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Chapter 8 – Section 2
Climate and Vegetation – Latin America


Narrator: The greatest proliferation of life that you can find anywhere on the surface of the Earth, up in the canopy of the jungle the tropical rainforest. The canopy, millions of leaves stretching in a vast endless mosaic of green, each individual leaf exactly angled to collect the maximum amount of light. Many have a special joint at the base of their stock that enables them to twist and follow the Sun as it swings overhead.  It’s an isolated world, many of whose inhabitants are born here and will die here without ever leaving it. Insects are everywhere. There seems to be no limit to the variety of their shapes and their colors. Some prey on others, most derive their sustenance from the trees, collecting the seeds, sipping the nectar, sucking the sap and munching on the leaves. The insubstantial green terraces of the canopy are the pastures of the jungle and a multitude of creatures graze on them. These in South America are squirrel monkeys but every jungle has its monkey troops that scamper with total confidence through the branches fastidiously selecting the right kind of tree the juiciest bud or the particular shoot that most takes their fancy. A big storm is preceded by a violent gale which for a few minutes lashes the tall trees and rocks the canopy. The huge heavy drops begin to fall first slowly and then in drenching torrents. In places, the floor of the forest becomes a flood, sweeping in sheets through the trees down to the rivers. The jaguar is an excellent swimmer and seems positively to enjoy doing so for it’s seldom found far from water. It actually hunts as it wades catching crocodiles and frogs and even fish. When you descend from the canopy you leave behind the most densely populated part of the jungle, and enter a kind of aerial halfway house with spindly saplings, hanging lianas and bare branchless trunks. Forest floor is not a very fertile place, this is partly because it’s so dark much of the light having been cut off by the tiers of leaves up in the canopy, and partly because the torrential rains wash away much of the nutriment that is in the soil, for down here there is very little wind so it’s extremely humid, it’s also very warm, and those two factors together suit the processes of decay very well.
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