
Catch-22 
Yossarian wanted out.  He knew the war just didn’t make sense.  Men went mad and 
were rewarded with medals.  All over the world, boys on every side of the bomb line 
were laying down their lives for what they had been told was their country, and no one 
seemed to mind, least of all the boys who were laying down their young lives. There was 
no end in sight.  The only end in sight was Yossarian’s own.   Every time he got into his 
plane to fly a mission people were trying to kill him.   He couldn’t see them but he’d seen 
the flak whizzing up past the plane windows red and hot.  One day one of those pieces 
was going to have his name on it.  He knew it.  He tried to remind people how crazy it all 
was, but they thought he was crazy.  Even Clevinger, who should have known better.  
Clevinger had said there were principles at stake, and he believed in them passionately.  
He was crazy. 

As Yossarian saw it, his only hope now was Doc Daneeka.  Only he could certify 
Yossarian unfit for duty and give him his ticket out.  He knew they grounded guys who 
were not right in the head, and hadn’t Clevinger already said he had a problem in that 
department?  Surely the doctor would help.  He was his friend, after all. 

“You’ve got to ground me, Doc. You’ve got to sign that paper and send me home.  I can’t 
take it anymore.” 

"You're wasting your time," Doc Daneeka was forced to tell him.  

"Can't you ground someone's who's crazy?"  

"Oh sure, I have to. There's a rule saying I have to ground anyone who's crazy."  

"Then ground me.  I’m completely nuts. Ask Clevinger.  He’ll tell you how crazy I am."  

"There’s no point. He’s crazy,” said the Doc quite calmly.  “You can’t let crazy people 
decide whether you are crazy or not.” 

"He ain’t crazy.  He’s one of the sanest pilots in the squad."  

"So he’s obviously out of his head,” said the Doc.  “He’s got to be insane to want to keep 
flying combat missions after all the close calls he’s had."  

“Well, if he’s nuts why don’t you ground him?” 

“He doesn’t ask me.  That’s part of the rule: he’s got to ask me otherwise I can’t ground 
him.” 

"That's all he has to do to be grounded?"  

"That's all. Let him ask me," said the Doc. 

"And then you can ground him?" 

"No, then I can't ground him."  

"You mean there's a catch?" asked Yossarian, just trying to get things straight. 

“Sure there’s a catch,” replied the Doc and it almost seemed as if he had a smile on his 
face.  “Catch 22.  If he asks – if he really doesn’t want to fly bombing missions – then he 
can’t be crazy, can he?  Only those who are crazy are grounded.” 

Yossarian was moved very deeply by the absolute simplicity of Catch-22 and let out a 
respectful whistle.  

"That's some catch," he observed.  

"It's the best there is," Doc Daneeka replied.  

Questions 

1. Yossarian talks about boys who lay down their lives for their country.  What does this 

mean?  (Irregular verb: lay, laid, laid) 

2. Why didn’t Clevinger agree with Yossarian’s opinion about the war? 

3. A stake is something, especially money, which you risk in an activity like gambling 
(risking your money – i.e. betting - in a game of chance).  Derived from this we have the 

phrase at stake.  When discussing the war, what do you think Clevinger means when he 

says certain principles are at stake? 

4. What does Yossarian want the doctor to do exactly? 

5. When Clevinger has been flying combat missions he has had some close calls.  What do 
you think a close call is? 
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6. To be grounded there are two conditions that a pilot must satisfy.  What are those two 

conditions?   

7. Why is it practically impossible for a pilot to satisfy both conditions? 

8. Why does Yossarian whistle at the end? 

9. Here’s another example of the same use of the word “catch”.  A phone company says it 

will give you a free phone.  That sounds great, but there is a catch.  You only get the 

“free” phone if you sign an agreement to pay for the company’s phone services for at 
least 12 months.  From this example and from catch-22 what is this meaning of the word 
“catch”?  

10. The passage talks about crazy people.  To avoid too much repetition it uses five other 

words or phrases which are synonymous with “crazy”.  What are they? 

11. Which adjective is used to describe people who are not crazy? 

Note 1:  Yossarian is American, which is why he can say: “He ain’t crazy,” instead of saying: “He isn’t 
crazy.”  In fact, “ain’t” can even be used to replace “haven’t”, as in: “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” (which is 
also a double negative, by the way, which makes it really bad English, but that doesn’t stop people saying 
it.) 

Note 2:  The fact that Yossarian is American also explains why he can use the word some in this un-
British way: “That’s some catch.”  Normally we would not use “some” to refer to one thing – we don’t say: 
“I’ve got some dog.”  But Yossarian and his fellow countrymen do use the word like this when they want 
to show approval or admiration.  So if you’re living in the States and your neighbour buys a huge new 
limousine, you can say to him: “Wow! That’s some car, buddy.” 

