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Introduction for teachers

This unit is based on The Hill of the Red Fox (1955), a cold-war-era thriller by Allan 
Campbell McLean (1922–1989) written for children aged around 11-14. In its depiction 
of an innocent who becomes embroiled in high-level political machinations against a 
wild Highland backdrop, the novel is a clear descendant of Stevenson’s Kidnapped and 
Catriona, and Buchan’s Richard Hannay stories. As such, it provides an intriguing and 
compelling plot, and a vividly-evoked setting grounded in the geography of the Highlands 
(the ‘Hill of the Red Fox’ or Sgurr a Mhadaith Ruaidh, is a real place, situated on the 
Trotternish peninsula north of Portree in Skye). However, while the novel’s references 
to MI5 and the Soviet Union would have been instantly comprehensible for much of 
its target readership in 1955 and in the three subsequent decades, it will probably be 
necessary to provide more context for a 21st-century audience of S1 or S2 pupils. This is 
reflected in the suggested ‘Before Reading’ tasks.           

The unit aims to provide a broad range of tasks on background, plot, characterisation 
and language as well as a range of stimuli and suggested topics for creative and personal 
writing, from which teachers can choose as appropriate to the ability of pupils and the 
teaching time available. Tasks and questions are addressed directly to pupils throughout, 
so that sections or pages can be extracted as worksheets or displayed on screen without 
the need for editing or adaptation; however, should you wish to adapt any tasks for a 
particular class or pupil, the electronic format will make it straightforward to do so. I have 
divided the unit into loose sections of anything between two and six chapters, dictated 
by where I feel there are natural shifts or development in the plot, and under each section 
heading I have provided a summary of some of the key plot developments in those 
chapters.     

The novel is published as part of Floris Books’ Kelpies Classics range, and is currently on 
its third edition. There is also an e-book edition available. Page number references in this 
unit are to the third Kelpies print edition, but I also have a version available in which page 
number references are to the first Kelpies print edition, which I use with my own classes.  



Using this unit to support professional judgement of Experiences 

and Outcomes in National Standards of Literacy and English

In the left hand column below, there is an index of all the tasks offered in this unit, and in the right 
hand column I have listed various Experiences and Outcomes from the Third Level of the National 
Standards of Literacy and English that pupils could achieve by completing particular tasks.

Task CfE Literacy Experiences and Outcomes
Group discussion task on setting LIT 3-02a ; LIT 3-10a
Individual background research task LIT 3-14a ; LIT 3-18a ; LIT 3-25a
Questions on Alasdair’s background, chapters 1-2 ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Functional / creative writing: Mrs Cameron’s letter LIT 3-21a ; LIT 3-22a ; LIT 3-23a ; LIT 3-26a ; ENG 3-27a ; 
LIT 3-28a

Extension task: packing for the holiday
Alasdair’s exciting journey: questions on chapters 3-5 ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Map-making task – chapters 3-5
Character profiles – chapters 6-7 LIT 3-14a ; ENG 3-19a

Language work: imagery in chapter 7 ENG 3-12a ; ENG 3-17a 

Questions on plot developments in chapters 8-9 ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Creative writing: descriptive paragraphs LIT 3-21a ; LIT 3-22a ; LIT 3-23a ; LIT 3-26a ; ENG 3-27a 

Storyboard of events in novel up to chapter 9 ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a ; LIT 3-24a
Questions on plot developments: chapters 10-13 ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Functional / creative writing: Alasdair’s letter LIT 3-21a ; LIT 3-22a ; LIT 3-23a ; LIT 3-26a ; ENG 3-27a ; 
LIT 3-28a

Class debate on issues raised in chapters 12-13 LIT 3-02a ; ENG 3-03a ; LIT 3-06a ; LIT 3-09a ; LIT 3-10a ; 
LIT 3-18a ; ENG 3-27a ; LIT 3-29a

Summary of plot developments in chapters 14-15 ENG 3-12a ; LIT 3-14a
Language work: contrast ENG 3-12a ; ENG 3-17a

Creative presentation of key event: chapters 16-17 ENG 3-17a ; LIT 3-24a
Functional /creative writing: the policeman’s report LIT 3-21a ; LIT 3-22a ; LIT 3-23a ; LIT 3-26a ; ENG 3-27a ; 

LIT 3-28a
Language work: double meanings and ambiguity ENG 3-12a ; ENG 3-17a

Group writing / speaking task: chapters 18-19 LIT 3-02a ; ENG 3-03a ; LIT 3-06a ; LIT 3-09a ; LIT 3-10a
Group plot development task: chapter 20 LIT 3-02a ; LIT 3-09a ; LIT 3-10a ; ENG 3-19a ; ENG 3-31a

Paired spelling and definitions task: chapter 20 ENG 3-12a ; LIT 3-21a
A mind map of Major Cassell’s role: chapter 21 LIT 3-13a ; ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Questions on climax / aftermath: chapters 21-24 ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Reflecting on character development and symbolism: 
chapter 25

ENG 3-12 a; ENG 3-17a ; ENG 3-19a

Critical essay on the novel ENG 3-19a ; LIT 3-22a ; LIT 3-23a ; LIT 3-26a ; ENG 3-27a ; 
LIT 3-28a ; LIT 3-29a



BEFORE READING

Context and background

This novel was first published in 1955 and the events it describes take place in the mid-1950s. It 
begins in London but is mostly set on the Isle of Skye, off the coast of North West Scotland, where 
the main character, 12-year-old Alasdair Cameron, is sent for the summer holidays. 

