






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Epilogue 

a branch, but it broke and we crashed over the second fall broadside on. In a 
moment we were upside down in the foaming water, clinging desperately 
to anything we could lay our hands on.' 

The rest either sank or floated away. Donald struggled towards one bank, 
endeavouring to hold his rucksack high above his head; inside was the Kudel­
ski recorder, the n1ost valuable piece of cquipment we had. Niels too tried 
to keep his cine-camera out of the water, but with little success. Luckily both 
he and Harma reached a rock ledge on one side of the torrent where Alirio 
joined them with the waterlogged boat. Carlos and Brian seeing no one 
ahead swam downstrea1n to grab the remaining kitbags before they sank. 
It was f ortunate that most of these were plastic-lined and so the air which 
remained kept them afloat. Of the cameras only the two Ralleis in their 
hermetically-sealed cases remained intact. Five others had sunk together with 
the inedical chest, a sixteen-bore shotgun, the best tarpaulin and all our shoes. 
Now they lay somewhere on the river bed. 

Niels, his tall bedraggled figure bent over the boat, tinkered with the out­
board motor and eventually got it to work. Brian scra1nbled back along the 
bank and went downstream with Carlos and Alirio to collect the equipment 
which lay straddled across tree roots and rocks at the water's edge. Donald 
was still cut off on the far bank, and as he waited for the boat to return he 
buried his thoughts in Dylan Thomas' s poems. There was nothing else to do 
and in itself this seemed to epitomize the apparent hopelessness of our 
situation. 

At this stage it was ünpossible to know whether we could continue ;;tnd 
make the film. With a soaked cine-camera and two water-ridden tape re­
corders, our chances seemed virtually nil. But the reels of colour film had 
been saved, sealed in a watertight milk churn. To turn back would have been 
to admit defeat, so we reloaded the boat and continued upstream to the next 
cachivera, the Falls ofThunder. Here we laid everything in the afternoon sun 
over the granite boulders to dry - soaked cigars, telephoto lenses and fifty­
yard lengths of cloth. lt looked as if a giant trading store had suddenly 
appeared in the midst of Amazonia. 

While Carlos and Alirio unrolled the cloth, the bright reds, greens, yellows 
and blues spread like Tibetan banners across the rocks, Niels carefully statted 
to dismantle his Bolex and laid the parts in the sun. Harma, remarkably con­
trolled, looked after the ham1nocks and clothes, while we tended the tape 
recorders, shotguns, pressure lamps and the food. All this had kept afloat and 
the rice, which was sealed in plastic, had somehow kept dry. 

At last we could relax by the fire, while Alirio boiled a great can of rice 

Donald wít1i the mummies in tht burial cave. 
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One Last Bad Moment 

over the fla111es. As wc drank tea, the samc tea which had been our saviour 
time and time again, we hardly uttered a word. The disaster had been too 
great, our senses were numbed and there was nothing to say. Instead, each 
one of us occupied himself with a different piece of equipment - a lens, a tape 
recorder, microphones or a shotgun, trying in the darkness to dry them out. 
For a tüne Niels placed his camera 011 a rack over the embers of the fue, 
then Brian remembered how Dr Schultes had said that he never used desic­
cators but found dried rice much more effective. Our own desiccators were 
at the bottom of the river, so we followed his ad vice and sealed the remaining 
cameras in plastic bags Elled with toasted rice. 

Next morning the sky was clear and once n1ore everything was spread over 
the rocks. Suddenly Niels' voice rang out gleefully- 'The camera's working,' 
he shouted as he wound and rewound the Bolex and then loaded a reel of 
film. Gradually the mainspring worked itself free and though a mixture of oil 
and water ominously oozed out of the co1npart1nent, the motor continued to 
run. In his enthusiasm Niels jumped from rock to rock, with the viewer still 
misted, eagerly filming. 

W e moved upstream once more. Niels and Hanna sat closely together in1 

the bows, Alirio perched watchfully on the prow in front of them, we were 
on the kit amidships and Carlos managed the motor from behind. On reflec­
tion it seemcd a miracle that things had not tumed out much worse - no one 
had been injured, the film was safe and the boat intact. Above all we had to 
admire Niels. In a moment he had lost practically everything, his camera was 
his life and now a virtual write-off. He had every right to insist that we 
retum, for he had other contracts to fulfil in Bogotá. But the expedition must 
have nleant more to hi1n than just another job. Like ourselves he had always 
had an overruling wish to visit Indians. It was this which originally made him 
sail a yacht single-handed from Cartagena to the Islands of San Bias, near 
Panama, there to make his first film. 

It rained unremittingly as we continued up this tributary of the Piraparaná. 
Not once did we see an Indian. Then, only two bends before Bréo' s maloca, 
we carne upon two Makuna boys fishing from their slim dug-out canoe. At 
the port were more canoes, moored to the floating log pier and bumping 
side to side in the swift current. A sandy track led away from the water to 
the long rectangular maloca which stood alone on higher ground. 

