasts, with a perfectly good legal 
argument for being a separate species, had their claims 
dismissed.  
 
(7) There were splendid animals that arrived without a 
mate and had to be left behind; there were families 
which refused to be separated from their offspring and 
chose to die together; there were medical inspections, 
often of a brutally intrusive nature; and all night long the 
air outside Noah’s stockade was heavy with the wailings 
of the rejected. Can you imagine the atmosphere when 
the news finally got out as to why we’d been asked to 
submit to this charade of a competition? There was 
much jealousy and bad behaviour, as you can imagine. 
Some of the nobler species simply padded away into the 
forest, declining to survive on the insulting terms offered 
them by God and Noah, preferring extinction and the 
waves. Harsh and envious words were spoken; 
the amphibians began to look distinctly smug; birds 
practised staying in the air as long as possible. Certain 
types of monkey were occasionally seen trying to 
construct crude rafts of their own. One week there was a 
mysterious outbreak of food poisoning in the Compound 
of the Chosen, and for some of the less robust species the 
selection process had to start all over again. 
 
(8) At times Noah was nearly on the edge. The Ark was 
behind schedule, the craftsmen had to be whipped, 
hundreds of terrified animals were bivouacking near his 



palace, and nobody knew when the rains were coming. 
God wouldn’t even give him a date for that. Every 
morning we looked at the clouds: would it be a westerly 
wind that brought the rain as usual, or would God send 
his special downpour from a rare direction? And as the 
weather slowly thickened, the possibilities of revolt 
grew. Some of the rejected wanted to commandeer the 
Ark and save themselves, others wanted to destroy it 
altogether. 
 
(9) Even before the waters rose there had been grounds 
for unease. I know your species tends to look down on 
our world, considering it brutal, cannibalistic and 
deceitful (though you might acknowledge the argument 
that this makes us closer to you rather than more 
distant). But among us there had always been, from the 
beginning, a sense of equality. Oh, to be sure, we ate one 
another, and so on; the weaker species knew all too well 
what to expect if they crossed the path of something that 
was both bigger and hungry. But we merely recognized 
this as being the way of things. The fact that one animal 
was capable of killing another did not make the first 
animal superior to the second; merely more dangerous. 
Perhaps this is a concept difficult for you to grasp, but 
there was a mutual respect amongst us. Eating another 
animal was not grounds for despising it; and being eaten 
did not instill in the victim – or the victim’s family – any 
exaggerated admiration for the dining species. 
 
(10) And then there was another little difficulty. By some 
unhappy chance, our species had managed to smuggle 
seven members on board. Not only were we stowaways 
(which some resented), not only were we unclean 
(which some had already begun to despise), but we had 
also mocked those clean and legal species by mimicking 
their sacred number. We quickly decided to lie about 
how many of us there were – and we never appeared 
together in the same place. We discovered which parts of 
the ship were welcoming to us, and which we should 



avoid. 
 
(11) So you can see that it was an unhappy convoy from 
the beginning. Some of us were grieving for those we 
had been forced to leave behind; others were resentful 
about their status; others again, though notionally 
favoured by the title of cleanness, were rightly 
apprehensive about the oven. And on top of it all, there 
was Noah and his family. 
 
(12) I don’t know how best to break this to you, but Noah 
was not a nice man. I realize this idea is embarrassing, 
since you are all descended from him; still, there it is. He 
was a monster, a puffed-up patriarch who spent half his 
day grovelling to his God and the other half taking it out 
on us. He had a gopher-wood stave with which ... well, 
some of the animals carry the stripes to this day. It’s 
amazing what fear can do. I’m told that among your 
species a severe shock may cause the hair to turn white 
in a matter of hours; on the Ark the effects of fear were 
even more dramatic. There was a pair of lizards, for 
instance, who at the mere sound of Noah’s gopher-wood 
sandals advancing down the companion-way would 
actually change colour. I saw it myself: their skin would 
abandon its natural hue and blend with the background. 
Noah would pause as he passed their stall, wondering 
briefly why it was empty, then stroll on; and as his 
footsteps faded the terrorized lizards would slowly revert 
to their normal colour. Down the post-Ark years this has 
apparently proved a useful trick; but it all began as a 
chronic reaction to ‘the Admiral’. 
 
