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Part 1

Read Passage A carefully, and then answer Questions 1 and 2 on the Question Paper.

Passage A: On the highway: the Mongolian Car Rally

In this extract, the writer describes the problems and rewards of taking part in the

Mongolian Car Rally.

After a 17 hour journey, we pulled into Altai in mid-afternoon, our Renault car perched

rather sadly on the back of a lorry. We looked for a crane and eventually spotted an

ancient Russian truck with one at the back. After a bad-tempered negotiation with Boris,

the truck driver, our vehicle was lifted and dumped roughly on the ground. It seemed

that, before we had departed, sack after sack of heavy watermelons had been loaded

onto the bonnet of our car, leaving it concave and badly dented. Having been offered

an extra 50 dollars, Boris began, half-heartedly, trying to press out the dents.

I checked into the Altai Hotel, a dreary place, and met three young Americans also on

the Mongolian Car Rally. We agreed to drive in a convoy the following day.

At 6 am it was time to depart and, with the Americans leading in their Nissan Micra, we

swept eastwards. Almost immediately we made a wrong turn onto a sandy road that

stretched interminably towards a hazy horizon. We realised that we were lost in the

brooding wasteland of the Gobi Desert, a stony and inhospitable place rutted and

scarred by ancient tracks and pathways.

The Americans fumbled about with their maps and compass, and we all agreed that

we were probably way off track. We would have to camp for the night and try again the

following day. An enormous full moon illuminated the desert and we debated the

probability of snakes and scorpions inhabiting the many holes in the desert floor. There

was a determined and collective zipping shut of tent doors as we settled in for a cold

and watchful night.

The next morning we were on our way, taking a north-east route expecting to reach the

road to Bayankhongor by midday. Speed was a central feature of the day as we rocketed

across the bone dry and rocky landscape. There was no sign of habitation and only an

occasional sighting of wild camels turning their haughty gaze at us as we crashed and

bumped our way past in a cloud of dust.

I tried to drive with caution, but the car was soaking up a lot of punishment and by

mid-afternoon the exhaust system was parting from the manifold. The front suspension

had collapsed, which meant that the front wheels, on turning, would hit the wheel arches.

As we pulled into the small town of Bayankhongor late that afternoon, weary and caked

in dust, it was obvious that repairs were essential.

By nightfall the car had sturdy new shock absorbers and the exhaust system had been

reinstalled. I had ordered that the front wheel arches should be cut away to give greater

clearance. A quick look at the map confirmed that, with luck, I was only two hard driving

days away from Ulaanbaatar; suddenly a dash to the finishing line looked possible.

Two days later we crossed the finishing line at Ulaanbaatar, during the evening rush

hour, in a downpour. I cannot think that there is a better adventure and I would urge

anyone looking for a real sporting challenge to attempt the Mongolian Car Rally. Many
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drivers I met on the way were clearly having the time of their lives, leaving a trail of

pandemonium behind them.

I dumped the Renault in a compound with all the other cars. The doors were ill-fitting

now, the result of a twisted chassis, the hinge had severed on the hatchback door, and

the bodywork could never be repaired. The ‘sturdy’ shock absorbers, fitted only a couple

of days previously, were no longer of any use. The car had survived everything Mongolia

had thrown at it, but structurally it was game over.
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