W e lived here for the next two weeks, the last time we were to stay with 
an Indian family. To spend our last weeks in a Tukano maloca was a fitting 
clímax to our travels, for the Piraparaná had been the essence of the whole 
expedition. On the first visit we had found it di.fficult to get to know the 
different families, for we had always been travelling and José was not a 

A colono rides to market. 
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co-operative guide. This time we returned to one specific maloca which we 
already knew. Bréo was happy to see us and we were welcomed by all his 
family. 

We were given a comer of the vast interior, to sling our hammocks and 
keep our stores. Bréo' s father, the old Makuna shaman, was fortunately away, 
preparing curare poison in the forest. He did not like strangers and he cer­
tainly would not have allowed us to film. 

In February Carlos had said that the only wa.y we could ensure that a 
Tukano household would do everything we wanted, was to give the head­
man a shotgun. To part with our own would have been a very expensive 
gift, but Carlos had brought a sixteen-bore Winchester which like many 
others had reached Colombia as contraband from Peru. W e gave this to 
Bréo and from then on he did absolutely anything we asked. The gun be­
came his proudest possession. Still a young man, he was the one In.dian whose 
face and eyes always seemed to radiate happiness. He proved one of the most 
strong-willed Indians we met and his control over the maloca was absolute. 
His peo ple liked him, and this was the measure of his worth. 

Through Alirio we explained to Bréo what we had come to do. That even­
ing as the men squatted round and took coca, he in turn told them why we 
had arrived; they were to help us and not once were they to look at the 
strange 'eye' which the tall fair man might point at them. The consulta­
tions went on far into the night in the half-light of the turi torchwood and 
smouldering embers. At dawn the doors were hoisted to their hooks, the frres 
stoked and the Makuna werit about their daily tasks. 

These were what we had come to film, and we quietly followed them.put 
to· the chagra to watch the women dig manioc and the men pick coca. Most 
of the work away from the maloca was done in the morning and we often 
had difficulty in keeping up, for now we had to go barefoot like the Indians, 
and the soles of our feet took time to harden. 

'I don' t like the signs of rust. appearing round the rewind mechanism,' 
Niels remarked one day, as he was filming a canoe being hollowed out. 'l 
suspect the mainspring is getting more and more coated with rust, and 1 can' t 
get in at it. Eventually it will rot and snap, and that will be that!' 

The most striking feature we remembered about the Tukano was the 
manioc festival and the amazing feather head-dresses which the men had 
worn. Bréo told us they were due to have a manioc celebration in about two 
weeks' time, but we persuaded him to celebrate sooner, and he agreed to send 
messengers into the forest and up-river by canoe, to wam the other malocas. 
Two of these were nearly fifty miles away in Brazil. 

Canoe-loads of people soon arrived and the maloca filled to bursting with 
families slinging their hammocks. W ell over a hundred Indians carne and the 
preparation of coca and chicha went on for four days. On our part, too, there 
was preparation. W e had promised everyone a present. Bréo had received 
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his shotgun which he flourished at ali who can1e. N ow we cut the cloth into 
three--yard lengths to make skirts for the women, skirts which they wore only 
when white men can1e. For the men the inost sought-after presents were our 
tiny glass beads. Each man was delighted with two spoonfuls and they care­
fully strung them on strands of cumare which they coiled round their necks. 

One of our greatest problems was to film the festival in the dark interior of 
the maloca. At first we had thought of getting a special battery-operated flood 
lamp from Europe, but there was no time. Then a friend from Cambridge 
wrote and told us to try using pressure lamps. W e brought six of these with 
us, together with sheets of tin and tinfoil to act as reflectors. The tin had been 
lost in the rapids, so we cut up all our empty cans and fitted them around one 
side of each lamp. Our problems were not atan end; the light was too dim, 
for we had brought pink petrol when we should have had the n1ore refined 
white. 

When Niels did start to film in the dark, he found that even with the lamps 
held almost next to a subject there was barely a reading on his exposure 
meter. Also the condensation in the viewer made it impossible to see. 

'I don' t know how this can come out, especially on colour film, I can' t see 
a thing!' But we took a chance and with hands and arn1s wrapped in cloth 
against the heat held the lamps as close to the Indians as we dared. They must 
ha ve wondered what was happening as f our mysterious figures carrying 
dazzling lights descended on them. Y et amazingly, whether pounding coca 
or baking cassava, they remained themselves and carried out their tasks quite 
naturally while Niels filmed. W e had to adopt different tactics for the dances. 
Here the lamps were useless. After a lengthy discussion Bréo agreed that they 
would dance outside, but only f or a short time, since the shaman was annoyed 
- it was unnatural to dance outside the maloca. Then Niels had an idea: he 
would use the beams of the afternoon sun. For half an hour the light streamed 
through the women' s doorway and he was able to film the dance. 

