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Exercise A — Down Under

Extract A — From ‘Down Under: Travels in a Sunburned Country’
by Bill Bxyson, 2000

Bill Bryson is a popular author who has written books about science, language and history.
He is perhaps best known for his travel writing, which is usually as entertaining as it is informative.

Even now, the emptiness of so much of Australia is startling. The landscape we passed through was officially
only ‘semi-desert’, but it was as barren an expanse as | had ever seen. Every twenty or twenty-five kilometres
there would be a dirt track and a lonely mailbox signalling an unseen sheep or cattle station*. Once a light
truck flew past in a bouncing hell-for-leather fashion, spraying us with gravelly dinks and a coating of red dust,
but the only other lively thing was the endless shaking flubbity-dubbing of the axles over the corduroy road*.
By the time we reached White Cliffs, in mid-afternoon, we felt as if we had spent the day in a cement mixer.

Seeing it today, it is all but impossible to believe that White Cliffs, a small blotch of habitations under a hard
clear sky, was once a boom town, with a population of nearly 4,500, a hospital, a newspaper, a library and a
busy core of general stores, hotels, restaurants, brothels and gaming houses. Today central White Cliffs consists
of a pub, a launderette, an opal shop, and a grocery/café/petrol station. The permanent population is about
eighty. They exist in a listless world of heat and dust. If you were looking for people with the tolerance and
fortitude to colonize Mars this would be the place to come.

Because of the heat, most houses in town are burrowed into the faces of the two bleached hills from which
the town takes its name. The most ambitious of these dwellings, and the principal magnet for the relatively few
tourists who venture this far, is the Dug-Out Underground Motel, a twenty-six-room complex cut deep into
the rocks on the side of Smith’s Hill. Wandering through its network of rocky tunnels was like stepping into an
early James Bond movie, in one of those subterranean* complexes where the loyal minions of SMERSH* are
preparing to take over the world by melting Antarctica or hijacking the White House with the aid of a giant
magnet. The attraction of burrowing into the hillside is immediately evident when you step inside - a constant
year-round temperature of 67 degrees. The rooms were very nice and quite normal except that the walls and
ceilings were cavelike and windowless. When the lights were off, the darkness and silence were total.

| don’t know how much money you would have to give me to persuade me to settle in White Cliffs — something
in the low zillions, | suppose — but that evening as we sat on the motel’s lofty garden terrace with Leon Hornby,
the proprietor, drinking beer and watching the evening slink in, | realized that my fee might be marginally
negotiable. | was about to ask Leon —a city man by birth and, I would have guessed, inclination — what
possessed him and his pleasant wife Marge to stay in this godforsaken outpost where even a run to the
supermarket means a six-hour round-trip over a rutted dirt road, but before I could speak a remarkable thing
happened. Kangaroos hopped into the expansive foreground and began grazing picturesquely, and the sun
plonked onto the horizon, like a stage prop lowered on a wire, and the towering western skies before us spread
with colour in a hundred layered shades — glowing pinks, deep purples, careless banners of pure crimson ~all
on a scale that you cannot imagine, for there was not a scrap of intrusion in the forty miles of visible desert that
lay between us and the far horizon. It was the most

extraordinarily vivid sunset | believe | have ever seen.
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Glossary:

‘| came up here thirty years ago to build reservoirs on the sheep or cattle station — a large animal-specific farm
corduroy road — a road made out of tree trunks

sheep stations,’ Leon said, as if anticipating my question, subterranean — underground
‘and never expected to stay, but somehow the place gets SMERSH — a fictional enemy organisation from
to you. I'd find these sunsets hard to give up, for one thing.’ the James Bond novels
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