Skye is a beautiful island, but many parts of it are very wild, rugged and isolated, with small 
populations. Also, back in the in the 1950s, many of the people who did live in these areas would 
have spoken Gaelic rather than English as a first language (the novel contains quite a lot of Gaelic 
words, the meanings of which are explained in a glossary at the end of the novel).

Setting: a short group discussion task

In your groups, can you come up with some reasons why a place like Skye could make a good 
setting for a novel? One member of the group must write down your ideas; be ready to report back 
to the class.

Background research 

Each member of the class to do ONE of the following:

The Cold War

The 1950s, when the novel is set, were part of a historical period known as the ‘cold war’. This is an 
important influence on the novel’s plot and so it would be helpful for you to understand it better. 
Your task is to do some research online and produce a short presentation, in PowerPoint, Word 
or PDF format, or on paper, including appropriate illustrations, which will provide the following 
information:

•	 The countries, or alliances of countries, which were on opposing ‘sides’ of the cold war, and 
their political beliefs. (This is complicated so you don’t need to go into too much detail.  
Some terms or phrases that it might be useful to understand are ‘Soviet Union’, ‘communism’, 
‘capitalism’ and ‘arms race’);

•	 Why it was known as ‘the cold war’; 

•	 Why espionage was so important during the cold war. (If you don’t know what ‘espionage’ is, 
then look it up and take it from there!)



The Jacobites

At the start of the novel, we learn that Alasdair is fascinated by a historical group of people who 
were known as Jacobites. Your task is to do some research online and produce a short presentation, 
in PowerPoint, Word or PDF format, or on paper, including appropriate illustrations, to find out 
more about who they were. You may wish to mention:

•	 Why the Jacobites were given this name;

•	 Who the Jacobites supported, and who their enemies were;

•	 Why the Scottish Highlands, and Skye, are so strongly associated with the Jacobites;

•	 How the Jacobites were finally defeated.

Crofting

Alasdair goes to Skye to stay on a croft owned by his father. Crofting is a way of life particularly 
associated with the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. Your task is to do some research online 
to find out more about it and then produce a short presentation, in PowerPoint, Word or PDF 
format, or on paper, including appropriate illustrations, covering the following points:

•	 What a croft is;

•	 The ways in which crofting differs from ordinary farming;

•	 Who the landlords of the crofts traditionally were, and who their tenants were;

•	 Whether crofting is still done today.

Once all the presentations are complete, I will ask the people responsible for the two best 
presentations on each topic to share them with the class and talk us through them. This will 
ensure that everyone has a better understanding of some of the key aspects of the novel’s historical 
background.  



CHAPTERS 1-2

We are introduced to Alasdair Cameron and start to learn a little about his character, background 
and family. We also learn about the start of his first journey to his ancestral home: the Isle of Skye.  

Questions on Alasdair’s background and what he learns about Skye

Answer these questions in sentences, using the page numbers in brackets to help you find the 
relevant information:

1. Where and when exactly does the novel begin? (p.7-8)

2. Why does Alasdair consider himself a Scotsman rather than an Englishman? (p.9)

3. What happened to Alasdair’s father? (p.10)

4. Why does Alasdair’s Aunt Evelyn think he should be sent to Skye? (p.11)

5. Where would Alasdair stay on Skye? (p.12)

6. What reasons does Alasdair’s mother give for being worried about Alasdair going to Skye? 
(p.13-15)

7. What is strange about the letter Alasdair’s mother receives from Murdo Beaton? (p.16-17)

8. What is a ‘black house’? (p.22) 

9. What does Alasdair’s mother explain to him about the people of the Highlands? (p.23-24)

10. Why does Alasdair’s mother seem worried about Murdo Beaton? (p.24)

Functional / creative writing: Mrs Cameron’s letter

Imagine you are Alasdair’s mother, and write the letter that she might have sent to Murdo Beaton 
asking him to take Alasdair for the summer holidays. Remember to include her explanation for 
why she wants Alasdair to spend some time in Skye, and also remember, when choosing your 
words, that she does not actually know Murdo Beaton. 

Extension task: packing for the holiday  

Make a list of things you would pack if you were going to spend a summer on Skye. Below that, 
make a list of things that you think Alasdair might have packed in 1955. How many things appear 
on both lists?  



CHAPTERS 3-5

Saying goodbye to his mother in Glasgow, Alasdair travels to Skye alone on the West Highland railway 
line. On this journey, he has some mysterious encounters and becomes involved in some dramatic 
events. Before reading this chapter, it might be helpful to look at a picture of an old-fashioned train 
carriage.

Alasdair’s exciting journey: questions and tasks

1. Who is the first person Alasdair meets on his journey and what is the last thing this person 
tells Alasdair?

2. Summarise the strange sequence of events that takes place between the top of page 35 in 
Chapter Three and the second paragraph on page 43 in Chapter Four.

3. What is written on the note that is thrust into Alasdair’s hand?

4. Draw pictures of each of the two men that come into Alasdair’s carriage in these pages, paying 
careful attention to the descriptions given of each. Label your pictures if necessary to clarify 
particularly important features.

Map-making task

1. Use an atlas, map or Google to find the route of the West Highland Line (the railway line 
between Glasgow and Mallaig), and then copy it as carefully as possible onto the printed 
version of the map template below. You will need to begin by correctly locating the position of 
Glasgow on the map template!

