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Vacation-time Indian Tries a Ride on a Plodding Steed

“Indians kept this turtle captive with a rope through a hole cut in its shell. We boys
perched on top while the turtle crawled to the water, and that was fun. But in the river
it could turn on vou and bite with a bony beak or scratch with sharp claws. Once I
ate some turtle meat, and it tasted better than chicken.”
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Today they are rare in all the rivers of the Amazon
system. Caiman niger, in particular, which grows up to
15 feet long, has been almost exterminated. When it
was discovered that its skin could be used for leather,
a veritable hunt to the death began. In the course of a
few yvears untold millions of caymans were slaughtered.
Now the hunters are turning to a smaller but still rather
abundant species of cayman, which averages only six
feet in length.

We have already traveled five days on the Rio Lever
in the heart of Bananal Island. Human beings are rare-
lv seen, and no one knows exactly how far it is to the
Indian village. Finally, we are assured: “It is still three
days’ journey with vour motor.”

Searching for Turtle Eggs, Teemaree
Follows a Telltale Trail in the Sand

Morning sun shadows turtle tracks by the river's
edge, making them easy to see. Winds soon will erase
the marks, and only trained eves then can spot the
hillocks where the turtle laid her eggs. Taught by the
Indians, Teemaree became expert in finding nests.

“One day I gathered so many eggs we nearly got
sick eating them.” The Schultzes tried the volks raw,
with sugar, and found them delicious.
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Blue-eyed Indian 81

At last we see a dugout coming down the
river. We stop the motor. The Indian boat-
man comes near and asks our names. “Arode!”
exclaims our new friend, Kumana, in the typ-
ical Caraja pronunciation of my first name,
Harald. “I know the name. My relatives have
told us of thee. I will help thee.”

I am surprised and pleased, for many vears
have passed since last 1 visited the Caraja.
We should have turned back in despair soon
if we had met no one after so many days of
traveling.

Kumana turns his dugout and travels up-
stream with us. After an hour we find the
deserted Javahé village on a steep bank. The
villagers have just moved up a tributary of
the Lever and camped on a sandbank to be
near the water; they do this each year as the
river recedes.

When later we looked at the map of Ba-
nanal Island, we were astonished that we had
found our way. Our Indian guide had never
been here before, and the Rio Lever is
a ramified system of many branches,
channels, and lakes.

The Javahé village, we learn, is called
Jatoba. About 30 people— men, women,
and children—1live here. The chief is
the oldest, a strong man of about 50; he
has three wives, the other men one each.

In late afternoon two young men ar-
rive in a dugout. Their canoe is covered
with palm-fiber mats so that nothing
can be seen of its cargo. The youths
take out two bundles and open them
in the mask house, a hut at the end of
the sandbank. A screen of palm leaves
walls one side for privacy.

The bundles yield two fantastic cos-
tumes —red, blue, and yellow, with rows
of feathers and big eyves of mother-of-
pearl. The skirts are long, spirally
coiled fringes of palm leaves. These are

Teemaree fishes from an Indian
dugout. Ashore (right), he feeds a
catch of voracious piranhas to a baby
cavard —a snakebird, or anhinga. “I
caught the red-and-silver fish with a
hook; the big aruana Tonia shot with
a bow.” Piranhas, vicious denizens
of the Amazon and its tributaries,
can clean to the bone the body of a
wounded animal within minutes.
They take a fisherman’s bait readily,
and their flesh makes a tasty meal.

the aruana fish masks of the Caraja (page
69). We have had the good luck to arrive just
at the beginning of a dance.

Old myths tell of the origin of the masks
and dances. Some describe strange beasts
that came up from the bottom of the river;
others tell of the time big pirarucu fish ap-
peared as human beings and then disap-
peared into the water again. The Indians per-
form their deeply religious dances through-
out the dry season.

Telling Men’s Secrets Invites Peril

Kumana comes to us, very serious, and
says: “Arode, I know that you are an old
friend who understands our ways and re-
spects our religion. Your boy does not know.
Tell him about it.”

“Teemaree, come here and pay attention,”
I say. “Those masks are very dangerous.
Never speak about them to the women. You
must be extremely careful; never forget and
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tell at the village what vou do and see around
here. The Indians would become very angry,
and perhaps even Kkill you if yvou did. This
is a very serious matter. Beware!”

There is dancing every day. One or two
masked dancers appear in front of the screen
that hides the mask house from the sight of
the women. Rhythmically they swing the rat-
tles, singing and executing little dance steps.
The head parts of the masks rock, the palm-
leaf skirts rustle, and the sand crunches
under foot.

