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PRAISE FOR ONE RIVER

—Catherine Foster, Boston Globe

“A wild ride through one rapid after another … magnificent.”

—Richard Gehr, Newsday

“An absolutely fascinating look at the field of ethnobotany.”

—James P. Lucier, The Washington Times

“One River is a cross between Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. For sheer adventure, it puts Indiana Jones to shame”

—Laurence A. Marschall, The Sciences

“Davis’s riveting prose … brings the reader into oneness with the river, the jungle, and the people who explored it.”

“Extraordinary…. A biographical tapestry rich in history, adventure, intrigue, and scholarship.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A consistently enlightening and thought-provoking study.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A fascinating narrative … an exceptional tale of 20th-century scientific exploration and a rousing travelogue to places both real and illusory.”

—Donna Seaman, Booklist (Editor’s Choice for one of 1996’s best books)

“Davis, a compelling writer and intrepid ethnobotanist, proves himself a master of synthesis in this engrossing history of plant exploration in the Amazon.”

—Sue Sutton, The Financial Post

“Who would have thought it: reading a thick volume of botanical history can be an unexpectedly magical and riveting experience.

One River manages to be entertaining, rich with meaning, and full of human biological drama.”

—John Bremrose, Maclean’s

“One of the richest books ever written about South America. Combining botanical lore, history, sensitive evocations of native cultures and a good deal of old-fashioned adventure, One River is as fascinating and densely varied as the rain forest itself.”

—Douglas Daly, Audubon

“In One River, Davis has forged a rare combination of exploration and unobtrusive scholarship.”



—Miles Harvey, Outside

“One River has a hallucinogenic feel, in which science overlaps with myth, memory mingles with illusion, and time shifts unpredictably. Davis’ outrageous brand of storytelling is well suited to his larger than life subjects, fusing traditional biography with one of Latin America’s most potent legacies, magic realism.”

—Jeff Baker, Portland Oregonian

“Richard Schultes is the real Indiana Jones, One River is a crackling good story that reads like a combination of Sir Richard Burton, Raiders of the Lost Ark, and Richard Haliburton’s Book of Marvels…. Buy the book and get ready for a great adventure.”

—Dean Sims, Tulsa World

“Although a botanist, Davis is a fine writer and schooled in history.”

—Broox Sledge, The Neshoba Democrat

“An exciting account of an unusual adventure.”

—David Bezanson, Austin American-Statesman

“An epic—an absorbing combination of adventure, history, botany, and facts and impressions about South American cultures.”

—Will Nixon, New Age Journal

“Restores some rollicking adventure to the jungle, complete with snakebites and tropical illnesses.”

—Paul R. Ehrlich, author of The Population Bomb

“This is a wonderful book about a great biologist, Richard Evans Schultes. It is a trip into a time fast disappearing, when biologists were often also explorers, trying to understand the rich biodiversity of our planet—a form of natural wealth that is rapidly disappearing.”

—Andrew Weil, M.D., author of Spontaneous Healing

“Wade Davis, one of our most lyrical nature writers, has written the definitive book about the South American rain forest…. One River is a spellbinding account of magical places, plants, and people.”

—Dr. David Suzuki, author and broadcaster

“Wade Davis is a rare treasure—a professional scientist who writes like a poet. In tracing the adventures of Richard Evans Schultes, his remarkable mentor, Davis enthralls us with the mysteries of the plant kingdom. I couldn’t help regretting that I became a zoologist rather than a botanist.”

—Terence McKenna, author of Food of the Gods

“Richard Evans Schultes is one of the last of those biologists and botanists who confronted a planet with vast unexplored tropical regions, and lived out the high adventure of a serious student of tropical nature. Wade Davis tells his story with humor and reverence…. One River is a must read.”



—Peter Raven, Director, Missouri Botanical Garden

“Among twentieth-century ethnobotanical explorers; few can begin to approach the accomplishments and influence of Richard Evans Schultes … One River is wonderfully compelling, a sprawling account of discovery and high adventure that rivals those of such esteemed naturalist predecessors as Humboldt, Darwin, or Spruce.”

—Thomas E. Lovejoy, Smithsonian Institution

“A captivating tale of stalwart explorers, of mentors and students, drawn alike by the siren call of the tropical forest, its plants and its people. Wade Davis writes from the heart about an intellectual river as old as Socrates and as fresh as this morning’s dew: teacher and student, forest and people bound together in a dream one hopes will never end … a staggeringly wonderful book.”

—Edward Hoagland, author of Notes from a Century Before

“One River is a densely informative, vibrant book, a lovely labor—a fine homage to a scarcely describable web of phenomena that once seemed eternal.”