2. Again, use an atlas, map or Google to find the following places on Alasdair’s journey from 
Glasgow to Skye, which are mentioned in Chapters 3-5:

•	 Helensburgh

•	 Garelochhead

•	 Arrochar

•	 Loch Lomond

•	 Ben Lomond

•	 Ardlui

•	 Rannoch Moor

•	 Rannoch Station

•	 Loch Treig

•	 Glen Spean

•	 Ben Nevis

•	 Fort William

•	 Corpach

•	 Loch Shiel

•	 Glenfinnan

•	 Lochailort

•	 Arisaig

•	 Mallaig

•	 Kyle of Lochalsh

•	 Portree 



Mark the places in bold as accurately as you can onto your map template, writing their names 
neatly alongside them. You can add in the other names – lochs, hills and moors – later if you have 
space to do so neatly. 

1. Next, write a number next to the names of places where something unusual or interesting 
happens on Alasdair’s journey, and in the space at the bottom of your map, write down what 
happens at each point as a numbered list.    

Make sure you keep your map template clean and flat in your folder once you have finished these 
tasks – you can continue to illustrate it, colour it in and add significant locations to it as we read 
the novel. 

 ALASDAIR’S TRAIN JOURNEY UP THE WEST COAST OF SCOTLAND,  

FROM GLASGOW TO SKYE:



CHAPTERS 6-9

Alasdair meets his host for the holidays, Murdo Beaton (also known as Murdo Ruadh, or ‘Red 
Murdo’) and Murdo’s daughter Mairi, and starts to get to know them. He also starts to become 
more familiar with the landscape and lifestyle of Achmore, and meets some of the local people who 
knew his father.  

Chapters 6-7: character profiles

Write two paragraphs summarising what you have learned and observed about:

•	 Murdo Beaton (you will find most of the relevant information in Chapter 6)

•	 Mairi Beaton (you will find most of the relevant information in Chapter 7)

The things you should mention include: the appearance of each character; the way each character 
speaks to Alasdair; the sorts of the things each characters is interested in or speaks about; anything 
unusual about either character; what sort of person you feel each character is. You may quote in 
your paragraphs, but you should make sure you explain what any quotes you use show you about 
the character. 

Language work: imagery

The author uses a number of images (similes and metaphors) when describing the landscape 
Alasdair sees at the start of Chapter 7 (from ‘I stepped into a new world…’ on p.65 to ‘grazing 
sheep’ on p.67). Quote any three of these images, explain what is being compared in each and 
explain why each is an effective comparison. 

Questions on plot developments in Chapters 8-9:

1. Why is Alasdair so taken aback at the start of Chapter 8? (p.77-78) Explain fully.

2. What reason does Murdo Beaton give for why Alasdair should not talk to Mairi? (p.79)

3. Explain the reasons why Alasdair feels ‘admiration’ for the man with the scar when he thinks 
about him on pages 83-84.

4. How does Murdo Beaton feel about the other men who live in Achmore? Quote to support 
your answer. (p.86-87)

5. How many friends of his father does Alasdair meet in Chapter 9, and what are they called? 

6. Summarise what Hector Macleod tells Alasdair about Duncan MÒr on pages 97-98. You can 
do this in bullet points, but try to note down all the important facts.



Creative writing: descriptive paragraphs

‘…from the very start I disliked him’. Alasdair says this about Murdo Beaton at the start of Chapter 
6. Write a paragraph beginning ‘From the very start I disliked him’ (or ‘her’) which goes on to 
describe a character in a way which makes it clear what you dislike about him or her.

‘I think that was the most uncomfortable meal I have ever had’. This sentence in Chapter 6 sums 
up how Alasdair felt during his first meal at the croft. A similar sentence a couple of pages later, 
‘It was the most miserable, depressing place I had ever seen’, sums up his feelings about the croft 
at first. Write a paragraph giving either a description of a meal or of a place in such a way that you 
can finish it naturally with one of these two sentences. 

Re-read the descriptions of cutting and gathering peat in Chapter 8.Write a paragraph describing 
some physically demanding work that you have done, e.g. digging a garden, stripping wallpaper, 
helping to move house, clearing snow from a driveway. Try to bring out what it was that made it 
such hard work, and how you felt as you worked on.

When writing each of these paragraphs, think carefully about appropriate, effective word 
choice (especially verbs, adverbs and adjectives) and try to use at least one image (simile, 
metaphor or personification) in each. Also, remember to try to use all your senses – describe 
what you could feel, hear and smell as well as what you could see.

Storyboard of events in the novel so far

Take a sheet of A3 paper, and fold it carefully into six boxes. You are going to make a storyboard 
depicting the important events of the first nine chapters. Use details from the novel to make your 
pictures as accurate as possible, and write a caption describing what is happening at the bottom of 
each box. Here are some hints and reminders of some of the important things that have happened 
so far:

Alasdair’s aunt suggests that he should be sent to Skye; the mysterious note; a man jumps off the 
train, pursued by another man; Alasdair arrives in Achmore and meets Murdo Beaton; Mairi 
tells Alasdair that her father does not like any visitors; Alasdair starts to appreciate the landscape; 
Alasdair meets his father’s old friends and is told about Duncan Mòr.   



CHAPTERS 10-13

Alasdair starts to suspect that Murdo Beaton is somehow connected to the men he encountered 
on the train. He meets his father’s best friend Duncan MÒr and confides in him. Alasdair follows 
Murdo Beaton on a midnight assignation, and he and Duncan witness further suspicious events.  

