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Immersive and Suspenseful, New Middle Grade Book Tells 
the True Story of a Girl’s Miraculous Survival in the Amazon 
Educator hopes to spark young readers’ curiosity about nature and inspire 

a lifelong passion for science and STEM 
 
SACRAMENTO – Ellen Cochrane’s “Follow the Water” 
(Little, Brown and Company; March 17, 2026) is a 
captivating and incredible true story of survival for 
middle grade readers, perfect for fans of “Hatchet” and 
graduates of the “I Survived” series. 
 
On Christmas Eve 1971, 17-year-old Juliane Koepcke and 
her mother boarded a plane in Lima, Peru, bound for 
their home at the Panguana Research Station deep in 
the Amazon. Twenty minutes from landing, the plane 
was struck by lightning, and Juliane hurtled two miles 
down through the rainforest canopy, crashing on the 
jungle floor. 
 
She woke up the next day with a broken collarbone, 
missing her glasses and one shoe, but incredibly, miraculously, alive. Pulling on every bit 
of knowledge her rainforest-studying parents imparted to her, she journeyed through the 
danger-filled jungle for 11 days. She was the sole survivor. 
 
Complete with sidebars that explore and explain the science that allowed Juliane to 
survive her fall, the diversity of life in the Amazon jungle, the natural history of Peru and 
much more, “Follow the Water” is a powerful and unforgettable true story of survival 
against all odds. 
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“Follow the Water: 
The Unbelievable True Story of a Teenager's Survival in the Amazon” 

Ellen Cochrane | March 17, 2026 | Little, Brown, and Company | Middle Grade Nonfiction  
Hardcover | 978-1523528639 | $17.99 

Ebook | 978-1-5235-2865-3 | $9.99  
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
Ellen Cochrane writes immersive 
nonfiction for young readers that trusts 
their intelligence and their emotions. Her 
debut, “Follow the Water,” tells the true 
story of 17-year-old Juliane Koepcke’s 
survival in the Amazon. It’s an adventure 
that reads like a thriller and teaches how 
science lives in the world: weather, rivers, 
canopy, and the choices that keep us 
alive. 
 
A longtime middle school teacher of 
English, English learners, Spanish, and 
Russian, Ellen brings classroom clarity and compassion to complex topics. She studied 
science writing at Johns Hopkins, is a certified California Naturalist, and previously wrote 
a syndicated column exploring the natural world. As a teen exchange student she lived in 
Lima, Peru, and traveled the same route into the jungle that frames Juliane’s story. 
 
Ellen lives in Sacramento, where she champions literacy, nature education, and 
conservation. A portion of proceeds from “Follow the Water” supports the Panguana 
Foundation. For more, visit EllenCochrane.com.  

 
Follow Ellen Cochrane on social media 

Facebook: @CochraneEllen | Instagram: @EllenMCochrane | TikTok: @AuthorTalk  
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In an interview, Ellen Cochrane can discuss: 
●​ Her inspiration and connection to the story – Ellen first encountered 

Juliane Koepcke’s story while preparing to be an exchange student in Peru. 
Ellen was Juliane’s age and even flew the same Amazon route. The story 
stayed with her not because of the miracle, but because Juliane’s survival 
came from intelligence, observation and calm reasoning. Ellen wants young 
readers to understand that survival can come from knowledge and curiosity, 
not just physical strength or luck. 

●​ Survival through science – “Follow the Water” highlights how curiosity and 
observation can be as powerful as courage in a crisis. Juliane’s ability to 
think like a scientist is what kept her alive. 

●​ Science in everyday life – As a California-certified naturalist and urban 
ecology columnist, Ellen helps kids see that science is everywhere, not just 
in classrooms or faraway places. Juliane’s rainforest lessons can be applied 
to her readers’ own backyards (observing wildlife, keeping journals and 
noticing nature’s patterns). 

●​ Juliane’s mindset and modern resilience – Juliane’s calm, curious mindset 
offers guidance for today’s challenges (like anxiety, social pressure, and 
digital overload) teaching readers to replace fear with focus. 

●​ Depicting the Amazon – The Amazon is presented as a living, breathing 
character, not just a backdrop. Ellen emphasizes the rainforest’s 
interdependence and fragility. Understanding the Amazon’s role in 
planetary health helps readers appreciate the urgency of protecting it. 

●​ Supporting conservation – A portion of book profits supports the 
Panguana Foundation, the research station founded by Juliane’s parents, 
continuing their legacy of conservation and discovery. 

●​ What’s next – Ellen’s next book, “The Siberian,” will explore another story of 
survival and science – this time in the Russian taiga – and she’s developing 
classroom materials to help teachers bring these lessons to life. 
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An Interview with 

Ellen Cochrane 
 
“Follow the Water” retells one of the most astonishing survival stories of the 20th 
century—a teenager’s fall from the sky into the Amazon. What first drew you to 
Juliane Koepcke’s story, and what made you want to tell it for young readers? 

I first read Juliane’s story years ago, when I was preparing to be an exchange student in 
Peru, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. When I got there, I lived in the same city where 
she spent her younger days and even flew the same route into the Amazon and was the 
same age that she was when the accident happened. My flight was safe, but her story 
stayed with me: a girl falls two miles from the sky and survives 11 days in the jungle. 

