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The debate continues on what is the greatest river on earth.  Most people would pick either the Amazon or the Nile but there are a lot of people in the United States who would pick the Mississippi River.  There are also a lot of people (especially young people) who can’t find South America on the World Map and could care less about how great the Amazon River is.  I better not get started on what I think about those geography impaired idiots!  Since the Nile is the longest and the Amazon is the biggest, I think one of these two is the greatest river on earth.  In this column we are going to learn about the Amazon River and its surrounding rainforest.  Then in my next column we will learn something about the Nile River.  After that, you can make an educated decision on which river you think is the greatest.

The Spanish, arriving in the early 16th century, were the first Europeans to see the Amazon. Francisco de Orellana was the first white man to sail down the river. He is credited with naming it, for the legendary female warriors, after supposedly coming in contact with warlike women along the river. A few missions were established then, but serious settlement did not occur until the rubber boom of the 19th century.  Today, the chief cities on the river include Iquitos, Manaus, and the Brazilian cities of Macapá and Santarém. Belém, the chief port, is on the Pará River. Elsewhere there are small riverside towns and settlements and aboriginal Indian communities.
As you can see in the map above, the Amazon River starts as a small stream called the Huarco, high in the Andes of southern Peru, about 100 miles (160 km) from the Pacific Ocean. From there it flows northward, progressively becoming the Toro, Santiago, Ene, Tambo, Apurímac, and Ucayali. The Amazon proper begins at the junction of the Ucayali and the Marañón, south of Iquitos, Peru. From Iquitos, the Amazon flows eastward through the Amazon Basin of Brazil, reaching the Atlantic Ocean through a wide estuary at the Equator. Most of the water enters the sea through several branches north of Marajó Island; some of the flow goes south of the island via the Pará River past the port city of Belém.  It is estimated that the Amazon discharges between 34 million and 121 million liters (9 million and 32 million gallons) of water per second and deposits a daily average of 3 million tons of sediment near its mouth. The annual outflow from the river accounts for one-fifth of all the fresh water that drains into the oceans of the world.
Thousands of rivers flow, directly or indirectly, into the Amazon, draining parts of Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, and Venezuela. The longest tributary is the 2,100-mile (3,380 km) Madeira River.  At its widest point the Amazon River can be 7 miles (11 km) wide during the dry season, but during the rainy season when the Amazon floods the surrounding plains it can be up to 28 miles (45 km) wide.  Not only is the Amazon the widest river in the world, it is also one of the world's deepest.  Downstream from Manaus there are numerous places with depths of more than 300 feet (90 m).  The Amazon is 3,980 miles (6400 km) long - second only to the Nile which is 4,160 miles (6695 km) long.
The Amazon River is the largest river in the world by volume, with a total flow greater than the top ten rivers worldwide combined. It is also unique because not a single bridge crosses the Amazon River.
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	The Amazon Basin represents over half of the planet's remaining rainforests and comprises the largest and most species-rich tract of tropical rainforest in the world. The Amazon Basin covers an area of about 2,720,000 square miles (7,040,000 km)—almost 40 percent of the total area of South America.


One of the world's largest forested tracts covers the Amazon Basin. Growing there is a profusion of different species of trees in various kinds of forests. Most widespread are the tropical rain forests, where trees reach heights of up to 200 feet (60 m) and form a dense canopy overhead. Because little sunlight reaches the forest floor, there is not much underbrush. 
The forests and rivers of the Amazon Basin teem with a wide variety of animal life. Carnivores such as pumas, jaguars, and ocelots prey on deer, monkeys, rodents and other animals. Reptiles include crocodiles, caimans, and such snakes as boa constrictors and anacondas. Hundreds of kinds of brightly colored birds and myriad species of insects fill the forests. The rivers abound with many species of fish, including the dreaded piranhas. The region is home to about 2.5 million insect species, tens of thousands of plants, and some 2000 birds and mammals. To date, at least 40,000 plant species, 3,000 fish, 1,294 birds, 427 mammals, 428 amphibians, and 378 reptiles have been scientifically classified in the region.
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	One of the most well known birds in the Amazon Rainforest is the toucan. The call of the toucan is said to resemble the croak of a frog, and it can be heard up to half a mile. Although toucans are heard all the time in the Amazon, they are rarely seen because they stay mostly high in the canopy.


	The Jaguar is the largest cat and territorial predator in the western hemisphere. The Jaguars lean muscular body enables it to adapt to swimming, climbing and crawling. Also the Jaguars agility and strength allow it to capture such prey as: peccaries, caimans, and deer. The ancient Mayans and Incas saw the Jaguar as a divine creature and believed that the skin of a Jaguar symbolized the night sky. Whereas the ancient Aztecs fed the hearts of sacrificial victims to them. Throughout the Amazon the Jaguars reflecting eyes were believed to have a deep connection to the spirit world.
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	Anaconda - The world’s largest snake
	Piranha – The world’s most deadly fish
	Scarlet Macaws – One of the Amazon’s many birds 


Large-scale development of the Amazon Basin began in the early 1970's. Roads were built and vast tracts of forests were cleared for the development of mining, farming, ranching, and lumbering, and for settlements. The clearing of forests scarred the land and threatened the habitats of many species of plants and animals. The destruction of the Amazon rain forest environment reached its height during the mid 1980's.  Since more than one third of all species in the world live in the Amazon Rainforest, let hope that humans don’t screw up this wonderful part of the world.  Environmentalists are concerned about the loss of biodiversity and release of carbon dioxide that will result from the destruction of the Amazon Rainforest.  They also think it will accelerate global warming of our planet and kill us all.
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