Questions on plot development:  

Answer in sentences, under the headings provided 

Chapter 10: The Plot Thickens!

1. When he thinks about the conversation he heard outside his bedroom window at the end of 
Chapter 9, what does Alasdair find strange and scary about it?

2. What does Alasdair start to think about Murdo Beaton after he has heard this conversation, 
and how does his attitude change the following morning?

3. What are the main points of the newspaper story that Alasdair sees at the end of Chapter 10?

Chapter 11 – Duncan Mòr

1. Apart from his great physical size, what other aspect of Duncan MÒr’s appearance does 
Alasdair find a little surprising? – see page 117.

2. Who is Major Cassell and what does Duncan think of him?

3. What does Duncan tell Alasdair about Murdo Beaton’s relationship with Alasdair’s father?

4. How does Duncan react to Alasdair’s story? Answer fully.

Chapters 12-13 – Strange Goings-On at Night

1. What, according to Murdo, are the main reasons why he does not like Duncan?

2. Why does Alasdair feel he has to go out on Saturday night, and why might he have been 
reluctant to do so?

3. What do Alasdair and Duncan witness that night? Answer fully.

4. Why does Alasdair feel ‘sick’ at the end of Chapter 13? 



Functional / creative writing: Alasdair’s letter to his best friend

In Chapter 12, Alasdair writes to his mother and his aunt in London. Although a number of 
unusual things have happened to him, he chooses not to mention these, perhaps so as not to worry 
them, or perhaps because he thinks that they may not believe him. It must be difficult for Alasdair 
to bottle up so many strange and difficult experiences, however.

Imagine Alasdair has a best friend he can trust with all his deepest secrets and who he can trust to 
believe him. Your task is to write Alasdair’s letter to his best friend, explaining what has happened 
since he left London for Skye. You can choose the best friend’s name; and remember, as you are 
writing as if you are Alasdair, you will be writing in the first person (‘I... ‘) . Among the things you 
should explain are: 

•	 what happened on the train and what ‘you’ have since discovered and witnessed; 

•	 first impressions of what Skye is like as a place; 

•	 first impressions of Duncan MÒr, Mairi and Murdo; 

•	 what ‘your’ feelings and concerns are about everything that has happened.

Think carefully about the structure of your letter. How do letters normally start? Would you go 
straight into telling the story of the strange events, or would you build up to it and describe the 
other things first? 

Class debate task

‘It is Major Cassell’s salmon. Think of the poor Major paying a big rent for the lodge and the fishing.’ 
(Murdo Beaton, Chapter 12); ‘No, no Alasdair, the Lord put the fish in the river and they are there for 
the taking.’ (Duncan MÒr, Chapter 13). 

As these quotations illustrate, Murdo and Duncan disagree about the morality of poaching. For 
this task, the class will be divided in two. Half of you will be arguing in favour of the proposition 
‘poaching is a crime and should be punished’, and half will be arguing against. Two people from 
each side will present short speeches arguing their position, then we will open the debate up to the 
floor. You will be given time in class and at home to research and develop your arguments.  



CHAPTERS 14-17

Alasdair suspects that Murdo has stolen the note given to him on the train, and confides in 
Duncan. Alasdair’s friendship with Duncan continues to grow, while at the sheep-shearing the 
divisions between Murdo and the rest of the community are again made clear. However, Alasdair 
starts to believe he may have misjudged Murdo when Murdo praises Duncan, and accepts Murdo’s 
offer of a fishing trip – with near-disastrous consequences!

Chapters 14-15: a summary of plot developments

Write a paragraph summarising what happens in Chapters 14-15. Some things you should include 
are:

•	 Mairi’s explanation for where Murdo was on Saturday night;

•	 What happens when Alasdair looks for his note and what might have happened to it;

•	 What Duncan Mòr explains about the message on Alasdair’s note;

•	 Why Duncan Mòr thinks there would be no point in going to the police;

•	 What Duncan noticed at the end of Chapter 14;

•	 How Murdo Beaton behaves during the sheep-shearing;

•	 What Alasdair sees at the end of Chapter 15. 

Remember that this is to be written as a paragraph rather than just a series of answers, so it should 
be written in properly-constructed sentences that give a sense of how events unfold over the course 
of these two chapters.

Language work: contrast

In his description of what Alasdair witnesses at the sheep-shearing in Chapter 15, the author 
uses a number of contrasts, for example to give a clearer picture of the sheep before and after 
being sheared, or to convey the skill, strength and calmness of the men and the nervousness of the 
animals. 

Identify three examples of contrast and explain what they show. Remember, you will need a 
minimum of two quotes for each example, illustrating both sides of the contrast, and you will have 
to give a clear explanation of the meanings or connotations of each of your quotes.  



Chapters 16-17: creative presentation of a key event!

Chapters 16-17 contain one of the most dramatic events of the whole novel. Your task is to try to 
create a pictorial and written account of this event and the circumstances leading up to it, focusing 
on how Murdo Beaton behaves towards Alasdair and what he tells him, and what happens 
immediately afterwards. You may construct this in the form of a story board or comic strip, or a 
mind-map, or even as a board game or computer game: it is your choice. However, no matter how 
you choose to present this event, make sure your presentation is as neat and as detailed as possible.  

