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Chapter 20 – Section 1
The Land – Africa South of the Sahara


Male Narrator: The Masai call it, the mountain of God, Ol doinyo Lengai nearly 3000 meters tall. It is a mountain in the making, an active volcano which last erupted only 35 years ago. Lengai is one of a chain of volcanoes formed as lava pushed through the earth’s surface along the edge of the Great Rift Valley. Clearly visible from space this 6000 kilometer trench stretches all the way from Mozambique to the Lebanon. And bursting from the hot dry plains of Tanzania is the monarch of all African mountains. Kilimanjaro, it’s a colossus of three volcanic peaks towering nearly 6000 meters, high crowned by the snow capped summit of Kebo. Kilimanjaro is only a million years old, but in the prime of its life. The summit is a hostile arctic world where the temperature can plunge to minus 20ºC. The thin air carries half the oxygen of sea level. Nothing can live here permanently. But Africa’s rift volcanoes are not immortal, built of brittle lava and soft pumice; they’re very vulnerable to the elements. Further north is a volcano three times older than Kilimanjaro, Mount Kenya. To the local people it is Kirinyaga, the mountain of brightness. Time has weathered Mount Kenya’s slopes and allowed the toughest animals and plants the chance to conquer its alpine moorland. Each evening cabbage groundsels bunch up against the cold, their special leaves secreting a film of antifreeze. Above 4000 meters any moisture in the ground turns to ice, heaving the soil, making it tricky for plants to get a firm hold. To survive some mosses have lost their roots altogether and ride over the icy carpet. On Mount Kenya it is winter every night and summer every day. 
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