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 ‘This is a day for those who have been lost, and those who are yet to come.’ (p 290) 
 
The Secret of Zanzibar is the third and final book in The Gerander Trilogy. It continues the 
saga of the triplet mice Alex, Alice and Alistair and an orphan named Tibby Rose.  

Frances Watts has created an exhilarating and yet enormously touching fantasy adventure 
series which also canvases many issues which beset countries which have been invaded and 
forced to live under foreign rule. She writes about the ambitions of imperialist powers, the 
subjugation of the people who are captured, and the travails of those who dare to rebel 
against imperial forces.  

The Gerander Trilogy is a warm, wise and immensely entertaining account of how a very few 
brave and resourceful mice can make a difference to the lives of a nation and its people. 
They embark on a dangerous quest to find their way home — to the country of their hearts 
and to the people they love.    

 
 

 
In Book One, The Song of the Winns, we met triplets Alex, Alice and Alistair who had lived 
with Uncle Ebenezer and Aunt Beezer in Smiggins, Shetlock since their parents Rebus and 
Emmeline had disappeared. When one night, Alistair too mysteriously vanished, Uncle 
Ebenezer had responded with dismay rather than surprise prompting Alex and Alice to 
suspect that there was more to their parents’ disappearance than they’d been told, and to 
set off for Souris to search for their brother. Meanwhile, Tibby Rose had lived a very 
secluded life far away with her grandpa Dr Nelson, and great-aunt Harriet, in Templeton, 
Souris, for twelve years since her mother Lucia and father had died.  She stepped out her 
front door, one morning, and Alistair landed on top of her!   They soon discovered that 
there was something odd about the way people greeted them and realised that it was 
because they were both ginger coloured. After a narrow escape from would-be attackers 
they decided to act on Alistair’s desire to return to his family, and so the pair embarked on a 
journey home to Shetlock. Thus, two pairs of adventurous mice journeyed in opposite 
directions, and found themselves in various perilous situations. They also discovered the 
real history of the neighbouring country of Gerander, and that their lives were intimately 
bound up with its future.  They became fugitives allied to FIG (Free and Independent 
Gerander) the resistance group fighting to restore sovereignty to the country of their 
ancestors.    
 
In Book Two, The Spies of Gerander, although Zanzibar, the leader of FIG, had escaped, he 
was still at large, and his cousin Tobias was running FIG, and had the organisation stationed 
at the Stetson School. Feast Thompson and Slippers Pink met up again with the triplets, 
Tibby Rose, Uncle Ebenezer and Aunt Beezer and took them to the FIG headquarters. There 
they met Tobias, who assigned the triplets and Tibby Rose with two separate missions. 
Alistair and Tibby Rose headed off with Slippers and Feast, to find their parents imprisoned 

  INTRODUCTION 

  SYNOPSIS 
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on Atticus Island, and Alice and Alex were sent to infiltrate Sourian headquarters.  They 
found that the Sourians were planning to amass a great army to defeat the Gerandan rebels 
once and for all, and that they planned to take Shetlock from President Shabbles and make 
Cornoliana the capital of their domain. The triplets were eventually reunited with their 
parents, and with Zanzibar and Timmy the Winns, but knew that there was still more to be 
done, in order to overcome their captors.  
 