  



CHAPTERS 18-19

A policeman tells Duncan that he has been charged with the theft of a large amount of money 
from Achmore Lodge; Duncan flees. Alasdair goes alone to Achmore Lodge to try to clear 
Duncan’s name. Major Cassell seems very sympathetic and offers Alasdair a room at the lodge. 
They are interrupted by a man with a prominent limp, who is quickly ushered out of the room 
by Major Cassell. Later Alasdair hears on the radio that an atomic scientist with a limp has gone 
missing and is believed to have defected to an enemy country. The report also mentions a man 
named Hunt who went missing previously. Alasdair now realises the true meaning of the note he 
was given on the train, and suspects Major Cassell of being involved. When he tries the door of his 
bedroom, he realises that he has been locked in.

Functional / creative writing: the policeman’s report

Make up the policeman’s official report of his visit to Duncan’s house. This needs to be formal and 
precise, recording the exact details of when and where the interview took place, who was present, 
what Duncan was accused of and the story or explanation he gave in response. You should also 
explain what Duncan did at the end of the interview, and what the next steps of your investigation 
will be. You may want to lay it out as if it is a form, with the name of the regional police 
department at the top and the time, location and names of those present on separate lines, with the 
actual report below. 

Language work: double meanings and ambiguity

In Chapter 19, when Alasdair hears the radio report, he realises that the word ‘hunt’ actually refers 
to a man’s surname. Up to this point, he has assumed that in the note he was given on the train, 
‘hunt’ is a verb giving a command and meaning ‘search’. This is an example of double meaning: 
some words can have two, or even three or more meanings depending on the context in which they 
are used. When the context is not clear enough, as in the note Alasdair is given, it may mean that 
the word could refer to more than one different thing; we call this ambiguity. Try to come up with 
five more words that have more than one meaning, and then write at least two sentences for each, 
illustrating their different meanings through context. 

Example:

•	 He was the sole survivor. (Adjective meaning ‘only’)

•	 I have a blister on the sole of my foot. (Noun; the lower surface of a foot or shoe)

•	 I ordered lemon sole in the restaurant. (Noun; a species of fish)   



Group writing / speaking task:

In your groups, you are going to write and then perform or record a radio broadcast reporting on 
Alasdair’s disappearance. You should imagine that Duncan Mòr has returned to find Alasdair 
missing and has contacted a local radio station to raise the alarm. You should remember to describe 
Alasdair’s age, appearance, accent, where he was last seen, where he might have been headed to, 
the reasons why he might have disappeared (i.e. what he was investigating) and who the police 
might like to talk to in connection with the disappearance. You should use language appropriate to 
a radio broadcast; you might also want to expand your broadcast by using an on-location reporter 
interviewing local people about Alasdair and about any unusual goings-on in the community. Once 
you have written your report on Alasdair, you could also write a weather forecast, and maybe some 
adverts, or jingles, or other small news items, so that everyone in your group has a speaking part 
when you perform or record your broadcast. 



CHAPTERS 20-25

Imprisoned in the Lodge by Major Cassell, Alasdair must find a means of escape. After managing 
to free himself, he is pursued by the Major’s men, but is hidden by the ‘tinker’ Seamus Stewart and 
his father. Seamus and Alasdair hear the sounds of the gunfight between the men of Achmore 
and Major Cassell’s men, and are told by Hector MacLeod what has happened to Murdo Beaton. 
Assuming Major Cassell has fled, Alasdair returns to the Lodge to find documents proving Major 
Cassell’s involvement in Soviet espionage, but when he gets there, he discovers that Major Cassell 
is still there. It falls to Duncan Mòr to save Alasdair’s life. Alasdair must give a statement to Sir 
Reginald Gower, the Head of British Military Intelligence, explaining all he heard and witnessed at 
the Lodge. At the end of the book, Alasdair finally climbs the Hill of the Red Fox.  

Chapter 20: plot development – group task 

We are only going to read as far as the sentence ‘It had been left in the lock.’ on page 243. Then 
each group will have ten minutes to try to come up with a possible method of escape for Alasdair. 
After the ten minutes is up, one member of each group will explain your group’s escape plan to the 
rest of the class, and we will vote on which is best before reading on to find out how Alasdair really 
escapes.   

Chapter 20: paired spelling and definitions task 

Chapter 20 contains some quite difficult vocabulary. For this task, you will work in pairs, and 
you must put away your copies of the novel before starting. I will read out (10/15/20/25/30)* 
different words, one at a time, and after I have read each word you must write it down, trying to 
spell it correctly, and then write down what you think it means. You will have one minute to confer 
with your partner and discuss your spelling and definition before we move on to the next word. At 
the end, you will swap papers with another pair and mark each other’s answers.

*30 suggested words in Appendix 1 at the end of the unit.

Chapter 21: a mind map of Major Cassell’s role

In Chapter 21, Alasdair overhears Major Cassell explaining to a reluctant Dr Reuter how he will 
be taken away from Skye, and how he got other Soviet spies out of the country. Alasdair also learns 
how Dr Reuter became involved in Soviet espionage. To reinforce this information in your mind, 
draw a mind map or make a diagram explaining clearly what Major Cassell’s role in trafficking spies 
involves, and how he is able to control Dr Reuter. Use the information provided on pages 250-252 
to help you.



