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t is 1942. Eleven-year-old American Phillip Enright
loves his life on the sunny Caribbean island of

Curaçao, but the world is at war. When German
submarines arrive off the coast, his mother decides to
take him home to the safety of Virginia. But the
submarines sink their ship, and Phillip finds himself in a
lifeboat with Timothy, an old black sailor, and the ship’s
cat, somewhere in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. The
wise old man knows the ways of the sea, and when they
land on a tiny island, they may have a chance of surviving.
But the shipwreck has made Phillip blind, and Timothy is
ill. If they are to live, Phillip must be strong - and he must
also grow up very quickly.

Theodore Taylor was born in 1921 in Statesville, North
Carolina, in the United States. As a teenager, he worked
as a sports reporter, but left this job soon after his country
entered World War II. He served in the Merchant Marine -
the American Merchant Navy - from 1942 to 1944, and fell
in love with the Caribbean during his first trip there on a
petrol tanker in 1943. After the war, he worked as a
publicist, film producer, and film writer, and wrote the first
of his many books in 1956. 

The Cay, first published in 1969, was his first novel for
children, and the idea for it came when he was
researching a book for adults about German submarine
attacks in World War II. It won eleven literary awards and
is regarded as a classic novel of its kind. Since then he
has written many more books for children, including The
Weirdo, which is also in the Penguin Readers series, and
five about the Caribbean. In 1993, he wrote a book called
Timothy of the Cay, which continues the story of Phillip
after he went back to Curaçao, and also describes
Timothy’s life before the events in The Cay. Theodore
Taylor is married with three children and lives in California.

Theodore Taylor set the story of The Cay against true

historical events. Curaçao is a Dutch island in the
Caribbean Sea. It is sixty kilometres north of the coast of
Venezuela. During World War II (1939-45) it became
important because most of the oil which was exported
from Venezuela passed through its port, Willemstad, and
was also processed at the island’s large oil refinery. This
oil was very important to Britain, which was at war with
Nazi Germany. After Hitler declared war on the United
States in December 1941, the Germans sent their
submarines into the Caribbean to destroy as many oil
tankers and other merchant ships as possible, before they
could reach Britain. The submarines arrived in January
1942, and quickly began to sink ships. They also attacked
Curaçao and its neighbouring islands with their guns, to
damage the oil refineries. 

In Theodore Taylor’s story, the S.S. Hato is sunk in the
Caribbean Sea on its way to Miami, Florida. In this area
there are many tiny islands called ‘cays’- pronounced
‘keys’, the way the word is also sometimes spelt. Cays are
often sandy and form on top of coral reefs. Palm trees and
other plants grow because seeds are carried to them
through the air, and coconuts float in from across the sea.
Cays are very vulnerable to the hurricanes or typhoons
which sometimes sweep the Caribbean, usually between
June and October. They can sometimes be completely
destroyed in these storms. 

The Cay is a classic novel for young people not only
because it is an exciting story, but also because it is a very
clever one. It is important in the novel that Timothy is
black, and Phillip white. This would have been the most
striking fact about the novel to its first readers, in 1969.
Timothy, like most of the black inhabitants of the West
Indies, would have been descended from slaves. In 1942,
he himself would have been a free man, but like black
people in many parts of the world at that time, would still
have felt any white person to be his social superior. This
is why at first he calls Phillip ‘young boss’. Yet, despite
this, the friendship that grows between Timothy and
Phillip is simply that between an old man and a young
boy, not between ‘master’ and ‘servant’ or even black and
white. Theodore Taylor was making a point that was very
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important at the time the book was written, and is no less
important now.

In the late 1960s in the United States, black people,
although they had been legally free for a hundred years,
were still heavily discriminated against, especially in the
South. They were not given the same chances in
employment, and had to go to different schools from
whites and even sit in different sections of buses. There
was a growing opposition to this policy among blacks and
among liberal whites. One of the greatest leaders of the
‘civil rights’ movement was the black Baptist preacher, Dr
Martin Luther King. On 4th April 1968, in Memphis
Tennessee, he was shot by a gunman, and black people
all across the country rioted. They were grief-stricken and
angry at the loss of the man who had given them hope.
Theodore Taylor wrote The Cay that year, and dedicated it
‘To Dr King’s dream’.

The following teacher-led activities cover the same
sections of text as the exercises at the back of the reader,
and supplement those exercises. For supplementary
exercises covering shorter sections of the book, see the
photocopiable Student’s Activities pages of this Factsheet.
These are primarily for use with class readers but, with the
exception of discussion and pair/groupwork questions,
can also be used by students working in a self-access
centre.

ACTIVITIES BEFORE READING THE BOOK
Put students into pairs. Ask them to look at the cover of
the book and to discuss these questions.

1 Where are the two people?

2 What is the boy doing?

3 What is the man doing?

4 Why does the picture show the man looking?

ACTIVITIES AFTER READING A SECTION

Chapters 1-4
Put students into small groups to discuss these questions.

