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Chapter 2 – Section 1

Civilization Begins in Mesopotamia


Narrator: Mesopotamia means the land between the rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates that flow through modern day Syria and Iraq. In this narrow strip of land, human history began. The Mesopotamians weren’t just a single people, but a whole series of overlapping civilizations. The Sumerians, the Acadians, the Babylonians and the Assyrians, each one building on the achievements of the one before and between them they laid the foundations of our civilization.
Female Speaker: One of the first great Mesopotamian inventions was this wooden frame that made the mass production of identical mud bricks possible like that, like that, like that.

Male Speaker: Bravo, bravo.

Female Speaker: This is a harsh environment with very few natural resources, but the rich alluvial mud found in these valleys was ideal for growing crops and encouraged nomadic tribes to first settle here.

But the mud came at a price, the Tigris and Euphrates are very unpredictable rivers and they could unleash devastating floods that could wipe our entire communities at any time. The Mesopotamians developed sophisticated irrigation techniques to control the waters helping farmers to grow more grain, more food and more people and the population just grew and grew, villages became towns, towns became cities, not everyone had to be a farmer and civilization blossomed.

With irrigation, Mesopotamians had mastered their unpredictable environment and were producing abundant harvests.  Next they devised new ways of increasing their surplus and making their work easier.

This land is part of what’s known as the fertile crescents.  They are blessed with dry summers and rainy winters, it was where the wild ancestors of wheat and barley first grew and wild goat and sheep roamed. As such, it provided perfect conditions for man’s earliest experiments with food production. Animals were first domesticated and the land cultivated approximately 10,000 years ago.
This was followed by the invention of the plow; it really revolutionized farming, dramatically increasing the amount of land each farmer could work. After the grain is ripened, it needs to be harvested using a sickle and the shape of the sickle helps you collect a whole sheaf in one go.

As soon as the crop has been harvested, it needs to be broken down to release the grain. The Mesopotamians developed a simple animal powered machine called a threshing sledge to make the job easier.

The barley is piled high and gradually broken down by the horse’s hooves and the weight of the threshing sledge into a much smaller pile and the stocks are just pulverized into dust, but that leaves most of the seed intact.

Finally the grain is passed through a series of sieves to get rid of the last of the chaff. Much of this grain went into bread. Some of the earliest records of cooking come from the Mesopotamians. It seems they were just as creative in the kitchen as they were in the fields.
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