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The poor Mortmain family move to an old castle. Mr Mortmain’s 
daughter Rose wants a rich husband. Her sister, Cassandra, wants 
to be a writer like her father. But when the Mortmains meet their 
two rich neighbours, Simon and Neil Cotton, both Rose and 
Cassandra have their lives changed forever.   

Penguin Readers is a series of popular classics, exciting contemporary f iction and 
thought-provoking non-f iction, written for learners of English as a foreign language. 
The series is aligned to the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages and includes language activities that help develop key skills.
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  Pre–A1 400 –  600 350

 A1 1,000  –1,600 550

  A1+ 3,000  – 5,000 700

  A2 7,000  –10,000 1,000

  A2+ 11,000  –14,000 1,200

  B1 15,000  –18,000 1,600

  B1+ 18,000  – 22,000 2,000

  B2 22,000  – 26,000 2,500 
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New wordsPeople in the story

Cassandra Mortmain

Simon Cotton

Topaz Mortmain

Rose Mortmain

Neil Cotton

Stephen

courtyard

drawbridge

gatehouse

moat

mound

ruins

tower

butler
maid
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*Def  initions of  words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 78–80.

Note about the story
I Capture the Castle was written by the English writer Dodie I Capture the Castle was written by the English writer Dodie I Capture the Castle
Smith, who is most famous for her children’s novel*
The Hundred and One Dalmatians. The Mortmain family, who 
are very poor, move to an old castle for Mr Mortmain to 
write his books. But the story is really about Mortmain’s 
two daughters, Rose and Cassandra.

While Rose wants a rich husband to help the family 
with their money problems, Cassandra is busy keeping a 
journal. She writes in it every day and hopes to show, or 
“capture”, her family and their strange life.

The story happens in the 1930s. At that time, when the 
father in a rich family died, the money and house that he 
owned usually went to his eldest son. Not many women 
had good jobs and their families hoped for them to meet 
men with money. When a woman got married, she was 
often given a trousseau – clothes and other things that 
were needed for married life.

Before-reading questions

1 Have you ever visited a castle? What was it like? 
What would it be like to live in one, do you think?

2 Imagine that you had a lot of  money, but then your family 
became very poor. How would that feel?

3 Have you ever written a diary or journal? If  your answer is 
yes, why did you do this and what things did you write about?

CHAPTER ONE

A journal

March
I’m writing this sitting on the draining board. It’s the 
only part of  the kitchen where there is any daylight left. 
Also, writing stories and poems in strange places helps to 
give me ideas. Outside the window the evening sky is full 
of  cloud. I tell myself  that soon spring will come.

Rose is ironing next to the f ire. She looks lovely in the 
soft f irelight because she is pinkish gold. She’s my sister, 
but I still know that she’s beautiful. She’s almost 21 and 
very angry with life. I’m 17 and look younger but feel older. 
I’m not beautiful but I have a tidy face. 

I think we are like girls in novels, living in this strange, 
quiet place. Rose sees nothing romantic about living in an 
old castle. I agree that our home is not comfortable, but I 
love it. It was built in the 1600s and has two round towers. 
The gatehouse is still standing. Belmotte Tower, part of  an 
older castle, stands on a small mound close by. 

I’m keeping this journal in an old exercise book to 
teach myself  how to write a novel. I plan to capture all 
my family in words. “You’re trying too hard,” Father told 
me a few months ago, after reading one of  my stories. 
“If  you relax, the words will pour out of  you.”pour out of  you.”pour

But how can we get the words to pour out of  Father? 
Many years ago, he wrote a book called Jacob Wrestling. VIC
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jumped over the garden wall to save her. Father knocked 
him down and went to prison for three months. When 
Father came out, he stayed away from people and decided 
that he wanted to live in a house without neighbours. 
He saw Godsend Castle, which he immediately rented. 

His plan was to begin a new book here. But time went 
on and we realized that he wasn’t writing anything. Now 
he spends most days in the freezing gatehouse reading 
novels that Miss Marcy, the village librarian and school 
teacher, brings to him. He stays away from us and seems 
depressed. Oh poor Father, he really is very sad. 

Mother became ill and died eight years ago. Three years 
ago, Father went to London and came back with Topaz, 
our new mother. She’s a famous artist’s model and very 
beautiful, with lots of  blonde hair and skin like snow. 
She’s 29, she’s kind and I like her very, very much. I’m 
pleased that I just wrote that because she has appeared in 
the kitchen in an orange dress saying, “Ah, girls . . .”

As Topaz puts wood on the f ire, Rose looks up from her 
ironing and watches her unhappily. I usually know what 
Rose is thinking. I’m sure that she’s jealous of  Topaz’s dress. 

Oh dear! They are arguing. Rose wants Topaz to go to 
London and make some money modelling. But Topaz 
doesn’t want to leave Father. Also, she doesn’t like the artist 
that she modelled for in London. “I’ve had a lot of  trouble 
with him,” she tells Rose. 

“I think that it’s OK to have a little trouble if  you’re 
earning good money for it,” said Rose.

It did very well in America, but then he stopped writing. 
Mother believed that this was because of  something which 
happened when I was about f ive.  

We were living in a small house by the sea at the time. 
One afternoon, when we were having tea in the garden, 
Father started arguing with Mother just as he was cutting 
a cake. He pointed the knife at her and one of  our neighbours VIC
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1 What are the three journals that Cassandra keeps, and why 
is each one important in the story?

2 What do you feel about the way Simon treats Cassandra in 
the story? Have people’s ideas changed about men and 
women since Dodie Smith wrote I Capture the Castle, do 
you think?

3 Why does putting Mr Mortmain in Belmotte help him to 
write, do you think?

4 What two things happen for Rose at the end of  the story that 
help her change her plan? Were you surprised by what she 
decided to do at the end?

Exercises

Match the words with their definitions in your notebook.
Example: 1 – f
1 iron

2 argue

3 furniture

4 brick

5 ham

6 dye

a to change the colour of  something
b a large piece of  pink meat from the top 

part of  a pig’s leg
c a hard piece of  stone with straight sides, 

used for building
d things in a room or building, like chairs, 

tables or beds
e when people talk to each other in an angry 

way because they do not agree
f a small machine with a f lat piece of  metal f a small machine with a f lat piece of  metal f

at the bottom which gets hot

Who is thinking this, do you think? Who are they 
thinking it about? Write the correct names in your 
notebook.
1 “Why can’t I have a beautiful dress like hers?” 

   Rose is thinking this about Topaz.      Rose is thinking this about Topaz.      Rose is thinking this about Topaz.   

2 “Why is she suddenly so unhappy? It’s always been like this.”
3 “Who is this strange girl behind the towels, and why is she 

green?”
4 “My goodness! He’s a famous writer!”
5 “I liked her so much last night, but today she was really 

strange.”
6 “I liked them last night, but now I think that they are 

horrible.”

Complete these sentences in your notebook, using the 
adverbs and conjunctions from the box. 

since               quickly               round               
mostly               then            again

1 It’s six weeks    since    Topaz and I went for our walk on 
the mound.

2 The Cottons have not visited us  .
3  something happened to help our money problems.
4 Sadly, the clothes were  boring sweaters and skirts.
5 We waited for the train to stop and then climbed down and 

walked  .
6 “She’s all right,” said Simon Cotton,  . “But we must get 

her to our car.”

After-reading questions

1
CHAPTERS ONE AND TWO

2

CHAPTER THREE

3

CHAPTER FOUR

VIC
ENS V

IV
ES




