In search of nature and the peoples of the world

THE AMAZON BASIN
In search of the pink dolphin
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have helped me out with money. | would have had to provide for everything
myself, although | didn’t know anything about river sailing... And the Amazon
River certainly wasn't just any river! In the end | managed to obtain everything
| needed with a special form of barter...

So one month later, | finally found myself swimming with "Legal", the dolphin,
in a beautiful natural bay along the Rio Tapajos. | was to remain there for eigh-
teen days, learning about the particularities which distinguished him from the
sea dolphins. One afternoon | gently grasped his dorsal fin and put my left
hand under his stomach. He flicked his tail and set off. | relaxed my body, clo-
sed my eyes and, using the only points of contact | had and being very careful
about his pectoral fins, | gave myself over to his sinuous movements.

Then the researchers of the National Research Institute of the Amazon, who
were marking him as part of a census they were carrying out, let him back into
the great river... It was sunset as his small shape slowly disappeared over the
horizon.

In Brazil the dolphin of the Amazon River has become famous not only for the
colour of its skin, but also for a curious legend originating among the Indians
of the forests. Over the years, the story has had many versions. Today, the
people of the Amazon basin recount that:

"... in the evening, the "boto" is transformed into a handsome man dressed all
in white and wearing a black hat. You always meet him at parties and the
women, seduced by his magical fascination, fall madly in love with him and
become pregnant. This enchanted being then turns back into a dolphin again
and mysteriously disappears".

Many really believe in this tale, but others use it to conceal extramarital
"affairs": "It was the dolphin! It's all his fault... he gave me this child one night!"
the women often say to their husbands. And if they're lucky, nothing more is
said and the new baby becomes one of the family.

But because of this legend, in the Amazon basin most people feel a little fri-
ghtened of the strange pink animal. They respect it, fear it and keep away
from it. So the fresh-water dolphin of the Amazon River is not hunted as it is in
India and China where it now risks extinction.