Although the film was the major object of this last journey, recording 
music was also important. Befare, we had not dared to descend the Pira­
paraná with the precious Kudelski; now we had it with us. Water had pene­
trated only the battery compartment and we were able to record a large part 
of the Tukano music afresh. In both these aspects of our work we could not 
have had a better person than the talkative Alirio to help us. He would 
organize the Indians just like a kindly army sergeant-major, and with an old 
leather forage cap stuck firmly on his head he strutted about the maloca, proud 
to serve ali our needs. 

The collection had always remained a prime aspect of our travels, ali the 
more so after the British Museum gave us a generous grant - one of the 
only ones we obtained. Sometimes we had found it easy to collect: when we 
left the Noanamá we went down the Río San Juan with five wooden crates 
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filled to the brim and three dug-out canoes lashed to the side of the boat. But 
when we left the Kogi of San Miguel we had nothing to show but the stone 
tablets we had 'stolen' and a coca bag and poporo which had been presented 
to Nestor by the cacique of San Francisco. On the journey down the Pira­
paraná we met with varied success, the malocas on the upper reaches of the 
river would part with nothing; but on the lower course we fowid bartering 
much easier as the people had met caucheros. Then a canoe capsized and we 
lost over half of what we had obtained. Now we could recoup our loss and 
were spurred on by Niels' and especially Hanna' s enthusiasm. They too 
wanted to make a collection and friendly rivalry ensued which at times be­
came anything but friendly ! The Museun1 was given first priority but Hanna 
had an initial advantage over us men. She was on much closer tenns with the 
maloca women, and, for instance by sewing their skirts, could obtain aln1ost 
anything she wanted from them. Until now we would never have admitted 
that a girl should be allowed to take part in an expedition, but we had to 
change our minds. She had been through our worst disaster and con1e out 
unscathed; we lost all the medical supplies but she remained as fit as ourselves. 
True, the clouds of minute black sandflies, the sweat bees and the nigwas 
which laid their nests of eggs in our feet were a new discomfort for her, but 
both she and Niels soon carne to accept these and eujoy the other aspects of 
a life they would probably never see again. 

Here a small nucleus of people went about their lives in a way which was 
entirely their own. W e had literally descended from the sky, into their home, 
and for a very short time were able to experience at least a part of this life 
with its routine tasks, the drudgery of a hard existence and the joy and happi­
ness of the festival. The Makuna seemed a particularly contented people and 
had little desire to inake contact with the outside world. A spoonful ofbeads, 
a n1achete or a length of cloth were the things they wanted and in exchange 
they were willing to trade their own objects as well as their services. But 
even here there was a limit beyond which they would not go. With Alirio 
we were making a last desperate effort to obtain the Kurubeti, the sacred 
pebble stave festooned with exquisite emerald-green and purple humming­
bird feathers at its carved end. It was the one thing with which they would 
not part and no matter how n1any spoonfuls of beads we offered, the shaman 
would not change his mind. 

Bréo entered the maloca. For a time he watched and then carne over to the 
scene of the bargaining. Never before had we seen such anger in his eyes. In 
short clipped syllables he spoke to Alirio. No, we could not ha ve the Kuru­
beti, it belonged to his father, the great shaman, and he would never be for­
given. Besides this, we could have nothing more from his maloca; we had 

With the Maraca: Ikoshmo after his fight with Karkamo. 
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taken enough. This was a young headman whose power and authority we 
had to respect. Our action seemed criminal, almost like taking treasured 
antiques from a friend' s house, and that night Brian proposed giving every­
thing back ! Many times a sense of guilt crept over us as we went about our 
almost ruthless collecting. Yet we did give the Indians things which they 
wanted in return and our collecting encouraged them to continue in what 
were often dying crafts. Donald numbered each object and covered pages of 
his diary with drawings and copious notes; we could ease our consciences 
with the thought that we were trying to do sorne scientific good. 

The festival was over. We started on the returnjourney to the mouth of 
the Piraparaná to await the Catalina' s return. 

By now the food supplies were beginning to run low. A favourite water­
ing-place for tapir, or danta, as they were known, lay close to one of our camp 
sites. Carlos soon equipped himself, manufacturing bullets oflead from the 
shot in our twelve-bore cartridges. 

'I'll be back in half an hour,' he shouted. We hardly believed him but he 
kept bis word. He had killed a female danta and for two days li1nbs, ribs, in­
deed every conceivable piece of meat, were smoked on a rack which was 
specially erected over the fire. There was sufficient meat for everyone for at 
least a week. And by the end of that week, while we were waiting for the 
Catalina in Alirio' s house, we were thankful we had had the extra supply. 
The air company had broken their word. 