In Book Three, The Song of the Winns, Alistair and Tibby are still on the run, after the 
discovery that Tobias had betrayed FIG to the Sourians.  Emmeline and Rebus set off to find 
the paths again, and Zanzibar takes Ebenezer and Beezer to talk to the President of 
Shetlock. Slippers Pink has taken over as head of FIG operations and Feast Thompson and 
Zanzibar are busy plotting to prevent Queen Eugenia from controlling all of Gerander. Their 
grand plan is to encourage a massive peaceful protest and to not only have Shetlock revolt 
but also to convince the Sourians  ‘that their occupation of Gerander is wrong.’ which means 
‘overturning decades of propaganda.’ (p 13) Tibby Rose suggests her mother’s godfather, 
Granville, a newspaper editor in Templeton might help them, so she, Alistair, Feast and 
Slippers set off on yet another mission! Alex and Alice are sent back to meet their allies at 
the palace, Fiercely Jones, and the cook, to help organise an uprising. But more surprisingly 
for them is that Slippers suggests that they recruit children. They agree to rendezvous ‘a 
week from next Friday’ in Cornoliana. But while on the journey they receive terrible news 
that the president of Shetlock has a secret deal with the Sourians and that Zanzibar has 
been recaptured! (p 71) Can it be true?  Alistair meanwhile is kidnapped by Keaters  (p 142) 
but later escapes. Eventually Alistair and Timmy find the source of the Winns (p 236) and are 
then reunited with everyone, after which they all make their way to the capital for one last 
stand against Queen Eugenia.  

 

 
The themes and topics in this novel include:  Fantasy and Fantasy Worlds, Power, Conflicts 
and Invasion, Rebellion and Peaceful Resistence, Monarchy and Republicanism, Freedom, 
Prejudice, Refugees and Community Responsibility, Home and Heritage, Nations  and 
Nationhood, Courage, Individuality, Friendship, Morality, Censorship and Freedom of the 
Press, Changes, and Emotion/Strategy. [See also Related Activities and Discussion Points 
in Study Notes Below] 
 

 

 

Interpretation and Reading Comprehension is also encouraged by this text which is 
enhanced by drawings which will stimulate both Visual Literacy Skills and Creative Arts 
Activities. [See also Related Activities and Discussion Points in Study Notes Below] 

 

 

  THEMES 

 WRITING STYLE 

AUTHOR MOTIVATION 
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Frances Watts says: ′When I first started writing The Song of the Winns, I set out to write the 
kind of book that I loved as a child: something fast paced and full of adventure, with 
characters that I would get to know and love. A book which was funny but could also move 
me. I wanted it to be a BIG story, too, a story to make the reader think-about power and its 
exercise, about responsibility, about injustice (the book was fast becoming a trilogy!). As 
Uncle Ebenezer says, ′All that is necessary for evil to prosper is for good mice to do nothing.′ 

 

Frances Watts was born in Lausanne, Switzerland, and moved to Sydney when she was 
three. After graduating from uni with a PhD she became an editor of children’s books under 
her real name Ali Lavau. She spent nearly ten years working with some of Australia’s most 
talented children’s authors and illustrators before writing a book of her own Kisses for 
Daddy illustrated by David Legge. Their second collaboration Parsley Rabbit’s Book about 
Books won the CBCA Eve Pownall Award and their third book Captain Crabclaw’s Crew was 
published in 2009. Her latest picture book, Goodnight, Mice! (illustrated by Judy Watson) 
has been recently shortlisted for the 2012 Prime Minister’s Literary Awards and was a 
Notable Book for the Children’s Book Council of Australia Awards for 2012. She has also 
written a series of junior novels about Extraordinary Ernie and Marvellous Maud  illustrated 
by Judy Watson. In April 2012 she launched a new series Sword Girl illustrated by Gregory 
Rogers.  

h 

For more information see her website <http://www.franceswatts.com/> 

 

 

The following activities and discussion points relate to the themes, writing style and to 
other curriculum areas such as Interpretation and Reading Comprehension, Visual Literacy 
and Creative Arts.   

A. THEMATIC ACTIVITIES AND DISCUSSION POINTS:  

 Fantasy and Fantasy Worlds  

Activity: Fantasies are based on creating a credible ‘world’, and in this series there are 
three neighbouring   countries: Souris (within which lies the town of Templeton, where 
Tibby Rose lives); it is situated north of Shetlock (within which lies Smiggins, the town where 
the triplets live); and somewhere in between is Gerander (controlled by Souris). At the 
beginning of each book, there’s a map of the terrain. Copy the map and invite students to 
mark on it the places the mice visit.  

