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PROLOGUE


THE VOW




A slim girl huddles on an Amazon riverbank. She wills herself not to scratch the hundreds of bites swelling on her skin. Insect hums and the whispers of wings fill her ears. The thick cocoa-brown water grows black in the deepening night. Clumps of logs and spiky palm fronds drift silently past her. Shadows of deciduous trees and dangling liana vines loom overhead.


The nocturnal noises begin. She hears snorts, pants, the treads of hooves and padding paws. She is stranded. There are no roads, no boats, and no phones. Her watch stopped ticking days ago. She wears one sandal and a minidress. Her only tools are her brain and her body. The nearest human hearts beat far away, many miles downriver. People are too far to hear her, too far to even imagine a girl alone in the endless jungle.


No one would blame the girl if she gave up. Who would scold her if she decided to wait for help, rolled herself into a tight fetal position, and closed her eyes to dream forever on the riverbank sand?


The safety of dreams would give her conversations with her parents and her mother’s strong but delicate hand to hold. Her father would beat her at chess, and she would be dry, warm, and cozy. In her dreams she could snuggle with her German shepherd, Lobo. Her skin would stop throbbing, and the screaming, relentless itchiness would fade away. In her dreams the plane would land safely. She would not be injured and entirely alone in the Amazon jungle for days, miles from her home, family, and other people—fighting for her life.


A single, heavy raindrop plops into the river. Rings ripple outward from the spot it enters. Two more follow, then ten, then thousands of raindrops tumble out of the sky. The surface of the river is laced with connecting water rings. Raindrops land on her hair and neck and soak her flower-print dress. Rain sounds wrap around her like a curtain. The repetitive plinks consume the silence. Water on water. Water rolling off oval leaves with pointy tips and careening along the spines of sharp palm fronds. Water plopping on stones and branches. Water sinking into sand. She lifts her chin, and water strikes her swollen, bruised eyes and then trickles down her face. Thin streaks of mud mix with tears and rainwater and line her cheeks.


The insects find shelter. Frogs sing in a discordant chant to the rhythm of the falling rain. They creep and hop in the night gloom. The scents of decaying plant matter, soil, unseen river creatures, and hints of wood bark crowd into the air.


The future tumbles away from her. The memories of her life at home are clear but distant. Her mind is focused.


She understands her predicament. She is in trouble. She could die here.


An aching loss for her mother seeps through her body. She knows her mother is here too, lost, but hasn’t seen her since the accident. Despair swells in her heart, travels up her throat, and then settles in her head. Her emotions shift to thought. I will find my mother. I will get home. She reins in feelings, as strong as a hurtling train, and makes a vow.


I must be alive for a reason. My life must mean something. If I survive, I will make a difference in the world.
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CHAPTER ONE


CHILDHOOD




A shrill whistle cuts through the rainforest canopy. Juliane Koepcke and her mother, Maria, stand on the riverbank of the Yuyapichis River, watching for Hans Koepcke. They wear dirt-splattered clothes, headscarves, and rubber swamp boots and carry machetes.


Soon Hans’s lithe figure and Lobo, a jubilant German shepherd, appear on the opposite shore. The whistle was Hans’s cue to pole the longboat across the water to pick up his wife and daughter. It is the dog’s signal to spin and bark with excitement.


It took three days for Maria and Juliane to travel 450 miles to reach home. After a short flight over the sawtooth peaks of the Andes Mountains, they bumped along in a mud-plastered four-wheeler that rumbled over unfinished roads, occasionally stopping so they could hack through vines and scrub, to reach a remote jungle outpost. But their journey was far from over. When those roads gave out, they continued by boat, winding for hours along thick green channels of the river, pushing even deeper into the heart of the Amazon. Overnight stops were spent at small settlements along the shores. They disembarked from the last boat ride still many miles from their destination. Mother and daughter, now on foot, used machetes to hack through dense stretches of overgrown jungle, following trails that at times disappeared into the forest. As they trudged on, flies, mosquitoes, and midges made beelines for any exposed skin.


Juliane is fourteen. She has no brothers or sisters and left behind all the comforts of city life. She misses her friends, milkshakes, and her school. She misses her bed. Initially, the idea of abandoning the comforts, school, and social life of Lima irked her. And heading off into the wilds to live with just her parents was not thrilling. But the richly blooming red flowers, mango trees, citrus fruits, and the luxurious deep green of the jungle erase her doubts. The isolated world of the Amazon wilderness is rich with life and beauty.


