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tribe. For many days the men stayed away 
and sent no fish to the women. An old man 
named Kamatapira, who had been left 
behind, told the women that their men were 
bad and would return to kill them. Going to 
the jungle, he found three giant armadillos. 
He commanded the animals to dig a long 
tunnel. Then he and the women followed the 
armadillos far into the earth, until they came 
out again at the Tamitatoala River. 

"The women danced, painted with urucu 
and adorned with yellow feather diadems. 
They made bows and arrows and learned to 
use them. They learned to live without their 
men. Nothing more has ever been heard from 
them. We know only the place by the river 
where they came from the ground." 

In two long lines the chorus of women 
dances across the square, stamping behind 
the leaders, retelling with song and step the 

old story of the lost Amazons of the Xingu. 
These Jamarikuma dances are a welcome 

change for the Waura women, who work 
from dawn to dusk during the long dry sea­
son. Each morning they dig out the heavy 
roots of the bitter manioc plants growing in 
the nearby fields. Using the starchy pulp from 
these roots, the Indians make beiju cakes­
their staff of life (page 135). Manioc is "bit­
ter" because it contains deadly prussic acid, a 
small portion of which would kill a man. 

Trouble Stems From Secret Skill 

Mats are spread under open palm shelters 
behind the houses. Here the women peel the 
manioc roots with clam shells and grate them 
on boards set with pointed teeth of palmwood. 
The pulp is then squeezed on a palm-rib sieve 
to press out the poisonous fluid which, along 
with fine particles of starch, is collected 
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in a pot. Coarse pulp left on the sieve is 
formed into balls and dried as beiju. The 
liquid, boiled to rid it of prussic acid, be­
comes nutritious soup. Starchy residue in the 
pot is dried to make fine fiat cakes. 

The large pots used for preparing manioc, 
and the smaller gray ones adorned with 
images of forest animals, confer upon the 
Waura great prestige: Of all the tribes living 
in the upper Xingu, only the Waura have the 
secret of ceramics, learned in an unremem­
bered past (page 150). 

This skill is also the cause of personal grief. 
While nearby tribes acquire their pottery by 
trading with the Waura, the wild hunters of 
the distant forests, like the Tshikao, prefer to 
"steal the factory"-attacking before dawn to 
carry off Waura women. The raids are an 
ever-present danger, even though the steady 
approach of civilization and the diplomacy of 

the Villas Boas brothers make their occur­
rence less and less frequent. 

Dusk gathers. The village square is now 
quiet. Children and \Vomen sit in the door­
ways of the huts. 

Vatuku, the best fisherman of the village, 
carries a glowing ember, a wooden stool, and 
some large cigars to a place near the mask 
house, where the masks and sacred flutes are 
kept. He is joined by Praguai, the storyteller, 
and Ayuma with the kind eyes, then by 
Krapta, the brother of Chief Malakiyaua. 
Other men gather. Finally comes the chief. 

In the evening they sit on stools in a circle 
and smoke long cigars. 

"Come sit with us, Kukoi." The Waura 
have difficulty with Vuvu, the name given to 
me by the Kraho Indians. The closest they 
can come to pronouncing it is "Kukoi." 

Now there is deep concern. 



Striding out of a legend, \Vauni women tell by step and song the tale of the Jamari­
kuma Amazons-legendary Xingu women who fled from their selfish husbands and 
learned to make weapons and live \x.rithout men. Dance leader (opposite) offers a gift of 
ceremonial arrows to the chief, representing an old man v.;ho helped the J amarikurna 
wives escape. Early explorers named the Amazon region after seeing armed women like 
those the Xingu myth describes. Living isolated in tropical jungle, the primitive Wauni 
wear little or no costume the year round, recalling Christopher Columbus's account of 
Indians on San Salvador Island in the Bahamas, "quite naked as their mothers bore them." 

In the chief's house, where several families 
live, Kregma's wife has been lying for a long 
time in her hammock. She is wasting away. 
The shamans think that an evil water spirit, a 
sapukiyaua, has stolen her "shadow," or soul, 
away. A shaman must go to see the water 
spirit and ask for the return of the woman's 
shadow. He can do so only in a state of trance, 
for only then are the spirits visible to him. 

