
Students should complete this task on their own.

Students should complete this task in pairs. Pair talk would work well with this activity. 

This task may be completed in small groups.

This task should be modelled by the teacher. A model is provided, but teachers may want to 

complete an addition class model ’live’ with the group.

The answers to this task should be written. Teachers may decide that some tasks without this 

icon should also be written down – this is down to a teacher’s discretion. 

This icon identifies the page number students can find the resource in the Poetry student 

booklet.

This icon is a reminder that students will sit a fortnightly mastery quiz at the end of this lesson. 

Icon guide
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In this lesson, students will be mastering the following:

Mastery Content:

• ‘The Night Mail’ describes the journey of mail on a cross-country train

• The train passes through the countryside and the city

• The train is impressive

• W. H. Auden makes the transit of the post sound exciting and 

impressive
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Do Now
1. According to Nichols, how do people pour from the underground system? 
2. According to Nichols, what was the weather like in England? 
3. What is imagery? 
4. What is an immigrant?
W. H. Auden (1907-1973)
Information about the poet is shared with students. 
Looking at the title and listening to a recording of the poem
Students are asked to consider the title and what it may mean. The context of the 
documentary is important context.

Students may like to consider 
the significance of the title 
‘Wherever I Hang’ too.
Let’s listen to a recording of the 
poem, which is taken from the 
documentary.  

The journey of the mail
Historical context about the way that mail travelled at this time. Students watch the 
video clip showing the way that mail is collected. This will hopefully help establish the 
differences between communication now and in the 1930s which students will need to 
reflect on at the end of the lesson. 

See how the mail is collected by 
the night train (5:57 – 7:05)

Second Reading
Students re-read the poem in pairs and match the summary statements to the stanzas.
Third Reading
Students re-read the poem and identify the words and phrases that match the 
summaries. This will again secure comprehension to enable analysis later. An example is 
provided. 
Fourth Reading
Students read and highlight the poem in order to answer the question: How does Auden 
make the journey of the night train sound exciting? There is an example for the first 
stanza. Students complete stanzas 2-5 in pairs. 
Writing
Students write an answer to this question: How does Auden show the arrival of mail is 
exciting for a 1930s reader?

Students are encouraged to use 
evidence from two different 
stanzas. It is key for the highest 
attainers to show a grasp of the 
whole poem with text 
references that range across it. 

Poetry Learning Map
Students complete their quotations for this poem. 
Mastery
Students to complete mastery quiz. Address misconceptions. 
Choral reading of the poem
There is an optional choral reading of the poem which can be used earlier in the lesson 
or at the end, at teachers’ discretion. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zmciuKsBOi0
https://youtu.be/5JQBTJRj9Vc?t=5m57s


Night Mail: Exciting Journeys
LO: Explore how Auden makes the journey of the 

night train exciting. 
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Retrieval
1. According to Nichols, how do people pour 

from the underground system? 
2. According to Nichols, what was the 

weather like in England? 
3. What is imagery? 
4. What is an immigrant?

Retrieval
1. People poured out of the underground 

system ‘like beans’. 
2. The weather in England is ‘cold’ for Nichols. 
3. Imagery is when writers use words to 

create pictures in a reader’s mind.
4. An immigrant is a person who moves to live 

in another country permanently. 

Retrieval
1. According to Nichols, how do people pour 

from the underground system? 
2. According to Nichols, what was the 

weather like in England? 
3. What is imagery? 
4. What is an immigrant?



Many of his poems are about real or imagined 

journeys where he used his travels to inform his writing. 

He visited Germany, Iceland, China and Spain, where 

he served in the Spanish Civil War. At the outbreak of 

World War Two he moved to America. 

W. H. Auden (1907-1973)

The second poet we are learning 

about is called W. H. Auden. He 

was born in England and went to 

Oxford University. His poetry 

collection released in 1930 made 

him a leading poet of the time. 

He came to be considered one of 

the best poets of the 20th century. 
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Looking at the title

Sometimes, looking at the title of a poem can help 

you to understand what the poem is going to be 

about. In some cases, the title of the poem can help 

you to understand the poem in a different way. 

The poem we will be reading today is called ‘The 

Night Mail’. 

To understand what is meant by this title, it will help 

us to see what Auden was writing about! This poem 

was written by W. H. Auden to accompany a 1936 

documentary film called ‘Night Mail’. The film showed 

the experiences of a train that carried post from 

London to Scotland during the night.

Let’s listen to a recording of the poem, 

which is taken from the documentary.  

Th
e

 N
ig

h
t 

M
a

il

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zmciuKsBOi0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zmciuKsBOi0


The journey of the mail
The poem tells the tale of the night mail that 

travels from London to Scotland. The poem is 

set in the 1930s, before World War Two. 

At this time, mail was a key aspect of 

communication. People would write letters to 

their family and friends across the country 

(nationally), but they would also receive mail 

internationally (from across the world).