1 Curaçao is described in Chapters 1 and 2. What do
students think are the good things and the bad things
about living on a small Caribbean island today? Ask
them to make lists and then compare lists with another
group.

2 Ask students to use their dictionaries to find the
meanings of ‘deaf’ and ‘dumb’. Students discuss
which is worst - being blind, being deaf or being
dumb. 

As a class, discuss the findings of the groups.

Chapters 5-8
Put students into small groups. Ask them to find the
following:

(a) Two things that Timothy can’t do.
(b) Two things that Phillip does for Timothy.
(c) Four things that Timothy does for Phillip.

Students then talk about how Phillip and Timothy’s
relationship changes in these chapters. Have a class
discussion about this.

Chapters 9-11
Phillip says, ‘Please, God, be good to Timothy - he was
always good to me.’ 

Put students into small groups. Ask them to write all the
ways in which Timothy was good to Phillip. Which group
can think of the most things?

ACTIVITIES AFTER READING THE BOOK

1 Put students into pairs. Ask them to work out
approximately how long Phillip spent on the cay. They
should look for clues from the beginning of Chapter 2,
which gives the date when the Germans attacked the
Hato.

2 Put students into small groups. Give them the
following list of things that are useful when you are on
a cay. Ask them to check them all in their dictionaries
first. Then ask them to talk about which things are the
most useful. They give them numbers from 1 - 12
(1 = most useful). Then as a whole class students
discuss their lists and give their reasons. Find out what
the top five things are for the whole class. Are there
any other things that the class thinks are more useful?

(a) a bottle, (b) a rope, (c) paper, (d) a torch,
(e) matches, (f) a cigarette lighter, (g) a pen, (h) drinking
water, (i) a knife, (j) a gun, (k) bandages, (l) alcohol (for
medicine!)

It will be useful for your students to know the following new words.
They are practised in the ‘Before You Read’ sections of exercises at
the back of the book. (Definitions are based on those in the Longman
Active Study Dictionary.)

Chapters 1-4

life-jacket (n)  people wear this jacket when they are in a boat; then
they will stay on top of the water when they fall in 

piece (n) a little of a larger thing

side (n) eg: a square has four sides

Chapters 5-8

alone (adj/adv) not with any other people

coconut (n) this is large and hard, and you can eat it; it is white
inside and has milk in the middle

rock (n) this is very hard and stands up out of the ground or the sea

rope (n) this is very long and thin; people use it to tie things

sand (n) a beach is made of sand

shark (n) a large dangerous fish; it can kill people and eat them
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Read the introduction at the front of the book and answer
these questions.

1 This story begins in 1942, in World War II. Germany
fought a lot of countries in World War II. Look at the
countries below. Which countries did she fight? Which
countries were her friends?

(a)  Britain (b)  France (c)  Holland 

(d)  Italy (e)  Japan

(f)  the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(g)  the United States of America 

2 When did World War II take place?

(a) 1940-1943

(b) 1939-1945

(c) 1938-1942

CHAPTERS 1 - 4

Chapters 1 & 2

1 What do you know about Phillip? Some of these
sentences are wrong. Put them right.

Phillip is thirteen years old. His family name is Van
Boven. At the beginning of the story, he is living in
Rupertstad, on the British island of Curaçao. Curaçao
is in the Pacific, near Mexico. His father’s name is
Henrik and his mother’s name is Grace. The family are
from England. 

2 What do you know about Curaçao? Are these
sentences right or wrong? 

(a) There are only white people living on Curaçao. 
(b) There is a market.
(c) There are no beaches.
(d) Not many ships or boats come to the island.
(e) It rains a lot on the island.
(f) A lot of its food comes from other islands.
(g) Curaçao is a small island.
(h) Most of the men on the island boats are black.

3 In the lifeboat, why was Phillip angry with Timothy?

4 Talk with another student.

Timothy calls Phillip ‘young boss’. He does this
because he is black and Phillip is white. Do you think
they can be good friends? Do you think Phillip feels
like a ‘young boss’?

Chapters 3 & 4

1 Find the two halves of these sentences. Join them
with because.

(a) In the lifeboat, Phillip starts to think about black
people

(b) Timothy takes their shirts and makes the shelter
again

(c) When Phillip goes blind he starts to hit Timothy
(d) Timothy knows they are near an island

(i) he sees birds.
(ii) Timothy is black.
(iii) the sun is bad for Phillip’s eyes. 
(iv) he is angry.

2 Close your book. What do you know about Timothy
so far? These sentences are wrong. Put them right.

He is young and quite short, with black hair and
thin arms. He was one of the workers on the
Empress Tern. He calls Phillip ‘Stew’. He is from
the island of Barbados. He knows nothing about
the sea and the cays. He is unkind to Phillip.