The women sit in the sand near the airy
palm-leaf huts combing one another’s long,
smooth, blue-black hair or spinning cotton.
According to ancient custom, two of them
are clad only in girdles made of inner bark.
Their naked bodies are adorned with beauti-
ful black geometric patterns.

Soon two of the masked men approach,
dancing and singing. They turn around at
the halfway point, then come quite near and
turn around, beginning their long way back
to the screen.

When the dancers are some distance away,
the two women follow them with tripping
steps (page 68). They move with knees bent
and, in rhythm with the singing, rub their
bare bodies with their hands.

If the masked male dancers stop, the wom-
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New Jersey-size Bananal Island lies 800 air
miles from Teemaree’s city home in Sao Paulo.
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Muscled Javahé hunters trap

en also stop immediately. Finally, they turn
about and run quickly back to the women
sitting in the sand, while the masked figures
dance to the screen.

The masked pair disappears behind the
screen and another pair starts up. This con-
tinues the whole afternoon until late into the
night, every day, every evening, throughout
the dry months.

Old melodies are sung with age-old verses
whose meaning is no longer easily understood
by the Indians. New rhymes and new tunes
are also invented and carried from one vil-
lage to another, until all are singing them.

When the time comes for work in the fields,
a pause intervenes. For ten days the dances
cease and then are continued until the rains,
when the sandbanks grow small and the In-
dians are compelled to move their houses to
higher ground.

Visiting the mask house is forbidden to
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women. If, however, a young woman’s curi-
osity is too great, and she cannot help at-
tempting to fathom the secret of the men’s
mask house, the punishment is severe. In ear-
lier times she could have been killed; today
she risks becoming the prisoner of the young
men living there.

Boys of about 12 leave their parents’ house
and live in the mask house. Here they are
initiated into the old traditions, learn all
kinds of manual work, make the holy masks,
and learn the songs thoroughly.

Bachelors Enjoy Life of Ease

Not until men are married may they dwell
in the village. But during their bachelorhood
they are supported by the village. For this
reason a lazy fellow frequently prefers to de-
lay his marriage.

A Javahé of about 30, with a large hooked
nose, dark eyes, and muscular body, took
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a swamp deer at a river crossing. Noose and pole help to drive the animal ashore

Teemaree to his heart from the very first day.

“May Teemaree go fishing with me?” he
asked.

The look of the man won our confidence.
Tonia became Teemaree’s trusted friend and
took the boy everywhere with him.

When they are in the canoe, we can see
from afar the boy’s yellow hair gleaming
among the dark Indians. At sundown they
return, and Teemaree drops a string of pira-
nhas on the sand. They are dead, he believes,
but one still has strength enough to snap at
his finger.

Teemaree returned from one of his fishing
expeditions in a state of high excitement.
In a lake he had found a school of tiny
blood-red fish, a kind he had never seen be-
fore. When 1 went to the spot, I recognized
the species as one I had collected 12 years
earlier. All my specimens had died, however,
on the trip back to civilization.
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84 National Geographic, July, 1961

This time I collected 200 of the inch-long
fish and carefully kept them alive in cans of
fresh water. Forty survived the journey to
Sao Paulo, and of these I sent a number to
the National Museum of Rio de Janeiro,
where they were given the scientific name
Hyphessobrycon havaldschultzz.

During the course of the dry season, the
river recedes farther and farther and the
Indians follow with their possessions, to be
close to the water. The children spend the
whole day bathing, fishing, and playing.

One day the Indians row to the other bank,
where the timbo vine thrives. They cut long
pieces and tie them into bundles, for they
plan to kill fish with the poison sap.

Early next morning, the Indians again set
forth in their dugouts. Teemaree helps with
his small paddle, and at length they reach
a lake hidden in the forest.

The Indians push forked poles into the
ground. The bundles of timbo vine are

Trading Boats Come Up the River
to Buy the Indians’ Sun-dried Fish

Javahés trek to the area’s lakes for pirarucu, fish
that sometimes exceed six feet in length. They
trap them in nets stretched on the lake bottom.
Dried, the catch may be bartered for tools, clothes,
kerosene, and other needs.

Rubbing salt on a slab of piraruct, an Indian
prepares it for drving. Traders sell the meat to
rubber tappers and other Amazon Basin dwellers.

crammed into these forks, and then heavy
blows with clubs reduce the vines to fibers.

Next the Indians wash the frayed timbo
bundles in the lake. The soapy sap of the
timbo sinks into the depths. It will clog the
gills of the fish, causing suffocation.

The work stirs the mud and the water be-
comes more turbid. At first no fish are to be
seen. The lake seems devoid of life.

Now the silvery light of the sun bathes
the surface.

“There come the fish!” an Indian cries.

