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         “Her memoir is a gripping account of a harrowing adventure and an inspiring life.” 
 Publishers Weekly
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Her account of the 11-day trek is enthralling. In shock and suffering from injuries, she made it to a river’s edge without her eyeglasses, wearing just a minidress and one sandal. It was rainy season, so there was no fruit to eat. She was either freezing or boiling, set upon by bugs. She contended with stingrays, snakes, king vultures and caimans. Eventually, local woodcutters found her and mistook her for a water goddess. Brought to safety, she became an international icon of hope. 
 Maclean’s magazine
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “She did not leave the airplane, the airplane left her.” 
 Werner Herzog, director of Grizzly Man
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Juliane Koepcke writes compellingly of the crash and her unusual childhood.”
 Financial Times (DE)
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Exhilaratingly written.” 
 Express (DE)
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            For my mother, who dedicated her short life to the birds of Peru, and who was torn much too soon from my side.
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            She did not leave the airplane, the airplane left her.

            —Werner Herzog, director and producer
            

         

          
         

         
         

         
            He was the first person I saw, and it was as if an angel were coming toward me.

            —Juliane Koepcke, describing her rescuer in the Wings of Hope documentary
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Christmas Eve, 1971
            

         
 
         The flight from Lima to Pucallpa only takes about an hour. On December 24, 1971, the first thirty minutes are perfectly normal. Our fellow passengers are in high spirits. Everyone is excited about celebrating Christmas at home. The luggage lockers are stuffed with presents, and everyone is settled in for the flight. After about twenty minutes, we’re served a small breakfast, which includes a sandwich and a drink. Ten minutes later the stewardesses are clearing away.
 
         Then, all of a sudden, we hit a storm front.
 
         And this time it’s completely different from anything I’ve experienced before. The pilot does not avoid the thunderstorm, but flies straight into the cauldron of hell. Broad daylight turns to night around us. Lightning is flashing feverishly from all directions.
 
         At the same time an invisible power begins to shake our airplane as if it were a plaything. People cry out as objects fall on their heads when the overhead lockers spring violently open. Bags, flowers, packages, toys, wrapped gifts, jackets and clothing rain down hard on us; sandwich trays and bags soar through the air; half-finished drinks splatter on our heads and shoulders. Everyone is frightened, and I hear screams and cries.
 
         A few weeks before that flight on Christmas Eve, 1971, I had gone on an eight-day trip with my whole class. We flew to Arequipa in the southern part of Peru, and in a letter to my grandmother I wrote: The flight was glorious! At the end of the trip, the return flight to Lima was extremely turbulent, and many of my classmates felt physically ill. But I wasn’t nervous at all. I even enjoyed the rocking. I was so naive that it just didn’t occur to me that anything could happen.
         
 
         My mother, however, doesn’t like flying. She often says: “It’s totally unnatural that such a bird made of metal takes off into the air.” As an ornithologist, she sees this from a different standpoint than other people. On one of her flights to the United States, she had already had an experience that had given her a huge scare, when an engine malfunctioned. Even though nothing happened and the plane was still able to land safely with one engine, she was sweating.
         
 
         “Hopefully, all will be OK,” my mother says. I can feel her nervousness, while I myself am still pretty calm.
 
         Then I suddenly see a blinding white light over the right wing. I don’t know whether it’s a flash of lightning or an explosion. I lose all sense of time. I can’t tell whether all this lasts minutes or only a fraction of a second: I’m blinded by that blazing light.
 
         With a jolt, the tip of the airplane falls steeply downwards. Even though I’m in a window seat right at the back, I can see the whole aisle to the cockpit, which is below me. The physical laws have been suspended; it’s like an earthquake. No, it’s worse. Because now we’re racing downwards. We’re falling. People are screaming in panic, shrill cries for help; the roar of the plummeting turbines, which I will hear again and again in my dreams, engulfs me.
 
         And then, over everything, clear as glass, I hear my mother saying quite calmly: “Now it’s all over.”
 
         Today I know that at that moment she had already grasped what would happen.
 
         I, on the other hand, have grasped nothing at all.
 
         An intense astonishment comes over me, because now my ears, my head, my whole body is filled with the deep roar of the plane, while its nose slants almost vertically downwards. We’re falling fast. But this nosedive, too, I experience as if it lasted no longer than the blink of an eye. From one moment to the next, people’s screams go silent. It’s as if the roar of the turbines has been erased.
 
         My mother is no longer at my side and I’m no longer in the airplane. I’m still strapped into my seat, but I’m alone.
 
         At an altitude of about ten thousand feet, I’m alone.
 
         And I’m falling, slicing through the sky … about 2 miles above the earth.
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               A view into the canopy of the rain forest of Panguana, 2010. This is the type of canopy that broke my fall through the sky. (Photo courtesy of Juliane (Koepcke) Diller)
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            My New Life

         
 
         Many people wonder how I still manage to get on airplanes, for I am one of the few who have survived a plane crash from a great height. It was a catastrophe that occurred nearly ten thousand feet over the Peruvian rain forest. But that’s not all: After the crash I struggled for eleven days on my own through the jungle. At that time, when I fell from the sky, I was just seventeen years old.
 
