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In the atlas you‘ll find:
• 6 foldout maps with rivers,
• interesting facts about the 
importnace of rivers,
• bulidings on the rivers,
• natural environment around rivers,
• 5 supplementary booklets about the 
fauna and flora of the rivers.

If you were to look at our planet from above, 
you would see that it is interwoven with rivers 
like so many ribbons. Some of these rivers are 
wild, some long, fast-flowing, deep or shallow. 
Water-lovers and reluctant swimmers alike are 
sure to be fascinated by characteristics of the 
world’s rivers. What do they look like? Who 
makes a home in them? What do they flow 
past? Which rivers are of vital importance to 
humanity? Which are crystal clear, and which 
gleam with all colours? Which are considered 
sacred? Open this book and unfold its six maps 
to embark on a grand expedition along the 
world’s most interesting rivers, by kayak,  
dinghy and other boats besides.     

FAUNA OF 
THE  AMAZON 

R IVER

WHERE DO YOU RISE, AMAZON?
Most of us know that the world’s longest river 

flows into the Atlantic Ocean. But only God 
knows where the life of the great Amazon 
begins. Some claim that it has its source in 
the glacial Lauricocha lake, others that it rises 

in the foothills of the Nevado Mismi or in 
the Apacheta valley. 

ELECTRICAL FISHOw – an electric shock! Don’t be surprised if 

this happens to you on the Amazon. Deep in 

the water live fish with an electrical signal. Not 

only do these fish use electric current to hunt 

and kill their prey  they even use electric fields 

for communication. Think of them as 
floating batteries!

FRESHWATER SEA“The water of this sea tastes fresh!” the Spanish seafarer Vincente Yáñez Pinzón may have exclaimed in 1500, when he came 
close to the place where the Atlantic Ocean 
meets the vast mouth of the Amazon River. 
The Amazon flows into the sea with such 
ferocious power that it forms a belt of freshwater in the ocean that is about 200 kilometres long.

POROCOCA – THE ENDLESS WAVEThis is what certain South American Indians called the kind of huge wave that forms in the Amazon when the high tide of the Atlantic reaches its mouth. Unable to hold the rising water, the river mouth allows huge waves of sea water to make their way upstream. Not everyone dreads this phenomenon, which happens about twice a year – imagine the joy it brings fearless surfers!

REST STOPS ON THE WATER

Anyone who spends a lot of time travelling the world’s 

longest  river is bound to get hungry and thirsty. So why 

not call at the nearest rest stop for a bite to eat and a 

little stretch before hopping back into your boat. The 

Amazon spares a thought for long-distance sailors.

MANAUS
Manaus is the capital city of the state of 
Amazonas. It is the largest city on the banks 
of the Amazon. Because this metropolis is 
right in the middle of a rainforest, it is often 
referred to as ‘the forest city’ or ‘the Paris 
of the Tropics’. It can be reached by air or 
ship. The Port of Manaus boasts the world’s 
biggest floating harbour.

RAINFOREST AND MORE RAINFOREST

The world’s largest river flows through the world’s 

largest and most important tropical rainforest, 

supplying it with water. In return, the Amazon rainforest 

produces an enormous amount of oxygen. The depths 

of the rainforest contain a great many rare plant 

and animal species.

AMAZON

M A N A U S

H O U S E S  O N S T I LT S

AT L A N T I C 
O C E A N

HOUSES ON STILTSTo resist flooding and withstand the tides, some houses by the Amazon River stand on stilts. In such houses, pots and pans hang from the ceiling rather than standing on shelves; animal sheds stand in the water. Instead of cars, the river’s residents move about 
in canoes. Once the working days of an old canoe are over, it is filled with soil and planted with vegetables, so gaining a new lease of life as a garden.

PORTO 
FLUTUANTEThis is the name of the largest floating harbour, used by shipping to Manaus. It floats for a simple reason: it adjusts itself to the water 

level, which in the course of the year varies 

within a range of 14 metres. Technically 

unique, Porto Flutuante has been welcoming 

visitors since 1902.

RIVER WITHOUT BRIDGES

There isn’t a single bridge across the mighty Amazon. At 

least there wasn’t before 2011, when one was built in the 

city of Manaus. Why would the Amazon need bridges 

when it can make do without them? For the most part, it 

flows through dense rainforest, 

well away from important roads and highways. 