Activity: Fantasy worlds also need to be based on a clear historical timeline, and to place 
the characters in that timeline. Summary: Queen Cornolia ruled over the kingdom of 
Greater Gerander but on her deathbed she wanted to leave it equally to her triplets (pp 

 AUTHOR BACKGROUD 

  STUDY NOTES 
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178-9) so she divided the country into three separate lands – Souris, Shetlock and Gerander. 
This arrangement worked for awhile, but her grandson King Erandus of Souris invaded 
Gerander and forced its King Martain into submission (p 27). Queen Cornolia’s great-great-
granddaughter Queen Eugenia is now the powerful ruler of Souris and of the oppressed 
Gerander, and has her sights set on Shetlock, as well. The main characters in this novel are 
all descended from the Gerander line. Uncle Ebenezer has told the triplets that Raskus who 
was their grandfather was a Gerandan who asked him and their father Rebus to continue 
the fight. Their mother Emmeline was born there too, and fled as a child. General Ashwover 
rules Gerander on behalf of Queen Eugenia.  Zanzibar is a descendant of the triplet who 
rightfully ruled Gerander, and has a missing brother and sister.  In the second novel we 
discover that Timmy the Winns is his brother, and that Emmeline (the mother of the 
triplets) is his sister, so that the triplets are delighted to discover that they are related to 
two of their heroes! In the third novel Zanzibar and his sister Emmeline admit to a deception 
which corrects the family tree, once again. 

Activity: Add to the timeline of this history, which you created for Books One and Two, by 
updating the family tree of the triplets and of Tibby Rose based on what we learn at the end 
of this novel; by the end of the series you know a lot more about the connections between 
these characters.  

Fantasies also often relate strongly to real issues in our own real world. For example: 

 Power, Conflicts, and Invasion  

Discussion Point:  ‘When I’m king, ‘I’m going to get my own owl.’ Alex went on, ‘For my own 
exclusive use.’ (p 31)  Alex makes several statements like this, since as a child he 
automatically wishes for things he’s interested in owning or controlling. But adults, too, 
often presume power means entitlement, rather than responsibility. What is wrong with 
this sort of attitude to power?   

Activity: When Alistair bemoans that their enemies have all the power, his mother responds:  
‘That’s not true Alistair’ his mother said softly. ‘We have right on our side. And I truly believe 
that most mice are essentially good.’ If we can persuade them of the justness of our cause, 
persuade them to act, we will prevail.’ (p 11) Does being ‘in the right’ necessarily give one 
power? 

Discussion Point: Invite students to write one sentence explaining the meaning of the 
following words which are used in this novel regarding this conflict. If they can’t work it out, 
read the sentence in which they appear  in this novel, to gain some context:  

Logistics (p 18)  

Passive Resistence (p 
12) 

 

Intimidation (p 11)  

Desperation (p 72)  
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Mission (p 98)   

Sympathiser (p 117)  

Treachery (p 260)  

Exile (p 290)  

Impassable (p 297)  

Alliance (p 299)  

 

Discussion Point:  Gerandans are in conflict with Sourians.  What words would Sourians use 
to describe Gerandans, and what words would Gerandans use to describe Sourians? 

 Rebellion and Peaceful Resistence 

Activity: ‘How can we win against troops and weapons, without using violence ourselves?’ (p 
11)  Discuss with students the various forms of non-violent protest which have been 
instigated in recent contemporary conflicts and how they have been 
successful/unsuccessful.  
 
Discussion Point: ‘There is a long tradition throughout history of peaceful revolutions,’ she 
mused. ‘Of passive resistence and non-violent protests.’ (p 12)  At the heart of peaceful 
rebellion is mutual understanding. Discuss. 
 
Discussion Point:   The rebel is always conscious of divided loyalties, for in order to embark 
on such a campaign they often have to leave or even put their own families in danger.  Tom, 
Alex and Alice confront this fact when they discuss the roles their parents have played in the 
Gerandan conflict (pp 220-1).  Should parents always put their children first or are other 
things more important? 
 