         Today I’m fifty-six. A good age for looking back. A good time to confront old, unhealed wounds and to share with other people my memories, which are just as fresh and alive after all these years. The crash, of which I was the sole survivor, shaped the rest of my life, pointed it in a new direction and led me to where I am today. Back then, newspapers all over the world were full of my story. Among them there were many half-truths and reports that had little to do with the actual events. Because of them, people still approach me to this day and ask about the crash. Everyone in Germany and Peru seems to know my story, and yet scarcely anyone has any real idea of what actually happened back then.
 
         Of course, it’s not easy to understand why after eleven days fighting to survive in the “green hell of the jungle”, I still love the rain forest. The truth is that for me it was never a “green hell”. When I plunged to earth from such a great height, the forest saved my life. Without the leaves of trees and bushes cushioning my fall, I never could have survived the impact on the ground. When I was unconscious, it screened me from the tropical sun. And later it helped me find my way out of the untouched wilderness back to civilization.
 
         Had I been a pure city child, I never would have made it back. It was my good fortune that I had already spent a few years of my young life in the “jungle”. (Nowadays the term “rain forest” is preferred to “jungle”, but we used the words interchangeably back then.) In 1968, my parents had realized their dream and founded a biological research station in the middle of the Peruvian rain forest. At the time, I was fourteen years old and less than thrilled about leaving behind my friends in Lima and moving with my parents, our dog and parakeet, the whole kit and caboodle, into the “middle of nowhere”. In any case that’s how I imagined it back then, even though my parents had taken me with them on their expeditions from an early age.
         
 
         The move to the jungle was a real adventure. On our arrival, I immediately fell in love with that life, as simple and modest as it might have been. For almost two years I lived in Panguana, as my parents had christened the research station after a native bird. In addition to being taught by them, I went to the school of the jungle. There I got to know its rules, its laws and its inhabitants. I became acquainted with the plant life, explored the world of animals. Not for nothing was I the daughter of two well-known zoologists. My mother, Maria Koepcke, was Peru’s leading ornithologist, and my father, Hans-Wilhelm Koepcke, was the author of an important comprehensive work on the life-forms of the animal and plant world. In Panguana, the jungle became my home, and there I learned what about it is dangerous and what isn’t. I was familiar with the rules of behaviour to help a person survive in this extreme environment. As a child, my senses were already sharpened to the incredible wonders of this habitat, a leading part of worldwide biodiversity. Yes, I was already learning to love the jungle even then.
 
         
             

         
 
         Those eleven days far from anywhere in the middle of the tropical rain forest, eleven days during which I didn’t hear a human voice and didn’t know where I was, those extraordinary days have made my attachment still deeper. At that time I formed a bond with the jungle, which decisively influenced my later life, and it continues to do so today. I learned early on that we’re afraid only of what we don’t know. Human beings have a tendency to destroy everything that frightens them, even if they cannot begin to conceive of its worth. During my lonely journey back to civilization, I was often afraid, but never of the jungle. It wasn’t its fault that I landed in it. Nature is always the same, whether we’re there or not doesn’t matter to it. But we cannot survive without it—and I experienced that at first hand during those eleven days.
 
         All this is reason enough for me to devote my life to the preservation of this unique ecosystem. In Panguana, my parents left me an inheritance that I have accepted with all my heart. And today I’m taking their work there into a critical new phase: Panguana, larger than ever, is to be declared a nature reserve. Not only is this the fulfilment of my father’s dream, for which he spent decades fighting, but it is also a valuable contribution to the preservation of the Amazon Rain Forest. Above all, this can help prevent global climate catastrophe. The rain forest is not only full of wonders, most of which we don’t even know yet, its preservation as the green lungs of the earth is also crucial for the continued existence of an extremely young species on this planet: human beings.
         
 
         The year 2011 is the fortieth anniversary of the 1971 airplane disaster. Over all these years, much has been written about my “accident,” as I call the crash. Countless newspaper pages have been filled with what people take to be “Juliane’s story.” From time to time there were good articles among them, but unfortunately also many that had little do with the truth. There was a time when the media attention almost overwhelmed me. To protect myself, I remained silent for years, rejected every interview and withdrew completely. But now the time has come to break my silence and describe how it really was. That’s why I am now sitting at Munich Airport on packed suitcases to begin a journey that will be important to me for two reasons: to achieve the goal of establishing Panguana as a nature reserve, and to face my past. Past, present and future are thus meaningfully intertwined. What happened to me back then and the question of why I, of all people, was the only survivor of the LANSA disaster—now all this finally takes on a deeper meaning.
 
         
             

         
 
         And then I’m sitting on the airplane. Yes, people are amazed that I manage to fly time and again. I manage it with willpower and discipline. I manage it because I have to if I want to return to the rain forest. But it’s hard.
 
         The airplane starts moving; we take off; we rise; we climb deep into the dense cloud cover in the sky over Munich. I look out of the window, and suddenly I see… 
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               My favourite pet, a tinamou named Polsterchen (Little Pillow) because of its soft plumage, 1967. (Photo courtesy of Juliane (Koepcke) Diller)
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