Near the bank, where the water is shallow,
troops of tiny fish move along as in a dream.
The sight stimulates the Indians again. The
clatter of the cudgel on the bundles of vines
becomes faster.

“Tomorrow,”
will be dead!”

Early next morning, before sunup, women
and children appear at the lake with baskets
and knives. The terns have already arrived;

says an Indian, “all the fish




Blue-eyed Indian 85

they cry shrilly as they seize the dead fish
from the surface. Kingfishers whir over the
water and dive almost perpendicularly, then
soar upward and fly in soft wavyv motion to
a branch to devour the prey, a small fish.

Into a small, shallow stream bed, the out-
let of the lake but now almost dry, tens of
thousands of dead fish have drifted, their
bellies turned upward in death. The Indian
women wade in, groping for dead or dying
fish. They seize them and throw them into
the baskets on their backs.

Teemaree tries to save the most beautiful
fish by putting them in fresh water in a buck-
et. We know it is useless but do not stop him.

Traders arrive at the beginning of the dry
season. Thev hire the Indians for catching
fish and hunting. The largest scaled fish of
the region, the pirarucu (Arapaima gigas),
lives in the big lakes. It grows to more than
six feet, and its flesh is a delicacy. Fresh or
dried and salted, it constitutes the basic food

in many regions of the Amazon and central
Brazil.

Some Indians now harpoon these giant
fish, but our Javahé friends still know how to
catch them by the ancient technique of using
narrow bottom nets with wide mesh.

They observe attentively the surface of
the lake. Over there something moves; a
flashing body springs half out, showing red-
speckled scales.

Medicine Man Makes Waders Brave

As soon as the Indians see where the big
fish are, they know where to stretch the net.
They will hold it to the bottom of the lake
with poles. Indians will wait at both ends of
the net, one of them armed with an ax.

But first the water must be made safe. One
of the Indians waiting on the bank has shot
a fish with a bow and arrow. He hands it to
the medicine man. Another brings the tail of
an iguana.
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The medicine man builds a frame of
branches, kindles a fire underneath, and
roasts the fish and iguana tail lightly. Then
he lays them together on the bank and ut-
ters some conjuring words, at the same time
throwing small pieces of the roasted animals
into the water. Finally he and a companion
energetically puff on a short pipe, raising
huge clouds of tobacco smoke.

This ritual, the Indians believe, guards
them against attack by the piranha and the
sting ray. Now, without hesitation, they wade
into the lake.

Teemaree wants to jump into the water,
too. He says there is no danger: “Did you
not see the doctor making his spell?”

We try to discourage him tactfully, so as
not to offend the Indians.

Starting at the end of the lake, the Indians
flail the water with long sticks. Frightened
by the noise, the huge fish dive and swim
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along the bottom to the spot where the net is
stretched.

A fish becomes entangled, and Teemaree’s
friend Tonia, tending the net, dives quickly.
When he reappears, he holds the big, fat fish,
with his arms wrapped tightly around it.
The Indian with the ax swims over and deals
the fish a lethal blow.

Proud of his friend, Teemaree looks at him
openmouthed. Tonia is proud too; he looks
down at the amazed boy and laughs, then
hoists Teemaree to his shoulders.

So now the Javahé have meat for salting
and drying. Civilization has not yet destroyed
the abundance of nature here.

In the fields, manioc grows in profusion.
Maize ripens at the beginning of the rainy sea-
son and is stored against times of need.
Squash, beans, and sweet potatoes provide a
change of diet. Sugar cane, bananas, water-
melons, pineapples, peppers, cotton, and oth-
er produce are to be had for the picking.

Every year another piece of forest is
cleared. Shortly before the first rain, seeds
and slips are planted, and soon a new yield
thrives in the fecund earth. Forest and sa-
vanna provide honey and fruits, and game is
not yet scarce here.

Whole Village Pursues a Deer |

In the fierce noonday heat, humans and
animals take refuge under the palm-leaf
roofs; all work i1s suspended. Yet even the
tropical siesta may be interrupted.

“A deer!” a cry rings out. “A deer!”

“Where?” asks someone excitedly, spring-
ing up eager for the hunt.

“There, at the end of the sandbank!” comes
the reply. “Now it is going to cross the river.
It is going into the water!”

Only the animal’s head can be seen on the
surface of the water. Two boats move quick-
ly to the opposite side of the river to head off

“The Indians Kept Lots of Pets,
and I Played With Most of Them”

Parrots perch on sticks or hut posts; many
have feathers missing because the Javahé
use them for decoration.

A baby anhinga squirms in Teemaree’s
lap. To the young stork standing at his side
he gave the name Kua-kua “because that’s
the sound he was always making.”