Chapters 21-24:  

Questions on the climax of the plot, and the aftermath

1. Explain in your own words how Major Cassell’s men intend to capture Alasdair. (p.255)

2. What is Seamus Stewart’s first reaction when Alasdair asks for help, and why does he change 
his mind? (p.257-258)

3. What does Seamus Stewart tell the Major? (p.262)

4. What does Duncan Mòr tell Seamus Stewart he must do? (p.271-272) 

5. Explain fully what happens to Murdo. (p.276)

6. Why does Alasdair decide to return to the Lodge? (p.280)

7. What is Major Cassell’s real name and what is his job? (p.283)

8. How does Major Cassell intend to use Alasdair in his escape? (p.285-288)

9. What gesture does Duncan make to Alasdair, and why? (p.290)

10. What decision is made about who will look after Mairi? (p.303)

11. According to Sir Reginald Gower, why is Skye a good place for getting Soviet spies out of 
Britain? (p.307)

12. What ‘recommendation’ regarding Duncan Mòr does Sir Reginald Gower intend to make? 
(p.311)

Chapter 25: reflecting on character development and symbolism

1. Once you have finished reading Chapter 25, try making a list of all the important things that 
Alasdair has learned and achieved over the course of the novel, and of the ways in which you 
think he has grown and developed as a character. Do this in two columns, headed ‘Things 
Alasdair has learned and achieved’ and ‘How Alasdair has grown and developed’; once you 
have completed your two lists, you could try using arrows to indicate how a specific thing that 
Alasdair has learned has contributed to a particular area of growth and development. 

2. Symbolism is a term we use to describe how certain objects or signs or events may stand for 
something deeper. At the end of the novel, Alasdair climbs the Hill of the Red Fox alone. What 
aspect or aspects of his character, and the way it has developed, might this climb symbolise? 

3. When you have completed these two tasks, try drawing a map, with the Hill of the Red Fox 
(Sgurr a' Mhadaidh Ruaidh) in the centre, which shows all the places Alasdair mentions he 
can see from ridge and the summit of the hill (p. 321-322). Pay attention to the directions he 
mentions. You could try looking for a map of the area to help you make your own map.  



AFTER READING: 

CRITICAL ESSAY TASKS SUITABLE FOR USE WITH  

THE HILL OF THE RED FOX

1. Choose a novel or short story in which a character embarks on a significant quest or journey. 
By analysing important moments from this quest or journey, explain the effect it has on the 
character and on the outcome of the story.

2. Choose a novel or short story featuring a character whose personality you admire. Explain how 
this character’s personality is depicted by the writer, and the reasons why you admire them.

3. Choose a novel or short story with a plot that you found exciting or gripping. Briefly summarise 
the plot of the novel or story and then go on to show how the writer’s language made it exciting 
or gripping.

SOME ADVICE ON CRITICAL ESSAY PLANNING AND WRITING:

Essay Structure:

•	 Introduction, identifying the text and writer, responding clearly to the question and including a 
brief plot summary. 

•	 Main discussion – use maybe seven or eight quotations, roughly following the plot of the book. 
You should divide your main discussion into paragraphs, each looking at a different section of 
the book and / or point you want to make in relation to the question. Each paragraph should 
include quoted evidence from the text and analysis of the language of that evidence, showing 
how it is relevant to the essay question. Each paragraph must also have a clear topic sentence. 
We will look at paragraph structure in more detail when we begin writing. 

•	 Conclusion summing up what you have discussed and implying some personal appreciation of 
the novel.

Before Writing:

•	 It is a good idea to think about and note down the basic points you want to make about the 
character or plot (depending on the question you have chosen), and the order in which you 
want to make them.

•	 You should then go through and find appropriate quotations to use to support and illustrate 
each point. 

•	 You should also make some notes on what you want to say about each quotation in your essay 
– not just the information the quotation gives you, but also the words and language techniques 
the writer uses to improve your understanding and appreciation of what is happening.



While Writing:

•	 STOP at the end of each paragraph and read back what you have written. 

•	 Have you made reference to the question?

•	 Is there anything more you could say about the language or the novel?

•	 Have you written in grammatically correct sentences?

•	 Does everything you have written make clear sense?

If the answer to each is “yes”, move on; if it is “no”, try to improve your paragraph.



APPENDIX 1: 

POSSIBLE WORDS FOR CHAPTER 20 SPELLING COMPETITION

Polished

Miracles

Futile

Idly

Guard 

Deluge

Wedged

Vicious 

Doubtful

Hazards

Dungeon 

Agonies

Apprehension

Sufficiently

Inspiration

Inducing

Incessant

Anticipated

Protruding

Deferential

Magnified

Resolution

Foreboding

Advisable

Objection

Frightening

Onslaught 

Impression

Concealed

Schemed





APPENDIX 2: 

BASIC MARKING SCHEMES FOR QUESTIONS ON THE NOVEL

Chapters 1-2: Questions on Alasdair’s background and what he 

learns about Skye

1. Where and when exactly does the novel begin? (p.7-8) – In Alasdair’s Aunt Evelyn’s flat in 
Chelsea, London, on a June evening in the 1950s.

2. Why does Alasdair consider himself a Scotsman rather than an Englishman? (p.9) – He was 
born in Skye, like his father.

3. What happened to Alasdair’s father? (p.10) – He was killed when the ship he was on was 
sunk (probably during the Second World War).

4. Why does Alasdair’s Aunt Evelyn think he should be sent to Skye? (p.11) – She believes it 
would help him to recover from bronchitis. It’s also implied that he needs to develop more 
independence from his mother and his aunt. 

5. Where would Alasdair stay on Skye? (p.12) – In the croft he inherited from his father, which 
is currently inhabited by a ‘friend’ of his father’s, Murdo Beaton.

6. What reasons does Alasdair’s mother give for being worried about Alasdair going to Skye? 
(p.13-15) – Murdo Beaton might not like to take him in; it’s a very long journey; he’s very 
young to be sent away on his own; he’s small for his age. 