The night mail train would transport around 

500 million letters every year. Workers would 

be on the train to sort the mail and then drop it 

off at 34 points along the track. They would use 

large leather satchels that would be hooked 

on the side of the train and then dropped off 

at several points to be collected by the postal 

service. 

See how the mail is collected 

by the night train (5:57 – 7:05)
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https://youtu.be/kHOHbTL3mpk?t=5m54s
https://youtu.be/5JQBTJRj9Vc?t=5m57s


In pairs, re-read the poem and match the summary 

statements to the correct stanzas. 

Second reading

Summary Stanza

A) The train passes a varied landscape. 

B) There are lots of different types of letters that 

were transported.

C) The train is travelling through varied landscape 

collecting letters.

D) People are excited to receive the letters when 

they wake up. 

E) Surrounding animals look at the train as it passes. 
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Second reading

Summary Stanza

A) The train passes a varied landscape. 

B) There are lots of different types of letters that 

were transported.

C) The train is travelling through varied landscape 

collecting letters.

D) People are excited to receive the letters when 

they wake up. 

E) Surrounding animals look at the train as it passes. 

3

4

1

5

2

Now write the summary statements 

alongside your copy of the poem.
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We’re now going to re-read the poem and identify the 

words and phrases that match the summaries below. 

Third reading

Summary Stanza

A) The train passes a varied landscape. 

B) There are lots of different types of letters that 

were transported.

C) The train is travelling through varied landscape 

collecting letters.

D) People are excited to receive the letters when 

they wake up. 

E) Surrounding animals look at the train as it passes. 

3

4

1

5

2

Let’s do the first one together.
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This is the Night Mail crossing the border,

Bringing the cheque and the postal order,

Letters for the rich, letters for the poor,

The shop at the corner and the girl next door.

Pulling up Beattock, a steady climb:

The gradient's against her, but she's on time.

Past cotton-grass and moorland boulder

Shovelling white steam over her shoulder,

Snorting noisily as she passes

Silent miles of wind-bent grasses.

This is the Night Mail crossing the border,

Bringing the cheque and the postal order,
Letters for the rich, letters for the poor,

The shop at the corner and the girl next door.

Pulling up Beattock, a steady climb:

The gradient's against her, but she's on time.

Past cotton-grass and moorland boulder

Shovelling white steam over her shoulder,

Snorting noisily as she passes

Silent miles of wind-bent grasses.

Stanza 1

The train is travelling through varied landscape collecting letters.

Now highlight words or phrases that 

match the summaries for stanzas 2 – 5. 

Third reading

Identify the words and phrases that match the 

summaries below. 
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In the 1930s, the night train would have been an 

exciting mode of transport. Auden is able to capture 

this excitement in ‘The Night Train’.

We are going to re-read the poem for a fourth time to 

explore how Auden creates this effect. 

Let’s re-read the poem again. As we do, 
annotate the poem with notes on this question:

How does Auden 

make the journey 

of the night train 

sound exciting? 

Let’s do the first stanza together.
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Stanza 1

The train is travelling through varied landscape collecting letters.

This is the Night Mail crossing the border,

Bringing the cheque and the postal order,

Letters for the rich, letters for the poor,

The shop at the corner and the girl next door.

Pulling up Beattock, a steady climb:

The gradient's against her, but she's on time.

Past cotton-grass and moorland boulder

Shovelling white steam over her shoulder,

Snorting noisily as she passes

Silent miles of wind-bent grasses.

How does Auden make the journey of the night train 

sound exciting? 

Energetic 
and heroic 
movement 
of the train

The train is 
described as a 
powerful 
animalThe highlighted words in bold are 

present participles. They convey 
an action that is still taking place. 
This makes the train sound like it 
has energy and momentum

Letters arrive 
for the rich 
and the poor 
– it is exciting 
for everyone 
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Stanza 1

The train is travelling through varied landscape collecting letters.

This is the Night Mail crossing the border,

Bringing the cheque and the postal order,

Letters for the rich, letters for the poor,

The shop at the corner and the girl next door.

Pulling up Beattock, a steady climb:

The gradient's against her, but she's on time.

Past cotton-grass and moorland boulder

Shovelling white steam over her shoulder,

Snorting noisily as she passes

Silent miles of wind-bent grasses.

How does Auden make the journey of the night train 

sound exciting? 

Energetic 
and heroic 
movement 
of the train

The train is 
described as a 
powerful 
animalThe highlighted words in bold are 

present participles. They convey 
an action that is still taking place. 
This makes the train sound like it 
has energy and momentum

Letters arrive 
for the rich 
and the poor 
– it is exciting 
for everyone 

Now work in pairs to complete your 

annotations for stanzas 2 – 5. Use 

your summary statements and 

highlights from earlier to help you.  
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Stanza 2

Surrounding animals look at the train as it passes. 

