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2005 AP° ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND COMPOSITION
FREE-RESPONSE QUESTIONS (Form B)

Question 2

(Suggested time—40 minutes. This question counts one-third of the total essay section score.)

In the following passage from Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America,
contemporary writer John M. Barry describes the complex mechanics of the Mississippi River. Read the passage
carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Barry communicates his fascination with the river to his

readers.

The river’s characteristics represent an
extraordinarily dynamic combination of turbulent
effects, and river hydraulics quickly go beyond the
merely complex. Indeed, studies of flowing water in
the 1970s helped launch the new science of chaos,
and James Gleick in his book on the subject quotes
physicist Werner Heisenberg, who stated that on his
deathbed he would like to ask God two questions:
why relativity? and, why turbulence? Heisenberg
suggested, “I really think God may have an answer to
the first question.”

Anything from a temperature change to the wind to
the roughness of the bottom radically alters a river’s
internal dynamics. Surface velocities, bottom
velocities, midstream and mid-depth velocities—all
are affected by friction or the lack of friction with the
air, the riverbank, the riverbed.

But the complexity of the Mississippi exceeds that
of nearly all other rivers. Not only is it acted upon; it
acts. It generates its own internal forces through its
size, its sediment load, its depth, variations in its
bottom, its ability to cave in the riverbank and slide
sideways for miles, and even tidal influences, which
affect it as far north as Baton Rouge. Engineering
theories and techniques that apply to other rivers,
even such major rivers as the Po, the Rhine, the
Missouri, and even the upper Mississippi, simply do
not work on the lower Mississippi, which normally
runs far deeper and carries far more water. (In 1993,
for example, the floodwaters that overflowed, with
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devastating result, the Missouri and upper Mississippi
put no strain on the levees along the lower
Mississippi.)

The Mississippi never lies at rest. It roils. It follows
no set course. Its waters and currents are not uniform.
Rather, it moves south in layers and whorls, like an
uncoiling rope made up of a multitude of discrete
fibers, each one following an independent and
unpredictable path, each one separately and together
capable of snapping like a whip. It never has one
current, one velocity, Even when the river is not in
flood, one can sometimes see the surface in one spot
one to two feet higher than the surface close by, while
the water swirls about, as if trying to devour itself.
Eddies of gigantic dimensions can develop,
sometimes accompanied by great spiraling holes in
the water. Humphreys observed an eddy “running
upstream at seven miles an hour and extending half
across the river, whirling and foaming like a
whirlpool.”

The river’s sinuosity itself generates enormous
force. The Mississippi snakes seaward in a continual
series of S curves that sometimes approach 180
degrees. The collision of river and earth at these
bends creates tremendous turbulence: currents can
drive straight down to the bottom of the river, sucking
at whatever lies on the surface, scouring out holes
often several hundred feet deep. Thus the Mississippi
is a series of deep pools and shallow “crossings,” and
the movement of water from depth to shallows adds
still further force and complexity.

Copyright © 2005 by College Entrance Examination Board. All rights reserved.
Visit apcentral.collegeboard.com (for AP professionals) and www.collegeboard.com/apstudents (for AP students and parents).

GO ON TO THE NEXT PAGE.