VICTORIA AMAZONICA

The Amazon wouldn’t be the Amazon if it didn’t blow away 

all rivals in the competition for the world’s largest water lily. 

Its winning entry is Victoria amazonica, whose leaves are up 

to 3 metres in diameter and strong enough to bear a weight 

of 45 kilograms. Proud Victoria has  

a snow-white flower, which, at up to  
30 centimetres in diameter.

M A C A PÁ

S A N TA R É M



THE SACRED RIVER GANGES
The Ganges is India’s largest river. The 
Bhagirathi and the Alakananda – the 
two rivers which come together to form 
the Ganges – rise in the Himalayas. The 
Ganges ends its 2500-kilometre-long 
journey in the Bay of Bengal. 

DO YOUR LAUNDRY
The Ganges has a wide range of 
abilities. Not only will it wash sin, 
it will do laundry for the whole 
family, as Indian women will testify. 
The problem is, the water of the 
river goddess is very polluted – an 
alarming thought when you bear in 
mind that it is also a source 
of drinking water.

TO DIE ON THE BANKS 
OF THE GANGES
As well as going to the Ganges to 
bathe and cleanse themselves, 
orthodox Hindus go there to die – so 
ensuring that their souls will not 
return to Earth and re-enter the cycle 
of life. For the same reason, mourners 
perform a ritual of 
pouring the ashes of 
departed loved ones 
into the water.

MOTHER RIVER
The Ganges is much more than 
a large Indian river; she is the ‘mother 
river’ – according to Hindus, her sacred 
waters cleanse the human body and soul of 
sin. Every day, tens of thousands of pilgrims 
perform the ritual of washing in her waves, 
in the firm belief that the current will carry 
away all that is wicked and wrong.  

MY FOUNDATIONS ARE 
IN THE RIVER
Every pilgrim in the ancient 
city of Varanasi seeks out the 
Ratneshwar Mahadev Madir 
temple, whose deity is Shiva. 
When you find out that some 
of it is underwater, there is no 
need to panic. The builders 
didn’t do a very good job. 
A century and a half ago, part 
of the temple simply droppeda 
few metres.

VARANASI
Not only the Ganges is sacred – so, too, is 
a city situated on its banks. Varanasi is one of 
the world’s oldest human settlements and a very 
important destination for pilgrims. It is a place of 
many temples and long flights of steps known as 
ghats, which are attached to 
ceremonial palaces. 
People wishing to take  
a cleansing bath descend 
the ghats to the Ganges.

LARGEST DELTA
Far from denying its divine nature, the delta 
of the River Ganges proclaims it far and 
wide: its extensive network of branches 
covers over 105,000 square kilometres, 
making it the largest delta in the world. No 
wonder, then, that in 1997 it was added to 
the UNESCO World Heritage List. 

KUMBH MELA
Bearing in mind that the River Ganges is  
a goddess, it’s no wonder that believers bathe 
in its every stretch. The biggest religious event 
is Kumbh Mela, a festival held four times 
over twelve years at four sites in India, where 
millions of Hindus come together to pray, 
meditate and take ceremonial baths.

GANGESGANGES

GANGES AS GODDESS 
Hindus consider the sacred Ganges to be 
Ganga, the goddess daughter of Shiva 
and Parvati. She is depicted as a woman 
of great beauty who wears a white 
crown. Legend tells us that Ganga the 
merciful mother came from the heavens 
to Gangotri, where she became a river 
that will cleanse the faithful of their sin 
and sow seeds of divine Love in the 
hearts of pilgrims. 
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I HAVE RIGHTS TOO!
The Ganges is such an exceptional 
river that it has the same rights as 
a human being. How does this work? 
Well, should anyone pollute the river 
or damage it in any other way and be 
caught in the act, they will be tried 
and punished as if they had injured  
a human. The Yamuna, another Indian 
river, has the same privilege. 
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THIS IS SOME LONG RIVER!
I kid you not, ‘chang jiang’ means ‘long’, and 
the Chang Jiang is a stretch of the Yangtze River, 
China’s longest and the third longest in the 
world. Measuring 6300 kilometres, it rises on the 
Tibet Plateau. An important Chinese highway, 
one vessel after another travels along it.  