The train is 

impressive and 

animals look at it 

as it speeds past

Birds turn their heads as she approaches,

Stare from the bushes at her blank-faced coaches.

Sheep-dogs cannot turn her course;

They slumber on with paws across.

In the farm she passes no one wakes,

But a jug in the bedroom gently shakes. The train is a feat 

of engineering 

because nothing 

can get in its way

The train is stealthy enough to 

not wake humans, but a jug 

delicately moves as it passes

How does Auden make the journey of the night train 

sound exciting? 
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Stanza 3

The train passes a varied landscape. 

Dawn freshens, the climb is done.

Down towards Glasgow she descends

Towards the steam tugs yelping down the glade of cranes,

Towards the fields of apparatus, the furnaces

Set on the dark plain like gigantic chessmen.

All Scotland waits for her:

In the dark glens, beside the pale-green sea lochs

Men long for news.

The train travels 
through the night past 
different parts of 
England and Scotland

It travels through the 
industrial areas as 
well as the 
countryside

The landscape the train travels 
through seems large and 
impressive.

How does Auden make the journey of the night train 

sound exciting? 
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Letters of thanks, letters from banks,

Letters of joy from the girl and the boy,

Receipted bills and invitations

To inspect new stock or visit relations,

And applications for situations

And timid lovers' declarations

And gossip, gossip from all the nations,

News circumstantial, news financial,

Letters with holiday snaps to enlarge in,

Letters with faces scrawled in the margin,

Letters from uncles, cousins, and aunts,

Letters to Scotland from the South of France,

Letters of condolence to Highlands and Lowlands

Notes from overseas to Hebrides

Written on paper of every hue,

The pink, the violet, the white and the blue,

The chatty, the catty, the boring, adoring,

The cold and official and the heart's outpouring,

Clever, stupid, short and long,

The typed and the printed and the spelt all wrong.

Stanza 4

There are lots of different types of letters that were transported.

There is great variety in 

the types of letters that 

are sent: you don’t know 

what you will receive 

every day!

Letters come from far 

away and all look 

different to one another. 

They are beautiful!

How does Auden make the journey of the night train 

sound exciting? 
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Stanza 5

People are excited to receive the letters when they 

wake up. 

Thousands are still asleep

Dreaming of terrifying monsters,

Or of friendly tea beside the band at Cranston's or Crawford's:

Asleep in working Glasgow, asleep in well-set Edinburgh,

Asleep in granite Aberdeen,

They continue their dreams,

And shall wake soon and long for letters,

And none will hear the postman's knock

Without a quickening of the heart,

For who can bear to feel himself forgotten?

The letters arrive whilst 

people are sleeping, this 

has a magical and 

secretive quality to it.

The letters make people 

feel valued and special. 

It is how they connect 

with the outside world.

How does Auden make the journey of the night train 

sound exciting? 
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Write a paragraph answering this question:

How does Auden show the arrival of mail is exciting for 

a 1930s reader? 

Use evidence from two different stanzas. 
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Poem and poet Types of journeys Key quotations 

Poetry Learning Map

During this unit, we will be keeping a record of our 

learning. Add your key quotations about ‘The Night 

Mail’ now. One has been done for you. 

The Night Mail 
- W. H. Auden 

The journey of letters 
across the country

1. ‘All Scotland waits 
for her: / In the dark 
glens, beside the 
pale-green sea 
lochs / Men long for 
news’  

2.
3.
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What is exciting about the journey of the 

night mail?

a) It drives past sheep, dogs and birds.

b) It is like a gigantic chessman

c) The train moves like an angry animal. 

d) The train brings news from those that live far away.

e) The train brings stories of ‘terrifying monsters’.  
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What is exciting about the journey of the 

night mail?

a) It drives past sheep, dogs and birds.

b) It is like a gigantic chessman

c) The train moves like an angry animal. 

d) The train brings news from those that live far away.

e) The train brings stories of ‘terrifying monsters’.  
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Choral reading of the poem

During this poetry unit of work, we will also be practising our 

spoken language skills. This will be crucial for our GCSE learning 

and life beyond school. 

A choral (caw-rull) reading is where people read together at the 

same time. 

You are going to complete a choral reading in groups. Make 

sure that you are emphasising the rhythm of the train during your 

section. 

Success Criteria

Project your voice

Reflect the rhythm of 

the train

Express the excitement 

of receiving mail
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Love the lesson? Have some suggestions for 

improvements? Noticed a mistake or an error?

Please let us know!

Click here to provide some quick feedback on the lesson

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=dBTLADSljUaCn2NuzjLCTM4lhnn_9MFCggLGy0MW4sRUQUEySEs3RERTVTNVT0FQWFIzTDNMSzhRRi4u
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=dBTLADSljUaCn2NuzjLCTM4lhnn_9MFCggLGy0MW4sRUQUEySEs3RERTVTNVT0FQWFIzTDNMSzhRRi4u

