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UNIT 15: Ecology 

Building the Landscape 

 
 

 

New Vocabulary 
vista 
butte 
spire 
skyline 
storage tank 
liquefied 
industrial hardware 
terminus 
conspicuous 
 

Compound Words 
highway 
sandstone 
postcard 
skyline 
stoplights 
manhole 
landfill 
pipeline 
railroad 
 

 Prefixed Words 
outside 
foreground 
interstate 
infrastructure 
irreconcilable 

 

 

 

Preparing to read: Look at old photos of your hometown and 
describe the way it changed in the last twenty years. 
One winter afternoon a few years ago I was standing by a highway 

outside Gallup, New Mexico, admiring the scenery. The vista before 

me was a classic American West: red sandstone buttes rising from the 

valley floor, made redder still by the setting sun. It was the kind of 

landscape we all know from films and paintings and postcards. But this 

particular vista had something more. In front of the cliffs-and in fact 

rising to greater heights-were several cylindrical spires that I 

recognized as petroleum distilling columns, the kind of equipment that 

dominates the skyline of oil refineries. Off to one side were dozens of 

gleaming white storage tanks, some of them spherical, some lozenge 

shaped. The towers and tanks belonged to a plant for converting 

liquefied petroleum gas into propane and other products.  

  Many viewers of this scene would consider the industrial hardware 

in the foreground to be an intrusion, a distraction, perhaps even a 

desecration of the landscape. But it was the propane plant, rather than 

the scenic buttes, that had induced me to pull off the interstate and pull 

out my camera. For the past twenty years I have made a project of 

documenting the industrial artifacts that are so much a part of the 

modern landscape-from the most mundane bits of infrastructure (fire 

hydrants, manhole covers, traffic stoplights, utility poles) to those 

titanic installations that transform the terrain (landfills, mines, power 

plants, steel mills). […]At Gallup, I found the propane works 

interesting and worth a stop, but even I had to ask: Why here? The 

man-made elements of the scene-the cylinders and spheres and other 

simple geometric shapes-seemed to clash with softer natural landforms, 

as irreconcilable as stripes and plaid. […]The plant, at the terminus of 

a pipeline that originates ninety miles to the northeast, appears to have 

been located for convenient access to major east-west routes over 

which the gas products can be distributed-the railroad and Interstate 40. 

Before the highway and railroad were built, a stage-coach line followed 

the same route, which crosses the Continental Divide. Running parallel, 

thirty miles to the south, is the scenic road, Sate Highway 53, also 

known as the Ancient Way. That route follows a trail that, centuries 

before the arrival of Europeans, connected the pueblos of the Zuni and 

Acoma peoples. In other words, this landscape has been put to human 

use for a very long time. Still, the petrochemical gear seems to fall into 

another category, not just more conspicuous than earlier signs of 

human habitation, but also more menacing. The clash of values goes 

beyond aesthetics. After all, everyone knows that nature is good and 

good for you, whereas industry is ugly, evil, and dangerous. The 

mention of nature brings to mind majestic landscapes: the Grand 

Canyon, Yellowstone, Yosemite. The mention of industrial technology 

brings to mind a long list of disasters: Love Canal, Three Mile Island, 

Bhopal, Chernobyl. In the presence of nature we hold our breath in 

hushed reverence; in the presence of industry we hold our nose. 

 
Hayes, Brian; “The Ghost in the Machines” in Natural History, September 

2005, Volume 114, Number 7, pp.36, 37. 
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Section I  
Vocabulary Activities 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
I. GUESSING MEANING: Match the following words/ phrases with the 
definitions: scenery, vista, butte, spire, skyline, storage tank, liquefied 

petroleum gas, industrial hardware, infrastructure, landfill. (See G: C.1) 
1…………a view or outlook seen through a long passage (as between rows of houses) 

2…………a compressed gas obtained as a by-product from petroleum refining 

3…………the general appearance of a place; features of landscape 

4…………articles made of metals such as tools, pipes, fittings used in industries 

5………….a steep hill standing alone in a plain 

6…………the outline of a city seen against the sky 

7…………a large container for keeping liquid or gas 

8…………a tall pointed structure capping a tower 

9…………the basic installations and facilities on which the growth of a community depends (roads, 

schools, power plants, transportation and communication systems). 