(13) Put it another way: what the hell do you think Noah 
and his family ate in the Ark? They ate us, of course. I 
mean, if you look around the animal kingdom 
nowadays, you don’t think this is all there ever was, do 
you? A lot of beasts looking more or less the same, and 
then a gap and another lot of beasts looking more or less 
the same? I know you’ve got some theory to make sense 



of it all – something about relationship to the 
environment and inherited skills or whatever – but 
there’s a much simpler explanation for the puzzling 
leaps in the spectrum of creation. One fifth of the earth’s 
species went down with Varadi (Noah’s son); and as for the  
rest that are missing, Noah’s crowd ate them.They did.There  
was a pair of Arctic plovers, for instance – very pretty birds. 
When they came on board they were a mottled bluey- 
brown in plumage. A few months later they started to 
moult. This was quite normal. As their summer feathers 
departed, their winter coat of pure white began to show 
through. Of course we weren’t in Arctic latitudes, so this 
was technically unnecessary; still, you can’t stop Nature, 
can you? Nor could you stop Noah. As soon as he saw 
the plovers turning white, he decided that they were 
sickening, and in tender consideration for the rest of the 
ship’s health he had them boiled with a little seaweed 
on the side. He was an ignorant man in many respects, 
and certainly no ornithologist. We got up a petition and 
explained certain things to him about moulting and 
what-have-you. Eventually he seemed to take it in. But 
that was the Arctic plover gone. 
 
(14) Of course, it didn’t stop there. As far as Noah and his 
family were concerned, we were just a floating cafeteria. 
Clean and unclean came alike to them on the Ark; lunch 
first, then piety, that was the rule. And you can’t imagine 
what richness of wildlife Noah deprived you of. Or 
rather, you can, because that’s precisely what you do: 
you imagine it. All those mythical beasts your poets 
dreamed up in former centuries: you assume, don’t you, 
that they were either knowingly invented, or else they 
were alarmist descriptions of animals half-glimpsed in 
the forest after too good a hunting lunch? I’m afraid the 
explanation’s more simple: Noah and his tribe scoffed 
them. At the start of the Voyage, as I said, there was a 
pair of behemoths in our hold. I didn’t get much of a 
look at them myself, but I’m told they were impressive 
beasts. Yet Ham, Shem or the one whose name began 



with J apparently proposed at the family council that if 
you had the elephant and the hippopotamus, you could 
get by without the behemoth; and besides – the 
argument combined practicality with principle – two 
such large carcases would keep the Noah family going 
for months. 
 
(15) Of course, it didn’t work out like that. After a few 
weeks there were complaints about getting behemoth for 
dinner every night, and so – merely for a change of diet – 
some other species was sacrificed. There were guilty 
nods from time to time in the direction of domestic 
economy, but I can tell you this: there was a lot of salted 
behemoth left over at the end of the journey. 
The salamander went the same way. The real 
salamander, I mean, not the unremarkable animal you 
still call by the same name; our salamander lived in fire. 
That was a one-off beast and no mistake; yet Ham or 
Shem or the other one kept pointing out that on a 
wooden ship the risk was simply too great, and so both 
the salamanders and the twin fires that housed them had 
to go. The carbuncle went as well, all because of some 
ridiculous story Ham’s wife had heard about it having a 
precious jewel inside its skull. She was always a dressy 
one, that Ham’s wife. So they took one of the carbuncles 
and chopped its head off; split the skull and found 
nothing at all. Maybe the jewel is only found in the 
female’s head, Ham’s wife suggested. So they opened up 
the other one as well, with the same negative result. 
 
