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The United Kingdom




The Land

I. The Name of the Country

There are different names for the country of Great Britain, which are confusing to
beginners of English. The full and official name of the Union formed by England, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland,
usually abbreviated to the United Kingdom or UK, Great Britain, or simply Britain, or
sometimes informally England. We’ d better bear in mind that some of them are official names,
and some are geographical names and that some are full names and some are abbreviated ones
for simplicity or linguistic economy. Different names are of different origin.

People in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland were once separate nations.
England has controlled the other nations over centuries. The name Britain comes from the
Brythons (Britons) who migrated from the European Continent before 300 B. C.. The name
England comes from the Anglo-Saxon conquerors, it means “ Angla-land” , the land of the Anglo-
Saxons, collectively known as Angles who migrated from the northwest of the European Continent
in the 5th century A.D.. The name for the Union that once existed in the period between 1800
and the early 1920’ s was the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, which changed to its
present form in 1927 after the 26 Irish Free States achieved their independence in 1921.

II. Location and Size

Britain is situated in Western Europe and is separated from the European continent by the
North Sea, the Strait of Dover and the English Channel. It lies between 50° and 60° north
latitude, and roughly between 2° east and 8° west longitude. The prime meridian of 0° just
passes through the old observatory at Greenwich.

The neighboring countries of Britain include France, Holland, Germany, Denmark,
Norway, Belgium, the Irish Republic and Iceland.

Britain is a rather small country, with a total area of some 242 514 square kilometers,
accounting for less than 2% of the land area of the world and ranking about the 75th in size
among countries in the world. It is just less than 966 kilometers in a straight line from the south

coast to the extreme north of mainland Britain, and about 483 kilometers across the widest part.
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Chapter 1 The Land Q

No point in the country is as far as 121 kilometers away from tidal waters.

Small as she is in both size and population, Britain has played an important role in
shaping the modem world. She was once one of the oldest and strongest colonial powers in the
world and ruled a vast empire, as boasted to be, “an empire on which the sun never sets”.
Beginning with the Age of Exploration ( about 1450 ~ 1600) , English ships carried explorers,
traders, and colonists to every corner of the globe. The English eventually ruled wherever they
settled. Thus the British have spread their way of life around the globe through conquest and
colonization. Many nations have laws and governments modeled on the British system. Millions
of people speak English, probably the world’ s most widely spoken language. The works of
British greatest authors and thinkers—Geoffrey Chaucer, William Shakespeare, Isaac Newton,
John Locke, John Keats, and William Wordsworth, to name only a few—are known and read in
every corner of the world. The British inventions, such as the Spinning Jenny, the steam
engine and the railroads during the Industrial Revolution helped make modern life possible. In
the 20th century, British scientists and engineers have helped develop the jet aircraft, radar
and penicillin, the miracle drug that has saved millions of lives. As a member country in the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and in the Security Council of the United Nations,

Britain plays an important part in European and international affairs.

. Landforms

Of the four regions of Britain England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, England is
the largest and occupies most of the British Isles. Scotland occupies the northern part and Wales the
western part of the British Isles. Northern Ireland occupies the northern part of Ireland.

The island of Great Britain can be roughly divided into the lowland area and the highland
area in terms of landform. The former comprises Midland, southern and eastern England, and
the latter comprises the broad central upland known as the Pennines, the Lake District, most of
Wales and Scotland. In the British Isles there are hundreds of smaller islands, including the
Channel Islands, the Scilly Isles, the Isles of Wight and Man, the Inner and Outer Hebrides,
the Orkneys and Shetlands.

England, with a total area of more than 130 000 square kilometers, may be divided into
three landform regions. The east and the southeast are made up of rolling downs and low-lying
plains. Middle England is a region of mountains formed by the Pennines, which, with the
average altitude between 200 and 500 meters, form the “backbone” of England, extending
south from the Scottish border to Derbyshire. Cross Fell, 893 meters high, is the highest peak
of the Pennines. The north and west of England are hilly, partly formed by the Cumbrian
Mountain Range, the highest mountain peak of which is Scafell (977m), the highest in

3



Q An introduction to the English Speaking Countries

England but the third highest mountain throughout the country.

Scotland has an area of 78 760 square kilometers. About two thirds of Scotland is covered
by Highlands. The chief range in the Highlands is the Grampian Mountains, which contain Ben
Nevis (1 344m) , the highest mountain on the island of Great Britain. The central lowlands of
Scotland include the valleys of the Clyde, Tay and Forth rivers. This is the most important area
in Scotland, which contains most of the industry and population. Edinburgh, the capital of
Scotland, and Glasgow, the largest city in Scotland, are both located in this area. The
Southern Uplands are a region of rolling moorlands cut by some small fertile river valleys. The
Southern Uplands reach their highest point in Merrick.