—David Maybury-Lewis Professor of Anthropology, Harvard University President, Cultural Survival

“Wade Davis succeeds in weaving together a suitable tribute to Schultes and his most brilliant student, Tim Plowman, by combining myth, history, indigenous lore, exploration, travelogue, and the most adventurous kind of scientific discovery into a rich narrative that succeeds in conveying both the legendary fascination of the Amazonian rain forest and the importance of Schultes’s work,”
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Preface


THE IDEA FOR this book emerged in a moment of great sadness. Timothy Plowman was a man of generosity, kindness, modesty, and honor, and his untimely death at the age of forty-five from AIDS on January 7, 1989, cut short a career of immense promise. A superb ethnobotanist with an uncanny ability to gain the trust and confidence of Indian people, he was a scholar of extraordinary depth and one of the finest Amazonian plant explorers of his generation. Of this there was little doubt, for he was the protégé of Richard Evans Schultes, the greatest ethnobotanist of all, a man whose own expeditions a generation earlier had earned him a place in the pantheon along with Charles Darwin, Alfred Russel Wallace, Henry Bates, and his own hero, the indefatigable English botanist and explorer Richard Spruce.

Twelve days after Tim’s death a memorial service was held at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago. At the time Schultes himself was seriously ill, and though Tim had been like a son, the old professor was unable to attend the memorial. Instead he sent a tape, and it fell to me to deliver the eulogy. I, too, had been a student of Schultes, and Tim, though ten years older, had been a close friend. More than that. For well over a year we had traveled together, living among a dozen tribes, collecting medicinal plants, and studying coca, the source of cocaine. On expeditions that ranged the length and breadth of South America, Tim introduced me to the wonder of ethnobotany and a life of exploration and adventure that realized all my youthful dreams.

Tim’s death was especially difficult for Schultes, who in his wisdom understood that the student is as important as the teacher in the lineage of knowledge. The people in the chapel, botanists and friends, sat quietly as his tired voice came over the speakers. He ended with the famous lines from Hamlet: “Now cracks a noble heart. Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.” It was then, as I stood at the podium, that I decided to write a book that would tell the story of these two remarkable men.

From the start I knew that I was incapable of producing a strict biography. A proper biographer, it is said, must be a conscientious enemy of the subject, and I was far too close to both men to qualify. The case of Schultes was especially complex. He was not a man who marked an age; he was an individual who slipped away from the confines of his own times to experience an exotic land on the cusp of change. His life as a plant explorer, the forest that sheltered him, the indigenous people and their transcendent knowledge of plants—these were the compelling themes. I was less interested in his formative years or his later experiences as a Harvard professor when, as the world’s leading authority on hallucinogenic plants, he sparked the psychedelic era with his discoveries. I wanted to focus not on the man alone but on the people and places that made him great, and on the monumental changes that the Amazon had undergone in the decades since he first fell under its spell.

I decided to tell two stories. The narrative follows the travels that Tim and I pursued over a fifteen-month period in 1974-75, a journey not only inspired and made possible by Schultes but infused at all times with his spirit. Wrapped around this account are biographical chapters, identified by year, that describe the most extraordinary period of Schultes’s life, a stretch of near continuous fieldwork between 1936 and 1953 that took him from the peyote cult of the Kiowa and the pursuit of teonanacatl and ololiuqui, the long-lost sacred plants of the Aztec, to the Northwest Amazon of Colombia. There, while searching for the identity of curare, he became engaged in one of the most important botanical quests of the twentieth century: the hunt for new sources of wild rubber, an investigation given urgency by the outbreak of World War II.

In the end the greatest achievements of both Plowman and Schultes were denied and even betrayed by the very government that had sponsored their work. Tim’s elegant descriptions of coca as a mild and benign stimulant central to Amerindian culture and religion, and his discovery that the leaves play an essential role in the diet of the Andean farmers, did nothing to stop those committed to eradicating the crop with poisons that foul the many rivers that fall away into the Amazon. In the case of Schultes’s work, the consequences of bureaucratic folly may prove even more serious. In destroying his work of a decade, along with that of so many other brave explorers attached to the rubber program, long-forgotten officials at the U.S. State Department left us a disturbing legacy. In the words of one of Schultes’s colleagues, “A sword of Damocles hangs over the industrial world. We’ve created a scenario whereby a deliberate act of biological terrorism so simple it could be perpetrated by your grandmother could precipitate an economic crisis of unprecedented dimensions. And no one even knows about it. What’s worse, it all could have been avoided.”

Although the collapse of the rubber program was a great disappointment to Schultes and confirmed his long-standing conviction that most bureaucrats were fools, it did not make him bitter. He simply moved on, returning to Harvard, where, as the years passed, he devoted more and more of his time to those who would carry on his work. My experience as a student was not untypical. In early 1974 I walked into his office and explained that I had saved some money and wanted to go to the Amazon and collect plants. At the time I knew little about the Amazon and less about plants. He glanced up from a stack of specimens and said, “When do you want to go?”