She soon shares her parents’ joy at finding this perfect spot near the cloud forest of the El Sira mountain range. Here on the gently rolling hills, by the lip of the river, they will build a scientific research station. Juliane surveys her new world from the riverbank and watches her father guide the boat closer. She is ready for the isolation and sacrifices that will come. After all, I am the child of scientists, she thinks.
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Long before Juliane was born, Hans and Maria met as biology students at a university in Germany and quickly became engaged. After struggling to find jobs as scientists in the devastated post–World War II German economy, Hans received an offer to work as a zoologist for the Javier Prado Museum of Natural History in Lima, Peru. It was 1948. He promised to pave the way for them both and left with little more than a letter of introduction in his pocket, verifying his university degrees and a promised job in Lima, Peru.


But after the war, German citizens could not travel freely, and Hans did not have permission to leave the country. Undaunted, he slipped under a border fence into Austria and then trekked his way through Italy, France, and Spain as an undocumented immigrant. He stowed away on a ship in Spain and finally crossed the Atlantic Ocean to reach Brazil.


Hans was now in South America, but on the wrong side of the continent. Three thousand miles stood between him and Lima, Peru. His journey began on foot on the rudimentary roads of the Brazilian Pantanal, a huge wetland region, and then into the Amazon forest. He managed to take a plane over the Andes Mountains to reach Lima. Two years after leaving Germany, the sun-browned, sinewy, weatherworn scientist presented himself to the startled administration at the university to secure a job at the Javier Prado Museum of Natural History.


That same year, Maria completed her studies and successfully obtained permission to join him. She made her journey without difficulty, and the couple married not long after she arrived in Lima. They began dual careers as university instructors and research scientists working for the natural history museum.


By the time Juliane was born in 1954, Hans and Maria were traveling and researching the twenty-four departments (the equivalents of states) of Peru. Both parents were overjoyed with the family addition, and as soon as she could walk, Juliane accompanied them on the research trips, only staying at home during the most dangerous journeys.


Even though they both taught at the university, they really belonged outdoors observing birds and animals, collecting specimens, and writing notes. Nothing escaped their scrutiny. Maria’s artistic talents were widely admired, and she was commissioned to create airmail stamps depicting birds of Peru.


The pair worked so closely together it was impossible to talk about one without mentioning the other. Where Maria was gregarious and outgoing, Hans was a formal person with few close friends. Both had an intense nature and a hunger for learning and teaching. They were the perfect team: married to each other, to the type of lives they wanted to live, and to science.


Maria and Hans published scientific papers and collaborated on many of them. Hans undertook a systematic ecological survey and inventory of species in Panguana, while Maria published The Birds of the Department of Lima, Peru, illustrated with her pen-and-ink drawings. Her book was intended as a commercial field guide for ornithologists as well as for the student or hobbyist. Maria planned on completing natural history bird books for each department in the country.








[image: ]











Juliane soon went to the museum with her parents. She pattered along the checkerboard floor tiles of the cavernous halls. Her piping voice and laughter echoed through the displays of Peruvian animals, plants, and dinosaur fossils. Although she sometimes feared the mummy display, the cool halls soon became a second home. Before long she joined her parents on explorations of the Peruvian wilderness. The daily dangers and struggles on these trips tested the small girl’s fortitude.


Young Juliane had blonde-white hair and a pixie face. In the wilderness she wore khaki pants, cotton shirts, and a kerchief on her head and carried a miniature backpack. She and her parents gathered wood for fuel and warmed themselves around cook fires. They snuggled up together at night.


When her mother led her across rocky Andes trails, Juliane followed with confidence. Her father’s tall, straight back was her guidepost as she stepped high through jungle paths, avoiding the brambles and, at times, life-threatening danger that lurked there. Both parents never passed an opportunity to share information to keep her safe. “Look, Juliane. There’s a bushmaster—one of the most poisonous snakes in the world,” her mother warned. “They’re very aggressive. You must be on your guard against them.”
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BUSHMASTER SNAKES


The bushmaster—the longest venomous snake found in the Amazon—kills more than half the people who suffer its bite. Many victims never even see the snake that attacks them.


