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Down Under 
An extraordinary journey to the heart of another big 

country - Australia. 

'Bryson is the perfect travelling companion ... When it comes to 

travel's peculiars the man still has no peers' THE TIMES 

A Short History of Nearly Everything 
Travels through time and space to explain the world, the 

universe and everything. 

'1ruly impressive ... It's hard to imagine a better rough guide to 

science' GuARDIAN 

The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid 
Quintessential Bryson - a funny, moving and perceptive 

jaul'm'!y through his childhood. 

'He can capture the ftu.vvur of the past with the z;ghtest of. 

touches' SuNDAY TELEG�I__ �. � .  
At Home 
On a tour of his own house, Bill Bryson gives us an instructive 

and entertaining history of the way we live. 

1\ work of constant delight and discovery ... don't leave home 

without it" SuNDAY TELEGRAPH 

One Summer 
Bryson travels back in time to a forgotten summer, when 

America came of age, took centre stage and changed the world 

for ever. 

'Has history ever been so enjoyable?' MAIL ON SuNDAY 

The Road to Little Dribbling 
Two decades after Notes from a Small Island, Bill Bryson takes a 

new amble round Britain, to rediscover the beautiful, eccentric 

and endearing country he calls home. 

'Clever, witty, entertaining' INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY 
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To Meghan and Chris. Welcome. 
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The physicist Leo Szilard once announced to his friend Hans Bethe that 

he was thinking of keeping a diary: 'I don 't intend to publish. I am merely 

going to record the fac ts  for the information of God.' 'Don 't you think God 

knows the fac ts ?' Bethe asked. 'Yes,' said Szilard. 'He knows the facts, but 

He does not know this version of the facts.' 
Hans Christian von Baeyer, Taming the Atom 

Ja
ngal 

Public
ati

on



C O N T E N T S 

Acknowledgements 1 1  

Introduction 1 7  

1: Lost in the Cosmos 

1 How to Build a Universe 27 
2 Welcome to the Solar System 39 

3 The Reverend Evans's Universe 5 1  

II: The Size of the Earth 

4 The Measure of Things 67 
5 The Stone-Breakers 90 
6 Science Red in Tooth and Claw 1 09 

7 Elemental Matters 1 30 

I l l : A New Age Dawns 

8 Einstein's Universe 1 53 

9 The Mighty Atom 1 7 5  

1 0  Getting the Lead Out 1 93 

1 1  Muster Mark's Quarks 206 

1 2  The Earth Moves 220 

Ja
ngal 

Public
ati

on



IV: Dangerous Planet 

1 3  Bang! 237 

1 4  The Fire Below 258 

1 5  Dangerous Beauty 278 

V: Life Itself 

1 6  Lonely Planet 295 

1 7  Into the Troposphere 3 1 3  

1 8  The Bounding Main 330 

1 9  The Rise of Life 350 
20 Small World 368 
2 1  Life Goes On 390 
22 Goodbye to All That 407 
23 The Richness of Being 425 
24 Cells 450 
25 Darwin's Singular Notion 462 
26 The Stuff of Life 480 

VI: The Road to Us 

27 Ice Time 505 
28 The Mysterious Biped 522 
29 The Restless Ape 544 
30 Goodbye 563 

Notes 575 
Bibliography 638 
Index 653 Ja

ngal 
Public

ati
on



Winner of the Aventis Prize for Science Writing and the 
Descartes Science Communication Prize 

'It might well tum unsuspecting young readers into 

scientists. And the famous, slightly cynical humour is 

always there' Evening Standard 

'The travel writer gives us a guide to "time, space, the 
world, the universe and everything". Bryson promises to 

make geology, chemistry and even particle physics fun and 

understandable. Move over Stephen Hawking' FHM 

'Genuinely readable and useful ... Nobody who reads it 

will ever look at the world around them in the same way 

again' Daily Express 

'Bill Bryson has an unmatched gift for explaining the most 
difficult subjects in the clearest possible way. If, like me, 

your brain tends to go numb when faced with terms like 

plate tectonics, genome, relativity theory, big bang and 

particle physics, then it is more than likely that [this book] 

is the cure you have always been looking for' 

Mail on Sunday 

'One of the most impressive aspects is the breadth of its 

coverage ... The huge number of readers who are likely 

to engage with this book will enjoy themselves while 

painlessly imbibing a lot of good science . . . Sheer 

brilliance' The Times Higher Educational Supplement 

'Impressive in his terse concreteness ... Hugely readable 

and never obfuscating' Sunday Times 

'Lucid, thoughtful and, above all, entertaining' Scotsman 

www.billbryson.co.uk 

www.penguin.co.uk 
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Bill Bryson'S opening lines were: 
'I come from Des Moines. Somebody had to: 
This is what followed: 

The Lost Continent 
A road trip around the puzzle that is small-town America 

introduces the world to the adjective 'Brysonesque'. 

/\ very funny performance, littered with wonderful lines and 

memorable images' LITERARY REVIEW 

Neither Here Nor There 
Europe never seemed as funny until Bill Bryson looked at it. 