(16) I put this next suggestion to you rather tentatively; I 
feel I have to voice it, though. At times we suspected a 
kind of system behind the killing that went on. Certainly 
there was more extermination than was strictly necessary 
for nutritional purposes – far more. And at the same 
time some of the species that were killed had very little 
eating on them. What’s more, the gulls would 
occasionally report that they had seen carcases tossed 
from the stern with perfectly good meat thick on the 



bone. We began to suspect that Noah and his tribe had it 
in for certain animals simply for being what they were. 
The basilisk, for instance, went overboard very early. 
Now, of course it wasn’t very pleasant to look at, but I 
feel it my duty to record that there was very little eating 
underneath those scales, and that the bird certainly 
wasn’t sick at the time. 
 
(17) In fact, when we came to look back on it after the 
event, we began to discern a pattern, and the pattern 
began with the basilisk. You’ve never seen one, of 
course. But if I describe a four-legged cock with a 
serpent’s tail, say that it had a very nasty look in its eye 
and laid a misshapen egg which it then employed a toad 
to hatch, you’ll understand that this was not the most 
alluring beast on the Ark. Still, it had its rights like 
everyone else, didn’t it? After the basilisk it was the 
griffon's turn; after the griffon, the sphinx; after the 
sphinx, the hippogriff. You thought they were all gaudy 
fantasies, perhaps? Not a bit of it. And do you see what 
they had in common? They were all crossbreeds. We 
think it was Shem – though it could well have been 
Noah himself – who had this thing about the purity of 
the species. Cock-eyed, of course; and as we used to say 
to one another, you only had to look at Noah and his 
wife, or at their three sons and their three wives, to 
realize what a genetically messy lot the human race 
would turn out to be. So why should they start getting 
fastidious about cross-breeds? 
 
(18) Still, it was the unicorn that was the most distressing. 
That business depressed us for months. Of course, there 
were the usual sordid rumours – that Ham’s wife had 
been putting its horn to ignoble use – and the usual 
posthumous smear campaign by the authorities about the 
beast’s character; but this only sickened us the more. The 
unavoidable fact is that Noah was jealous. We all looked 
up to the unicorn, and he couldn’t stand it. Noah – what 
point is there in not telling you the truth? – was bad- 



tempered, smelly, unreliable, envious and cowardly. He 
wasn’t even a good sailor: when the seas were high he 
would retire to his cabin, throw himself down on his 
gopher-wood bed and leave it only to vomit out his 
stomach into his gopher-wood wash-basin; you could 
smell the eduvia a deck away. Whereas the unicorn was 
strong, honest, fearless, impeccably groomed and a 
mariner who never knew a moment’s queasiness. Once, 
in a gale, Ham’s wife lost her footing near the rail and 
was about to go overboard. The unicorn – who had deck 
privileges as a result of popular lobbying – galloped 
across and stuck his horn through her trailing cloak, 
pinning it to the deck. Fine thanks he got for his valour; 
the Noahs had him casseroled one Embarkation Sunday. 
I can vouch for that. I spoke personally to the carrier- 
hawk who delivered a warm pot to Shem’s ark. 
 
(19) We were euphoric when we got off the Ark. Apart from  
anything else, we’d eaten enough gopher-wood to last a  
lifetime. That’s another reason for wishing Noah had been  
less bigoted in his design of the fleet: it would have given  
some of us a change of diet. Hardly a consideration for Noah,  
of course, because we weren’t meant to be there. And with the  
hindsight of a few millennia, this exclusion seems even  
harsher than it did at the time. There were seven of us  
stowaways, but had we been admitted as a seaworthy species  
only two boarding-passes would have been issued; and we  
Would have accepted that decision. Now, it’s true Noah couldn’t 
have predicted how long his Voyage was going to last, 
but considering how little we seven ate in five and a half 
years, it surely would have been worth the risk letting 
just a pair of us on board. And after all, it’s not our fault 
for being woodworm. 