Wales covers an area of about 20 700 square kilometers. It is geographically divided into
the industrial south, the central plateaus and lakes and the mountainous north of the farmers
and tourists. Most of Wales is mountainous, mainly formed by the Cambrian Mountain Range.
Its highest peak Snowdon (1 085m) is the second highest mountain in Britain. In Wales, only
12% of the land is arable, 6% is covered with forest, and much of the land is pastureland for
sheep and cattle. The most fertile land in Wales is found near the coast and in the interior
valleys. Coal has been mined in the area between Cardiff and Swansea.

The central part of Northern Ireland is composed of plains surrounded by such highlands
and mountains as Antrim, Sperrin and Mourne. On the central plain lies Lough Neagh, the
largest lake in the whole country. Northern Ireland is mainly agricultural, with industry
concentrated in the two ports of Belfast and Londonderry.

IV. Rivers and Lakes

Being short and swift, few rivers in Britain are navigable.

The most important river in Britain is the Thames River (338 kilometers long), which
rises in Cotswold Hills and flows through the capital city London and empties into the English
Channel. The river is navigable for large ship to London.

The longest river in Britain is the Severn River (354 kilometers in length) , which rises in
the mountains of Wales and empties into the Bristol Channel, where the ports of Cardiff and
Bristol are located.

The Mersey River (110 kilometers in length) flows between Lancashire and Cheshire into
the Irish Sea. Its estuary, navigable for ocean vessels, is linked to Manchester by a ship canal,
with the port Liverpool on its mouth.

The Humber River in Humberside is also navigable for large ships to Hull.

The Clyde and the Forth are the most important rivers in Scotland. The former flows
through Glasgow, and the latter passes by Edinburgh, with the port Leith on its mouth.

4



Chapter 1 The Land @

Since Britain was subjected to considerable glaciations, the highlands, especially in
northern Scotland, the Cumbrian Mountains, and the North Wales, contain many deep valleys
filled with long, ribbon-shaped lakes. These regions constitute great attractions for tourists.
Lakes in Britain are chiefly found in the English Lake District, the Scottish Highlands, the
Welsh mountains and Northern Ireland. The largest Lake in England is Lake Windermere,
located in the Lake District. It covers an area of 16 square kilometers. Lake District is one of
the popular touring spots in England, where there are 15 lakes radiating like the spokes of a
wheel from a central hub. It is commonly accounted the meost beautiful part of England, where
William Wordsworth and the other Lake Poets were born and lived, and were inspired by the
perfection of water, trees and heather-covered slopes.

Lake Neagh in Northern Ireland is the largest of all throughout the country and covers an

area of some 396 square kilometers.

V. The Coast

For a small country of islands, Britain has a great length of coastline ( about 11 450
kilometers). The coast is very varied, with perhaps the best parts in the southwest of England and
in the west of Scotland. The coast of Devon and Comwall, in the southwest, is much indented , with
many sheltered bays and coves and fine rocky headlands. With so large a population on so small an
island, the best parts of the coast are inevitably rather crowded during the summer. In the parts
nearest to great centers of population big seaside resort towns have grown up. Four of these—
Brighton, Bournemouth, Southend in the south, and Blackpool in the northwest—have become

important towns, remarkable for the great number of visitors they receive.

VI. Climate

Britain has a temperate, maritime climate, which is damp and warm all the year round and
generally does not run to extremes. As the prevailing southwesterly winds are warmed by the
Gulf Stream and made moist by the Atlantic Ocean, the climate in Britain is much milder than
that of many places in the same latitude. During a normal summer, the temperature occasionally
rises about 27°C in the south, and winter temperatures below —7°C are rare. The annual average
air temperature is about 10°C , varying from around 5% in the coldest month (January) to 17°C
in the warmest month (July). The British Isles as a whole have an annual average rainfall of over
1 020 millimeters, while England has about 860 millimeters. The mountainous areas of the west
and the north have far more rain than the plains of the east and the south.

The climate in Britain has three features. The first, there are more fogs or smog ( smoke

+ fog) in winter, for which London is famous. The second, there are more rainy days but less
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sunny days. The rainfall is not very heavy and there is not often any very violent storm or wind.
Some places, such as the Shetland Islands, even experience over 260 rainy days a year. The
third one is its instability or changeability. All the seasons are very variable, there is no part of
the year at which it is possible to expect, with any degree of assurance, that weather will be dry

or wet, clear or dull, and a bad day in July can be as cold as a mild day in January.

VII. Natural Resources

The main natural resources in Britain are coal, petroleum, natural gas, iron ore,

limestone, clay, shale, chalk and tin. Coal and petroleum are the most important.
1. Coal

Many of the coalfields in the United Kingdom have been in continuous production since the
beginning of the 17th century. The coal industry was brought under the national ownership by
the Labor government in 1947, and since then many of the poor coalfields have been closed
down and more profitable mines modernized.

The Ayrshire field in Scotland and the deposits of the Lowlands continue to supply Scottish
industry. South Wale has valuable coal deposits. The leading anthracite fields are in Wales. The
coal mining area of central England, including York, Birmingham and Nottingham, Leicester and
Derby, is the largest one of the country, which constitutes about 40% of the total output. There
are also coalmines in the northeast and southeast of England, in Durham, Northumberland and
Canterbury. The annual coal production output in Britain is over 120 million tons.

