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For many days I followed Barbara and
Vaioco over dim forest trails to Abrigo do Sol
and other rock-shelters where some un-
known people had carved mysterious draw-
ings into the walls and left sherds of
decorated pottery in the ashes of ancient
fires. Barbara had kept her part of the bar-
gain. Now I had to keep mine.

First I persuaded two friends, Professors
Mari Baiocchi and Altair Sales Barbosa of
the Catholic University of Goias, to visit the
shelters to see if an archeological dig was
warranted. They came, made test trenches,
and recommended a thorough study.

With this assurance I asked the National
Geographic Society for support. The So-
ciety agreed to help and also asked the
Smithsonian Institution to joinin furthering
the project. Thanks largely to the efforts of

FUNAI’s veteran sertanista, Fritz Tolksdorf,
I enlisted the cooperation of the Brazilian
Government.

Dig Helps to Prove Wastsus’ Claim

And so, seven years after the Wasisus
had shown me the places they had kept hid-
den for so long, we—and the Wastsus—Dbe-
gan laboring with picks, shovels, and sieves
in the floor of Abrigo do Sol, coughing and
sneezing in clouds of acrid dust.

But even before digging started, our proj-
ect had produced heartwarming results:
The Wastisus would not be forced to remain
on the savanna after all!

FUNAI had reported to the Brazilian Min-
istry of Interior that our preliminary work
proved that Indians had occupied the valley
of the Galera since long before the first

From Abrigo’s pay dirt, Wastsu girls
(left) separate fragments of pottery and
stone with a sieve like those used by dia-
mond prospectors in the region. Able
recruits in the service of science, the
Indians exhibited irrepressible enthusi-
asm for turning up new finds, suchas a
pipe head (above) dug from the ashes of
an ancient campsite. For their efforts
they were rewarded with food and
cooking utensils by the civilizados.
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Stairway into the dim past of early man, Abrigo’s carefully stepped excavation
(right) is abruptly halted seven meters down by boulders thought to have dropped
thousands of years ago from the overhang (above), seen here before work began in
1975. Since tests show evidence of man beneath the slabs, Eurico Miller hopes to
remove the impediments with heavy equipment and to probe even deeper.

Europeans landed in Brazil. And, impor-
tantly, our work in the region also showed
conclusively that the Wasudsus inhabit the

area today. The government moved swiftly

under a law holding that any land on which
Indians are living cannot be taken away
from them: It rescinded the land titles that it
had given to the big agricultural and indus-
trial combines already at work in the valley,
and made the territory the property of the
Wastsu people forever.

We might have had a celebration, but the
Wasisus had more important things to do.
Donning war paint, the warriors went off to
where a party of lumberjacks was felling
huge mahogany trees on land that is now
irrevocably Indian. The poor loggers, terri-
fied by the unexpected sight of Indians
advancing upon them with six-foot-long
arrows notched to powerful bows, wasted
no time leaving. Their terror was ludicrous.
They ran through the forest like scattered
partridges, shouting for help.

One cannot really blame the outsiders for
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fearing Indians. Over the years the fierce
warriors of the forest have taken a heavy toll
of gold and diamond prospectors, lumber-
men, and road builders.

On one occasion an assistant and I spent a
night camped in the jungle beyond the far-
thest point reached by road crews. The
workers, who had just found bare footprints
in ground they had cleared, watched wide-
eyed as we passed their camp and disap-
peared into the forest. We spent an unevent-
ful night and were greeted as heroes when
we returned unharmed to the roadhead in
the morning.

Shelter Yields Bones, Gold Ornament

The digging in and around Abrigo goes
on. Itis not exciting work, although once we
found a gold ornament and another time the
crumbling bones of a small child.

The ornament appears to be a pendant.
Eurico Miller thinks it may be part of aneck-
lace, butI have seen Brazilian Indians wear-
ing similar bangles in their earlobes. There
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WP ROPICAL EROSION awaits and
T spares nothing,” warned Eurico
Miller before returning to Abrige
with National Geographic Society sup-
port in July 1977. What he found con-
firmed his worst fears: Downpours
during the preceding rainy season had
washed through the strata of untold
centuries, creating eerie formations of
o earth (right), each capped by a small
— T T T fragment of stone or ceramic material.
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sherds may have fallen to levels dated
by carbon-14 tests to earlier times.
Matching dates with artifacts thus be-
came a near-impossible task. i

Several hundred pounds of pottery
fragments were found in Abrigo’s upper
strata, as well as on the surface of 13 still
unexcavated sitesin the surrounding re-
gion. Numbering 8,960, the fragments
display a remarkable variety, from in-
cised geometric patterns (top, left)—
some bearing the sun symbol (second
from top)—to appliquéd designs (third
from top). The origins, as well as the
fate, of the primitive artisans who
fashioned these pieces remain a mys-
tery. The Wastisus and their Nambi-
cuara neighbors—among Brazil’s most
primitive Indians—make no pottery.