The snake is a member of the pit viper family, which includes rattlesnakes. It has a deep pit between its eyes and nostrils on each side of its head. The pit is the opening to the source of a sixth sense: a pair of hypersensitive, infrared-detecting organs that give the snake the ability to sense heat and judge the size and location of warm-blooded prey, even in the dead of night.


This limbless reptile nestles into leaves and crevices on the moist forest floor and waits patiently for its next meal. Diamond-shaped patterns on its mostly brown body camouflage it perfectly.


The unlucky human who walks into its strike zone can receive a swift, accurate bite. When the venom attacks the human body, symptoms of nausea, vomiting, shock, and heart malfunction occur. A powerful antivenom is needed to reverse the effects.


Female bushmasters lay five to nineteen eggs in a clutch. The mother builds a burrow to protect her brood until the eggs hatch and will lash out fiercely at anything that comes close to her nest. The hatchlings have fully developed venom and fangs. They are left to fend for themselves once they break through their shells. Adults can grow up to ten feet long and weigh as much as eleven pounds.





At first, Juliane only watched her parents weigh birds, measure feathers, and note behaviors. Soon she helped collect leaf specimens and observe animal activity. Her mother made notes and sketched plants, mammals, birds, and geological features. Her father wrote detailed accounts of all the living creatures he encountered. Local people and Indigenous tribes were amazed by the tiny child who stepped and climbed so confidently in the wilderness. After their initial surprise, they guided the three Koepckes into the deepest parts of the wilderness.


Her parents patiently challenged her to adapt, and despite the hardships Juliane reveled in the journeys. What might make a city child scared or uncomfortable was second nature to her. The family rarely slept in soft beds and ate over a camp cookstove. Frost and rainstorms drove them deep under the covers at night. She slept anywhere. She tucked in under blankets in a truck bed stalled in the Andes due to mudslide danger. The sandy banks of Amazon River tributaries were her mattresses and the mat of vegetation of the rainforest her walls. Sleeping bags on deserted Pacific Ocean beaches protected her from the night chill. In the Andes she washed up in glacial lakes. She rested beneath mosquito nets in the cloud forests, and in the Atacama Desert she drifted away to billions of twinkling stars overhead. During the day, humidity, altitude, and high temperatures slowed their bodies down. Yet Juliane never complained and became a miniature helper for her parents in the face of all these challenges.


Juliane learned from every encounter with the wild. She rode in truck beds through rocky mountain bluffs so high that today’s travelers carry oxygen tanks to avoid severe altitude sickness. She clung to the sides of the vehicles as they crossed rickety log bridges on four-wheelers.


Her parents encouraged her to shake off minor physical and mental discomfort. They warmed her up when she got too cold and always made sure she was watched and safe. Each location brought new lessons. “Nightjars live here,” said her mother as they peered into a cave near the jungle town of Tingo María. “These birds can find their way with echolocation, and their body fat can be used to light oil lamps. People also call them oilbirds.”


On the water she knew to sit still in boats and not stand or move without thinking. Before she was a teen, she learned to slide canoes noiselessly away from the riverbanks using twelve-foot poles to steer. In rough waters the family rode with master boatmen who navigated the pull of the river currents. They showed the family which river bends to choose and how to approach churning eddies and rapids. “If you get lost in the jungle and you find flowing water, then stay near it, follow its course. It will bring you to other people,” her father said. Cool breezes and water sprayed over her face in these boats. She traveled the rivers with no terror of the towering green jungle walls that framed the riverbanks.


During the school year she lived in Humboldt House, the Koepckes’ sprawling home in Lima. Here Juliane shared her home with live owls, snakes, parrots, and collections of bizarre and rare Amazon insects. She would join her parents at dinner with a revolving cast of research scientists. Her parents’ colleagues stayed at Juliane’s house before they launched expeditions into the rainforest or mountains, and they rested there on their return. Clumps of backpacks, mud-encrusted boots, and trunks lay in the guest rooms. Men with grizzled beards and women with tousled heads of hair sat around the dinner table. It was the focal point for ornithologists and other scientists doing fieldwork in Peru.