10……….a place used for the disposal of garbage. 

 

II. WORD BUILDING: Use the words in capital letters to complete the sentences. Add the 
necessary prefix/ suffix and put the word in the correct form. (See G: A, B) 
 
1. The landscape I admired looked like a beautiful……….   PAINT 

2. The ……….storage tanks looked impressive in the sky-line of the oil refineries. SPHERE 

3. The USA has built one of the best ………….in the world. STRUCTURE 

4. We admired the landscape in hushed………….  REVERENCE 

 

III. COMPOUND NOUNS: Match the following words to form compound nouns and fill in the 
blanks: high, card, line, sand, way, land, post, line, stone, road, pipe, rail, sky, fill.  
1. The oil …….originates ninety miles to the northeast and ends at the Gallup plant. 

2. The………is used to transport oil relatively cheap. 

3. The landscape is impressive due to the red ……..buttes. 

4. Gallup was built on an old ………which crossed three states. 

5. I received a…………from Gallup sent by a friend of mine.  

6. The………….of Manhattan is so beautiful on postcards. 

7. The municipality decided to build a new……..for the town’s garbage. 

 

IV. SYNONYMS: Find synonyms in your text to the following words: 
1. limit, end is synonymous to……….. 

2. obvious, striking is synonymous to…….. 

3. ordinary, earthly is synonymous to……. 

4. artificial, synthetic is synonymous to……. 

5. silent, quiet is synonymous to…….. 
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Section II 
Language Focus 
 

 

                                           Past Tenses 
       (See G: V.2.2) 
 
 
I. MATCHING PHRASES: Match the underlined phrases (1-5) with the 

explanations (A-E). 
1. One winter afternoon a few years ago I was standing by a highway outside Gallup admiring the 

scenery. 

2. The vista before me was a classic American West: red sandstone buttes rising from the valley floor. 

3. That afternoon I got off the car and I took a photo of the city’s skyline. 

4. The Sun was setting over the red hills while I took the photo. 

5. But it was the propane plant, rather than the scenic buttes, that had induced me to pull off the 

interstate and pull out my camera. 

A. A sequence of actions in the past.  

B. An action in progress in the past. 

C. A past action prior to another past action.  

D. A state in the past. 

E. The background of a past action/event. 

 

II. MULTIPLE CHOICE-VERBAL FORMS: Underline the most suitable verb form in italics. 
1. Many viewers of that scene were considering/ considered/ had been considering the individual 

hardware in the foreground to be an intrusion. 

2. Since I had found/ found the propane works interesting, I went to see them closer. 

3. Centuries before the arrival of Europeans, the trail had connected/ was connecting the pueblos of 

the Zuni and Acoma peoples.  

4. Before its demolition the propane plant had been situated/ was situated at the terminus of a pipeline 

that originated/ was originating ninety miles to the northeast.  

5. The oil refineries had been storing/were storing liquefied petroleum gas in huge tanks at that time. 

6. The oil refineries had been storing/ were storing liquefied petroleum gas in huge tanks for four 

years before they decided/ were deciding to send it through pipelines to distributors.  

7. The cylindrical spires of the distilling columns were rising/ had been rising against the morning sky 

as I drove/ was driving/ by.  

8. Before the highway and the railroad were built/ had been built a stage-coach line followed/ was 

following the same route.  