Discussion Point: When Zanzibar faces the crowd of supporters (pp 282-3) he knows they 
have won despite the fact that shortly after, the cathedral is burned (p 285). He has won the 
hearts and minds of these people and when Queen Eugenia arrives at the gates (p 297) she 
evinces fear knowing that all is lost. Compare these scenes to similar ones in recent 
contemporary history.  
 
Discussion Point: ‘As Slippers Pink pointed out, many FIG members like her had spent most 
of their adult lives  
fighting to free Gerander. She had never thought of what she’d do once Gerander was 
finally freed.’ (p 302) Is there a possibility that some people might feel disappointed when 
freedom is attained; that the work of re-building is often far less exciting than dreaming of 
it?    
 

 Monarchy and Republicanism 
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Discussion Point: In this third novel in the trilogy, the tension between a country being a 
monarchy or a country ruled by democratic election becomes an important theme. When 
Zanzibar having led a successful peaceful rebellion,  shocks everyone by renouncing his right 
to the throne, Timmy says that ‘Z was never comfortable with the idea of being destined to 
rule by the privilege of birth.’ (p 293)  Discuss with students the role of monarchy and how 
in Australia Queen Elizabeth II is still our sovereign represented here by the Governor-
General. Conduct a debate about the two opposing forms of government.   
 

 Freedom 
 
Discussion Point: It’s better this way, with everyone free to decide who they want their 
leader to be,’ said Alistair. ‘Free to travel wherever we like,’ said Tibby dreamily. ‘Free to go 
to school,’ said Alice.’ (p 312) Discuss with students what rights are people entitled to. And 
do we have them in Australia as a constitutional monarchy?   
 
Discussion Point: ‘Wherever the Winns takes me, that’s where I’ll be, For me and the Winns 
will always flow free.’ (p 300) The Winns are symbolic in the novel of freedom. Discuss.  
 

 Prejudice  

Discussion Point: ‘The colour of one’s fur is no measure of a mouse.’ (p 203) Discuss 
prejudices towards ethnicity or culture. Alistair and Tibby have ginger hair which is a 
distinctively Geranderan characteristic. (Alex and Alice don’t have it due to it being a 
‘recessive gene’ likely to be dominated by brown.) Tibby discovered in Book One, that her 
grandpa and great-aunt had had a good reason to hide her, for her ginger colour was an 
instant sign that she was a Gerandan, too. This sort of prejudice has been exercised in many 
conflicts (e.g. in WWII when the Jews were hidden away from the Germans). Is such 
prejudice confined to war time? Is there prejudice in Australian society, for example? 

 Refugees and Community Responsibility 

Discussion Point: Granville risks his life as do the bell-ringer Daniels, the cook, and 
Winklepicker the guard to help the young mice. Discuss our obligations to enemies who 
come to us for aid when away from their own territory or country.   

 Home and Heritage  

Discussion Point: A home can be a physical place or a spiritual connection to a place you’ve 
lived in, or have some connection via your ancestry. The triplets have never seen Gerander 
but feel a bond with it.  Do you feel a connection to your home or to a home you have left? 
Discuss.   

Discussion Point: The secret tunnels and the source of the Winns are magical connections 
for the triplets to their heritage.  The words of ‘The Song of the Winns’ remind us that just 
as our spine is our centre, our blood connects us to our families, and the river which flows 
through a country has the same connecting role.  Explore this concept by discussing with 
students first, the interconnection in the body between spine, head, heart, and mind; in 
families between genetic features, shared history, and memory; in countries’ topographies, 



9 

 

rivers  can be a lifeblood (e.g. The Mekong River which flows from the Tibetan Plateau, and 
runs through China's Yunnan province, Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam; the 
Murray River which flows through NSW, Victoria and South Australia; the Amazon River in 
South America; the Yangtze River in China; the Nile River in Africa and Egypt).  
 
Discussion Point: ‘He hadn’t lost his freedom, but he had lost his identity.’ (p 257) Alistair is 
devastated to find that his parents have been lying to him about his birth. How difficult 
would it be to find out that you were adopted? (Teachers need to discuss this topic with 
care, due to its individual sensitivities.) Should Emmeline and Rebus have kept his and 
Tibby’s parentage a secret? 
 