Five large cigars are lying in front of Mala­
kiyaua. On an empty stomach, he smokes one 
cigar after another. He inhales deeply, then 
with a hissing sound, he quickly exhales the 
smoke through half-closed teeth. 

Trance Turns Shaman Into "Mad Dog" 

His solid round face grows stiff; sweat 
covers forehead and neck; his eyes are tightly 
closed. With a jerking motion he rises. Shriek­
ing, he runs into the darkness. He disappears 
down the path to the lake, and soon can be 
heard crying, talking, and moaning. 

He approaches again. Bowed, almost 
crouching, Malakiyaua runs across the vil­
lage square. He is not the kind, serene chief 
I know so well but a strange animal that, 
driveling and crying, runs into the house 

l 42 where the sick woman lies. 

Now crawling, now stumbling to his feet, 
the dazed shaman passes his hands over the 
woman's body. He groans and gasps as though 
contending with the invisible power of the 
water spirit. He turns in a frenzy, drops to his 
knees, and with flashing teeth bounds toward 
me like a mad dog. Horrified, I dash from the 
house. The men laugh loudly. 

"Everywhere, in the rivers and lakes, the 
spirits wait to snatch the shadows of men," 
Ikiana tells me. "If Malakiyau.a cannot get 
the shadow of Kregma's wife back, she will 
soon die." 

The shaman, groaning and moaning as 
though ill, returns to the circle of men and 
places his head in Kregma's lap. Slowly he 
awakens. I speak to him. 

"Did you want to bite me, Malakiyaua?" 
He looks at me with surprise. He is again 

the serene, sensible, and always kind chief. 
"I know nothing about it, Kukoi." 
As time goes on, more attempts are made, 

vvhile in a state of trance, to persuade the 
water spirit to return the shadow. 

Whenever an ailing person recovers, he 
may after a time ask his friends to make a 
portrait of the spirit that held his shadow. 
These portraits are the masks that hang in 
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Clay F ish and Wooden Souls Work Magic 

During the dry season, Chief Malakiyaua (left) 
hides a fish charm (above) in a \Vicker basket. 
Then it is sunk in the lake to lure a good catch. 
The Waura found the image in a place five days' 
journey from their village where, they believe, the 
sun lived when he was a human. As the water 
level falls lower and fish seek deeper pools, the 
Indians perform the patapu ceremony with bull­
roarers, wooden blades carved and painted to rep­
resent the souls of fish (lower left). Whirled from 
the end of a long pole by a skirted man (below), 
the blade creates a deep humming-a song to call 
fish back to fill empty vVaura nets. 
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the men's house. High-spirited Waura men 
and boys use them not only in ceremonials 
but in lighter-hearted moments. 

Hardly a day goes by without the lively 
m askers bounding out to harry the women 
for food or playfully deprive the fisherman of 
his morning's catch. Dressed as water spirits, 
wearing suits of straw, they stare from sight­
less shell eyes and talk in high falsetto voices 
to the busy women (pages 148-9): 

"Give us beiju cakes! We are hungry!" 
Finally, to be rid of the nuisance, the wom­

en oblige. Happy now, the maskers skip away, 
the small ones following spiritedly like little 
billy goats. 

As afternoon shadows lengthen, more of 
the men return from fishing. They gather in 
the mask house to paint themselves with red 
urucu (page 136). 

"Urucu is beautiful!" Ikiana says. "It also 

' 

protects us against the supernatural beings." 
Laughter and joyous singing ring out, and 

then I hear another sound quite like the call 
of jaguars: "Huka! Huka! Hitka!" 

In the center of the village square, Ayuma 
and Kregma are sparring with one another. 
With quick movements they roughen their 
hands with earth and crouch-fists held for­
ward like the paws of beasts. They grasp one 
another's hands, seeking to get an armlock 
around the neck. Each tries to throw his 
opponent flat on his back. 

One of them is thrown. He gets up again. 
The winner helps him. Another pair takes 
their place. The Waura men wrestle nearly 
every afternoon the whole dry season long. 

As dusk gathers the men form a long line. 
The women stand opposite them. Singing and 
rhythmic stamping fill the air. Tomorrow will 
be another day of work and joy! 
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It is the cold hour before dawn. Suddenly 
shrill cries ring from the square. A happy 
crowd of young boys bursts into my hut. 