7. What is strange about the letter Alasdair’s mother receives from Murdo Beaton? (p.16-17) – 
It is very brief and cold in tone, and warns that Alasdair is likely to become homesick and 
may have to be sent back to London.

8. What is a ‘black house’? (p.22) – It is an old thatched cottage, typical of the Scottish 
Highlands and Islands, without power or running water, and with stone floors, thick stone 
walls and tiny windows.

9. What does Alasdair’s mother explain to him about the people of the Highlands? (p.23-24) – 
That they are just like people anywhere else: some of them are dishonest and can be cruel. 
They are not all honourable, romantic, warrior-like people, as Alasdair might expect.

10. Why does Alasdair’s mother seem worried about Murdo Beaton? (p.24) – Although he claims 
to have been a friend of Alasdair’s father, she cannot remember ever having met him in 
Skye, and she doesn’t remember Alasdair’s father ever speaking about him. She only has 
Murdo’s word for it that Alasdair’s father said he could live in the croft.



Chapters 3-5: Alasdair’s exciting journey

1. Who is the first person Alasdair meets on his journey and what is the last thing this person 
tells Alasdair? – A man named Jamie Finlayson, who tells Alasdair that he was ‘a great 
friend of the tinkers’, and that ‘If you ever need the help o’ a tinker in Skye, tell them Jamie 
Finlayson sent you.’

2. Summarise the strange sequence of events that takes place between the top of page 35 in 
Chapter Three and page 43 in Chapter Four. – Alasdair sees a man with a scarred hand 
desperately gripping the train window bar; the man comes into Alasdair’s carriage, hides 
the address label on Alasdair’s suitcase then sits down beside him; another man with bright 
blue eyes comes into the carriage and sits opposite the first man; when the train goes into 
a tunnel and the carriage goes dark, Alasdair feels a piece of paper being forced into his 
hand, and is unsure which of the men has done this; the man with the scar then leaves 
the carriage and stands in the corridor, followed by the man with blue eyes; as the train is 
leaving Lochailort station, the man with the scar throws open the door and jumps off the 
moving train; the man with bright blues eyes turns and looks very closely at Alasdair, then 
stops the train by pulling the emergency cord and jumps off after the first man. 

3. What is written on the note that is thrust into Alasdair’s hand? – HUNT AT THE HILL OF 
THE RED FOX MI5.

Questions on plot developments in Chapters 8-9:

1. Why is Alasdair so taken aback at the start of Chapter 8? (p.77-78) – Mairi has just told 
him that a local hill he is impressed by is known as ‘the hill of the red fox’. This is the name 
of the hill mentioned in the note Alasdair was given in the train, and immediately leads 
to him wondering if and how the man in the train knew he was going there, and whether 
either of the men from the train will try to make contact with him.  

2. What reason does Murdo Beaton give for why Alasdair should not talk to Mairi? (p.79) – He 
says she has too much work to do to ‘fool around’.

3. Explain the reasons why Alasdair feels ‘admiration’ for the man with the scar when he thinks 
about him on pages 83-84. – He admires the man’s quick thinking and coolness under 
pressure – first, in the way he quickly spotted and hid Alasdair’s address label before the 
man with blue eyes entered the carriage, then in the way he realised that the tunnel would 
give him an opportunity to pass a note to Alasdair, and finally in the way he drew the other 
man away from Alasdair before jumping off the train.

4. How does Murdo Beaton feel about the other men who live in Achmore? Quote to support 
your answer. (p.86-87) – he thinks they are lazy and resentful and that they gossip 
about others: ‘Blethering away like a lot of old sweetie-wives, and grumbling when honest, 
hardworking folk do better than themselves.’

5. How many friends of his father does Alasdair meet in Chapter 9, and what are they called?– a 
bonus mark if you spell all their names correctly! – Six: Hector MacLeod, Calum Stewart, 
Lachlan MacLeod, Donald Alec MacDonald, Ian Ban MacDonald and Roderick 
MacPherson 



6. Summarise what Hector Macleod tells Alasdair about Duncan Mòr on pages 97-98. You can 
do this in bullet points, but try to note down all the important facts. – He was Alasdair’s 
father’s best friend; they were the tallest men in Achmore (Duncan was the taller of the 
two); he was first mate on the ship that Alasdair’s father captained, and survived the 
sinking; he is still grieving for Alasdair’s father; he lives in a croft in a  village called Mealt; 
he and Murdo Beaton are enemies.

Chapters 10-13: Questions on plot development 

Chapter 10: The Plot Thickens!

1. When he thinks about the conversation he heard outside his bedroom window at the end of 
Chapter 9, what does Alasdair find strange and scary about it? – The fact that Lochailort is 
mentioned makes him realise that it must be connected to the men he saw on the train, and 
that the message must have been intended for Murdo Beaton. This makes him even more 
suspicions of Murdo, and he is scared that the word ‘silenced’, which he also overheard, 
could be an order to Murdo to ‘silence’ Alasdair. 

2. What does Alasdair start to think about Murdo Beaton after he has heard this conversation, 
and how does his attitude change the following morning? – At first he assumes that Murdo 
must be involved in whatever crime or conspiracy is taking place, but when he sees him 
again the next day, looking ‘surly’ but completely unthreatening, he changes his mind and 
tells himself he was just being silly and letting his imagination run away with him.  