Discussion Point: Another example of heritage is the fact that Tibby Rose and Alistair realise 
they can read the signs (p 259) as Emmeline can. Discuss with students whether they have 
inherited traits from their parents or relatives.   
 

 Nations and Nationhood  
 
Discussion Point: ‘A country isn’t just a piece of land, ‘she said slowly. ‘It’s not just the river 
and the trees and the fields. It’s the people, too, and the way we live together, the kind of 
community we make.’ (p 89) This novel makes a case for responsibility to each other 
forming the basis of true nationhood.  Discuss this with reference to Australia and whether 
we are a nation which is pulling together as a community. 
 
Discussion Point: When Alice expresses surprise that kids should be included in the protest, 
Slippers says ‘Don’t you think that kids have a right to be heard? To have a say in how their 
country is run, what their future will be like?’ (p 16) Discuss what your students know about 
how we are governed. Research for example, the YMCA Youth Parliament programs 
<http://nyp.ymca.org.au/> and books such as John Nicholson’s Who’s Running this Country? 
(Allen & Unwin, 2000 ) to give insights into how Australia is governed.  

 Courage and Fear  

Discussion Point: When Alistair and Tibby rescue their cousin Tom (p 186) they put 
themselves in real danger. Would you have been willing to help someone in need like this?  
 
Discussion Point: ‘This was their biggest obstacle, Alice knew: fear... And as long as 
Gerandans feared each other, they would never be free.’ (p 89) This novel shows that fear 
can make people behave in a cowardly or even cruel fashion.  

 

 

 Individuality 

Discussion Point: Despite being triplets, the three mice are very different.  Take the 
character chart you drew up for Book One, and then add to it, and discuss the differences 
and similarities between each of the triplets and the other characters.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tibetan_Plateau
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yunnan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burma
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laos
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thailand
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambodia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vietnam
http://nyp.ymca.org.au/
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 Friendship  
 

Activity: In each book, the young adventurers seek help from each other and from those 
who befriend them.   Tibby Rose has survival skills, whilst Alistair has knowledge and 
strength; Alice is clever and Alex is outgoing and engaging; they also receive help from 
various people. Give examples of the times when one helps the other? 

 Morality  

Discussion Point: The farmer’s son protests against taking rotten cabbages to feed the 
children in the orphanage and Alistair agrees with him when he challenges his father (pp 87-
8). Is such a mean act really immoral?   Encourage students to think of situations in their 
own experiences which they consider to have been unjust or immoral. Discuss how they 
would have been better dealt with.  
 
Discussion Point: ‘Desperate mice do desperate things.’ (p 173) Are immoral or violent or 
cruel actions often driven by fear? 
 

 Censorship and Freedom of the Press  
 
Discussion Point: ‘But it’s time we editors made a stand for freedom of the press.’ (p 134)  
Granville, like all editors in the country has not made any outstanding protests in his 
newspaper for fear of retribution, until Alistair and Tibby Rose come to him. Discuss the role 
of the media in revealing the truth and in challenging perceived wrongs. 
 
Discussion Point: ‘Why, even the history they learn in school is skewed.’(p 134) Discuss the 
need for alternative views of historical events. Discuss some aspect of history relevant to 
your students’ lives and how it has been interpreted by different people.    
 

 Changes  
 

Activity: ‘Normal life? She could barely remember what that was...’ (p 180) These four mice 
have had to grow up very quickly and have lost their homes and their carers. How would 
your students have coped with being so unsettled? Discuss the way challenges in life change 
one’s attitudes and even personality. Encourage students to discuss how changes in their 
lives have affected them.  
 