Ten days later, equipped with two letters of introduction, I landed in Bogotá. Within a week I was invited to join a botanical expedition, intent on crossing the Gulf of Urabá to reach the rain forests of the Darien. The small fishing boat was serene and the passage calm until we hit open water. A cold northerly wind blew all night, and the boat lunged violently through the water. Then just before dawn the storm passed. The weather cleared, and beneath the shelter of a strange southern sky, crisscrossed by shooting stars, the night gradually gave way to day. Shapes emerged from the darkness, broad, rolling green waves and islands of coconut palms. It was like waking into a dream and coming upon an open sea and the pristine shoreline of a continent that stretched south to the horizon.





CHAPTER ONE Juan’s Farewell
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WHEN I FIRST lived in Colombia, I used to stay from time to time on a farm just outside the city of Medellín. The land was owned by a campesino, Juan Evangelista Rojas, who was rich beyond his wildest imaginings, though he didn’t know it. Juan and his twin sister, Rosa, neither of whom ever married, had lived on the farm most of their lives, and during that time—sixty or seventy years, no one really knew—the city had spread north following the new highway to Bogotá, and the barrios now lapped at the base of their land. Their property was worth millions of pesos, but for reasons of their own, both Rosa and Juan continued to work as they always had, she by gathering herbs and coaxing the odd egg from a flock of sad-looking chickens, he by making charcoal, which he sold by the bagful to the passing peasants on the Guarne road. I don’t think either Juan or Rosa ever thought of selling off any land. They would never have been able to agree on which section to let go, and besides, from the main house at the edge of a pine forest at the top of the farm, it was easy to ignore the encroaching city.

The land ran in a narrow swath up and down a precipitous quebrada, and the gradient was so steep that the new highway, though but a mile away, lay more than two thousand feet below. Juan was forever scampering up and down the hillside gathering firewood or tending an astonishing variety of crops: potatoes and onions in the mist by the pine woods, coffee a thousand feet below near the waterfall, where the eagle had turned into a dove, and bananas, plantains, and cacao at the very bottom, where the hot tropical sun blistered the pavement of the highway. Juan’s imagination breathed life and mystery into every rock and tree. Angels often appeared to him, and he claimed that the crosses set up to mark the route of his mother’s funeral sometimes glowed red in the daytime and green by night. At one bend in the main trail, where the pallbearers had tripped and the corpse had tumbled out of the casket crushing the giant horsetails, he never failed to pause to say a prayer or at least to cross himself. Sometimes he brought manure to the spot to fertilize the ground so that the delicate plants need never again feel the weight of death.

There was a beautiful order to Juan’s world. Everything had its place, and the land, though large enough to embrace all his dreams, was of a human scale. One could know all of it intimately. In a wild and ragged country the farm was safe. Sometimes late in the afternoon when the work was done, Juan and I would walk up the road to a nearby estadero and drink together on the verandah overlooking his fields. Fueled by a few glasses of aguardiente Juan would speak of the world beyond the farm, of the seasons in his youth when he, like everyone in rural Colombia, had to move to stay alive. He told of logging on the Río Magdalena when there were still forests to be cut, and of men eaten by black caiman in the swamps of the Chocó. The most horrific tales were of La Violencia, the civil war between liberals and conservatives, that racked the nation in the forties and early fifties, a time when entire villages were ravaged and populations destroyed. Juan had fought for the liberals, or at least had managed to be shot by the conservatives, who left him to die in a pile of dead children in the plaza of a small town in Cauca. Since then, he claimed, whenever he thought too much he felt pain. So he tried not to think, only to look and see.

Because of his own itinerant past Juan had no difficulty understanding what I was doing in Colombia. “Buscando trabajo,” he would explain to his incredulous neighbors. “The gringo is looking for work.” In fact, just twenty at the time, I was in South America to study plants. A letter of introduction from my professor, Richard Evans Schultes, then director of the Botanical Museum at Harvard, had secured me a room at the Jardín Botánico Joaquin Antonio Uribe in Medellín. But I was never quite comfortable there. The garden, located in the north of the city, is a lavish complex of neocolonial buildings sequestered from the surrounding barrio by enormous white stucco walls crowned with barbed wire and shards of glass. Beyond the walls run acres of more modest structures of cinder block and mud, zinc roofs draped in wires which light the lamps of the hundreds of brothels that surround the garden. Inside the walls is the illusion of paradise, but the land used to belong to the poor, and according to Juan, the tranquil ponds with their lilies and papyrus once ran red with the blood of victims of La Violencia.