What struck me most wasn’t the miracle, but the method. Juliane survived because she 
knew things: what plants to avoid, where to find running water, how to stay calm and 
think. I wanted young readers to see that survival can come from intelligence and 
observation, not just luck or strength. 

 
One of the themes woven throughout your book is survival through science. How can 
curiosity and observation be as powerful as courage in moments of crisis? 

Courage keeps you moving, but curiosity tells you where to move. Juliane’s training in 
the rainforest taught her to notice patterns, listen for clues, and trust what she knew. In a 
crisis, the ability to think like a scientist (asking questions, observing details, 
remembering facts) can mean the difference between panic and problem-solving. 

I wanted kids to see that knowledge is power, not just in theory but in practice. Juliane’s 
parents raised her in a world where science and nature were intertwined. When disaster 
struck, what she’d absorbed about ecosystems and rivers became her lifeline. That 
connection between learning and living felt deeply relevant today, when so much of what 
kids learn can seem abstract or detached from real life. 
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You spent two decades teaching in public schools. How did that experience shape this 
book? 

Teaching showed me how young people respond to truth. They don’t want stories 
watered down; they want to understand. Each skill builds on the next. In my classroom, I 
always tried to give students opportunities to act in the real world, to take what they were 
learning and apply it. Hopefully, no reader will ever face Juliane’s ordeal, but how she 
navigated to safety illustrates the power of clear thinking. 

 
As a California-certified naturalist and columnist who writes about urban ecology, 
you’re passionate about helping kids see the science around them. What lessons from 
Juliane’s story can young readers apply to their own backyards or communities? 
 
The rainforest may seem far away, but its lessons are right outside our doors. Juliane’s 
story teaches awareness. She looked closely, noticed patterns, and saw that every 
species plays a role. Kids can practice that by watching birds, keeping a nature journal, or 
planting native species.​
​
The curiosity that helped Juliane survive can also help them connect with the living 
world. A great example is Amy Tan’s backyard bird book. She began by drawing and 
observing birds near her home and created a remarkable record of Sonoma County’s 
wildlife. Kids can do the same anywhere. 

 
What do you hope readers take away from Juliane’s mindset, especially when kids 
today face different “survival” challenges like social media, anxiety, or disconnection 
from nature? 

Juliane’s calm, curious mindset offers a model for resilience that goes far beyond the 
jungle. She didn’t let fear drive her; she focused on what she could do. The same skills of 
observation, patience, and quiet courage can help kids find balance and purpose in their 
own lives. 
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Your own connection to Peru is remarkable. You were an exchange student there at 17 
and even flew the same route into the Amazon that Juliane did. How did that 
experience shape this book? 

Living in Peru changed how I see the world. I remember the air, the language, the food, 
the kindness of people, the vast green horizon and soaring Andes from the plane 
window. Years later, when I began writing Juliane’s story, I realized how much that time 
grounded me in the reality of place. It wasn’t an abstract rainforest; it was a world I had 
breathed in. That connection gave me a sense of responsibility to tell her story with 
honesty and care. 

 
The Amazon in “Follow the Water” isn’t just a setting; it’s almost a character. What do 
you want readers to understand about the rainforest’s ecosystem and its fragility? 

The Amazon is alive. It breathes, pulses, and supports much of the planet’s health. Many 
cultures there see the forest, rivers, and animals as part of one interdependent, living 
system. Juliane’s story unfolds within that web and every plant, insect, and current has a 
role. By seeing it through her eyes, readers can sense both its beauty and vulnerability. 
Understanding that relationship is the first step toward protecting it. 

 
You’re donating a portion of the book’s profits to the Panguana Foundation, the 
research station Juliane’s parents founded. What does that mean to you personally? 

Panguana is more than the setting of a survival story; it’s a living legacy of conservation 
and curiosity. Juliane continues her parents’ work there, and I wanted the book to give 
something back. Contributing to Panguana felt right to me. It is her story and I wanted to 
honor that and help sustain the future of the forest that saved her. 

 
How do you write intense, true events for middle grade readers responsibly? 

With honesty and care. Kids can handle difficult truths if you guide them with respect. I 
focus on sensory detail rather than shock. The facts are never softened, but the 
emphasis is on endurance and understanding, not horror. I want readers to come away 
inspired, not traumatized. 
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This book acts as a bridge between one girl’s survival and the ongoing survival of the 
rainforest. Why is that connection between human resilience and environmental 
awareness so vital right now? 

Because our survival is tied to the planet’s. Juliane’s story reminds us that humans are 
part of nature, not apart from it. Her survival depended on respecting and reading the 
natural world. I hoped to rekindle that awareness and stress that saving ourselves and 
saving the Earth are really the same story. 

 
What can we learn from Juliane’s way of observing the world when faced with fear, 
grief, and resilience? 

She teaches us to look outward, even in pain. Instead of freezing, she noticed things: the 
direction of a stream, the sound of frogs, the presence of hope in motion. 

 
What’s next for you? 

I’m at work on a new book called “The Siberian,” another survival story set in the Russian 
taiga, where a girl and her brother must depend on each other and a loyal dog after a 
disaster. Like “Follow the Water,” it explores the meeting point of science, courage, and 
the natural world, though this one is fiction. I’m also developing classroom materials to 
help teachers bring these stories to life, including coloring books, paper doll sets, and 
traditional classroom resources. 
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