For four days we waited in the little hut overlooking the wide Apaporis. 
Each morning the sky was clear until about 10 a.m. Then the clouds carne 
and it began to rain. On two occ~sions we heard aeroplane engines approach 
and then move away. Once the noise was so close that we unstrung our ham­
mocks, packed the final oddments and ran down the steep slope to the river' s 
edge. The food situation deteriorated. Niels became ever more concerned 
about his film contracts in Bogotá, and Carlos was impatient to return, for 
the rubber-collecting season had now begun. W e had to leave, there was 
enough petrol to get us to Carlos' home and from there we could go south 
to La Pedrera, the frontier post on the Caquetá. 

With the help of Carlos' men we crossed the five-mile portage between 
the Apaporis and Miritiparaná. Our bare feet suffered in the process. Once 
more disaster nearly overtook us. During the night descent of the Miriti­
paraná, the guide in the bows was supposedly keeping watch with a torch, 
but he fell asleep and before we knew where we were we were rammed 
amidships by another powered canoe coming in the opposite direction. Only 
a bit of water was shipped, but we did not sleep any more. 

LBFT: Ishishik makes herself up. RIGHT: Karkamo in warpaint. 
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This time the radio in La Pedrera was working. We immediatdy sent 
messages to the air company and the British Embassy, to try to ensure that 
the Catalina would return and pick us up. They had failed to arrive. at the 
appointed rendezvous; moreover we had paid for our return flight. What 
had happened? We had run out of food and Niels was long overdue in 
Bogotá. Radio contact with Leticia was of no use, for our friend Mike was 
still in Miami selling anima]s and tropical fish. No reply carne from Bogotá 
for two days, then the news arrived: there had been a revolt in the Llanos, 
the country was in a state of emergency and all Catalinas had been com­
missioned to fly troops to the area bordering the Orinoco. The plane could 
not make the journey for at least a week, and even then there was little 
certainty. Our best route out was from the Brazilian frontier post of Villa 
Bitencourt, so we went down the gigantic and placid Caquetá to talk to the 
captain of the station. 

'Yes, an Air Force Catalina is coming in ton1orrow, but a general will be 
on board; he is inspecting all our frontier posts. 1 doubt there'll be room for 
all of you, and you'll have to ask General Josef for his permission.' 

Next morning the four of us, bedraggled and shoeless, watched the smart 
platoon present arms to a small mustachioed general with a chestful of 
medals glittering in the sun. He had been told about us and very kindly said 
we could come. Later we heard that Richard Mason had been killed only five 
weeks before, on a tributary of the Xingu in Central Brazil. Perhaps this had 
made the general more sympathetic towards our cause, for he allowed not 
only ourselves but all our equipment on the plane. 

W e flew south to Leticia. Nids and Hanna returned direct to Bogotá by 
passenger flight. Two days later a cargo plane took us and all the equipment, 
including the sixteen-foot Indian canoe we had brought from the Piraparaná 
in March and had then been unable to fit inside a plane. 

Just as the converted bomber was about to take off, the few passengers 
and ourselves were told to disembark. A search ensued and two thousand 
rounds of ammunition were discovered - we were gun-running for the 
revolutionaries in Bogotá! No one else was allowed to fly, but Mike, who 
had just returned from Miami, persuaded the police and customs that we 
were Embassy officials, and we flew. 

That was the end of our expedition. By December 1961 we had left 
Colombia and were on the high seas, bound for Liverpool. With us were the 
films, hours of recordings, thousands of photographs and five huge crates 
with the collection for the British Museum. But of all our strange objects the 
four dug-out canoes caused most concern. The old chief of the liner' s holds 
was worried that one had devdoped dry rot, and the Liverpool dockers had 
never seen anything quite like them before. 



One Last Bad Moment 

Almost a year later as we sat searching our brains for words, a letter 
arrived from Horacio and our journey became a reality once more: 

'Now that "the terrors, the agonies and the mistakes", to borrow a well­
known expression, have been forgotten, 1 can sit back and enjoy to the 
full our experiences on the Ti and the higher reaches of the Piraparaná. 
Remember that black morning on the Ti when we got bogged down, the 
scouting party to the fust maloca on the Piraparaná had not returned and we 
despaired of their return? Then José and Uriel were found packing their 
belongings preparatory to abandoning us to perish miserably in that howling 
wilderness. That was abad moment, as Peter Fleming would say. Remember 
the time we had, pushing and pulling El Diablo - now the size of an ocean 
liner - up the last part of that miserable ditch to the portage, and the struggle 
getting it over? "One, two, three ... ugh, Ugh, UGH!" Yes, we certainly 
hada hell of a time, but on the whole things turned out quite well.' 
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