
I Am David Anne Holm

This is the story of a young boy’s escape and journey to find his family. While it is 
probably set in Bulgaria during the 1950s when it was controlled by the Soviet 

Union, the location is never actually revealed in the novel and in some ways it isn’t that 
important. The most significant thing is that it is set during a period of history known 
as the Cold War and it shows how oppressive the Communist governments were. ‘They’ 
represent oppressors everywhere. 

 

The Escape
David travels through a very isolated area for five days, running as fast as he can 
by night and sleeping by day. He steals food from shepherds to survive. He hides in a 
van which he knows is travelling to Salonica. There he sneaks on board a ship bound 
for Italy. He is found by a sailor who helps him to swim ashore when they reach the 
coast of Italy …
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 1. How does David show that he hates the man?

 2. What instructions does the man give David?

 3. What does the fact that David asks for soap suggest to you about his character?

 4. Why does David decide that he should try to escape even though he believes 
that it is all a trap?

 5. What age is David?

 6. Why does David start walking when he is over the fence? What does this tell us 
about him?

 7. Why do you think David gets sick? 

 8. What is in the bundle that David finds?

 9. List the stages of David’s escape as described in the first part of the extract.

 10. Why do you think David is so amazed by the beauty of Italy?
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Plan of Action
Although David has reached Italy safely he is unsure of his next move. He is afraid 
to journey on in case he gets caught. He has been thinking back to the past, about the 
only friend he ever had in the camp, Johannes. When he died of illness and starvation 
David was left alone. Now he wonders what to do next …

The opening of I Am David 

introduces us to the main 

character and immediately 

shows us the problems he 

faces. It also makes the 

reader ask questions so that 

they will read further to 

find out the answers.

        11. Read the opening sentence 
again. ‘David lay quite still 
in the darkness, listening to 
the men’s low muttering.’ 
What does this line tell us? 
What kind of atmosphere 
does it create?

 12. Where does this story seem 
to be set? Why is this setting 
so important?

 13. Has this extract made you 
want the answer to any 
questions? What are those 
questions?

 14. What do you think will 
happen next?

 15. What is your first reaction to 
this book? Do you think it is 
a good opening to a novel?
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       11       11       11       11 Draw a graph of David’s  
  feelings during the different 
stages of his escape.

OR
Imagine that you are the camp 
commandant. Write the letter 
that you send to headquarters 
explaining David’s escape. 

OR
Find or draw a painting which 
you think captures the scene 
that David sees when he 
wakes up in Italy.
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Helping the Americans
David spends a while near Salerno but when people become curious about him he 
feels frightened and has to move on. He has many new experiences and he begins to 
slowly realise that not all people want to hurt him. He is now confident enough to 
travel during the day and close to roads.

Draw a blank map of Europe, find Salonica (Thessaloniki in Greece) and Solerno    
  (Italy), and place them on your map. Continue to mark David’s progress as you 
read the book. 

OR
Make up a story that you think David could tell to explain his presence alone in 
Italy to strangers. Remember it has to be believable or ‘they’ might get you.
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 1. Why did the men in the 
camp not talk about food? 

 2. Why do you think David 
always calls his captors 
‘they’?

 3. Why does David decide 
to go into the town even 
though he is afraid?

 4. For what reasons do ‘they’ 
imprison people?

 5. What makes David feel like 
he ‘needs a story’?
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 6. What advantages does 

David believe he possesses 
that will enable him to 
survive? P Q E

 7. What problems does David 
believe he will have? P Q E

 8. What does David not know 
about himself? Do you think 
this is strange or can you 
think of reasons why this 
might be?
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An Attack and a Rescue
After meeting the Americans, David decides to take a chance and try hitchhiking. 
He gets a lift to Perugia with a friendly lorry driver. While exploring a forest he is 
disturbed by an unfamiliar sound. Gradually he realises that he is listening to music.

David is very upset by the young boy’s attack. He finds a river to wash off the marks. 
While there, he is disturbed by three children ± two boys and a girl ± who are playing 
cowboys and Indians. He hides from them, but watches as he wants to learn how to 
‘play’.  Eventually he falls asleep …

 1. Why did David hide when 
he heard the car?

 2. What is David’s opinion of 
Americans?

 3. Why doesn’t the American 
woman trust David?
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 4. There is evidence in 

this extract that David is 
intelligent. Can you find it? 
P Q E

 5. David asks the Americans to 
mind his bundle. How does 
this change their opinion 
of him? Why did David ask 
them to do this?

 6. Although he is hungry, 
David refuses the 
American’s money. Why is 
this so important to him? 
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A good novel needs 
believable and interesting 

characters. David 
is obviously the main 
character in this novel. We 

find out a lot about him, 

because the story is told 

from his point of view. 

Read the following sentence  
 from the extract. 

‘I am David, and I belong to 
myself, and no one has any 
right over me.’

This is David’s motto. What 
would your motto be and 
why?

