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Chapter 4 – Section 1
Physical Features – North Africa, Southwest Asia, and Central Asia


Male Speaker: The Nile, draining over three million square kilometers of Africa then flowing through one of the harshest deserts in the world. It’s the world’s longest river. This river was the powerhouse behind the world’s first great civilization. Without the Nile’s extraordinary fertility there would be no Tutankhamen, no Cleopatra, no pyramids. It changed the world forever. Each year the Nile performed a miracle, a great flood that brought not only water to the parched desert but a staggering 140 million tons of fertile volcanic soil. Somewhere far away, powerful forces gathered to swell the river and send it racing downstream, but the ancient Egyptians had no idea where this flood came from. They believed it was the Gods who sent these vital gifts so reliably each year. Ethiopia hosts 80 percent of Africa’s highest mountains, a legacy of the regions volcanic past. Thirty million years ago a huge plug of molten volcanic rock welled up through cracks in the earth’s crust then cooled and solidified to form the Ethiopian highlands. Since then erosion has carved the edges of this rocky dome to spectacular effect. 
And there is a surprise up here. In this arid land, a lake, at nearly 2000 meters, Tana is Africa’s highest. Could Lake Tana be the elusive source of the Nile’s great flood? Night temperatures can be low enough to freeze any water in the ground. As the ice expands it breaks up the top soil. When the ice melts the next morning, the soil is left crumbled and fine. Millions of nest making rodents loosen the soil further. The highlands are full of people too; they’ve exploited the rich soil here since the time of ancient Egypt. The rainy season turns the highlands into a busy patch work of farmland. The rains continue for up to three months. The rain sodden earth can hold no more water. It spills out across the mountain sides creating a host of tiny streams. As they merge, the cargo of fertile soil, driven downstream increases. More than 60 mountain rivers have flowed into Lake Tana, but only one river flows out, the Blue Nile, virtually dry just a few months ago; it has now become a very different river. The highlanders call these falls Tisissat, it means smoking fire. This surely is a force powerful enough to carry the great flood thousands of kilometers to the deserts of Egypt.
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