So while I kept my room at the garden, I preferred to live with Juan, and it was from the farm that most of my initial botanical forays originated. In the beginning these wanderings had a random quality. Colombia, with three great branches of the Andes fanning out northward toward the wide Caribbean coastal plain, the rich valleys of the Cauca and Magdalena, the sweeping grasslands of the eastern llanos and the endless forests of the Chocó and Amazonas, is ecologically and geographically the most diverse nation on earth. A naturalist need only spin the compass to discover plants and even animals unknown to science. In the past months I had gone away on several occasions to the rain forests of northern Antioquia, across the Gulf of Urabá to Acandi and the Darien, and south into the mountains of Huila. At the farm Juan became used to my comings and goings, and he always anticipated my return with some excitement. It was as if I had become his eyes and ears onto a world of his own past, a life of uncertainty and adventure, of magic and discovery.

As for life on the farm, it went along in its own casual way. It was an innocent period in Medellín, the spring of 1974. The Cartel was emerging, though no one knew quite how, and no one realized how sordid and murderous it would become. Most Americans had never heard of cocaine. For those who had, it was a sweet sister, incapable of harm. Just beyond the pine forest passed a country lane that led in a few hours to Río Negro and the farm where Carlos Ledher would eventually build his empire, complete with the bizarre statue of John Lennon, stuck like a hood ornament onto a hillside of the hacienda. No one could have imagined how rich he would become or that he would end up in a Miami jail, locked away for life. The cocaine trade, such as it was, still lay in the hands of the independent drifter, people like our neighbor Nancy, an elusive California surfer who lived alone and dazzled the locals with her beauty and the rainbows she painted each morning across her eyelids. Sometimes on Sundays, just as Juan and I were settling down to a day in the garden, musicians would appear with briefcases full of cocaine and simple requests to play their guitars into the night. Almost always Juan welcomed them and then slipped away into the forest that led to the waterfall, a place of tree ferns and mist, where plants dictated the mood and he felt free.

Juan had a brother, Roberto, who was a carpenter, the only one I ever knew who took wind into account before driving a nail. Roberto was explaining this to me one afternoon when Juan came by with the telegram I had been expecting. He found us hammering on the roof of the new pigsty. The telegram came from Tim Plowman, one of Professor Schultes’s recent graduate students. For the past month Tim had been languishing in Barranquilla, a miserably hot and dismal industrial city on the north coast, haggling with customs officials who, by some curious sleight of hand, had determined that the pickup truck that he had shipped south from Miami was, in fact, theirs. Evidently, Tim had finally persuaded them otherwise and was at last ready to begin his botanical explorations. I was to meet him in three days at the Residencia Medellín in Santa Marta, a sun-bleached port on the Caribbean coast sixty miles east of Barranquilla.

Juan seized the opportunity like lightning. To get to the coast I would have to pass through a village he knew on the Río Magdalena where I could buy or capture an ocelot that he would train as the nucleus of a circus. It was an old idea of his. There hadn’t been an ocelot in that part of the Magdalena Valley in forty years. Juan surely knew this, yet he clung to his dream like a limpet. Like all campesinos Juan had dozens of plans for getting rich, impossibly complicated schemes that had nothing whatsoever to do with the day-to-day reality of his life.

As I made ready for the coast, Juan prepared for my departure. For a Colombian there is no such thing as a casual leave-taking, and for Juan it was inconceivable that I might depart without a long afternoon at the estadero. Each of his brothers and sisters—and one would discover at such moments with stunning clarity just how many there were—would wax eloquent about the prospects of the journey, its promise and hazards, with each prognosis followed en seguida by a stiff shot of trago that brought the soft hues of sunset alive at midday. The afternoon grew charged with threatening earthquakes, impossible rapids, train wrecks, sorcery, volcanoes, floods of rain, horrendous unknown diseases, and sly deceitful soldiers with the demeanor of feral dogs. Thieves lurked at every crossroads except on the north coast. There everyone was a thief.

“Life is an empty glass,” Juan would say. “It’s up to you how fast you fill it” Inevitably, Rosa would then begin to cry. That was the signal. One had to get out fast or make new plans for the night. This time, against all odds, I managed to get myself and Juan out of the estadero and onto the flota that bounced and rumbled down the dirt road to the city, leaving Rosa and a pair of sisters red-eyed and wailing in the dust.