2. Petroleum

Only small quantities of oil had been found in Britain before big oil fields were discovered
under the North Sea, east of the British Isles in 1965. The oil deposit there is estimated as
3 000 ~4 500 million tons. Britain began to put oil into production in the 1970s and by 1980
the annual output of oil had reached 100 million tons. Britain is now not only self-sufficient in
oil supply, but has become the fifth largest oil exporter in the world.

3. Forestry

With its mild climate and varied soils, Britain has a diverse pattern of natural vegetation.
Originally, one third of the country was covered with forests, but now woodlands only covers
8.6% of its surface and the country’ s timber needs are basically supplied by import as a result
of long years of denudation.

4. Fresh Water

With too much rain and many short and rapid rivers, Britain is rich in water resources.

However, it still cannot meet the needs of the growing industry and agriculture irrigation. Water
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pollution affects on many English and Scottish rivers. The fresh water problems, including

inland water pollution, are far from being solved.
5. Wild Life

There are no longer any really dangerous wild animals in Britain, except the wild cat,
occasionally found in the depths of Scottish foresis. The wolf died out several centuries ago,
and there are no bears or wild boars though the word that denotes the animal still exists in the
English language. The largest wild animal is the stag, for wild deer are found in Scotland and
in Southwest England. Foxes are found all over Britain, though chiefly in England. The other
animals found in Britain are rabbits, stoats, weasels and hedgehogs.

Birds are numerous and law protects many of them, especially the rare species, such as
the eagle and the osprey. The chief songbirds are the nightingale and the blackbird. Of sea
birds the most common are the various kinds of gulls. If not pronounced correctly, the word
“gulls” is often misunderstood as “girls”.

There are various species of fresh-water fishes and angling is a nationwide pastime,

whether in lakes and rivers or in the sea, where there are also many kinds of fishes.

Questions for Discussion .

1. Discuss the names for the country of Great Britain, and point out the categories each of them
may fall into.

Point out the location, size and landform features of Britain.

What a role has Britain played in shaping the modern world?

Point out the large mountain ranges and the highest mountain peaks they contain.

What are the large rivers and lakes you know in Britain? Point out their length or size.

A L N

Try to find the four big seaside-resort towns of Britain on the map and tell where they are

located.

~3

Describe the climate in Britain and point out its three features.

8. What natural resources is Britain blessed with?

9. Of Britain’ s natural resources, which are the most important to the country’ s economy? Tell
their distribution.

10. What animals and birds can still be found in Britain?
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Exercise &2

I . Choose the correct answer and circle the letter before it.

1. The full and official name of Great Britain changed into its present-day form in the year
of

A. 1920 B. 1927 C. 1914 D. 1945
2. The highest mountain peak in Britain is in

A. England B. Scotland C. Wales D. Northern Ireland
3. The longest river in Britain is the ____ River.

A. Severn B. Thames C. Mersey D. Humber
4. The largest lake in Britain is located in :

A. England B. Scotland C. Wales D. Northern Ireland
5. The highest mountain peak in Britain is called

A. Ben Nevis B. Cross Fell C. Snowdon D. Scafell
6. The Lake District is well-known for

A. its wild and beautiful scene.ry B. its varied lakes

C. the lake Poets D. all of the above three
7. Which of the following is NOT the feature of British climate?

A. coldness B. more rainy days C. changeability D. more fogs

8. The leading anthracite coalfields in Britain are in
A. Scotland B. England C. Wales D. the North Sea
. Fill in the following blanks with appropriate words or expressions.
1. Britain is separated from the European continent by the North __, the Strait of ____ and
the English
The total area of Britain is about ___ square kilometers.
The chief ranges in England are the ____and the Mountains.
The highest mountain on the island of Great Britain is ____ in ___ Mountains.

The Central Lowlands of Scotland include the valleys of the , and Rivers.

The highest point in Wales is in the Mountain range.

The most important rivers in Scotland are and

Britain has a , maritime climate.

© 0 N oA W

Britain’ s most important natural resources are and
10. In 1965, big oil fields were discovered under the
. Match the names of the rivers in Column A with the names of their ports in Column

8
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B. Put the letter before the name of a city in the corresponding blank.

Column A
the Thames River
the Severn River
the Humber River
the Mersey River
the Clyde River
the Forth River

Column B
a. Hull

b. Liverpool
c. London
d. Bristol

. Leith

f. Glasgow

@

. Translate the following into Chinese.

the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland

the Strait of Dover
the English Channel
Greenwich

the Channel Islands
the Orkney Isles
the Shetlands

the British Isles

the Pennines

. the Cumbrian Mountain Range
. the Cambrian Mountain Range
. the Grampian Mountain range
. the Thames River

. the Severn River

. Lake Neigh

. Lake District

the Isle of Man

. Edinburgh

. Glasgow

. Cardiff

. Explain the following in English.

The British Isles
Lake District
Glasgow
Edinburgh
Cardiff



