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The Vagabond 
 

 

String wrapped around his shoe 

Was the first thing I noticed of the vagabond 

The sole of his shoe had come loose 

The string was its salvation 

 

His shoes were bruised and worn  

His coat was thin and torn 

Not thick enough to keep him warm 

Still, the last remnant of his uniform 

 

His hair stretched to his shoulders 

More grey than brown, these days 

His face unwashed, unshaven 

His shoulders bent from life’s hard burden 

 

He straightened his tie, red, stained with dirt 

Pulled up tight on his brown checkered shirt 

Not his tailor’s choice, at all 

But that was before the fall 

 

His eyes spoke of another story 

Of days gone by 

Of respect, and strength, power and glory 

But, days had gone by 

 

On the church wall outside he sat 

Waiting for the service to pass 

There would soon be tea and biscuits 

Refreshments he’d call breakfast 

 

So how did the roll of the dice 

Bring him to this end 

This end game 

Of homelessness, and cigarettes and pain? 

 

He rubbed his shoes on the back of his pants 

He straightened his tie 

His belly rumbled 

And I realised  

But for the grace of God, go I 



Explanatory Notes  
 

Subject:  A homeless man 

Theme/s: Homelessness 

  Poverty 

  Fortune 

Charity 

Mood:  Sad, empathetic, thoughtful 

Persona: An observer 

Description: 9 quatrains with irregular line lengths  

The poem combines description and reflection to create sympathy 

Style:  Free verse, descriptive 

Rhyme: ABAC, AAAA, ABCC, AABB, ABAB, ABCD, ABCB, ABCC, ABCB 

Rhythm: Simple and frequent rhyme carries the poem through irregular rhythm and 

metre  

Features: Descriptive language, irony, metaphor, pun, symbolism, euphemism, idiom, 

juxtaposition, rhyme, repetition, emotive language  

 

 

 

Lesson Objectives 

 
Key language focus:  Characterisation/Emotive language  

Culminating activity: Identify and explain the emotional impact of textual features 

 

In this lesson, students explore how language and textual features are used to create a 

particular representation of the character of the vagabond and to build emotional connections 

with the reader. The use of symbolism in the poem is explored and students identify the 

meaning of the text. Students also explore the effect of lines in the poem that had an 

emotional impact on them as a reader.  

 

Students will meet the following ACARA content descriptors for English – Year Six: 

- Identify how language choice and imagery build emotional connection and 

engagement with a story or theme 

- Make connections between the text and students’ own experience or other texts 

- Find specific literal information 

- Use prior knowledge and textual information to make inferences and predictions 

- Answer questions 

- Find the main idea of a text 

- Identify how authors use language to position the reader and give reasons 

 



Cross-Curriculum Links (ACARA)  

 
- HASS 

o Inquiry and skills 

 Researching 

 Locate and collect relevant information and data from primary 

sources and secondary sources 

o Investigate issues of homelessness in Australia 

 Evaluating and reflecting 

 Work in groups to generate responses to issues and challenges 

o Develop solutions to homelessness in Australia 

 Reflect on learning to propose personal and/or collective action 

in response to an issue or challenge, and predict the possible 

effects 

o Research the issues facing homeless people and develop 

a project to help the homeless in the local community 

- HPE  

o Being healthy, safe and active 

 Examine how identities are influenced by people and places 

 Discuss how the vagabond’s identity would have changed over 

time and due to circumstances 

 

 

General Capabilities and Cross-Curriculum Priorities (ACARA) 

 
- Literacy 

o Navigate, read and view subject specific texts with some challenging features 

and a range of graphic representations 

o Use simple, compound and complex sentence structures to record, explain, 

question, describe and elaborate ideas and events 

o Use vocabulary, including subject-specific vocabulary from a range of learning 

areas and vocabulary that expresses shades of meaning 

  

http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACHASSI095
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACHASSI095
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACHASSI130
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACHASSI132
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACHASSI132
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACHASSI132
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?accContentId=ACPPS051
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/general-capabilities/literacy/


Extension Activities:  
 

- As a geography project, investigate homelessness in Australia. Collect a range of data, 

including maps identifying areas with high homelessness or that are in need of 

affordable housing. Have students identify factors contributing to homelessness. 

Students can work in groups to develop possible solutions to the problem. 

- Complete a case study on Orange Sky Laundry or another charity serving the 

homeless. Examine the social issues the projects address and the services they 

provide. Research other needs of homeless people. Have students work in groups to 

develop ways to respond to this challenge, for example by providing services that 

address the needs of homeless people. If possible, provide an opportunity for students 

to implement some of their ideas and help homeless people in their local community. 

- As an HPE lesson, discuss how identities change over time and can be influenced by 

external events as well as people and places. Consider the example of the vagabond. 

Discuss strategies for maintaining a positive self-image even in difficult 

circumstances. 

- Read a factual article about homelessness in Australia and compare it with the poem. 

Consider the messages of the text, the representations of homelessness and homeless 

people, and the perspective of the author.  

 

 

Differentiation Options: 
 

- Create a character profile of the vagabond. 

- Explore the use of descriptive language in the poem by identifying descriptive noun 

and verb groups. 

 



Discussion Points 
 

Pre-reading 

- Does anyone know what a vagabond is? 

- So what do you think this poem might be about? What might happen in it? 

- Has anyone seen a homeless person? 

- How did it make you feel? 