'Hugely funny (not snigger-snigger funny but great-big-belly­

laugh-till-you-cry funny)' DAILY TELEGRAPH 

Made in America 
A compelling ride along the Route 66 of American language 

and popular culture. 

/\ tremendous sassy work, full of zip, pizzazz and all those other 

great American qualities' INDEPENDENT oN SuNDAY 

Notes from a Small Island 
A paean to Bryson's beloved Britain captures the very 

. essence of the original'green and pleasant land'. 
-- . 

. .,.Mor-a book that should be read in public, for fear of emitting 

loud snorts' THE TIMES 

A Walk in the Woods 
Bryson's punishing (by his standards) hike along the celebrated 

Appalachian Trail, the longest footpath in the world. 

'This is a seriously funny book' SuNDAY TIMES 

Notes from a Big Country 
Bryson brings his inimitable wit to bear on that strangest of 

phenomena - the American way of life. 

'Not only hilarious but also insightful and informative' 

INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY 
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A C K N O W L EDG E M E N T S  

As I sit here, in early 2003 , I have before me several pages 
of manuscript bearing majestically encouraging and tactful 
notes from Ian Tattersall of the American Museum of 
Natural History pointing out, inter alia, that Perigueux is not 
a wine-producing region, that it is inventive but a touch 
unorthodox of me to italicize taxonomic divisions above the 
level of genus and species, that I have persistently misspelled 
Olorgesailie (a place I visited only recently) , and so on in 
similar vein through two chapters of text covering his area 
of expertise , early humans. 

Goodness knows how many other inky embarrassments 
may lurk in these pages yet, but it is thanks to Dr Tattersall 
and all of those whom I am about to mention that there 
aren't many hundreds more. I cannot begin to thank 
adequately those who helped me in the preparation of this 
book. I am especially indebted to the following, who were 
uniformly generous and kindly and showed the most heroic 
reserves of patience in answering one simple, endlessly 
repeated question: ' I 'm sorry, but can you explain that 
again?' 

In England: David Caplin of Imperial College London; 
Richard Fortey, Len Ellis and Kathy Way of the Natural 
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History Museum; Martin Raff of University College 
London; Rosalind Harding of the Institute of Biological 
Anthropology in Oxford; Dr Laurence Smaje, formerly of 
the Wellcome Institute ; and Keith Blac�ore of The Times. 

In the United States: Ian Tattersall of the American 
Museum of Natural History in New York; John 
Thorstensen, Mary K. Hudson and David Blanchflower of 
Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire ; Dr 
William Abdu and Dr Bryan Marsh of Dartmouth­
Hitchcock Medical Center in Lebanon, New Hampshire ; 
Ray Anderson and Brian Witzke of the Iowa Department of 
Natural Resources, Iowa City; Mike Voorhies of the 
University of Nebraska and Ashfall Fossil Beds State Park 
near Orchard, Nebraska; Chuck Offenburger ofBuena Vista 
University, Storm Lake, l<?wa; Ken Rancourt, director of 
research, Mount Washington Observatory, Gorham, New 
Hampshire ; Paul Doss , geologist of Yellowstone National 
Park, and his wife ,  Heidi, also of the National Park; Frank 
Asaro of the University of California at Berkeley; Oliver 
Payne and Lynn Addison of the National Geographic 
Society; James 0. Farlow, Indiana-Purdue University; 
Roger L. Larson, professor of marine geophysics, University 
of Rhode Island; Jeff Guinn of the Fort Worth Star- Telegram 
newspaper; Jerry Kasten of Dallas , Texas; and the staff of the 
Iowa Historical Society in Des Moines . 

In Australia: the Reverend Robert Evans of Hazelbrook, 
New South Wales; Dr Jill Cainey, Australian Bureau of 
Meteorology; Alan Thorne and Victoria Bennett of the 
Australian National University in Canberra; Louise Burke 
and John Hawley of Canberra; Anne Milne of the Sydney 
Morning Herald; Ian Nowak, formerly of the Geological 
Society of Western Australia; Thomas H. Rich of Museum 
Victoria; Tim Flannery, director of the South Australian 
Museum in Adelaide ; Natalie Papworth and Alan 
MacFadyen of the Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens , 
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Hobart; and the very helpful staff of the State Library of 
New South Wales in Sydney. 

And elsewhere : Sue Superville,  information centre 
manager at the Museum of New Zealanq in Wellington; and 
Dr Emma Mbua, Dr Koen Maes and Jillani Ngalla of the 
Kenya National Museum in Nairobi. 

I am also deeply and variously indebted to Patrick Janson­
Smith, Gerald Howard, Marianne Velmans, Alison Tulett, 
Gillian Somerscales, Larry Finlay, Steve Rubin, Jed Mattes , 
Carol Heaton, Charles Elliott, David Bryson, Felicity 
Bryson, Dan McLean, Nick Southern, Gerald Engelbretsen, 
Patrick Gallagher, Larry Ashmead, and the staff of the peer­
less and ever-cheery Howe Library in Hanover, New 
Hampshire. 

Above all, and as always, my profoundest thanks to my 
dear, patient, incomparable wife,  Cynthia. 
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