Spindly black legs of a heron, which the
Indians call maguaree, serve as stilts when
the bird goes wading.



the animal. Others surround it and drive it
to the bank, the beast swimming for its life.
We see that it is a young one.

In the shallow water the hunters hinder
the animal from running with long punting
poles (page 82). The deer springs up, makes a
mighty leap, and lands in one of the boats.
There is loud laughter

Now the women and young people rush
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from the camp to join in the chase. A vouth
attempts to lasso the animal with a noose,
and the frightened deer tries to strike him
with its sharp hoofs.

After many attempts the Indian finally
catches the exhausted animal in the noose.
Soon savory venison simmers in every pot.

This carefree life is too much for a city boy.
Teemaree forgets completely who he was. He

KODACHROME (© NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY
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Sleek baby otter, crying for its mother, lets Teemaree pet it. Traders killed its parents,
giant otters that in Brazil grow nearly six feet long. “Papa says there used to be lots of
them, but they are scarce now because ladies liked their fur.”

feels that he wants to become a Javahe,
and to us he announces his decision.

“I want to be an Indian. I want to live here
for the rest of my life.”

Then he adds, “You are going to live here,
too, with me?”

“Well, we could,” we say. “But we have
our friends, our house, our whole life in Sdo
Paulo, vou know. We have to go back.”

Forest Would Become His School

“If T stay here, you can come to visit me,”
Teemaree replies. “I spoke to Tonia already,
and he said he is willing to take care of me if
I want to stay. He is a wonderful man. I like
him; he likes me. Everything is settled. I am
staying here! Instead of going to school, I will
learn my lessons here, fishing and hunting.”

“And eating only what they have to eat?”
we ask. “And working in the fields, and bear-
ing mosquito bites, and having no medicines
when you are ill, and being far away from
us, papa and mama, who love you so much?
Would vou be away from us forever?”

“Well, let us say two years. All right?”

Noting our astonishment, Teemaree says:
“0. K. One year, and then you come to fetch
me. And about all the rest, I do not mind.”

88

Fortunately, the decision is taken out of
our hands.

From time to time the men gather for a
strange ritual. The medicine man appears
with a triangle of calabash into which he has
inserted a row of teeth of the cachorra, or
“puppyfish.” He pushes a pole into the sand,
upright. An Indian grips it with both hands.

With rapid, sure movements, the medicine
man passes his sharp instrument over the
upper arms, the chest, and the upper thighs.
The patient betrays no emotion whatever.
Stoically he clenches his teeth, and soon the
blood streams from the long wounds and
covers arms, chest, and legs (page 68).

A piece of dried palm leaf is used to wipe
off the blood, and the wounds are washed in
the clear river water. Then the Indian crushes
a green pepper pod in his hands and rubs its
julice Into the wounds. Its strong astringent
effect closes them.

The Javahé have themselves bled in this
way every few months. They say it purifies
and renews the blood, but they also believe
that it is important before fishing and hunting
expeditions, and, formerly, before going on
the warpath. Many believe also that 1t i1s
helpful to them in matters of love.
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Tonia is the medicine man. Teemaree is
also watching. Tonia says: “Well, Teemaree,
do you really want to be Javahé?”

“Yes!”

“All right, hold on to the pole.”

Teemaree obeys. Tonia quickly turns the
wound scratcher over and with the harmless
back side draws it over the boy’s arm. Tee-
maree, relieved, only laughs. He has seen
through the joke, perhaps. He says: “I am
still too little.”

As the hour of farewell draws near, tears
prove his love for the Indians. He will join
us only if Tonia comes along. So Tonia agrees
to guide us as far as Araguacema. We paddle
away from the Indian village, waving good-
bye.

In Araguacema an old friend welcomes
Teemaree. He has caught a lot of toads for

him. When Tonia leaves to return to Bana-
nal, Teemaree 1s immersed again in new ex-
periences. He is sad, looking at the canoe that
soon is lost in the distance, but the toads
wait in wooden boxes at the house of his
friend.

Months later, in Sao Paulo, Teemaree’s
teacher writes me a note.

“Your son Alexander passes his time In
dreaming and does not pay sufficient atten-
tion in class. This has been the case since
he returned from his last holidays. It seems
quite difficult for him to follow the instruc-
tion in his class. Formerly he was one of the
best students.”

But Teemaree came back from the pri-
meval forest stronger, healthier, and gayer,
and does that not compensate for a temporary
deficiency at school?

Newly hatched caymans intrigue Teemaree and an Indian friend. These alligatorlike
reptiles teem in the Amazon Basin, though hunted for their hides — a slaughter that has
nearly exterminated one species, the 15-foot-long Caiman niger.
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