- Should we be scared of homeless people? 

- Why not? 

- What do you think the homeless person in this poem might be like? 

 

During reading 

- Stanza 1 

o What was the first thing the narrator noticed about the vagabond? 

o Is the vagabond in this poem a man or a woman? 

o How do you know? 

o Why did the man have string wrapped around his shoe? 

o If you’ve got string wrapped around your shoe to hold it together, what might 

people think about you? 

o Are these assumptions (guesses) necessarily true? 

o Why not? Why else might people have tied their shoe together? 

o This stanza uses a pun about the shoe. Puns can occur when a word has two 

meanings. They can be funny, but they can also convey emotion. The pun here 

is the word sole/soul.  

o Can anyone tell me the two different meanings of soul/sole? 

o What does that pun tell us about homelessness or poverty? 

o How does the pun make you feel? 

o It says the string was the shoe sole’s “salvation”. That means it saves the shoe.  

What meaning can you make if the strong was his soul’s salvation?  

- Stanza 2 

o What senses does this stanza use to describe the vagabond? 

o What are his shoes like? 

o What is his coat like?  

o How do these details help create sympathy for him? 

o What does the bandage tell us about the man’s hand? 

o What do you think happened to it? 

o Chloroform has a sweet smell, which is also what infected injuries can smell 

like. What does this tell us about the man’s hand? 

o Why wouldn’t the man have seen a doctor? 

o What does this tell us about poverty and homelessness? 

- Stanza 3 

o How does the description in this stanza hint at the vagabond’s age? 

o What has changed about the vagabond since he was young? 

o What suggests that these changes might be partly because of hardship rather 

than age? 



o How long is the man’s hair?  

o Why might it be so long? 

o What is his face like? 

o Why would it be unwashed and unshaven? 

o Why would it be worn? 

o The vagabond’s shoulders are bent from “life’s hard burden.” What burdens do 

you think this metaphor is referring to? 

o What does the vagabond’s appearance tell us about his life? 

- Stanza 4 

o What is the vagabond wearing? 

o Is there anything strange about this? 

o What does the vagabond do to his tie? 

o What can the tie and the way he is wearing it tell us about the vagabond?  

o What is a tailor? 

o The brown checkered shirt and the red tie are described as “not his tailor’s 

choice.” What does this suggest about the outfit? 

o Do you think the vagabond knows his clothes aren’t up to scratch? 

o What suggests this? 

o If the vagabond had a tailor before, what does this tell us about his former life? 

o What do you think “before the fall” means? 

- Stanza 5 

o What do the vagabond’s eyes tell the observer? 

o How does this make you feel towards him? 

o The description suggests that the vagabond no longer has those things (respect, 

strength, power, glory). What does this tell us about his life now? 

o What does this say about how homeless people are often treated? 

- Stanza 6 

o Where is the vagabond? 

o What is he doing? 

o Why is the vagabond waiting outside the church? 

o Who calls the tea and biscuits “refreshments”? 

o What does this tell us about the people in the church? 

o What does the vagabond call the tea and biscuits? 

o What does this tell us about his life? 

o Do you think the vagabond would be welcome in church? 

o Why or why not? 

o Do you think he’ll be welcome at the refreshments? 

- Stanza 7  

o What does the vagabond do? 

o What does this repeated action tell us about him? 

o Why does he want to look his best? 

o What does this tell us about him? 

o None of the vagabond’s clothes are very nice or very clean, even though they 

are his best. How does this make you feel? 

o In what ways is the vagabond a “poor bloke”? Hint: There are at least 3.  

o Why does the narrator think that the vagabond has no family or friends? 



o Do you think the narrator is right about this? 

o Why? 

- Stanza 8 

o The narrator uses the metaphor that life “turn[s] on a pin.” What do you think 

is meant by this metaphor?  

o What does the metaphor suggest about how the vagabond became homeless 

and poor? 

o What is an endgame? 

o Why is it sad that this is the vagabond’s endgame? 

o Would it be as sad if the vagabond hadn’t had a better life at some point? Why 

or why not? 

o What is the vagabond’s life now? 

o Could the vagabond do anything to make it better? 

o How easy or hard would that be? 

o What type of help might the vagabond need to achieve a different end? 

o Do you think he could get that kind of help? 

o Where? 

- Stanza 9 

o Why does the vagabond rub his shoes on his pants? 

o What does the fact that he straightens his tie again tell us? 

o What does his belly rumbling tell us? 

o What does the narrator realise? 

o What does this tell us about the vagabond’s situation? 

o The narrator doesn’t really mean “by the grace of God”. What does he mean? 

 

Post-reading 

- What do you think this poem is about? 

- How did it make you feel? 

- How did you feel about the vagabond? 

- What did you want to do after reading it? 

 



Activities 
 

Li
te

ra
l 

96. Describe what the vagabond is wearing. 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

In
fe

re
n

ti
al

 

97. How does the poem tell us that the vagabond’s life used to be different? 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

98. What does the narrator mean by “but for the grace of God, go I”? 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

Ev
al

u
at

iv
e/

A
p

p
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d
 

99. Why does the poet describe the vagabond straightening his tie so many times? 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

100. How does the final line of the poem help create sympathy for the 

vagabond? 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

101. What is the message of the text?  

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

102. Choose three lines from the text that you had a strong emotional reaction 

to. Explain how each line made you feel and why it made you feel this way. 

 

 



 

 