In Colombia there are no train schedules, only rumors. The guide books maintain that there is no train service out of Medellín to the Caribbean coast. I was quite sure there was and did my best to get to the train station at an hour that made sense to Juan. His estimate left just enough time to swing by the Botanical Garden, pick up my mail and some extra equipment, and battle the traffic and crowds of the city. As we parted at the station, I promised Juan somewhat disingenuously that I would do my best to find his ocelot. I told him I expected to be back in a week or two. He was delighted and mentioned something about building a cage. I said it would be a good idea. Neither of us could have known that I would be away for many months and that this passage to the coast would be the first leg of an intermittent journey that would last eight years, taking me to some of the most remote and inaccessible reaches of the continent.

The train ran north past the sprawling outskirts of Medellín and into the rich farmland of Antioquia. In the fading light and through a cracked window coated in dust and fingerprints, I could just make out the flank of Juan’s farm above Copacabana, and beyond, the mountains of the Cordillera Central looming jet black on the horizon. Inside the train the passengers—among them a dozen military conscripts, campesinos who still smelled of earth and smoke—settled in for the thirty-hour trip to the coast. Lulled by the rhythmic clacking of the wheels and the steady pounding of rain on the metal roof, many of them fell asleep almost as soon as the train left the station. Someone turned a radio on, and a fatuous song celebrating the construction of a highway bridge drowned out a dozen soft Spanish voices. I noticed a sign stuck to the back of the seat in front of me. It politely asked all passengers to be civilized enough to throw their garbage out the windows of the train.

I reached into my old canvas pack and pulled out a bundle of mail, which I quickly flipped through until I found the letter from Schultes that had been waiting for me at the Botanical Garden. Like everything about him, it was infused in sepia, the choice of language, the elegant handwriting, the tone of the letter itself, at once both intimate and formal like the correspondence of a Victorian gentleman. Schultes’s hope was that Tim Plowman would one day take over as director of the Botanical Museum, just as he had inherited the post from his mentor, the famous orchid specialist Oakes Ames. Thus, when Tim received his degree, Schultes had appointed him research associate, and together they had secured $250,000 from the U.S. Department of Agriculture—an enormous sum in those days—to study coca, the sacred leaf of the Andes and the notorious source of cocaine. For an ethnobotanist, it was a dream assignment.

In three pages Schultes outlined the details of the proposed expedition. Though long the focus of public concern and hysteria, he wrote, surprisingly little was known about coca. The botanical origins of the domesticated species, the chemistry of the leaf, the pharmacology of coca chewing, the plant’s role in nutrition, the geographical range of the cultivated varieties, the relationship between the wild and cultivated species—all these remained mysteries. He added that no concerted effort had been made to document the role of the coca in the religion and culture of Andean and Amazonian Indians since W. Golden Mortimer’s classic History of Coca, published in 1901. The letter continued in Schultes’s inimitable style—references to idiotic politicians and policies, an anecdote about one of the admixture plants used with coca that he had discovered in 1943, reflections on how much he had enjoyed chewing coca during the years he spent in the Amazon—but the essential point had been made. Plowman’s mandate from the U.S. government, made deliberately vague by Schultes, was to travel the length of the Andean Cordillera, traversing the mountains whenever possible, to reach the flanks of the montaña to locate the source of a plant known to the Indians as the divine leaf of immortality.

The expedition was to begin at Santa Marta. Flanked by the fetid marshlands of the Magdalena delta to the west and the stark desert of La Guajira peninsula to the east, the city is and has always been a smuggler’s paradise, the conduit through which flowed at one time perhaps a third of Colombia’s drug traffic. It is by reputation a seedy place, noisy by night, somnolent by day, and saturated at all hours by the scent of corruption. Just beyond the city to the southeast, however, lies a world apart: the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the highest coastal mountain range on earth. Separated from the northernmost extension of the Andean Cordillera that forms the frontier with Venezuela to the east, the Sierra Nevada is an isolated volcanic massif, roughly triangular in shape, with sides a hundred miles long and a base running along the Caribbean coast. The northern face of the mountains rises directly from the sea to a height of over nineteen thousand feet in a mere thirty miles, a gradient surpassed only by that of the Himalayas.

The people of the Sierra are the Kogi and Ika, descendants of the ancient Tairona civilization that flourished on the coastal plain of Colombia for five hundred years before the arrival of Europeans. Since the time of Columbus, who met them on his third voyage, these Indians have resisted invaders by retreating from the fertile coastal plains higher and higher into the inaccessible reaches of the Sierra Nevada. In a bloodstained continent they alone have never been conquered.

