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F(')LLOW':H‘THE WATER
SURVIVAL
IN NATURE

The Amazon rainforest covers 5.9 million square kilometers of South America’s
land. 1t is the largest rainforest in the entire world, and the most biodiverse
place on Earth. In 1971, German-Peruvian student Juliane Koepcke was the
sole survivor of a tragic crash that left her stranded in the Amazon, having
fallen 3,000 meters from the sky.

After 11 days of surviving alone, she stumbled upon a camp staffed by
lumberjacks who were able to return her to safety. This miraculous story
has since been the subject of much discussion, and now, American author
Ellen Cochrane is telling the story in her new book, ‘Follow the Water’, which
chronicles Juliane’s story.
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Ellen Cochrane is a California-based Young
Adult & Children’s author who has an extremely
important link to Juliane and her story: When she
was an exchange student at 17 in Peru, she flew
the exact same route as Juliane had, just eight
years later. Being the same age as Juliane and
having been familiar with her story, Ellen was
deeply moved by the experience and, at the time,
wrote down all of her thoughts in a journal — a
habit she had storted when she was 14, At the time,
she was already enthusiastic about conservation
and environmentalism, and this window into the
harsh reality of surviving in nature left a lasting
impression,
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Since then, Ellen has lived a storied life with a wide
variety of experiences that have strengthened her
skills and expanded her horizons: she switched her
major from Biology to Russian at University, and
started her post-academic professional life as
a Cultural Department Attache at the American
Embassy in Moscow. She has also worked in
politics when she returned to America, and later
as a public school teacher specializing in teaching
students who did not have English as their first
langucge. Now retired, she has pivoted her
career by correcting some long-lasting regrets
from her youth — most majorly, she has recently
acquired a Master's Degree in Science Writing

from Johns Hopkins University, Maryland. During
COVID, when she was working on this degree, she
discovered her old journals from her youth. One
that immediately stood out to her was the journal
she kept during her time in Peru, and upon reading
her account of the impact Juliane’s story had on
her, she immedictely realized that this would be
something she would like to look into more.

From there, she wrote ‘Follow the Water’, a story
that “immerses readers in the wonders of the
Amazon itself —the fierce beauty of the rainforest,
the interconnectedness of its plants and animals,
and the science that reveals its secrets”. The book

The Unbelievable True Story of

a Teenager's Survival in the Amazon
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was accepted as her Master’s thesis, was recently
published and is now available for all to read.

Being a long-time educator, Ellen’s goal with this
book is to teach children and young adults about
the power of the human spirit: Survival in spite of
impossible odds, the ability to adapt toinhospitable
conditions, and the skills of observation, learning
and adaptation required to survive such a situation
that, she believes, are qualities that reside within
us all. She is certain that a story as compelling
as this one acts as a perfect study of human
perseverance that children and young teenagers
will take a keen interest in — a skill she has picked
up from her experience of working with this age
group for such a long time, and one that benefits
her greatly now that she aims to educate through
the medium of writing rather than teaching itself.
In that regard, Ellen believes thot a book like this is
indeed the perfect vehicle for an alternative and
enjoyable educational style. She looks back to her
own childhood, remembering “those books as a
kid that you just couldn't put down” that tend to
leagve a lasting impression.

away from the public eye. However, there have
been a few exceptions to this rule — Juliane
wrote an autobiography in 201 detailing the
experience, and a documentary film (“Wings of
Hope") was made in 1998 by renowned filmmaker
Werner Herzog that revisited the events. Herzog
campuaigned to get Juliane involved in the film
and was eventually able to contact her directly,
successfully convincing her to accompany him
back to the Amazon to recount the experience.

Other than on these occasions, Juliane has barely
engaged with any ottempts to contact her. Even
Ellen herself has had no direct contact with
her, ligising instead with staff at the Panguana
Foundation, which was started in 2014 by
Juliane and her husband, Erich Diller as a way
to continue her parents' research and presence
within the Peruvian conservation field. Both of her
parents, Maria and Hans-Wilhelm, were German
zoologists who had a huge presence in Peru's
academic world. In their work, they discovered
and documented species native to the country
and contributed a huge amount of scientific

ELLEN’S GOAL WITH THIS BOOK IS TO TEACH CHILDREN
AND YOUNG ADULTS ABOUT THE POWER OF THE HUMAN
SPIRIT: SURVIVAL IN SPITE OF IMPOSSIBLE ODDS, THE
ABILITY TO ADAPT TO INHOSPITABLE CONDITIONS,
AND THE SKILLS OF OBSERVATION, LEARNING

AND ADAPTATION REQUIRED TO SURVIVE SUCH A
SITUATION THAT, SHE BELIEVES, ARE QUALITIES THAT

RESIDE WITHIN US ALL.

