
How to Respond to an On-demand Writing Prompt About a Literary Reading Assignment 

 
Breaking Down the Response: 

 

Hook/Attention Getter: It’s not often that a thieving sea pirate and a wealthy fellow of near-royal 

background can be said to have similarities, but in the novel Treasure Island, this is sometimes the case.  

 

Primary Claim/Thesis (General): Although they are essentially different characters on different sides of the 

law, Squire Trelawney and Billy Bones share many characteristics.  

  

(Specific points to be developed): As well as being similar in physical stature, the two men share an 

authoritative demeanor that other characters respond to; however, the reasons the men command such 

authority is completely different. 

 

Textual Evidence/Reasoning #1: Appearance 

Described in the opening passage as “…a tall, strong, heavy, nut-brown man, his tarry pigtail falling 

over the shoulder of his soiled blue coat,” Billy Bones presents an imposing figure the moment he arrives. 

Jim continues, “…his hands [were] ragged and scarred, with black, broken nails, and the sabre cut across one 

cheek, a dirty, livid white.” While the tone of this description plays up the sea captain’s roughness, it is not 

unlike the later description of Squire Trelawney: “He was a tall man, over six feet high, and broad in 

proportion, and he had a bluff, rough-and-ready face, all roughened and reddened and lined in his long 

travels. His eyebrows were very black, and moved readily, and this gave him a look of some temper, not bad, 

you would say, but quick and high.” Suggested in the description of both men is the potential for ill-temper 

and a certain ruggedness. While it is clear that the old captain is the rougher and dirtier of the two men, both 

are tall and broad with roughened faces and an air of worldly travel about them.  This physical similarity, 

however, does not indicate a shared leadership style, although both men are used to giving orders. 

 

Textual Evidence/Reasoning #2: Speech/Actions 

Jim writes of Billy Bones: “…as bad as his clothes were and coarsely as he spoke, he had none of the 

appearance of a man who sailed before the mast, but seemed like a mate or skipper accustomed to be obeyed 

or to strike.” Likewise, the squire, even in complimenting Jim for securing the treasure map manages to get a 

command in as well: “This lad Hawkins is a trump, I perceive. Hawkins, will you ring that bell? Mr. Dance 

must have some ale." Maybe the way both men order Jim Hawkins around was not atypical treatment of a 

working class child, but it is clear from Jim’s descriptions that neither man has a problem being in charge. 

The reasons people obey them, however, is different. 

 

Textual Evidence/Reasoning #3: Speech/Actions 

Unlike the squire, however, Billy Bones was most often “a very silent man by custom…Mostly he 

would not speak when spoken to, only look up sudden and fierce and blow through his nose like a fog-horn; 

and we and the people who came about our house soon learned to let him be.” The squire, on the other hand, 

immensely enjoys talking, as evidenced by his enthusiastic conversation with Dr. Livesey, at the end of 

which Livesey says to him, “There's only one man I'm afraid of…You…for you cannot hold your tongue.” 

This illustrates an important difference between the characters: Billy Bones is intimidating and scary while 

the squire is just a buffoon. 

 

Prompt: Using textual evidence from Chapters 1 and 6, write a multi-paragraph essay in which 

you compare the old sea captain (i.e. Billy Bones) to Squire Trelawney. Remember that compare means to 

show likenesses as well as differences. Your comparison may address any aspect(s) of characterization:  

1) appearance, 2) speech/actions, 3) the character’s inner thoughts, 4) others’ opinions of the character. 

 



Textual Evidence/Reasoning #4: Other characters’ opinions 

 Squire Trelawney is rich. Not only can he afford to hire a ship and crew, but has a staff of servants at 

his home, and Jim mentions his worldly travels. Such a man would be accustomed to getting his way not 

because anyone particularly respects or fears him but because his money speaks for him.  Billy Bones, 

however, drags his worldly possessions behind him in an old sea chest, and the description of his clothing 

and general hygiene seem to indicate he is rather grubby and poor. But he makes up for it with bluster and 

threats: “…sometimes he would call for glasses round and force all the trembling company to listen to his 

stories or bear a chorus to his singing…all the neighbours joining in for dear life, with the fear of death upon 

them, and each singing louder than the other to avoid remark.” 

 

Conclusion: 

 Squire Trelawney and Billy Bones serve as counterpoints to one another in Jim’s narration as he 

grows from innocent child to rugged sea adventurer. They are from different backgrounds and command 

compliance for different reasons, but at times in the story Jim respects them both equally. As he grows up, 

however, he will likely discover that his respect is not shared by many other characters in the story, most of 

whom only fear one of them and disdain the other. 