A profoundly religious people, the Kogi and Ika draw their strength from the Great Mother, a goddess of fertility whose sons and daughters formed a pantheon of lesser gods who founded the ancient lineages of the Indians. To this day the Great Mother dwells at the heart of the world in the snow fields and glaciers of the high Sierra, the destination of the dead, and the source of the rivers and streams that bring life to the fields of the living. Water is the Great Mother’s blood, just as the stones are the tears of the ancestors. In a sacred landscape in which every plant is a manifestation of the divine, the chewing of hayo, a variety of coca found only in the mountains of Colombia, represents the most profound expression of culture. Distance in the mountains is not measured in miles but in coca chews. When two men meet, they do not shake hands, they exchange leaves. Their societal ideal is to abstain from sex, eating, and sleeping while staying up all night, chewing hayo and chanting the names of the ancestors. Each week the men chew about a pound of dry leaves, thus absorbing as much as a third of a gram of cocaine each day of their adult lives. In entering the Sierra to study coca, Tim was seeking a route into the very heart of Indian existence.

This letter from Professor Schultes, which I read in the yellow glow of dim lamps as the train shrieked and plunged in and out of tunnels through the Andean Cordillera, was like a map of dreams, a sketch of journeys he himself would be making were he still young and able. But nearly sixty, his body worn from years in the rain forest, it had been some time since he had been capable of active fieldwork. There was a certain tension in his writing, a sense of urgency that came from his awareness of both his own limitations and the speed with which the knowledge of the Indians was being lost and the forests destroyed. In this sense his letters were both gifts and challenges. It was impossible to read them without hearing his resonant voice, without feeling a surge of confidence and purpose, often strangely at odds with the esoteric character of the immediate assignments. This perhaps was the key to Schultes’s hold over his students. He had a way of giving form and substance to the most unusual of ethnobotanical pursuits. At any one time he had students flung all across Latin America seeking new fruits from the forest, obscure oil palms from the swamps of the Orinoco, rare tuber crops in the high Andes. Under his guidance it somehow made perfect sense to be lost in the canyons of western Mexico hunting for new varieties of peyote, miserably wet and cold in the southern Andes searching for mutant forms of the tree of the evil eagle, or hidden away in the basement of the Botanical Museum figuring out the best way to ingest the venom of a toad rumored to have been used as a ritual intoxicant by the ancient Olmec.

His own botanical achievements were legendary. In 1941, after having identified ololiuqui, the long-lost Aztec hallucinogen, and having collected the first specimens of teonanacatl, the sacred mushrooms of Mexico, he took a semester’s leave of absence from Harvard and disappeared into the Northwest Amazon of Colombia. Twelve years later he returned from South America having gone places no outsider had ever been, mapping uncharted rivers and living among two dozen Indian tribes while collecting some twenty thousand botanical specimens, including three hundred species new to science. The world’s leading authority on plant hallucinogens and the medicinal plants of the Amazon, he was for his students a living link to the great natural historians of the nineteenth century and to a distant era when the tropical rain forests stood immense, inviolable, a mantle of green stretching across entire continents.

At a time when there was little public interest in the Amazon and virtually no recognition of the importance of ethnobotanical exploration, Schultes drew to Harvard an extraordinarily eclectic group of students. He held court on the fourth floor of the Botanical Museum in the Nash Lecture Hall, a wooden laboratory draped in bark cloth and cluttered with blowguns, spears, dance masks, and dozens of glass bottles that sparkled with fruits and flowers no longer found in the wild. Oak cabinets elegantly displayed every known narcotic or hallucinogenic plant together with exotic paraphernalia—opium pipes from Thailand, a sacred mescal bean necklace from the Kiowa, a kilogram bar of hashish that went on display following one of Schultes’s expeditions to Afghanistan. In the midst of enough psychoactive drugs to keep the DEA busy for a year, Schultes would appear, tall and heavyset, dressed conservatively in gray flannels and thick oxfords, with a red Harvard tie habitually worn beneath a white lab coat. His face was round and kindly; his hair cut razor short, his rimless bifocals pressed tight to his face. He lectured from tattered pages, yellow with age, sometimes making amusing blunders that students jokingly dismissed as the side effects of his having ingested so many strange plants. Just the previous fall he had been discussing in class a drug that had been first isolated in 1943. “That was fourteen years ago,” he added, “and we’ve come a long way since.” Such oversights were easily forgiven, coming as they did from a fatherly professor who shot blowguns in class and at one time kept in his office a bucket of peyote buttons available to his students as an optional laboratory assignment.

Throughout the sixties, as America discovered the drugs that had fascinated Schultes for thirty years, his fame grew. Suddenly academic papers that had gathered dust in the library for decades were in fierce demand. His 1941 book on the psychoactive morning glory, A Contribution to our Knowledge of Rivea Corymbosa, the Narcotic Ololiuqui of the Aztecs, had been published on a hand-set printing press in the basement of the Botanical Museum. In the spring and summer of 1967 requests for copies poured into the museum, and florists across the nation experienced a run on packets of morning glory seeds, particularly the varieties named Pearly Gates and Heavenly Blue. Strange people began to make their way to the museum. A former graduate student tells of going to meet Schultes for the first time and finding two other visitors waiting outside his office, one of them passing the time by standing on his head like a yogi.