Language extra 
Doc Daneeka says Clevinger has had some close calls.  Hey, what a great excuse to revise the 

present perfect, our favourite tense.   

A.  How about a little conversation to get back into the habit of using this great tense?  Take it 
in turns to ask and answer these four questions.  Use full sentences in the answer (that isn’t 
very natural, but it’s good practice on this special occasion). 

1. How many times have you travelled abroad? 

2. Is there something that you have recently finished or recently done? 

3. Think of a friend whom you haven’t seen for a while.  Tell us how long it has been 

since you last saw him or her. 

4. Think of an activity you particularly enjoy but that you haven’t had the chance to 

do for quite some time.  Tell us how long it has been since you last did this (but 

begin the sentence like this: “I haven’t........................................ since/for .................”) 

B.  The exam you’re aiming for might not have sentence transformation exercises, but that’s no 
excuse for not doing them now.   Do this one just to check that you have got the hang of the 
present perfect. 

The last time I took a stroll along the seafront was when Tracy visited us.   

I haven’t ...................................................................................................... 

The last time I rode a horse was two years ago. 

It has ....................................................................... 

C.  Do you remember anything about the present perfect progressive (or the continuous – 

take your pick of names)? 

1. Which of the following sentences would we use to emphasize that we are still in the middle 
of an activity? 

I’ve read “Moby Dick”. 

I’ve been reading “Moby Dick”. 

2. Which would we choose to emphasize the duration of an activity or state? 

I’ve been waiting here in the rain for three hours.  Where’ve you been? 

I’ve waited here in the rain for three hours.  Where’ve you been? 
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3. Which would we choose to emphasize that as action has been repeated again and again? 

I’ve phoned you all morning. 

I’ve been phoning you all morning. 

4. Which of the following is definitely wrong?  Cross it out. 

I’ve seen this film before. 

I’ve been seeing this film before. 

Pause for thought 
Hey, didn’t we say that in general we don’t use the continuous form of the verb for repeated 

actions?  In what way is the present perfect progressive an exception to this rule? 

D.  Just for your information, here’s an odd fact about American English.  Check this out: 

You have got to sign the paper and send me home. 

He’s got a big house with a double garage. 

He’s gotten into trouble again. 

Once I’ve gotten out of New York the cops will never find me.   

You don’t need to worry about exactly when these guys use “gotten” – and you don’t have to 
use the word yourself.  You just need to know it exists alongside “got” on the western side of 
the Atlantic. 

Revision 
Look for the mistakes in these sentences.  (Watch out! one sentence is correct.) 

1. When I was four it was difficult for me to tie my own shoelaces but now I am 

used to do it. 

2. I didn’t used to eat Coco Pops, but now I do. 

3. On my last summer holiday we were going fishing for octopus every day.   

4. Every night before I go to bed I am saying my prayers to the Holy Virgin Mary. 

5. I have three years to see a priest and make a confession. 

6. When I was a little boy my Dad would take me for long walks in the forest and he 

would tell me the names of the trees. 

7. When I was a little boy we would live on the island of Patmos. 

8. I’ve been hearing these strange voices in my head ever since I’ve been born. 

9. When I first went to prison it took me a long time to get used to share a cell with 

another prisoner. 

10. During this war thousands of our boys have been laying down their lives for their 

country.  When will it end? 

11. By the end of this month I will be having my new laptop. 

12. I will phone you as soon as I will get the news. 

 

Reading 

A.  Pre-reading discussion:  We’re going to read a very short story about how Billy’s Dad 

introduced him to the sport of swimming.  Beforehand, though, here’s a topic for discussion:  

Think of one of your hobbies, pastimes, sports or favourite teams and tell us what sparked your 
interest (i.e. tell us how your interest first started).   (Literally, sparks are tiny bits of brightly 
burning material that fly into the air, or a spark is a small flash of light seen for instance when 

electricity jumps across a gap., but here we are talking about something like the match that starts 
the fire.)  You could say: “My interest in rock climbing was sparked when I met/saw .......”    
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B.  Here is the anecdote about Billy from the book “Slaughterhouse 5” by the celebrated 

American author Kurt Vonnegut: 

One day little Billy’s Dad took him down to the local sports center.  While he was in the 
changing rooms with his hairy father he could smell the chlorine from the swimming 
pool next door, he could hear people shouting and hear the whack of the springboard as 
people dived in. 

Little Billy was terrified because his father had said Billy was going to learn to swim by 
the method of sink-or-swim.  His father was going to throw Billy into the deep end, and 
Billy was going to damn well swim. 

It was like an execution.  Billy was numb as his father carried him from the changing 
room to the pool.  His eyes were closed.  When he opened his eyes, he was on the bottom 
of the pool, and there was a beautiful silence everywhere.  He lost consciousness, but the 
beautiful silence went on.  He dimly sensed that somebody was rescuing him.  Billy 
resented that. 