"Come and bathe with us, Kukoi!" 
Each morning the boys of the tribe forsake 

their warm hammocks by the fires to race 
through the cold air to the lakeside. We go 
down the path, whistling and singing. Some 
of the boys carry burning logs, and others 
gather dry branches along the way. Overhead, 
a full moon washes the sky of stars. 

Not far from the lake a fire is kindled. 
Smooth brown bodies huddle close to it. Then 
with a singing roar the boys dash into the icy 
water. Rhythmically thrashing hands and 
arms, they practice the warriors' chant, the 
stirring song sung at their war games. They 
keep this up for half an hour without breaking 
the tempo. 

In the east, the sun, once a human warrior 
and father of all the Indians of the Xingu, 
casts a gleaming spear against the night. The 
boys leap from the water and race for the vil­
lage, whooping in high spirits. They learn 
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early that n<;i.ture gives nothing away and that 
life is a daily struggle, but one in which there 
can be beauty and fun. 

Monkey Stew Precedes War Games 

I am surprised one day to find the tribes­
men stewing a big howler monkey. 

"I though.t you Waura ate no animals." 
"Has no one told you, Kukoi? It is coming 

time for javari-the war games!" 
The javari are the climax of the dry sea­

son, a time of joy and festivity. This year 
there is a special excitement, for Malakiyaua 
has invited the tribe's recently dreaded ene­
mies, the Suya, to the games. 

Only the older men will eat the rare meal 
of stewed monkey, but each man and boy in 
the village has a part to play in the games. 
They practice every day for weeks. 

The boys· have made a large straw man in 
the square . . The tribe is divided into three 
battle groups. Youths under 15 are covered 
with white clay, then painted with black pat­
terns. Screaming in high voices, running and 
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hopping with deeply bent knees, flapping 
crooked arms, these are the sea gulls. 

Older men paint themselves in the mottled 
patterns of wild fowl, hawks, otters, monkeys, 
and armadillos. But the kings of the javari 
games are the adult warriors who have. proven 
themselves brave and skillful in combat. They 
wear the markings of the harpy eagle, the 
king vulture, the tawny puma, and the spotted 
jaguar. Most distinguished of all are the black 
jaguars, strong bodies painted with charcoal 
and white clay. 

First the sea gulls, from the end of the line 
of battle, sweep to the attack, their long javari 
spea rs with blunt stone tips striking the straw 
figure. They are followed by the otters and 
hens and others of the middle group. Finally, 
the eagles and jaguars drive the shafts into 
the enemy, howling triumphantly at each hit 
(pages 130-31). 

After weeks of practice, the Waura begin a 
realistic rehearsal for the games. Praguai has 
stretched a fiat layer of cotton over a ring of 
bark and painted it red. Wedged in his lower 

KODACHROMES@ NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY 

Reaping a slippery harvest, Waura fisher­
men flail the surf ace of a stream with long 
poles (left). Frightened fish, hidden under the 
dense cover of water hyacinth, dart into 
waiting nets held by men in the sterns of the 
canoes. For many years the Xingu tribes 
made boats by laboriously peeling large sec­
tions of flexible bark from jatoba trees and 
curling them by fire. Now the Waura own 
dugout canoes, acquired by trading pottery 
\Vith dugout-making tribes downriver. 

Wealthy Waura tribesman brings in a net 
of tasty matrincha fish , a harmless relative 
of the savage piranha and a favorite food on 
the Xingu. T akara wears a necklace and 
three-strand belt of fresh-water clam shells, 
signs of affluence. Spreading from the end of 
a long pole, his net pulls shut when fleeing 
fish hit the palm-fiber mesh. Indians kill fish 
by biting the backbone and, after grilling, 
sprinkle them vvith salt extracted from water­
hyacinth ashes. 
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lip, it is an excellent imitation of a Suya lip 
disk. He is now chief Pentoti of the Suya, the 
"big-lipped Indians." He struts into the square 
in an exact and amusing impersonation. 

Malakiyaua, dressed in his finest fur head­
band and necklace of jaguar claws, receives 
his guest with great solemnity. The two chiefs 
sit on stools in the center of the square. The 
maneuvers begin. 

Two lines of chanting, roaring warriors, 
stamping the ground with excitement, square 
off about 100 feet apart. Suddenly the air is 
filled with whistling, glinting spears un­
leashed from \.vooden throwers. The warriors 
on both sides dodge the missiles and the files 
close until only a narrow corridor is left 
between them. 