Schultes was an odd choice to become a sixties icon. His politics were exceedingly conservative. Neither a Democrat nor a Republican, he claimed to be a royalist who professed not to believe in the American Revolution. When the presidential election results are published in his local newspaper, The Melrose Gazette, there is always one vote for Queen Elizabeth II. A proud Bostonian, he will have nothing to do with one New England family. He will not use a Kennedy stamp, insists on calling New York City’s Kennedy Airport by its original name, Idlewild, and will not walk on Boylston Avenue in Cambridge now that its name has been officially changed to John F. Kennedy Boulevard. When Jackie Kennedy visited the Botanical Museum, Schultes vanished. Rumor had it that he hid in his office closet to avoid having to guide her through the exhibits.

Schultes inherited his political views both from his conservative family and from Oakes Ames, head of the Botanical Museum when Schultes was a student. An aristocratic Bostonian whose family had made a fortune selling iron shovels on the American frontier, Ames was a scholar of the old school, securely positioned by class, instinctively elitist, inherently disdainful of the winds of democratic change sweeping America in the early years of this century. Schultes, whose father had a small family plumbing business, idolized Ames and absorbed his ideas and opinions. For the most part these political convictions were already archaic when forged by Ames himself almost a century ago. Though no doubt sincerely believed by Schultes, they in fact bear little resemblance to the profoundly democratic instincts by which he actually conducts his life. Like a boy stumbling around in his father’s coat, Schultes awkwardly, sometimes foolishly, always amusingly, parrots the reactionary values of a ruling class that evaporated long ago.

These stubborn convictions, however rigidly held, belie the fundamental decency and kindness of the man. Schultes’s disdain for liberal democrats and his contempt for government—he still calls Franklin Delano Roosevelt a socialist—are rooted in an intense dedication to individual freedom. On the issues that speak directly to personal choice—sexual orientation, abortion, use of drugs, freedom of religion—he is a complete libertarian. His devotion to struggling students is legendary. For years he used to travel around the country using an obscure taxonomic argument to obtain the release of dozens of young people charged with marijuana possession.

The argument went something like this: By law marijuana is illegal, but until recently, when the law was changed to defeat Schultes’s crusade, the actual legal statute prohibited by name only Cannabis sativa. Schultes maintained that there were three species of marijuana, including Cannabis indica and Cannabis ruderalis. As an expert witness he would testify that there was no way of distinguishing the species with forensic material alone. That left the burden of proof on the prosecution to show beyond reasonable doubt that a bag of ground-up flower buds was Cannabis sativa and not one of its botanical relatives. Since even the botanists could not agree on how many species there were, it was by definition an impossible task. It made for great theater, of course, with Schultes and his entourage on the one side and arrayed against him a team of indignant botanists, often envious of his fame, infuriated by his stand on drugs, and openly contemptuous of his taxonomic position.

In truth, the evidence for Schultes’s position was somewhat dubious. Marijuana is a multipurpose plant that has been used for over five thousand years as an oil, a food, a drug, medicine, and a source of fiber. The morphological variation that led him to recognize three distinct species may well be the result of artificial selection. In the heated passions of the times, however, when young students were being jailed for smoking an innocuous herb, none of these academic details were important. What did matter was Schultes’s uncanny ability to break open the courtrooms and set the students free. This, as much as anything else he did, contributed to his mythic reputation on the Harvard campus.

Between the extremes of his personality, in the space created by what superficially appeared to be immense contradictions in his own character, there was room for anyone to flourish. His students ranged from quietly conservative, earnest scholars to a somewhat more unusual group drawn to his work on hallucinogens. By reputation the best of his students and his undoubted protégé was Tim Plowman. I had met Tim only once, very briefly, when I walked into his office in the basement of the Botanical Museum and found him hidden in a forest of living plants. He was tall and thin, strikingly handsome, with dark brown hair, a generous mustache, and warm smile. His office had the atmosphere of a gypsy tea room, oriental rugs on the floor, silk scarves coloring the lampshades, the musty scent of incense and patchouli oil. I can’t remember why I went to see him. I do remember that in one corner of the room there was a beautiful woman naked to the waist typing a manuscript. Her name was Teza. She was an artist who lived with Tim. He later published her botanical illustrations of new species that he had discovered. They were the only drawings I ever saw that captured the feel of wind on paper.