3. What are the main points of the newspaper story that Alasdair sees at the end of Chapter 10? 
– That an unknown man aged 30-35 with a scarred hand had been shot dead in Lochailort 
on 30th June.

Chapter 11 – Duncan Mòr

1. Apart from his great physical size, what other aspect of Duncan Mòr’s appearance does 
Alasdair find a little surprising? – Despite having a young face and looking fit and healthy, he 
has very grey hair.

2. Who is Major Cassell and what does Duncan think of him? – He is the local landowner who 
lives in the Lodge. Duncan thinks he is a nice man, and harmless, although he finds it a bit 
strange that he will apparently sit up all night birdwatching.

3. What does Duncan tell Alasdair about Murdo Beaton’s relationship with Alasdair’s father? – 
He says that Alasdair’s father did not like Murdo and that if were alive, he would throw 
him out of the croft immediately. He is furious when he learns that Murdo has tricked 
Alasdair’s mother into letting him live there rent-free by claiming to have been a friend of 
Alasdair’s father. 

4. How does Duncan react to Alasdair’s story? Answer fully. – He is surprised that Alasdair 
has kept it to himself so far, and compares him to his father. He suggests that the man who 
came to the croft was probably the man with blue eyes, that it was he who had shot the man 
with the scar, and that he probably already knew Murdo. Duncan says that he will keep 
an eye on Murdo, but that it is too soon to go to the police, as they do not have any firm 
evidence against him.



Chapters 12-13 – Strange Goings-On at Night

1. What, according to Murdo, is the main reason why he does not like Duncan? – He thinks that 
Duncan is a ‘great talker’ but not a hard worker – He has room for many more animals on his 
land than he keeps. He also dislikes the fact that Duncan is a poacher, believing that he is 
stealing from the Major.  

2. Why does Alasdair feel he has to go out on Saturday night, and why might he have been 
reluctant to do so? – He feels he has to follow Murdo to see if he is going to act on the 
‘midnight Saturday’ part of the conversation he heard at the end of Chapter 9; he might 
have been reluctant to do this as it is much later than his normal bedtime, there is a storm 
developing, and he had been forbidden to go out by Murdo as it is the Sabbath after 
midnight and he would not want to be caught disobeying him.

3. What do Alasdair and Duncan witness that night? Answer fully. - They see people using 
lamps to signal to each other between the shoreline and a boat on the Sound of Raasay (a 
strip of sea off the coast of Skye); they watch three men leave the fisherman’s bothy and 
row out towards the Sound (initially in a dinghy before transferring to a larger boat), and 
realise that Murdo Beaton must be rowing; eventually they see the dinghy coming back 
to shore and realise that while three men had gone out, only two had returned. Alasdair 
makes it back to the croft just before Murdo does, after a treacherous cross-country 
journey.

4. Why does Alasdair feel ‘sick’ at the end of Chapter 13? – He feels ‘sick’ because he denied 
having been outside when asked by Murdo if he was, and then realised that his wet, muddy 
coat would provide clear evidence that he had been out and that he had lied to Murdo.

Chapters 21-24:  

Questions on the climax to the plot, and the aftermath

1. Explain in your own words how Major Cassell’s men intend to capture Alasdair. (p.255) 
– They have spread out in a long line across the moor between Achmore and the coast, 
meaning they can stop Alsdair getting back to the croft and force him back towards the 
cliffs until he has to surrender.  

2. What is Seamus Stewart’s first reaction when Alasdair asks for help, and why does he change 
his mind? (p.257-258) – At first he does not want to become involved as the Major will 
punish him and his family, but when Alasdair tells him that Jamie Finlayson sent him, 
Seamus immediately hides Alasdair.

3. What does Seamus Stewart tell the Major? (p.262) – That Alasdair has run over the edge of 
the cliff. 

4. What does Duncan Mòr tell Seamus Stewart he must do? (p.271-272) – That he must 
continue to hide Alasdair and keep him safe, no matter how hard Alasdair tries to leave, 

5. Explain fully what happens to Murdo. (p.276) – He is leading some of Major Cassell’s men 
across a bridge when the men of Achmore blow it up, and he is killed in the explosion.

6. Why does Alasdair decide to return to the Lodge? (p.280) – He knows that there is evidence 
of Major Cassell’s criminal activity in the safe at the Lodge, and wants to go and get it as 
evidence for the police. 



7. What is Major Cassell’s real name and what is his job? (p.283) – Colonel Zaborin. He is 
Head of the Soviet espionage system in Western Europe.

8. How does Major Cassell intend to use Alasdair in his escape? (p.285-288) – He intends 
to hold Alasdair at gunpoint until he reaches the submarine waiting for him in the bay, 
believing that no-one will shoot at him if he has Alasdair as a shield.

9. What gesture does Duncan make to Alasdair, and why? (p.290) – He raises his right hand 
to his head, as if brushing away hair. He always did this when saying goodbye to Alasdair, 
which suggests he knows he will probably be killed when he tackles Major Cassell.  

10. What decision is made about who will look after Mairi? (p.303) – She will come back to 
London with Alasdair and his mother, to be cared for by Alasdair’s mother.

11. According to Sir Reginald Gower, why is Skye a good place for getting Soviet spies out of 
Britain? (p.307) – It has a coastline that is thousands of miles long and largely uninhabited.

12. What ‘recommendation’ regarding Duncan Mòr does Sir Reginald Gower intend to make? 
(p.311) – That even though he has died, he should be awarded the George Cross medal for 
heroism and courage.


