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[bookmark: _GoBack]Australia’s red heart
In England in the early 1900s, a homesick Dorothea Mackellar wrote a famous poem, ‘My Country’, about Australia with the stanza:
‘I love a sunburnt country,
A land of sweeping plains,
Of ragged mountain ranges,
Of droughts and flooding rains.’
Dorothea Mackellar was describing the interior of Australia, also known as the ‘outback’. Almost half of Australia receives so little rain that it is classified as desert or ‘arid’ country. Some deserts in Australia are sandy, but others are full of rocks.
Not all deserts are hot, but in Australia the daytime temperatures can rise so high you could cook an egg on the rocks. However, they are not hot all the time. Neither are they dry all the time. Deserts do receive some rain that can suddenly come down in a thunderstorm and cause floods. Much of this water evaporates and after some weeks it is as if the rains had never fallen.
[image: ]The explorer Captain Charles Sturt made many observations about the desert during his expedition into central Australia in 1844:
‘The heat now became so great that it was almost unbearable, the thermometer every day rose to 42°C or 47°C in the shade, whilst in the direct rays of the sun from 60°C to 66°C, however, the night was so bitterly cold that we were glad to put on anything to keep us warm.’
Note: the original text uses degrees Fahrenheit.
‘As we descended from the ranges I observed that all the water I had seen glittering on the plains had disappeared.’© iStockphoto.com


‘The stillness of death reigned around us, no living creature was to be heard; nothing visible inhabited that dreary desert but the ant. Even the fly shunned it, and yet its yielding surface was marked all over with the tracks of native dogs. The only trees growing in this terrible place were a few acacias in the hollows, and some shrubs, all of low growth; there was no grass, neither were the few herbs that grew on the hollows such as the horse would eat.’ 
Sturt, C. 1848-49. Narrative of an expedition into central Australia, performed under the authority of Her Majesty’s Government, during the years 1844, 5, and 6: together with a notice of the province of South Australia, in 1847. London: T. and W. Boone.
Because of the harshness of the conditions, it is difficult for living things to survive in a desert. The explorers might have been disappointed as they couldn’t feed their horses, but there are plants in the Australian desert, such as spinifex and acacia.
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