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Encounters with Encantados

YOU'RE TRAVELING TO A WORLD THAT IS FULL OF WATER.

In the Amazon, the wet season lasts half the year. During the rainiest part of the wet season, from March through May, it rams every day. Not all day but every day. Sometimes the rain lasts less than an hour, and then the bright, hot sun comes out to burn your skin. But every day there is some kind of downpour.

The wet season is the best time of year to explore the Amazon. You'll soon see why. So bring a poncho. On your expedition, you will watch the rain remake this jungle world. Swollen with rainwater, the Amazon River and its many branches—smaller rivers called tributaries—overflow their dry-season banks. The rivers flood people's gardens. Water covers the village soccer fields. The school playgrounds are underwater. Instead of taking a school bus to class, the kids take a canoe. 
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The village school is like a treehouse, perched high on stilts. Many of the village houses are built on stilts, too. Others float on the river, like rafts. People have to tie their floating houses to big trees so they don't drift away.

On your trip into the Amazon, you'll visit one of these houses. Beneath the floor, you'll hear fishes speaking to one another in clicks and squeaks. At night you'll hear the strange trills of jungle frogs and the voices of birds who stay up all night—and they'll keep you up, too! Some have voices like bells or squeaky chairs; some sound like water falling into a tin cup; some, like tiny flutes or whistles. Some seem to cry out human words. One bird calls, "Too WHY you! Too WHY you!" Another says, with every word getting slower and slower, as if the bird is falling asleep: "Ay ... yai ... ma ... ma."
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On your expedition, you'll sleep in a jungle lodge on stilts. You'll visit Amazon villages where the little girls play with real baby caimans (a kind of crocodile) the way girls at home play with dolls—and where the people will tell you stories about amazing creatures they call "encantados."

Encantado means the same thing in Portuguese (the language most people speak in Brazil) and in Spanish (which people speak in Peru and many other South American countries). It means "enchanted." And once you meet an encantado on the river, you'll know why.

You'll never forget your first encounter. Perhaps it will be at the end of the day, when the sunset seems to glow pink on the surface of the water. This is a good time to stop paddling your canoe. Wait for a moment. Watch and listen.
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Look at the water beside you. It may seem as if the sunset is glowing a deeper pink on the river. But no—this is no reflection. A creature is swimming up from the depths—an animal nearly as long as the canoe. Its shaped like a dolphin—but it's entirely the wrong color. 
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It's as pink as a flamingo!

Then, right next to your canoe, a sleek pink face breaks the surface. It's a face that looks like something from an enchanted world—yet it also looks familiar. Long, tube-shaped lips stick out like a nose. The forehead is rounded and as big as a melon. The creature's pearl-gray eyes look right into yours. It opens a hole in the top of its head and gasps.

"CHAAAHHH!"

And then it dives back out of sight.

Who are these strange creatures?

That's what you've come to the Amazon to find out.
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THE ENCANTADOS GO BY MANY NAMES. 
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Scientists call them by their species name, Inia geoffrensis (IN-ee-yuh Jeff-REN-sis). That's the Latin name for the pink dolphin. It lives only in the Amazon and in one other South American river, the Orinoco (OAR-in-OH-ko). And although they're about the same size as some of the dolphins you've seen performing in aquariums and zoos—they grow more than six feet long and may weigh 400 pounds—they are very different from oceangoing dolphins. And not only because of their color.

You're about to meet one of the most mysterious dolphins in the world. Scientists are eager to find out more about them. They could use your help. But studying them can be extremely difficult—as you'll soon find out.

In Brazil the encantados are also called by a local word, boto (BO-toe). When your Brazilian friends find out you're studying the pink dolphins, they'll probably give you this advice: "Cuidado como boto!" (Kwee-DAH-doe comb-oh-BO-toe.) In Brazilian Portuguese, that means, "Be careful with those pink dolphins!"

Why do you need to be careful? People here believe the pink dolphins are enchanted and have magical powers—including the power to steal you away to a magical world beneath the river. It's a world so beautiful, they say, that once you visit, you will never want to leave.

In Peru people believe the dolphins are magical too. As well as encantado, another name people call the pink dolphin is bufeo colorado (Boo-FEY-oh co-low-RAH-doe). Bufeo is the local word for dolphin, and colorado is Spanish for ruddy or reddish. Some of these dolphins are so rosy they are almost red; some are pink as flamingos. Others are paler pink, like bubblegum.

And some of the "pink" dolphins are really not pink at all. Some are light gray, some are dark gray. And some look gray one minute and turn pink the next—like a person who is blushing. No wonder people think these creatures are enchanted.
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Beneath the river, the people say, is a world so beautiful you would never want to leave it.

This also makes the pink dolphins difficult to study. It's hard to keep track of a creature who changes color from minute to minute—and spends most of its life beneath the water, where you can't even see it.

But don't give up. When you begin your travels with pink dolphins, you might find yourself doing things you thought were impossible:

You'll canoe through the treetops.

You'll explore an underwater jungle.

You'll even take a trip back through time.

And you never know what important discoveries you might make along the way.

