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As the Rio Afuá ferry twists its way along the Amazon, Sean Taylor breathes in not only stories from local people he meets, but also the rich smells, sights and sounds of the extraordinary landscape. From trickster jaguars and the slowest of sloths to spine-tingling giant serpents and white-suited river strangers, his retellings teem with legendary beings, vivid colours, down-to-earth comedy and the mysteries of the rainforest, revealing Amazon people's beliefs along with their way of life. Dramatic illustrations, together with notes and a glossary, combine to make this a very special collection, filling a gap in the market for collections from South America.


Frances Lincoln Publishers

Sean Taylor is a skilled and impassioned writer, whose voice we trust straight away – well, voices, actually, because in this book he uses two – his storyteller’s voice, and the voice of the sensitive, alert traveller, with all his senses and his brain switched on, as he sets off on his journey up the Amazon, from the Atlantic coast, inland to Manaus in the middle of the Amazonian rainforest, on the ferry boat, Rio Afuá, taking us with him:

Below the deck the engines steadily chug, chug. Around me thirty or forty other travellers are slumbering in hammocks, playing cards, joking about yesterday’s football results, or staring out across the water. Some of them are going to visit families. Some are taking things to sell up-river. There are miners here hoping to find gold. And I have come because the place is full of stories.

This journey is made real for us all the way: the “great brown mirror” of the Amazon by day, the “great bowl of darkness” of the forest by night, with the boat’s searchlight scanning the dark river and “thousands of fireflies winking tiny, green-white dots of light”, as the nights and days pass. And, rain, “so heavy, you almost expect to see fish swim past through it!”.

Between these shared experiences of journeying through northern Brazil, we hear the stories shared with our master storyteller by the people who live there, rich with magic realism and human truth: the tale of the bird who weeps for love of the unreachable moon, and creates the great River Amazon with his tears; the tale of the beautiful river woman in white with eyes the colour of sea-water whose feet become a fish’s tail as she claims her terrible part in a terrible bargain; the “shaggy dog tale” that is actually a “shaggy three-toed sloth tale”; the tale of the stranger who teaches a hunter true respect for the dolphin he has nearly killed – characters animal and human and both, tales of fun, of mystery, of terror, of magic …

As if this weren’t enough of Brazil’s richness for this slim volume to contain, Sean Taylor (who lives partly in England, partly in São Paulo with his Brazilian-born wife and baby son) brings to life an issue we want all our students to engage with:

The forest I am in stretches away for hundreds of miles in all directions. But it is getting smaller. We are destroying it. I have seen barge after barge heading down river, full of tree trunks which will be sold as timber around the world. And I have seen huge grey-blue clouds of smoke spilling into the air where people are burning down trees so that they can use the land for farming and mining.

And, as he asks himself the big questions, “Who?” and “Why?”, and “Who has a better life if the forest lives or dies?” he encourages us to ask those questions with him, using our creative imaginations to inform our judgements, and reflect on our actions. “The Amazon rainforest is burning to the ground like a great library in flames,” he tells us powerfully, poetically, but then praises the work of the Mamirauá Institute for Sustainable Development, to whom half the royalties of this book will be contributed … what a brilliant way to make a difference!

So, buying and sharing this wonderful book to activate children’s geographical imaginations and transport them to Brazil with its amazing, exciting richness, and its terrible problem of deforestation which affects us all, will not only enthuse and enlighten the global citizens of the future, but will also make a real financial contribution to a project for sustainability in the present.

Both Sean Taylor and Fernando Vilela clearly love Brazil and I love this book. Buy copies for school libraries, class libraries and as teaching resources, and also as gifts for every child (and adult) you know.

Ann Hamblen

Writer-in-residence, Watercliffe Meadow Community Primary School, Sheffield

ann.hamblen@btinternet.com
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