Out steps a single warrior holding only a 
thick bundle of staves. His opponent, armed 
with a blunt-tipped spear, advances between 
the noisy columns. They feint and twist. The 
man behind the loose shield turns to make 
himself a difficult target. The enemy throws. 
vVith amazing agility the defender leaps aside 
as the spear whizzes past. 

Shields Scorned by Bravest Waura 

Now the roles are reversed, as the attacker 
becomes the attacked. The enemy seizes a 
bundle shield and retreats. Again the whir of 
the long javari spear splits the air, and again 
it misses the target. 

Two new warriors step into position. The 
attacks and counterattacks continue. So 
skilled are the combatants that few are hit. 
When one is, however, a peal of tri'Umph re­
sounds. The "wounded" man is expected to 
nurse his burning bruise with stoic calm. 

Last of all, the birds of prey and great jun­
gle cats step forth without shields of any kind. 
Standing proud in the sunlight, their skins 
vivid with color, the bravest of the Waura 
offer their nude bodies to the spears of the 
enemy. They are seldom hit. 

Malakiyaua is pleased with his men. In the 
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Slapstick spirits in straw suits and woven 
masks demand beiju cakes. With falsetto 
voices, they threaten cooks with a slashing 
fish-toothed weapon. The happy horseplay, 
intended to cadge extra food from hard­
working women, occurs daily. In fashioning 
the masks, representing dangerous water 
spirits, artisans follow descriptions by sick 
persons whose shadows were rescued by 
shamans. After the author bartered for a 
mask, Waura friends told him the spirits 
so resented it they charmed a live fish into 
the chiefs stomach, giving him cramps. 

morning, swift pariatus-messengers painted 
all in black-are sent to invite the Suya. But 
others follow quickly to bring them back. A 
messenger swifter than any man has entered 
the village and soon will claim the soul of 
Kregma's wife. 

Carefully, the women have closed the doors 
of their houses. The village seems deserted. 

Strange flute music resounds from the lake: 
The jakui, mightiest of spirits, are coming. 

A procession of young men and boys, wear­
ing crowns of yellow feathers, crosses the 
square. They play long flutes (page 140). 
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In the dark corner of the chief's house, the 
dying woman, wasted away to skin and bones, 
lies in a hammock (page 141). The young men 
step up close. The flutes fade away. The first 
one removes his yellow feather crown and 
places it upon her head, saying, "I offer you 
this feather crown, mother." 

Each of the men repeats this simple cere­
mony. Then they blow cigar smoke over the 
sick woman. Sounds of mourning are heard. 
From everywhere Indians gather. The wailing 
grows louder as death comes at last. 

In front of the mask house, men have dug a 

round hole. Wrapped in her hammock, the 
woman is buried with her face toward the 
east: "So that every day she can see the rising 
sun." The widower's wailing is heard through­
out the village. He repeats the same heart­
breaking sounds for many days, until finally 
they fade away. 

Fish Called by Singing Shadows 

For weeks now, the water in the lakes and 
rivers has been steadily falling under a bright 
sun and cloudless skies. The boats must often 
be dragged over the sticky clay of exposed 
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Secret skill of ceramics, known 
only by the \Vaura among Xingu 
peoples, confers prestige and trading 
power, but makes them the target of 
raids by unpacified tribes seeking 
pottery-making wives. To create a 
permanent finish , the chief rubs a 
dye of root juice and charcoal into 
the huge clay vessel and fires it up­
side down over burning logs. 

Joy of invention absorbs a boy as 
he constructs an aircraft copied 
from those he has seen land on the 
Ii ttle village airstrip. 

Sculptured Birds by a young artist 
adorn the lake shore. The Waura 
smooths mud "feathers" of an egret 
built on a skeleton of branches. Clay 
heron \Vatches as a gull glides on the 
vvater. 
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riverbanks. The men no longer fish with mesh 
nets. Instead, they use woven baskets to cap­
ture individual fish in the shallow water. The 
day comes when not even the superb skill of 
Vatuku can fill his vine basket. The fish have 
gone downstream to the last deep pools. 

During their evening smoke, the shamans 
agree that the time has come for the pat<ipu 
ceremony to call the fish back. 