In the middle strata of the dig, the
remains of a preceramic Stone Age cul-
ture were found, and pottery fragments
entirely disappeared. Here on the edge
of the Amazon Basin—where no evi-
dence of Paleo-Indians had previously
been found—were several millennia’s
accumulation of crudely chipped flakes
(bottom), cores, and other assorted
grinding and scraping tools. A number
of carbon-14 test results indicate that
the deepest of these artifacts might be
12,000 years old.
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is no mystery as to the origin of the
ornament, although we have no reliable clue
as to its age. Gold deposits, no longer
worked, can be found not far away. Our
pendant appears to have been made from a
nugget hammered flat with a stone, then cut
to roughly rectangular shape and pierced
with a small hole.

As to the bones, they could not have been
buried long ago, for the jungle soilis strongly
acidic, and organic matter, even large bones
and teeth, deteriorates quickly. We surmise
that the youngster was someone special and
thus rated burial in the sacred shelter.
These are the only bones we have discovered
in Abrigo do Sol.

Each evening we come home to a jungle
clearing several miles from the dig, where
we have set up a camp of tents, brush shel-
ters, and a mobile home. The presence of
such a vehicle in the heart of the jungle is not
as remarkable as it would have been only a
few years ago. Hundreds of miles of high-
ways and logging roads now cut through the
wilderness. Some are even paved, but most
are merely raw cuts in the forest, deeply rut-
ted by heavy trucks and occasionally all but
impassable for standard automobiles.

Vampire Bats a Jungle Reality

Our camp attracts the biting flies of the
jungle, the voracious borrachudos, by the
millions. It attracts other, more dangerous
pests as well. More than once, asleep in
my hammock, I have been awakened by
stealthy movement on my toes and have
found a vampire bat walking about looking
for an opening in my blanket so it could
make a meal of my blood.

We keep careful watch for rattlesnakes.
Entering caves, we leave room for fright-
ened tapirs to dash out past us, for these big
animals like to hide in daytime.

One night Eurico was driving to camp
when somethingleaped from the jungle onto
the hood of his jeep, leaving long scratches
in the paint. The animal disappeared into
the underbrush on the other side of the trail.
Eurico thought perhaps it was a deer. But
the next morning, in the mud beside the
track, we found the pugmarks of alarge jag-
uar. On another occasion Eurico was forced
to shoot one when it insisted upon invading
the camp night after night.
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I've seen enough jaguars to become con-
vinced that individual cats will sometimes
hunt humans for food, particularly small
Indian children. While Brazil now has game
laws protecting its jungle wildlife, one may
dispose of a jaguar or panther that poses an
obvious threat.

The same is true for anacondas, the
world’s longest snakes, which are abun-
dant in this area of Amazonia. A big ana-
conda can swallow a fair-size prey, and the
Indians claim they know of cases in which
the snakes have eaten people. I am inclined
todoubt this, butI keep well clear of anacon-
das just the same.

Ants in Pants Prove Disastrous

Poor Eurico! He is the one to whom all
possible unpleasant things happen. When
he hung up a freshly washed pair of his
shorts to dry, leaf-cutting ants chopped
them to pieces, leaving only a little pile of
buttons on the ground beneath the tree.

When we stayed overnight at a ranch that
boasted a fine outhouse with a mahogany
seat, Eurico was the one who nearly fell
through; termites had riddled the seat.

But sometimes his luck changed. A hen he
brought from home as a future meal took to
laying eggs in his jeep. In return for tasty
breakfasts, the chicken escaped the pot.

We both suffered from the usual jungle
complaints, of course: dysentery, insect
bites, and malaria, of which I have had al-
most a hundred attacks during my years in
the forest. The Indians are virtuallyimmune
to these things, but diseases of civilization,
such as measles, influenza, and tuberculo-
sis, have wiped out entire tribes.

With the coming of the roads, Amazonia
has attracted entrepreneurs who have estab-
lished gasoline stations, hotels, restaurants,
and stores. In addition, bus service and mi-
crowave telephone help us keep in touch
with the outside world.

Usually we can obtain the sort of food we
would eat at home, although the Indians,
who are permitted to hunt as they please, of-
ten give us such things as red deer venison,
armadillo—to be cooked in the shell—tapir
steak, and the tasty tails of caimans, South
American crocodiles.

Once a little Indian boy handed me a
small roasted animal that smelled most

National Geographic, January 1979



Tempest of sand and wind catches Eurico Miller during one of the cold spells
delivered to Brazil’s Mato Grosso Plateau each dry season by winter winds from the
south. Inits aftermath columns of fragile soil stand secured by bits of stone and ceram-
ic. Such erosion may account for the large number of surface relics found near Abrigo.

delicious. Hungry, I ate with gusto. Only
then did the boy casually mention that the
delicacy was a vampire bat.