CHAPTERS 5 - 8

Chapters 5 & 6

1 Answer these questions.

(i) What hits Phillip’s leg when he falls into the
water?

(ii) What is there on the island, or near to it? Are any
of these things there? Put a tick (✓ ) or a
cross (x).
(a) water to drink,   (b) people,   (c) houses, 
(d) a beach,   (e) fishermen,   (f) coconut trees,
(g) other, smaller trees,   (h) fish,   (i) aeroplanes

(iii) How long does Timothy think they will be on the
island?

(iv) (a) What are they going to eat?

(b) How are they going to get water?

(v) Timothy says there are rocks round the island.
Why is this a problem?

2 Talk with one or more other students.

How will Timothy and Phillip live on the island? What
will they do first? What will they do every day? What
will they eat? How will Phillip find his way on the
island? Write your ideas.

Chapters 7 & 8

1 Who said these things, Phillip or Timothy?

(a) ‘We can make a fire and cook them.’ 

(b) ‘And we must say something on the sand, too.’

(c) ‘I’m sorry. I do want to help with the work, and to
be your friend.’ 

(d) ‘There’s a lot of food up there for us, you know.’ 

(e) ‘Yes, my head had a fire inside it ...’

l e v e l

ELEMENTARY

The Cay

6

5

4

3

2

1

E

THE CAY

Photocopiable
Students can do these exercises alone or with one or more
other students. Pair/group-only activities are marked.

Activities before reading the book

Activities while reading the book

S t u d e n t ’ s  a c t i v i t i e s

© Pearson Education 2000



P e n g u i n  R e a d e r s  F a c t s h e e t s

2 Are these sentences right or wrong? 

(a) Phillip makes a shelter for them.

(b) Timothy cannot stand up in the shelter - he is too
tall.

(c) Timothy is more than seventy years old.

(d) Timothy cannot read or write.

(e) Phillip does not learn anything from Timothy. 

(f) Timothy gets completely better after he is ill.

3 What is going to happen now? Are any of these
things going to happen? Write ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘perhaps’.

(a) Phillip dies.

(b) Timothy dies.

(c) Because Timothy is ill, they cannot catch fish
and have to eat the cat.

(d) Phillip learns how to catch fish.

(e) They find other people on the island.

(f) Nobody finds Phillip and Timothy on the cay and
they never leave it.

(g) The Germans come to the cay.

(h) Friendly people come to the cay. 

CHAPTERS 9 - 11

Chapters 9 & 10

1 Join these beginnings and ends of sentences.

(a) After Phillip learnt to fish

(b) Phillip learnt to catch fish with

(c) After Phillip brought the coconuts down

(d) Timothy laughed for a long time

(e) When Timothy knew about the bad weather

(f) When the wind broke their house

(g) Phillip and Timothy fought the bad weather 

(h) In the afternoon after Timothy died

(i) only his lines, hands and fingers.

(ii) he and Timothy sat outside their house and ate
them.

(iii) he was afraid.

(iv) they moved to the coconut tree.

(v) for hours.

(vi) he did all the fishing.

(vii) Phillip put him under the sand.

(viii) because Phillip could do more than him.

2 Fill in the gaps (.........................) with the right words.

(a) The days and weeks went past. We saw no

............................. and heard no aeroplanes in all

that time.

(b) I followed the line with my hands, caught the

............................. in my fingers and killed it on

the rocks.

(c) I was quite afraid but I easily put my hands round

the ............................. , put my feet on the sides

of it, and started to climb.

(d) We sat outside our house and drank the

............................. from the coconuts and ate the

meat.

(e) ‘When the wind and rain hit us, come to this tree

and put your arms through this piece of

............................. , Phillip.’

3 (a) Why does Timothy teach Phillip to fish and climb
the coconut trees?

(b) Which of these words are true about Timothy?

afraid, friendly, rich, bad-tempered, good, bad,
kind, happy, clever, important, strong

4 You are Phillip. You are alone on the island. Your
friend Timothy is dead. How do you feel? Write some
sentences.

Chapter 11

1 Look back at your answers to question 3, Chapters 7- 8.
Were you right?

2 Answer these questions.

(a) Why did Phillip’s mother say, ‘Phillip, I’m sorry.
I’m very sorry.’?

(b) When Phillip lives in Willemstad again, why does
he often go to the old city?

(c) Why does Phillip want to go back to the cay
again?

1 Talk about these questions with another student.

(a) Was Timothy a good friend to Phillip? Why?/Why
not?

(b) Was Phillip a good friend to Timothy? Why?/Why
not?

(c) What did Phillip learn on the cay?

2 Did you like the ending of the story? Think about and
talk about these three possible endings. Do you think
they are better or worse? Why/Why not?

(a) Phillip stays on the cay until he dies.

(b) Timothy doesn’t die and the ship takes both him
and Phillip to Panama.

(c) Phillip’s eyes don’t get better and he is blind for
the rest of his life.
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