One thing's for certain: if you follow the pink dolphins into the Amazon, they will lead you to an amazing world—a world full of surprises and mysteries—and perhaps even some magic.
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Whales of the Amazon

EVERYTHING ABOUT THEM SOUNDS IMPOSSIBLE: PINK DOLPHINS! DOLPHINS who live in rivers, not in the ocean. And not just any rivers: these are ram-forest dolphins, who swim in a submerged jungle.

And look how they do it. Unlike the athletic dolphins who jump through hoops for aquarium shows, pink dolphins don't leap out of the water. Watch: they swim slowly, low in the water. They don't look like "regular" dolphins, either: Unlike the ones who swim in the sea, the pink dolphin doesn't have a tall, pointed fin on the back, sticking out of the water like a sharks. Pink dolphins just have a low ridge, which makes them difficult to spot.



All Dolphins Are Whales, and Some Whales are Dolphins

WHAT SORT OF CREATURES ARE THESE PINK DOLPHINS, ANYWAY? 

Long ago, people thought dolphins and whales were fish. After all, they have fins like fish and live in the water. But no—whales and dolphins are mammals. Like dogs and cats, monkeys and elephants, pandas and people, they are warm-blooded, they feed their babies with milk, and they breathe air. (That's what the hole at the top of the head is for—the blowhole is really the nostrils.)

But dolphins and whales are special kinds of mammals. They all have the same basic torpedolike shape. They live in the water their whole lives (unlike seals, for instance, who come out of the water onto land to mate and have babies.) They are called cetaceans (see-TAY-shuns). This name comes from the Latin word cetus, which means whale. So all dolphins are really different kinds of whales.

When people say "dolphin," they're usually thinking of one particular species: the bottlenosed dolphin. These are the dolphins you see performing in aquariums and zoos. But there are lots of other kinds, too. Almost all of them live in oceans, not rivers.

The marine dolphins are real athletes. They're acrobats, too. One kind, the spinner dolphin, twists and spins in midair when it leaps out of the water. Marine dolphins are built for speed swimming in the open ocean. The tall fin on the back helps them slice through the water. Scientists include the black and white killer whale or orca with the marine dolphins.

The pink dolphin, though, comes from a very different branch of the whale family. Only five kinds of whales have bodies modified to live in fresh water. All of them look very different from the marine dolphins. All have a long narrow snout and a low fin on the back. One of them, the baiji, lives in the great Yangtze River of China. Because this river is about to be interrupted by a huge dam, most scientists think the baiji will be extinct in only a few years. Fewer than thirty survive today. Another kind of river dolphin, the Gangetic dolphin, lives in the Ganges river system of India and Bangladesh. The Indus River dolphin lives in the rivers of Pakistan, near India. In South America, the La Plata dolphin lives in the river of that name, south of the Amazon. And finally, there's our encantado, the pink dolphin of the Amazon.
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Sometimes it even seems the pink dolphin is playing hide-and-seek with you. One might be right next to your canoe and you won't know it—until it surprises you: "CHAAAH!" And then dives again.

Beneath the water—maybe even right beneath your canoe—pink dolphins are doing things that no oceangoing dolphin could possibly do. Some of the Amazon's many rivers are clear and blue, but most of them are not. Some are cloudy, full of little particles of rock, like dust in the water. Some are stained dark as night with the natural chemicals from ram-forest leaves. The pink dolphin can navigate them all—even inky waters jammed with underwater branches.

How do they do it? All dolphins can see quite well, both in and out of water. But they also have a secret sense that we humans don't. It works almost like Superman's X-ray vision, but with a twist: they can "see" with sound.


It seems impossible. You can't even see ears on a dolphin or a whale. That's because their ears are hidden, like so many other things about their lives. 

The ears are inside the body, in back of the lower jawbone. And their hearing is excellent.

With ears you can't see, dolphins chart their world with echoes from sounds you can't hear—but dolphins can.

Besides making sounds from their mouths, dolphins (as well as many whales) can also send out pulses of sound, like an invisible beam of light, from inside their foreheads. The sound beams are too high-pitched for our ears. Listening with the help of special underwater microphones and recording devices, scientists have learned that these sounds are a series of pulsed clicks. The clicks travel through the water. When they hit an object—a tree branch, a tasty fish, or even a swimming person—the sounds come bouncing back to the dolphin. That's right—it's an echo. Dolphins can locate objects by their echoes. That's why this sense is called echolocation. It's also sometimes called sonar, which ships and submarines use to probe the water, too.
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In fact, the echoes form a three-dimensional image in the dolphin's brain, allowing the animal to "see" not only the object's shape and size but also its insides. Doctors use this sort of sonar to see inside people's bodies. A doctor may have used ultrasonography to see you inside your mother's body before you were born.

For millions of years, before sailors had submarines with sonar or doctors could make sonograms, dolphins have been probing their world with sound beams. And scientists think that the dolphins with the most highly developed sense of echolocation are the pink dolphins of the Amazon. They need it to navigate the underwater obstacle course of the flooded forest. 
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In addition to this super-sonar, pink dolphins have another special talent. Ocean dolphins' bodies don't bend very well. They'd never be able to get around all the
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