Besides the entrepreneurs with legal busi-

ness in the wilderness, there are, as on any
frontier, men whose occupations do not
stand close scrutiny. Nearly every morning,
while it is still dark, we are awakened by the
sound of a low-flying airplane rushing over-
head without lights. This is a smuggler,
bringing whiskey, cigarettes, and other con-
traband from Bolivia or Paraguay, and
landing at some secret airstrip deep in the
Brazilian jungle.

What few police can be spared to enforce
the laws in Amazonia are kept busy chasing
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wild-animal poachers, people with illegal
guns, and even murderers, for the forestisa
good place to drop out of sight. The policedo
their best but catch few malefactors.

Eurico Miller has worked for three sea-
sons in Abrigo and explored 13 other nearby
sites. As I write, digging has stopped at
Abrigo and may not be resumed for some
time because we have reached a level where
great boulders, fallen from the shelter roof
long ago, block our shovels. One day we
hope to break up the boulders with mechani-
cal drills and dig yet deeper, in the hope that
we will reach levels containing relics even
older than those already unearthed.

Until every possible bit of evidence has
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A new horizon of Paleo-Indian life in
Brazil’s interior is indicated by the rich
lode of rock carvings at Abrigo do Sol. The
secrets of the site’s petroglyphs may one
day be deciphered, but for the present no
one knows if they are meaningless graffiti
or true symbology. .

Dug from deep strata in the floor of the
shelter were several roughly decorated
rocks thought to have sloughed off the
surface thousands of years ago. Eurico
Miller carefully cleans one (below) deco-
rated with markings similar to many that
have been found amid the remains of
primitive cultures throughout the world.
Adorned with the ubiquitous female sym-
bol, another (right) bears deep indenta-
tions that might indicate long years of
sharpening axes. Many carvings, such as
this dancing depiction of what may be a
deer, tapir, or anteater (left), were found
on the walls and roof of the rock-shelter.
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Marks of a Stone Age Kilroy, foot
carvings are said by the Wastsus to
mean nothing more than “we were
here.” While some were scored in
childlike fashion on hard rock (bot-
tom), others on sandstone resemble
actual footprints (below). A number
of highly stylized faces, like this one
on Abrigo’s surface rock (right), may
be images of masks worn by tribal
witch doctors.
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been extracted from the shelter, Eurico can-
not know the whole story of Abrigo do Sol
and the people who used it. At present, how-
ever, we can be sure that bits of charcoal dug
from the shelter floor came from wood
burned sometime between 9,000 and 12,000
years ago.

Carbon-14 tests put the age of one sample
of charcoal at more than 14,500 years, but
there is something troubling about this
piece. For one thing, it was found at a level
above those that yielded charcoal of much
later origin; water and wind erosion can mix
strata drastically, to the confusion of arche-
ologists. Then again, laboratory error or a
chemical change in the charcoal could have
skewed the carbon-14 results.

Tantalizing Clue Needs Corroboration

In any event, Eurico hopes to find other
pieces as old before he accepts the evidence
of the single bit of charcoal as final. The
issue is of considerable importance, for no
other sites of human use as old as 14,500
years have been discovered in South Amer-
ica. The oldest proven sites found to date,
in Peru and Venezuela, yielded artifacts
13,000 years old.

Some of the 8,960 sherds we have collect-
ed, the best of them from the nearby sites of
old villages, tell us that the ancient Indians
made excellent pottery; Nambicuaras of to-
day make none. Designs, both on the pottery
and cut into shelter walls, betoken artistic
talent lacking in the modern tribespeople.
We have found representations of a bird and
animals we can’t identify, possibly lizards,
tapirs, and anteaters.

There are strange depictions of humans;
the Wastisus say they represent masks worn
by witch doctors. Drawings of footprints
deeply incised into rock (left) puzzled us, but
not the Wasusus.

“All they say is ‘We were here,
Barbara.

Among the symbols on walls and pottery,
there are many representing the sun (pages
67 and 72). Circles with rays such as any
child draws to depict the sun, they offer evi-
dence that the ancient people worshiped the
sun. The Nambicuaras of today consider
thunder the supreme being.

Nothing that we found in Abrigo indicat-
ed that the Paleo-Indians lived regularly in

»
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the shelter, a deduction reinforced by our
finding of old village sites not far away. We
think the Paleo-Indians camped in the shel-
ter on occasion and used it also for storing
foods and other possessions. Neither do the
Wastisus live in Abrigo do Sol or in shelters
nearby, although they apparently use them
for certain rituals, which they would not
tell us about even after all the time we spent
with them.