 
 
 
 

 Emotion/ Strategy  
 
Discussion Point:  Although they are engaged in a desperate mission, sometimes these 
characters behave in an emotional rather than a calculated fashion. Find incidents which 
demonstrate an emotional response rather than a strategic one.  
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B. WRITING STYLE ACTIVITIES AND DISCUSSION POINTS:  

 Alternate Narratives  and Suspense  

Discussion Point: The story is told in alternate chapters (like the first and second books in 
the series) about Alice and Alex’s journey, and Tibby and Alistair’s journey. This has the 
effect of creating suspense as the reader switches between these two stories. You might 
like to write stories in pairs in the classroom and see how you maintain that sort of 
suspense. You might also identify and read other stories which employ this technique.  

 

 Pamphlet Writing 

Activity: Tibby Rose suggests creating a pamphlet explaining the truth to the Sourians, and 
she and Alistair enlist the help of her mother’s godfather, Granville, a newspaper editor, to 
assist in its dissemination. Such Pamphleteering is a tradition which dates back to the 16th 
and 17th centuries.  See ‘Pamphleteer’ <http://en.wikipedia.org/wilki/pamphleteer> or 
‘Pamphleteering’ or <http://www.everydaycitizen.com/pamphleteering.html> for some 
background to this history. It could be said that today’s bloggers are 21st century 
pamphleteers! Discuss the role of a pamphleteer with your students. Use the famous 
pamphleteer, Thomas Paine’s 1776 quote:  ‘I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain 
arguments, and common sense’ as a catalyst for discussion.  

Activity: Invite students to create a pamphlet about some issue which relates to their own 
lives or communities. This novel actually contains some very useful tips about pamphlet 
writing. For example, Granville says ‘Now, let’s talk about the structure of our pamphlet. My 
feeling is we want to keep it short: one 
sheet, printed front and back. We need to convey a lot of written information in an 
interesting and readable way.’(p 135) Tibby Rose suggests writing a few different articles ‘so 
readers can take in the information in small bites’ (p 135); they then discuss the importance 
of a headline which needs to be ‘short, and to the point’ with ‘Something to grab reader’s 
attention’ and they settle on  ‘Justice for Gerander’ (p 136). Granville then suggests that 
research and fact checking is very important, ‘If we don’t have our facts straight our articles 
won’t be worth the paper they’re written on.’ (p 137) You might also refer to ’10 Tips for 
Pamphlet Writing’  
<http://www.communitymedia.org.za/media-production/163-pamphlet-writing> 
 

 Structure and Suspense 
 
Activity: Chapters are structured to achieve maximum suspenseful advice in this novel by 
including both strong openings (eg Ch 16 Alice let out a squeal of surprise...’ (p 210)  and 
‘cliffhanger’ endings. (eg Ch 14: ‘Looking for this?’ (p 187)  Discuss with students how to do 
this in relation to the writing exercises they complete for this novel study.  
 
 

 Literary Reference  
 

http://www.everydaycitizen.com/pamphleteering.html
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Activity: Alistair is a bookworm and constantly refers to books in terms of the journey he 
and Tibby Rose are taking together. ‘I always knew books could change lives.’ (p 105) For 
example, he remembers EB White’s The Trumpet of the Sun (p 14) which suggests that 
listening is more useful than talking. He quotes Atticus Finch (p 105) and refers to 
Huckleberry Finn (pp 106-7) Make up a list of other literary adventures which might relate to 
this novel and series. Share some of them in class too.  
 

 Mystery/Adventure Genre 
 

Activity:   The Mystery Genre relies on devices such as secrets, disguises or camouflage, red 
herrings, secret paths, secret missions, survival skills, codes, imprisonment, double agents 
and spycraft. Choose key quotes, incidents or plot details such as the ones below which 
represent these devices in the novel: 

 

MYSTERY 
DEVICES 

 

Secrets This novel is founded on the monumental secret which resolves itself 
and the fate of these interconnected families at the end.  

Disguises or 
Camouflage 

‘Have you ever heard the expression hiding in plain sight?’ (p 118) 

Red Herrings Keaters tricks Slippers and Feast when he has a note delivered by 
Oswald the owl saying that Zanzibar has been recaptured. 