Questions 
1. Work out what the words execution, numb and dimly mean using the sentences from 

the passage plus these other examples: 

Lethal injection is one method of execution for murderers in some American states. 

The dentist gives you an injection to make part of your mouth numb before she starts 
drilling. 

To create a more romantic atmosphere you might dim the lights. 

2. We are told that Billy resented being rescued.  Resentment is what you feel when you are 

bitter about having to do something that you really don’t want to do.  We also use it to 
express our bitterness about the way we are treated.  (Note that the verb resent is 
followed by the –ing form of the verb.)  To practise using this verb, think of answers to the 

following questions using the word resent: 

a. Think of something in connection with school.  What do/did you resent having to do? 

b. People often complain about some of the things the government makes them do.  
What do they resent having to do? 

c. Sometimes adolescents feel more mature than they appear to be to older people, 

and so they sometimes resent the way they are treated. Complete this sentence: 
“Adolescents often resent being treated as .........................” 

Over to you 
1. It is probably fair to say that Billy’s Dad did not choose the best way to introduce his young 

and sensitive son to the wonderful world of swimming.  In your opinion, what should his 
Dad have done to achieve a more positive result? 

2. Billy’s upbringing obviously wasn’t without its difficult moments.  Still, he recovered and he 

grew up.  Use your vivid imagination to try and say how you think the story of his life 
might have turned out.  Can you imagine it having a happy end?  (When you make an 

educated guess like this we say that you speculate.) 

Writing 
In some proficiency exams you might be asked to describe something personal such as an 
important event in your life or the influence that someone has had on you.  Here are two such 

writing tasks: 

A.  Describe how you first became interested in something and describe how important that 
interest has been to you. 

 

B.  Describe a turning point in your life (an experience which resulted in your life taking a new 
direction) and describe the lasting effects of that change. 
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Tips 

1. In the Michigan Proficiency candidates are expected to write between 250 and 300 words 
whereas in the Cambridge Proficiency the limits are 300 to 350 words.  Because this is the 

first composition let’s keep the limits down to between 200 and 250 words. 

2. You can make up your story (the examination board will not contact the secret services to 

see if you are telling lies!) but, in general, compositions are more successful when they are 
based on real experiences.  Feel free, though, to use your imagination to add details and 
expand what you have to say. 

3. If you are asked to talk about your life there is absolutely no need to begin by saying 
something general like: “Everybody comes to turning points in their life sooner or later, and 

I am no exception.”  This is just too boring.   Instead you should begin immediately by 
telling your personal story.   

4. There are two other things which often make descriptive compositions weak: 

a. Writers don’t include enough details of their experience to make the description 

interesting to read. 

b. Too many sentences begin the same way: “I did this,” “I did that.”  You need to find 

alternatives to avoid this kind of boring repetition. 

5. Usually it is a good idea to write at least three paragraphs (often four) because examiners 

want to see a clear beginning, middle and end to the composition.   But the questions 
above have two clear parts, and because they don’t need a separate introduction we can 
get away with only two paragraphs.   

Model composition:  Here’s what one young student wrote in response to the first task.  (It’s 
factual in that he really is mad about photography but he used his imagination in the first 
paragraph because in truth his first camera was a horrible plastic thing.) 

 

I will never forget the day I found my Dad’s old camera in a dusty box in the attic.  

He had never been interested in taking photos and so the old camera had hardly 

ever been used.  To me it was fascinating.  It seemed to be a marvellous piece of 

miniature engineering, more perfectly made than anything I had seen before.  

There was the shiny steel body that seemed so strong and then there were the 

levers and buttons and rings that I desperately wanted to learn how to use.  Even 

the leather case seemed beautiful.  After my Dad told me I could have it I went 

straight away to the local library to find books that would explain the secrets of 

photography.  Before long I had bought my first roll of film and was getting up 

before dawn trying to capture the perfect sunrise on film. 

Photography continues to be an obsession.  Now I have a more sophisticated 

camera with a selection of lenses and I even have my own darkroom to develop the 

prints.  A few of my pictures have been included in a local exhibition and that has 

encouraged me even more.  Despite that, people criticize me for devoting so much 

time to this hobby, and they keep pointing out that my studies are suffering.  

Instead of spending my weekends revising I often go out into the countryside 

trying to get the best shots of the local landscape.  My teachers warn me that my 

final grades won’t be as good as they could be, but as I see it this is a fair price to 

pay for something that I love.  A future without photography is unimaginable to me, 

and I am confident that if I keep working hard then later on this will not only be a 

hobby but also a career.   

Write it! 
Choose a topic, study the model composition and write something like it about the origin of one 

of your passions or about a turning point in your life.  Don’t forget to include enough details to 
make the composition interesting.   To do that you will almost certainly have to look up a few 
unknown words.  Don’t rush!  Let’s not worry about time limits at this stage.  Write between 

200 and 250 words. 
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