Her belief in the story itself is well-founded: its
unbelievable nature has captured the hearts
and minds of many, and has left Juliane within
the continued interests of the press ever since
she was 17 years old. Since then, she has rarely
spoken about her ordeal in public, choosing
instead to aveid constant scruting by remaining

knowledge to the academic world. Sadly, Maria
was on board LANSA Flight 508 when it crashed
and left Julione stranded. Following the tragedy,
both Juliane and Hans-Wilhelm returned to what
was then West Germany. Hans-Wilhelm taught
Zoology at the University of Hamburg until his
death in 2000.
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Now, Panguana Foundation is a thriving
conservation organization that focuses on “the
biological, ecological and geoscientific exploration
of [Peru's] biodiversity”. It consists of a biclogical
research station coupled with a private nature
reserve that now covers around 2,400 hectares
of well-kept primary rainforest, deep in a remote
area of the Amazon. It has the capacity for 30
staff, and researchers based there have produced
over 300 papers about the area. The original
research station from which the foundation
was built around was founded in 1968 by Maria
and Hans-Wilhelm. It is now the oldest research

Juliane and her mother Maria short after their arrival station in Peru, and was taken over by Juliane
at Panguana, 1968 in 2000. The site has expanded massively since
Photo credit: Hans-Wilhelm Koepcke the original research station was built, now even

boasting an ‘eddy-covariance flux tower' that is
used to determine key climate data by detecting
fluctuations in atmospheric measurements (one
of just four in Peru). The official recognition as
a private nature reserve that the site received
in 201 has made this easier — the legal degree
protects the site from logging and gold mining,
among other things.

However, recent changes in activity have caused
maijor issues for the station. A sudden uptick in
illegal gold mining operations has encroached on
Panguana’s reserve. In just a short time, this mining

presence worked its way right onto Panguana’s

Panguana’s original research station 1969/1970
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Panguana Research station today at Rio Yuyapichis
Photo credit: Armin Niessner




PERU

Ubuntu Magazine, spring 2026 . field had heard

gunshots and have since received death threats
from miners who want to get onto the land. With
very little police and military presence around
the areq, illegal activities often face very few
repercussions.

With this increase in danger, the staff and
researchers at Panguana have been told to stop
all activities immediately. The automated systems
are still collecting data, but all personnel-led tasks
have ground to a halt. As of now, there are no
long-term solutions for this issue. As a result, the
future of Panguana may be in jeopardy.

Juliane herself remains an inspiring character.
She assisted the search parties for the plane
following her rescue in 1971, despite being far from
fully healed. When she returned home to West
Germany after these events, she studied biology
at the University of Kiel (as her parents had done)
and went on to get a doctorate, culminating in
her return to Peru to study bats. This remarkable
body of work, coupled with her efforts to keep
Panguana going, have made her one of the most
inspiring conservationists in recent memory.

It is this very inspiration that convinced Ellen
to tell Juliane's story in her book. In addition to
wanting to introduce Juliane to a new, younger
generation, Ellen has also been moved by the
trouble that Panguana is currently experiencing,
and has promised to donate 10% of the proceeds
of “Follow the Water” to the foundation. She has

made it clear that the story is Juliane's, not hers,
and wrote the book with the intention of being
respectful to the story.

The theme of the book, survival within nature, is
one that interests Ellen deeply. “The idea of
somecne having to rely on their skills, and their
skills alone, to survive can be both exciting and
informative. The environment around them often
dictates their survival, and in this story, that
environment is the Amazon. The rainforest itself
is as much a character as Juliane is. We often look
at nature, especially a place as overwhelmingly
massive as the Amazon, as just a mass of green.
We don't see the individual trees and the battles
occurring within that ecosystem on an hourly,
daily, weekly basis.”

Panguana’s rafnforest
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“WE OFTEN LOOK AT
NATURE, ESPECIALLY

A PLACE AS
OVERWHELMINGLY
MASSIVE AS THE AMAZON,
AS JUST A MASS OF
GREEN. WE DON’T SEE THE
INDIVIDUAL TREES AND
THE BATTLES OCCURRING
WITHIN THAT ECOSYSTEM
ON AN HOURLY, DAILY,
WEEKLY BASIS.”
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“The struggle of the survivor,” she says, “can act
as a perfect reflection of broader, more general
human struggles, and the environment they are in
acts as a microcosm for broader societal pressures
and stressors.” With this, the story acts as a device
that can be universally relatable, where the reader
can take any number of points from the narrative
that could parallel their own lives.

Moving on from ‘Follow the Water', Ellen isn’t done
telling nature-oriented stories. Her next book is a
venture into fiction. Titled “The Siberian”, the story
follows two siblings trying to survive in a remote
area of Siberia that is home to Amur Tigers. It
is also inspired by recent conservation efforts
to preserve this species, which is now critically
endangered.
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Ellen's message, at its core, is one of encouraging
learning and observation above all else to satisfy

natural human curiosity, an instinct that often
leads to incredible things. Her time spent teaching
showed her how precious learning is to discovery,
and now her goal is to encourage today’s youth
to use their critical thinking and observational
skills to find their passions — whatever they may
be. Her enthusiasm towards modern conservation
shines through, and she encourages people to
try to be an active participant in science and to
encourage their children, should they have any,
to do the same. It is a message that reminds us all
to never stop learning, to fight for our passions,
and to aim to be part of something bigger than
ourselves.

.
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Website
www.panguana.de

Website
www.ellencochrane.com

Instagram
@ellenmcochrane

Facebook
@CochraneEllen

Goodreads
www.goodreads.com
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