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I attended Brighton Grammar School, a 20 minute bicycle ride from the house in Hampton 
(Melbourne) where I grew up. 
 
My school friends and I never took the subject of English Literature seriously… we found that 
you could say more or less anything in answer to exam questions and still get a pass mark.  
 
This is the story about an exam we sat for, and an exam paper carrying the name of Ernest 
Ramsbottom. Actually, there was no-one in our year called Ernest Ramsbottom. In fact there 
was no-one in the school called Ernest Ramsbottom. 
 
Our teachers took exams very seriously… at least that’s what they tried to pretend.  We usually 
had two teachers supervising perhaps 60 to 100 students, in a large room which was normally 
used for school assemblies. The exam papers were closely guarded before the exam to prevent 
any student getting prior access. And each student wrote his answers in a special exam booklet, 
each individually numbered, and counted out before, and collected after the exam… so in theory 
no-one could steal an exam booklet without it being noticed. But we did. 
 
So… we had one ‘spare’ exam booklet. At the time we stole this booklet we didn’t have a plan… 
that was hatched later.  
 
The English Literature exam was due. As usual, we all entered the room, quietly, and sat down. 
Each student had his own desk (yes, it was a boys-own school). The exam paper, and exam 
booklets were distributed and we were given the signal to read and start writing. I had the spare 
exam booklet, and I marked it with the name Ernest Ramsbottom.  
 
Our plan was that this booklet was to be secretly passed between students, one student 
answering one question, the next student answering the next question, and so on. We had 
agreed that we would make each answer as outlandish and stupid as we could, limited only by 
our imaginations. We thought our chief problem would be getting caught passing the paper 
between students, but as it turned out, our ‘guardians’ soon lost interest in observing the class, 
so we had no trouble at all.  At the end of the exam, Ernest’s paper was handed in along with the 
rest. 
 
Of course we were looking forward to getting our results, and the next week the day came. By 
this time, of course, the whole class knew about the prank. We also realised that our hand 
writing would give away our authorship… but we weren’t too worried about that.  
 
Our teacher talked about the exam questions, and made some general comments about the way 
the class had handled the exam. He said nothing about Ernest’s paper… it almost seemed as 
though it never existed…  
 
That was until his closing remark:  “The paper which showed the most imagination was Ernest 
Ramsbottom’s. And I must say that it was the paper I most enjoyed marking, even though he 
failed the exam miserably!” He then handed out the papers, except one, which he placed on the 
lectern as he left the room at the end of the lesson. 
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