 

III. GAPPED TEXT: Complete the text by writing the verbs in the brackets in the correct tense. 
It (1)… (not to be) always thus. A few centuries ago, nature (2)… (to be) often portrayed as savage, 

hostile, and cruel. Mountains and forests (3)… (to be) barriers, not refuges. The lights of civilization 

(4) … (to be) a comforting sight. We (5) … (to take) our charter from the book of Genesis, which (6) 

… (to grant) mankind dominion over the beasts, and (7)… (to feel) it (8)…(to be) both our entitlement 

and our duty to tame the wilderness, fell the trees, plow the land, dam the rivers. In the most extreme 

of this ideology everything on the planet (9)… (to be) put here explicitly for human use. At the 

opposite extreme, today, The Earth-first faction (10)…(to urge) us to threat the entire planet according 

to the campsite ethic: (11)… (to carry) out what you (12)… (to carry) in, and (13) … (to leave) no 

trace of your passage.  
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Section III  
Text Structure 
 

 

 

I.  SEQUENCING AND ORGANIZING THE TEXT: In the following gapped 

text decide which fragments (a-d) best fit each space (1-4). (See G: C.) 
 

“The hump yard I visited was a big place, a hub of the national rail network, covering hundreds of 

acres of land. When I drove through the entrance gate, I wasn’t surprised to find a parking lot with 

space for at least 200 cars. But the lot was empty except for a dozen cars and pick up trucks huddled 

near the entrance to the main building. The superintendent who was showing me around soon 

explained. 1………… 

All those workers are gone now. The role of the brakemen has been taken over by mechanical 

“retarders”, rail devices that control the speed of a passing car by squeezing the flanges of the wheels. 

The motion of the cars is measured by a radar gun much like the one police use to catch speeders; a 

computer then adjusts the retarders accordingly.  2………… 

What struck me that morning was just how lonely a place the industrial landscape has become. It’s not 

just railroad freight yards. I found the same haunting depopulation almost everywhere I looked. On the 

docks of a cargo port, gangs of longshoremen used to swarm over a ship to load or unload it; now 

most of the work is done by one artful crane operator, perched high overhead, placing 60,000-pound 

containers in a ship’s hold or on a dock at the rate of two a minute. 3……….. 

Fifty years ago “automation” was a hot topic, a subject for academic studies, newspaper editorials, 

congressional hearings, and presidential commissions. The prospect of replacing human labor with 

machines seemed at once attractive and forbidding.  4………….. 

At the time these competing visions of the future were being vigorously debated, most people 

probably believed neither of them.” 
(Hayes, Brian: “The Ghost in the Machines” in Natural History, September 2005, Vol. 114, Number 7, pp. 38, 39) 

 

The fragments are: 

a) Computers also control the switches that guide the cars to the right tracks. And the paperwork, too, 

is a thing of the past; like most other business transactions today, freight manifests are handled by 

electronic communication. The room that used to house the clerks is as empty as the parking lot.  

b) According to one view, automation would liberate us from drudgery, giving people the time and 

economic freedom to cultivate higher callings; we would become a society of poets and scholars at 

leisure. The other side asked: If our jobs are taken by sleepless machines, how shall we live? 

c) At one time, he said, the yard employed a large number of brakemen, who rode along on each of the 

freight cars to control the speed as the cars rolled downhill. There were also switch operators, who 

steered the cars onto the right tracks. And inside the building was a roomful of clerks, who handled the 

paperwork that accompanied every freight car on its trip across the country. 

d) Where miners used to toil underground, drilling and blasting, the earth is now ripped open by 

gargantuan shovels and draglines; these machines, too, are controlled by one worker in a high glass 

both. Telephone switching centers, once filled with the voices of hundred of operators, are silent, dark, 

and deserted. On the plains of Kansas a solitary farmer in the cab of a magnificent tractor plows and 

plants a thousand acres of land.  

 

II.  WRITING AN ESSAY: Write a short reflective essay on the following subject: “Machines 

can never replace the work of human beings, the same way nature cannot be defeated by human 
intervention”. (150-200 words). (See G: G) 