Her parents and their friends drank endless cups of strong tea and devoured fluffy German pastries. Flushed faces and excited conversations in German and Spanish revealed the scientists’ passion. Their love and admiration of the wild Amazon and amazement at new discoveries gushed into Juliane’s ears. It was sometimes late at night when she finally went to bed, the intensity of the evenings still bouncing through her head.


The scientists and her parents brought living and dead specimens home, turning the house into a laboratory. Once, Hans and Maria discovered a large species of shark at the local market. They bought it and plopped it on the dining table for dissection. When her father carefully drew the scalpel across the abdomen and sliced open the stomach, a human hand tumbled out. The victim was most likely an escapee from a notorious island prison off the coast of Lima. The hand went to the police, and the shark went on exhibit at the natural history museum.


Then, in 1968, when Juliane was fourteen, her parents’ research dream came true. The government gave them permission to purchase land to create a scientific research station in the Amazon. The Koepckes wanted an ideal spot to study birds, animals, and the ecosystem. They searched for the perfect area in the lowland Amazon forest framed on one side by the western foothills of the El Sira mountain range.


The family needed to establish their home and research station in a location where they could live year-round. During the summer rainy season, snowmelt from the Andes dissolves into a watershed that flows eastward, forming small streams and rivers. More than one hundred inches of yearly rainfall adds to the melting snow. Thousands of rivers form, swell, and rip through the forest. Small trickles join streams, and streams join powerful rivers. The rainy season storms could easily flood out a poorly chosen spot.


In a stroke of great luck, the family befriended Carlos Aquiles Vásquez de Módena, known as Moro by his friends. He lived and farmed in the Yuyapichis River region and helped the Koepckes locate the ideal spot and then set up the research station. He transported the family’s gear and developed relationships with the area’s residents. In coming years, he would be instrumental in the upkeep and running of the station.


They named the station Panguana. This was the local name for a small brown-eyed bird of the forest. Juliane left school in Lima and moved permanently to the forest with her parents. Her home address was now 450 miles from Lima, a speck on the map amid the largest rainforest jungle on Earth. She became a true jungle child.


The family’s new home was part of an abandoned Indigenous village. They chose a home rested on stilts to avoid floods. It had a palm leaf roof thatched with liana vines and was level with the tree canopy. Juliane’s first bed was a sleeping bag and mat on the hard wooden floor in a small room next to her parents. All cooking was done over outdoor wood fires. Rice, beans, harvested fruits, brocket deer, and local roots were on the menu. They struggled to keep the wood dry enough to easily start a fire—humidity and rain challenged the fire starters. Candles and flashlights provided their only light at night.


For baths, Juliane headed to the river. She battled an onslaught of flies and mosquitoes that hovered over the water during each wash. In the following months, real beds, pillows, and mosquito nets slowly made the journey to Panguana. Generators and scientific equipment followed to aid the research. Additional buildings and a bathing hut were built. The research station became a comfortable home.


Juliane’s spark of curiosity flamed. Mother and Father were expert teachers, and her favorite schoolroom was the forest. Indeed, her backyard was the forest. Birds and insects flew freely through the house. Vampire bats lived in the roof rafters. Howler monkeys bellowed and scampered across the tree branches at eye level. Insects clicked and buzzed nonstop. Stars, spared from the blast of city lights, crowned the sky in twinkling brilliance. Ghostly jungle moons gleamed over the dark twine of vines.


Juliane explored the nearby jungle. She practiced finding her way in the forest alone and wielded her machete like a machetero, a forest woodcutter. Her machete notched trees with trail markers. Her eyes read paw prints, broken branches, and snatches of fur or feathers caught on bushes. Deep breaths registered the perfume of rainforest flowers and the inescapable scent of decay.


An already-present empathy with animals deepened. She ran bird hospitals, nursed sick and injured animals, and raised hatched chicks. The Asháninka, an Indigenous people who lived deep in the forest, emerged one day to give her baby parrots. The birds were too young to feed themselves. She chewed up bananas and dropped the mush from her fingertips into their hungry mouths.
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ASHÁNINKA


Like most Indigenous Amazonian people, the Asháninka are closely tied to the land. Traditional culture included migration to prime spots for fruit and vegetable farming. They also hunted animals in the rainforest for meat. Today, most Asháninka have settled in permanent farming communities.


Contact with Europeans and the modern world brought problems to the more than fifty native Peruvian Amazon tribes. Early explorers brought disease and violence to the land. Modern timber and mineral merchants threaten destruction of the rainforest.