Secret Paths  ‘I think this tube is the secret path.’(p 232) 

Secret 
Missions 

Each of the characters are involved in a number of secret missions. 

Survival Skills  ‘climbing the chimney’ (p 50) 

Codes Tibby leaves pieces of wool from his scarf to mark her way so that 
Alistair knows where she has gone.  

Imprisonment  Tom has been kept captive in the dungeons. 

Double 
Agents  

 Alex and Alice suspect that Solomon Honker has abandoned them but 
later realise that he has been playing a dangerous game of pretending 
to defect. Which costs him his life  

Spycraft ‘If you can find a branch with some leaves on it, you could use it to 
sweep away our footsteps. We want to erase all traces of ourselves.’ (p 
29) 

 
Activity: Choose one or more of these devices and write a spy story employing those 
devices.  
 

 Speech Making and Rhetorical Language 
 
Activity: Zanzibar makes a very gracious speech (pp 289-290) which inspires his followers. 
Discuss the construction of such speeches and the use of language in them. Have students 
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choose the issue which they wrote the pamphlet about (see above) and make a speech to 
the class in this fashion. (You might read excerpts from other famous speeches to give them 
more ideas.)   
 

 Journey or Quest  
 
Discussion Point: The Journey or Quest is a motif used in this series and in other narratives. 
While Alistair and Tibby Rose travel across the alps, Alex and Alice are sent on another 
mission to infiltrate the palace of Cornoliana, the capital of Gerander, and Queen Eugenia’s 
stronghold.  
 
Use the table to identify the stages of the journey as outlined below. (You may add rows to 
allow you to include all the obstacles, foes, etc.) 
 

STAGES OF 
JOURNEY  

 

Catalyst for Journey   

Embark on Journey    

Meet 
Adviser(s)/Helper(s) 

 

Encounter Foe (s)   

Encounter 
Obstacle(s) 

 

Final Conflict   

Journey Home    

Resolution   

 
Activity: Journeys always have heroes as protagonists. The four mice are the heroes in this 
journey. What qualities make a hero? The triplets are said to be ‘Brave, resourceful and 
capable’. What other qualities do they demonstrate? Choose one of these four characters 
and choose a scene in the novel where they evince any one of these qualities.  
 
Discussion Point: Zanzibar is regarded as a hero by the rebels, but his son Alistair is sceptical 
of him, and of course he’s hated by his enemies.  Is heroism always in the eyes of the 
beholder, or are some people natural heroes revered by all? Use examples to support either 
argument. 
 
Discussion Point: Characters in such quests generally ‘grow’ through their adventures. Tibby 
Rose says ‘I guess I’ve discovered what I’m capable of.’ (p 101) Do all four mice develop new 
skills or confidence? Use incidents in the novel to support your opinion.  
 
Activity: Journeys entail overcoming hurdles or threats, for example in crossing the Eugenian 
Alps, Tibby Rose encounters a scorpion, and Alistair falls and hurts his leg;  Alex and Alice 
cross a river, travel through a snake infested forest, find quicksand, are pursued by a Snake 
Mouse, and meet the Queen’s Guards. Add these hurdles to the Stages of the Journey 
above. 
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 Names 
 
Activity: Frances Watts has had lots of fun coming up with names for people and places in 
the series. In this new book, for example, we meet a Queen’s guard, Winklepicker (p 188), 
her advisor Timon, and Maxine the Undersecretary Assisting the Head of Floral 
Arrangements in the Department for Banquets (p 246). When Alex and Alice find the cook 
who helped them again they meet her daughter Lila, and her grandchildren Petal and Percy. 
Places also have rich names eg Sepentine Swamp; Doffy Figleaf.   When you write your spy 
story (see above), use names like these. 
 

 Series Writing  
Activity: This is the third and final book in a trilogy. Do you think the series could go on from 
here? What new story might evolve if there was a Book Four? Write your imagined outline 
or synopsis for the sequel to this book.  

 Author  Study  

Activity: Study Frances Watts’ other works and discuss and compare her writing style. 