In addition to the huge number of sherds,
we collected nearly 8,500 stone artifacts,
pieces of unworked stone probably gathered
for raw material from the bed of a nearby
stream, and fragments chipped from stones
being worked. We found pieces polished
and worn from being used to cut petroglyphs
into the shelter walls. In addition to stone
tools, the early people must have made pot-
tery in Abrigo, for we dug up cylinders such
as those used in rolling coils of clay for mak-
ing ceramics.

Very rarely we came across snail shells,
bones of wild pig and deer, and corncobs, all
remains of meals eaten by Indians of fairly
recent times. We also found a few bamboo
arrow fragments and pieces of bows.

A puzzling find was a large boulder with
deep cuts worked into it. The Indians said it
was a ceremonial stone, but again they fell
silent when questioned about the ceremony.
Possibly this boulder was nothing more than
a bit of hard stone on which the ancient peo-
ple sharpened their stone axes and knives,
but someone took the trouble to carve sym-
bols into it (page 77).

Legend of Amazons Intrigues Author

Having no scientific reputation to pro-
tect, I can do a bit more surmising than
Eurico Miller and the other experts who
have visited this site. I think we may have
found support for the old legend that war-
rior women once ruled in Amazonia. I base
my theory on the fact that we have found
countless stylized representations of female
genitalia. Admittedly, these are not unique
to Amazonia—they are used as fertility sym-
bols in many parts of the world. But because
there are far more of these symbols here than
any other, I am quite sure women must have
played a large part in the ancient societies of
the Galera region.

The exploits of Francisco de Orellana in
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Innocents in the rushing stream of
progress, the once fierce, now pacified
Nambicuara Indians have dwindled from
an estimated 20,000 in 1907 to perhaps 500
or so today. Already ravaged by the white
man’s diseases of influenza, measles, and
tuberculosis, they faced what might have
been a final blow in 1958, when a new road
across their lands opened the way for a
flood of fazendeiros, or homesteaders.

On the open savanna, where this young
woman crosses arapid (left), ranchers now
graze vast herds of zebu cattle. Below the
plain, farmers and lumbermen are felling
much of the mahogany-rich forests, where
the Wasiisus traditionally catch fish by
stunning them, first with poison, then with
blunt arrows (right).

Efforts by the Brazilian Government to
resettle many of the Nambicuaras on one
reservation failed because of deep-rooted
incompatibilities. In a turnaround, it
adopted a policy of small reserves based on
long-standing group differences. Restored
to their forest wilderness, the Wastsus
now have much to smile about (above).
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South America during the 1540’s added to
the mystique. Orellana, a Spaniard, was the
first European to descend the Amazon to its
mouth. Both Orellana and his chronicler,
Friar Carvajal, reported attacks by women
warriors like the Amazons of Greek
mythology.

Brazilian Indians of today have a legend
thatalarge tribe of women, who held in sub-
jugation what few men they allowed to live,
once ruled the Amazon jungles. They pos-
sessed magic flutes, the jakui, butin time the
men took them from the women. Now no
woman is ever allowed to see the jakui,
which still remain in male custody and are
played during secret ceremonies.

The Indians say the tribe of women was
called Iamuricuma. Some Amazon tribes
still hold ceremonies and dances that they
call IJamuricuma for the mysterious women
warriors of old.

Guard Duty Amuses Wasusus

The time has come to leave the Galera
jungle. In a deluge that heralds the begin-
ning of the rainy season, Iload my gear into
my Brazilian jeep, a vehicle called Xavante,
after a tribe of Mato Grosso Indians. All the
Wastsus except a few who are ill come to say
good-bye.

We do not know when we will meet again,
and several of us shed tears, although we all
pretend that our wet cheeks are due to the
rain. Eurico Miller has a big worry about
leaving: Now that so many civilizados have
come to the jungle of the Galera, the seekers
of treasure and souvenirs may invade and
damage his archeological sites, jeopardizing
a successful conclusion to his three years
of hard work.

When the Wastsus learn the cause of our
worry, they are amused.

“Remember how we frightened those who
wished to cut down the mahogany trees?”
Barbara says. “That made us laugh. If peo-
ple come to the shelters while you are gone,
we will be happy to scare them away, too.”

Eurico and I drive off, he to his home in
Rio Grande do Sul, I to my house in Goiés.
We have no worries. We reason that if the
Indians guarded their holy places against all
outsiders for a hundred centuries or more,
they can safely be counted on to do so for a
few years more. ]
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Brotherhood of the flute: Following
widespread Amazonian custom, Wastisu
men play sacred bamboo flutes (right);
under pain of punishment, women stay in-
doors. After ceremonies the instruments
are wrapped in bark (below) and hidden
in special flute houses, which, according to
the Wastsus, are depicted by many carv-
ings (above) at Abrigo. Indian legend has
it that women once possessed the flutes and
power over men.
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