CLEANEST OF THE CLEAN 
Japan’s Niyodo River is famous for its 
spotlessness. Indeed, it can truthfully 

claim to be the cleanest river in Japan. 
It gleams in shades of blue and dark 

green that people refer to as Niyodo 
blue. The river’s banks are lined with 

magnificent rock formations and 
statues of the seven gods of luck and 

good fortune.

HOUSES ON STILTS
The banks of Mekong are densely populated. 
The land thereabouts is subject to frequent 
flooding. But local people know how to 
manage the rising river – to ensure that 
houses on the banks of the Mekong are not 
carried away on the torrent, they built 
them on stilts.

Asia, the largest continent on our planet, covers an area of 
43,540,000 square kilometres. As Asia is quite mountainous, 
no one is surprised to learn that it contains the world’s highest 
peak, Mount Everest. Asia’s rivers, on the other hand, are not 
among the world’s longest. Large parts of Asia are endorheic – 
meaning that the rivers passing through the region tend to dry out, 
disappear into the ground or flow into the lake, not an ocean.

THREE GORGES
The ‘Long River’ is home to the world’s 
largest hydroelectric power station. 
Called Three Gorges, it has the highest 
performance as well as being the biggest. 
Not only does it generate electricity, it has 
a very important function in defence 
against flooding. Just imagine what 
would happen if the Long River were to 
burst its banks!

ASIA

YELLOW RIVER
At 5463 kilometres, it is 
the world’s fifth largest 
river. In the third 
millennium BCE, its 
importance was such 
that the first humans 
settled around its 
central stretch, laying 
there the foundations of Chinese civilization. Later, farmers 
used the waters of the Yellow River to irrigate their rice 
fields, expressing their gratitude and respect by calling it 
the River of the Gods or the Heavenly River.

MEKONG – NINE DRAGONS RIVER 
Mekong flows through China, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia 

and also Vietnam, where it divides into two larger 
branches and dozens of distributaries. Because of 

its many branches, it has earned the name 
Nine Dragons River. A journey along 
this very important Asian river ends 

in the South China Sea.

FLOATING MARKETS
As life at the Mekong is conducted mostly on the river 
or its banks, no one will be surprised to learn that things are 
bought and sold there. In place of a supermarket, you will be 
welcomed by traders 
in boats that show the 
relative size of their 
business. Believe it or 
not,a Mekong market 
is everybit as busy as 
a city centre.

1 .  G A N G E S ,  2 .  B R A H M A P U T R A ,  3 .  M E KO N G , 
4 .  YA N GT Z E ,  5 .  H U A N G  ( Y E L LO W ) ,  6 .  I N D U S

3 4EN EN

THAT’S RIGHT, I’M YELLOW
The Yellow River is called ‘yellow’ with 
good reason. But don’t think that its 
colour has anything to do with magic or 
godly intervention. The sun-like colour 
is caused by the soil of the riverbed as 
conducted by the water.
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GANGES SHARK
This grey-brown, rather stocky 
shark ploughs its way up the River 
Ganges. Its strikingly small eyes are 
perfectly adapted to murky waters.

A predator with very 
sharp teeth, this legend 
of the Ganges is 
a critically endangered 
species, sad to say. 



IRRAWADDY DOLPHIN
The Ganges goddess is also home to the enormous 
Irrawaddy dolphin, a very rare creature. Almost two 
metres long, it can change its facial expression, like 
a human. The Irrawaddy’s head is rounded, unlike 
the heads of other dolphins.

SOUTH ASIAN RIVER DOLPHIN
Another inhabitant of the murky River Ganges is the 
South Asian river dolphin, a cetacean which is almost 
blind. There’s no need to feel sorry for it, though, for 
it has little need of sight – it makes do perfectly with 
sound waves.



MANGROVE
The extensive Ganges 
Delta is home to special 
vegetation called the 
mangrove. Mangroves 
are amphibious shrubs 
and trees which grow 
where land and water 
join. They flourish in 
the warm conditions of 
waterlogged mud.  

COMMON HILL MYNAH
Many bird species fly 
above the banks of the 
Ganges. One of them, the 
common hill mynah, is an 
accomplished flyer and 
skilful imitator of the human 
voice. What’s more, with its 
jet-black feathers, yellow 
legs and orange beak, it is 
a true avian beauty. 
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