C. INTERPRETATION AND READING COMPREHENSION ACTIVITIES AND DISCUSSION 
POINTS: 

 Comprehension Quiz 

1. What relationship is the prisoner Tom to Tobias? 

2. What are the names of the palace cook’s daughter and grandchildren?  

3. What job does Granville have? 

4. Where does Granville live?  

5. Who was the Queen’s guard who helped Alex and Alice? 

6. What is the name of the bell-ringer? 

7.  How do Alex and Alice cross the border with Solomon Honker? 

8. What does the message given to a boy by an owl and delivered to Slippers Pink tell them? 

9. What is the name of the son of the farmer delivering the cabbages?  

10. How do Alistair and Timmy make their way down the alps? 

Answers: 1. Son. 2. Lila, and Petal and Percy. 3. Newspaper Editor. 4. Templeton. 5.  
Winklepicker. 6. Daniels. 7. Using a paraglider. 8. That Zanzibar has been recaptured. 9. 
Scooter. 10. By sliding down a series of tubes in the ice.   

D. VISUAL LITERACY AND ILLUSTRATION ACTIVITIES AND DISCUSSION POINTS: 
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 Covers  
Activity: Covers need to convey a lot about a book’s contents. David Francis has created the 
images for all these books. Design a new cover for this book. 

Activity: David Francis has also drawn the illustrations at the head of each chapter. Choose a 
chapter and create your own line drawing to suggest that chapter.   

 Draw a Mouse 

Activity: Learn how to draw a mouse. [How To Draw a Mouse in Four Steps’ 
<http://tlc.howstuffworks.com/family/how-to-draw-a-mouse.htm>] Compare your mouse 
to the ones David Francis has drawn. What are the differences? How has he made his mice 
so lifelike?  

 Comic Strip 

Activity: Create a one page comic strip (or graphic novel) version of any incident in this 

novel. Use varied formats in the design of each strip, speech balloons, think bubbles, 

captions and sound effect, to create effects. [See Chinn, Mike Writing and Illustrating the 

Graphic Novel  London: New Burlington Books, 2006.] 

E. CREATIVE ARTS ACTIVITIES AND DISCUSSION POINTS: 

Activity: Tibby Rose loves the idea of adventure and has studied the explorations of her 
namesake the adventuress Charlotte Tibby. So, in every situation she is able to think of a 
solution eg Using a rope to get into the palace.  Read Con and Hal Iggulden’s The Dangerous 
Book for Boys and The Dangerous Book for Girls. Then have fun in the classroom creating 
‘adventurous’ survival activities. eg Learn about tying knots; or creating a temporary 
shelter; or finding emergency food or water.  
 
Activity: Add to the Classroom Display you’ve created for the first two books with some of 
the stories and pictures you’ve created, inspired by The Gerander Trilogy.  
 
Activity: Design a poster for the ‘Justice for Gerander’ campaign using the headline as a 
slogan. (Look at other images of such peaceful campaigns to give students some idea of the 
images and messages to be conveyed.)  
 
Activity:  Create a model of the great cathedral based on the descriptions in this book.  

Activity: Design a menu for Alex’s dream feast, featuring some of Uncle Ebenezer’s 
favourite recipes mentioned in this novel.   

 
 

 
 ‘Wherever the Winns takes me, that’s where I’ll be,  
For me and the Winns will always flow free.’ (p 327) 
 

  CONCLUSION 

http://tlc.howstuffworks.com/family/how-to-draw-a-mouse.htm
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The Secret of Zanzibar is the third book in an inventive and engaging literary trilogy.  

Alex and Alice have learned that they are not triplets, but twins, and that Alistair and Tibby 
Rose are twins as well. 

The rebels have won the right to re-instate Zanzibar, but he declines the throne and calls for 
a general election and for a country free of monarchy.  

Each of the characters returns to either their old home or a new one, a choice which 
involves loss as well as gain. Will they live happily ever after?  

All has been resolved in this final exciting instalment of The Gerander Trilogy.  

Or has it?    

 