OR
Write about a time when you 
gave someone a helping hand. 
Did they appreciate it? How 
did it make you feel?
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Milk?
In gratitude for saving Maria’s life, the Italian family asks David to stay with them. 
During this time he learns what a real family is like. 

 1. Why doesn’t David fight 
back?

 2. How do David’s 
experiences in the camp 
help him to save Maria?

 3. What important question 
does Maria ask him?
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 4. In this extract David 
smiles for the first time. 
Why is this so significant? 
Why does he smile now?

 5. What do the del ’Varchi 
family think of David? How 
does the dialogue reveal 
their attitudes? P Q E

 6. Why does David get so 
angry when they try to insist 
he go home with them? 
What changes his mind? 
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We learn more about David 

from his actions, and from 

his relationships with other 

characters.

Rewrite a shorter version of  
  this extract from either Carlo 
or Maria’s point of view. 

OR
Write the script for a newscast 
describing Maria’s near 
escape. Read it to the class as 
a TV journalist would. 
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Discovery!
While thinking about all of this David overhears the children’s parents discussing 
him and he decides he must leave. He then travels north through Italy but for the first 
time he is lonely. He has now experienced the love of a family and has had to leave it 
behind. When he gets to Switzerland he meets an artist who asks to paint him. She 
invites him to stay at her house.

 1. How does David learn 
that milk is good?

 2. What had he thought about 
milk and why?

 3. How does he explain to 
himself the mystery that the 
man that hated him gave 
him something that was 
good for him?
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An element of mystery in 

a novel keeps the reader 

interested. 

Based on what you have
  read so far, have a class 
discussion. Try to figure out:

 Who David is

 Where he might have come from

 Where you think the camp was

 Why a young child like David 
might have spent his whole life 
in a camp

 Why you think ‘the man’ helped 
him?

Who David is
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I Am David, page 113–148
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 1. What does the signora say 
about David?

 2. Why does she feel that she 
cannot help him?

 3. Why do you think the 
photograph attracts David’s 
attention?

 4. How do you think David 
reacts to this story?
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A moment of climax is an 

important and vital moment 

in the story. This part 

of the story is a climax 

because both the reader 

and David himself finally 

discover who he really is.
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Trapped!
David sets out for Denmark with renewed hope but winter is closing in and his 
journey becomes increasingly difficult. He collapses from exhaustion in front of the 
stable of a farmer.

Gather all the evidence you can; the novel, the map of David’s journey, and   
 various history books, and see if you can figure out the name of the country or 
countries where the political situation would have made it necessary for David to 
be careful. Can the whole class agree on a country? You may need help from your 
history teacher. 
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 1. In what way is the farmer 
like one of ‘them’?

 2. Why does David think the 
children are evil?

 3. What did Johannes say 
about violence?

 4. How does David make the 
most of the situation?
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 5. Notice how David contrasts 

the Italian family with the 
farmer’s family. What are the 
differences he sees? P Q E

 6. What did you want to 
happen after David found 
out about his mother? How 
did you feel when he got 
trapped by these people?

 7. What do you think will 
happen next? What would 
you like to happen next?
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When David is trapped by 

the farmer the story fills 

with tension. This means 

the reader worries about 

what will happen next.
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King
While on the farm David befriends a farm dog whom he names King. When David 
escapes from the farmer King goes with him. They travel together all the way across 
Germany. They have almost reached Denmark when something terrible happens …

 Get into groups of five and  
  prepare a freeze-frame of a 
moment from David’s winter 
with the farmer’s family. Try to 
convey David’s loneliness and 
the family’s cruelty. 

OR
Imagine that you are a social 
worker who has received a 
report of a young child being 
exploited by a family outside 
the village. Write the report 
that you would make after a 
visit to inspect the farm.
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A freeze-frame is like a 

scene from a film that has 

been paused. Pretend that 

you are frozen in a moment 

in the story.

I Am David, page 158–180
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 1. What did David fail to 
notice about the people 
that might have warned him 
that he was back amongst 
‘them’?

 2. Why does David believe that 
‘they’ will recognise him?

 3. What does David think 
will happen when ‘they’ 
recognise him?

 4. Why does he decide that 
he will run this time? Why 
would running be a victory 
for ‘them’?

 5. What does King do and 
why?
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 6. Look again at the very first 

line of the extract. How 
does it create tension right 
from the beginning?

 7. How does the tension 
increase? P Q E
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Copenhagen, Denmark
David reaches a final destination point on his journey. 

Design the missing person’s  
  poster that you imagine 
was circulated to all of the 
barracks for David. 

OR
Write a letter to David to 
convince him that he should 
keep going. 
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Write down how you felt when you finished reading this book. Try to explain why 
you felt this way.
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The theme of a novel is the 

main issue or message of the 

book. David thinks a lot about 

freedom while he is travelling 

through Europe. In the end it  

is the thing that matters most  

to him.

I Am David, page 180–end
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