In the 1990s, Peru changed its constitution, declaring it the government’s duty to protect the ethnic and cultural diversity of the nation and to support the rights of Indigenous people. However, Indigenous Peruvians struggle with societal acceptance of their languages and cultures and the abuse of natural resources and pollution.


Anthropologists believe that even today there are tribes deep in the Peruvian rainforest that have little, if any, contact with other people. These people purposefully chose to avoid the majority culture and ventured deep into the jungle, retreating from major rivers and settlements. They are isolated from the twenty-first century and continue to live a lifestyle forged by more than twelve thousand years in the rainforest.


If Juliane had been a traditional Asháninka girl in the 1970s, she would have lived with her extended family in a tidy rainforest compound. Her house would have been of the same type as that in which Juliane lived with her mother and father. The Asháninka were neighbors and frequently visited Juliane and her parents.





Hans ensured that Juliane knew the dangers surrounding her in the forest. In his serious and sometimes gruff manner, he showed her how to start a fire without matches and how to orient herself in the forest without a compass. He explained animal aggression around the protection of the young, and predictable behaviors around food and nests. He instructed Juliane to never put her boots on without shaking them for poisonous spiders and to check her bedding before sleeping.


While Juliane was close to both of her parents, she was especially bonded to her mother. Like Maria, she enjoyed drawing, and they shared a cheerful attitude and excitement about natural history.


On school days, they walked into the jungle at sunrise. The first lesson taught her about scientific methods and the sacrifices scientists needed to make. But it wasn’t always pleasant. A cloud of rainforest mosquitoes gathered around them and settled in for a meal. “You must not move now, even if you get bitten.” Her mother quietly spoke the instruction and Juliane stopped swatting at them.


Her mother pointed out a sunbittern. She knew the bird would startle if they moved. As they stood still and silent, the unassuming brownish bird stretched its wings wide to display large eyeball-shaped yellow-and-black plumage on each wing. The flash of the orbs made the small bird look like a formidable beast with substantial bulging eyes. “If you want to be a biologist, you have to learn to sacrifice,” her mother added in barely a whisper. The pair then stood silent and unmoving. They observed the bird for a quarter of an hour and then seamlessly moved on in the rainforest. They were covered with bites.


These real-life lessons outpaced what she could learn in a city classroom, and Juliane absorbed the complexities and hardships of the rainforest with deftness. Endlessly soggy clothes, bug bites, poisonous plants and animals, showers of rain, and the struggle to secure clean food and drinking water were just part of her daily routine. But she flourished in the environment of learning and discovery. Each morning, Juliane woke to the vibrant, earthy scent of the jungle, accompanied by the melodies and calls of birds in the canopy. Cooling rainstorms offered respite from the equatorial sun, while birds and small mammals became frequent visitors, eventually turning into beloved pets. The unfolding cycles of the natural world around her gave Juliane a rare, intimate view of life in the Amazon.


She was a child of science and the forest, but her parents continued her formal studies, mailed from her school in Lima. She kept up on Spanish, math, and history. In the field, the jungle’s green palette became familiar, and plants and trees now stood out as individual species, with common and Latin names, not just a mat of vegetation. Soon she and her mother were eagerly discussing Juliane’s future as a biologist.


When the Peruvian authorities learned about Juliane’s life in the forest, they insisted she return to Lima to finish her last year of high school. Her parents were required to comply, as they had established the research station in agreement with the government.


It was a bittersweet order. While her parents remained at Panguana in the rainforest, Juliane reunited with classmates and enjoyed the pleasures of the city. But she missed her parents and her jungle home. Every school break and holiday, Juliane traveled a little over an hour by plane over the Andes Mountains, rode a four-wheeler to cross soggy jungle roads, used a pole to navigate rivers, and finally hiked in rubber boots to her home, Panguana.


On December 24 of her senior year, in 1971, she was especially excited about the trip home. Her mother had come to Lima to watch her graduate from high school and was flying back with her. Juliane was now seventeen years old, and after a few months back in the jungle, she would return to Lima to prepare for the Arbitur, the entrance exams for universities in Germany. Her parents believed Germany would offer her a better scientific education. But today she was heading home just in time to celebrate Christmas with her parents and dog Lobo in Panguana.
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