In the mask house, the men are chanting as 
they carve and paint with bright colors the 
patapus-fiat, elliptical wooden shapes repre­
senting the souls, or shadows, of fish. Each 
man makes two, male and female, tying them 
with long vine cords to slender poles.· 

Two of the men take their places in the 
square, while the women retreat inside. Slow­
ly at first, the men swing' the poles, whirling 
the heavy patapus around and around, high­
er and higher overhead. A deep humming 
sound grows in intensity until the whole earth 
seems to vibrate with its rhythm. The deep­
throated roaring of the patapus goes on for 
several days as the men take turns swinging 
the fish souls through the sky (pages 144-5). 

"Now,'' says Praguai, "the fish will be mov­
ing upstream from where the rivers join to 
form the Xingu. We made the fish shadows 
and they are singing to the fish to return. Now 
there will be plenty of fish. There will be 
plenty of piquia too!" 

For a long time no one has talked of any-

thing else but piquia. The succulent yellow 
fruit and its juice provide a special treat for 
the Xingu Indians. All year they wait for it to 
ripen, then move to the groves and spend 
days on end gorging themselves. 

"Piquia,'' Malakiyaua says, patting his 
stomach, "is good!" 

Dolls of Death Lure the Unwary 

We have gone up the Tamitatoala to gather 
turtle eggs and hunt ducks. 

Smoke rises from somewhere far away in 
the forest or out in the savanna. Someone is 
burning a new clearing before the rains come. 

"Tshikao!" the Waura whisper excitedly as 
they point to the smoke column. Their inter­
est is aroused, but they have no fear. 

A fevv years ago the wild Tshikao Indians 
from the southwest raided the Waura village 
and carried off two children. In retaliation 
several Waura men, joined by a group of 
Kamayura Indians, paddled upstream and, 
after a march of a day and a half across the 
savanna, killed two Tshikao men. 

The Suya, until the Villas Boas brothers 
pacified them, also preyed on the Waura. 

Along the banks of the Tamitatoala we 
find nine fire sites and a small carelessly 
plaited basket containing bits of manioc. A 
straight path leads far into the savanna. 

"Tshikao!" the Waura whisper again as 
they eagerly inspect the sleeping places and 
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Innocence of Eden lights the painted faces of a young Waura family. Despite the dry 
season's nighttime cold, the Indians vvear no clothing. The Brazilian Government seeks 
to protect the peoples of the Xingu region and preserve their ancient way of life. Even 
limited contact with civilization has had a harmful effect upon all the Xingu tribes; an 
epidemic of measles a fe\v years ago killed many Waura. 

ashes of a campfire left by the wild Indians. 
Then my friends freeze in their tracks. Seated 
upon three poles, blocking the path, are crude 
human figurines made of dried leaves tied 
together with thin vines. 

Each of the dolls holds a tiny bow. In each 
bow is a tiny arrow aimed at our hearts. The 
effect of this sign of warning is grotesque, 
almost frightening. 

I walk closer for a better look. But I stop 
immediately when a loud warning cry sounds 
out: "Kukoi! No farther!" 

The earth opens at my feet. It is a trap! I 
stand on the brink of a pit. Ten feet below me, 
the tips of eight large spears are visible in the 
dark hole. Each one is capped by a point of 
needle-sharp jaguar bone. 

A hideous death awaits the unwary who 
falls into such a trap. We pull the spears out 
and place in the pit an arrow pointing straight 
up. As a present, some feathers used in mak-

152 ing arrows are hung over the shaft; I tie a 

little steel knife to it-signs of wishing peace. 
"If the Tshikao discover us here, they will 

crush our skulls. They attack before dawn. 
We must set up a watch." 

The night's sleep is broken not by the feared 
attack but by a torrential downpour. The 
long dry season has ended. We huddle over a 
hissing fire until dawn. 

Chief Offers a Farewell Gift 

As we return, the streams are swelling. In 
the parched forest, fires ignited by lightning 
or Indians are going out. Nature is renewing 
itself. My visit h2s come to an end. 

Malakiyaua says a sad farevvell. 
"Here, Kukoi, this is for you." 
He hands me a simple wooden spatula that 

he himself has carved. Coming from this good 
man and his generous people, it is a gift I 
shall always treasure-a reminder of the dig­
nity, simplicity, and tradition of their ancient 
way of life. 

·"Ji 
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