
22 READING PRACTICE

Which book indicates the following statements?
•   may make some readers feel embarrassed 

•   played down the challenging lifestyle he encountered 

•   portrayed the people who would read his book in a bad light 

•   is written in a diary form 

•   describes a relationship, rather than an environment 

•   described a lifestyle which has been irreversibly altered 

•   focuses on the negative attributes of travellers who seek to 
   discover new places 

•   is best read by people from the nation depicted in the book 

•   shows how unprepared the writer was for his travels 

•   will best suit readers of a specific nationality and age-group 
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For questions 47-56, choose from the books
(A-E). The books may be chosen more than once. 
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A)  The Beach by Alex Garland - Alex Garland's tale of a 
group of work-shy travellers who independently discover 
an island paradise in Thailand inspired a generation of gap 
year students to head to the Far East. Garland acidly 
investigates what such people would do if found their idea 
of Paradise – keep it to themselves, whatever the cost. 
What purports to be a likeable, broad-minded community 
turns out to be cliquish, mistrustful and selfish. Garland 
displays nerve in slaughtering the characters that are likely 
to closely resemble his main readership.

B)  Notes From a Small Island by Bill Bryson - An 
unabashed Anglophile, Bryson spent 20 years in Britain 
before deciding to repatriate to his native Iowa. Notes from 
a Small Island depicts his farewell journey across "the 
green and kindly island" with humour and nostalgia. 
Although readers from all nations will enjoy it, only the 
British themselves will experience the full gamut of 
emotions that this book has to offer; at times, cringing as 
Bryson deftly points out their most ridiculous foibles, while 
at others feeling immense pride at its rich and varied 
culture.

C)  Arabian Sands by Wilfred Thesiger  - Thesiger's 
account of a precarious journey through the Arabian deserts 
met with considerable acclaim ever since its publication in 
1956. The book covers five years that the author spent in 
and around the Empty Quarter, half a million square miles 
of cruel desert. Before Thesiger, no other traveller had 
dared to cross this empty wasteland, except for the Bedu 
who inhabit it. Thesiger lived as one of the tribe, describing 
their unimaginable hardships as if they were mere 
inconveniences. His experiences are unique, and will remain 
so now that the world he described, which had been 
unchanged for millennia, has been invaded by oil 
companies.

D)  Naples '44 by Norman Lewis - Norman Lewis arrived in 
war-torn Naples as an intelligence officer in 1944, 
ostensibly employed by the army to liaise with the locals. 
His year-long journal that he kept at the time is a 
heart-warming portrait of a city that had descended into 
chaos, and its starving population. Lewis had a keen sense 
of observation and depicts the idiosyncrasies of Italian 
culture with humour, warmth and accuracy. The reader will 
...

.... encounter respectable women driven to prostitution 
and a gynaecologist who "specializes in the restoration of 
lost virginity". The book leaves the reader with both a 
profound sadness at the futility of war and a strange 
reassurance that people are inherently good, despite their 
incredibly bleak and desperate circumstances.

E)  A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush by Eric Newby - 
Newby humorously describes the trials and tribulations 
encountered by Eric Newby and his climbing partner Hugh 
Carless as they attempt, and fail, to scale one of 
Afghanistan's most challenging peaks. However, neither 
Newby nor his friend have any experience in climbing; 
moreover the area they are visiting is basically 
unchartered and potentially violent territory. Their 
expedition is so ill-thought-out that at times it reads like a 
farce. At one point they encounter the explorer Wilfred 
Thesiger as they are blowing up their air-beds. 'You must 
be a couple of pansies,' comments the experienced 
adventurer. Although Newby provides enough description 
of the landscape to give the reader a sense of being there, 
it does not overshadow the exploration of human 
character which is the overriding theme of the book.

F)  Coasting by Jonathan Raban - Coasting tells the story 
of the author's 4,000-mile journey around Britain by boat. 
Ultimately he fails to circumnavigate the country and opts 
for a shorter route, but this is irrelevant to the book as it is 
not strictly speaking a travelogue.  Basically, Jonathan 
Raban travels Britain's coastline describing experiences, 
recalling memories and reacting to the current events of 
the time, in no particular order. What Coasting actually is, 
is a snapshot of personal and societal life in 1980s Britain, 
and presents a vibrant commentary on the period, which 
will particularly reverberate with readers who lived during 
these times. Coasting is superbly written, journalistic in 
places, poetic in others. It is not a memoir, a travelogue or 
a political commentary, it is whatever you want it to be.