Tim first arrived at the museum as a graduate student in 1966, and even before he was officially enrolled, Schultes sent him down to the Amazon. Two years later in Iquitos, a lowland town on the upper Amazon in Peru, he fell in with Dick Martin, another Schultes student, and together they cut a deal with a shady outfit called the Amazon Natural Drug Company, which gave them a boat and free rein to search for medicinal plants up and down the Río Napo. They collected together for several months, until the research director of the drug company arrived and displayed less interest in plants than in the whereabouts of Che Guevara. When it became clear that he didn’t know the difference between a daisy and a palm, Martin and Plowman quit and left Iquitos.

Martin was the only botanist I ever heard of who took a saxophone into the field. By day he and Tim would collect furiously, then by night Dick would disappear into the bars and whorehouses of jungle settlements and blow sax till dawn. Sometimes when they were upriver, Martin would wander off and for much of the night Tim would hear soft plaintive music mingling with the haunting sounds of the rain forest. Schultes always referred to Martin as a genius. He often told of the indignant phone call he once received from a colleague complaining that one of his graduate students was doodling through every lecture of an advanced taxonomy class. Schultes looked into the matter and discovered that Martin was taking notes in Japanese.

Schultes’s favorite story about Tim concerned a near fatal poisoning that occurred shortly after Plowman and Martin split up after Iquitos. By then Tim was on the trail of chiric sanango, Brunfelsia grandiflora, an important medicinal plant in the potato family used throughout the Northwest Amazon to treat fever. He had gone north to Colombia and in the valley of Sibundoy had contacted Pedro Juajibioy, a Kamsá Indian healer who as a boy guided Schultes into the upper Putumayo. Tim and Pedro retraced that journey to reach a group of Kofán Indians on the Río Guamués, visited by Schultes in 1942. The Kofán knew the plant as tsontinba“k”á. Another of Schultes’s students, Homer Pinkley, who spent a year among the tribe in 1965, had written that their shaman occasionally ingested it in order to diagnose disease. This observation supported other reports going back to the nineteenth century that suggested the plant might be hallucinogenic. Plowman wanted to know. At Santa Rosa on the Río Guamués he found chiric sanango commonly cultivated in house yards, but he also met an old shaman who brought him from the forest a rare but related plant named for the tapir because of its inordinate strength as a drug. Plowman immediately recognized the plant as a new species, which he later named Brunfelsia chiricaspi, after the Quechua word meaning cold tree. He asked the old man to prepare it. The shaman refused. He described the plant as a dangerous messenger of the forest and disavowed any knowledge of taking it for visions. Tim persisted. Eventually the shaman agreed, though reluctantly and only on the condition that Pedro would also drink the preparation.

The drug, an extract from the bark, was murky brown and bitter to swallow. Tim felt the effects within ten minutes: a tingling sensation like one feels when the blood rushes back to a limb that has fallen asleep. Only in this case the sensation grew to a maddening intensity, spreading from the lips and fingertips toward the center of the body, progressing up the spine to the base of the skull in waves of cold that flooded over his consciousness. His breathing collapsed. Dizzy with vertigo, he lost all muscular control and fell to the mud floor of the shaman’s hut. In horror he realized that he was frothing at the mouth. An hour passed. Paralyzed and tormented by an excruciating pain in his stomach, he remained only vaguely aware of where he was—on the earth, face-to-face with three snarling dogs fighting over the vomit that spread in a pool around his head.

The shaman, noticing his plight, did what shamans normally do under such circumstances: He went to bed. Desperate to escape the sensations, half-blinded by the drug and incapable of walking, Tim and Pedro stumbled and crawled through the forest for two hours until finally, toward dawn, they reached the village of San Antonio where they were staying in an abandoned jail. As light came to the forest, they crawled into their hammocks, where they remained, motionless, for two days. Pedro Juajibioy, whose experience as a folk healer had taken him on a thousand flights of the spirit, summed up the experience succinctly: “The world was spinning around me like a great blue wheel. I felt that I was going to die.”

The train jolted along, stopping every so often, each time in what looked like empty countryside. But there were always voices in the dark and sometimes the faint light of shrines. At every station peddlers leaped aboard and pushed their way through crowded cars, prompting a babble of groans and protests from the crouched figures in the aisles. For a day and a night I lived on corn arepas, rounds of milk cheese sold wrapped in banana leaves, and small thimbles of tinto, a thick syrupy coffee that ought to be dispensed by syringe. It seemed like rich land, this northern flank of the Cordillera. The whitewashed houses that appeared out of the darkness had tile roofs draped in bougainvillea, and small patios where at all hours campesinos who looked like Juan gathered to drink and play cards. Always there seemed to be one who stood alone, still as a corpse, with vacant eyes protected from the night by a worn fedora and a blanket of wool.

There was a change of trains at Barrancabermeja, a small port on the Río Magdalena. The middle of the night, and the air was hot and humid. The first scent of the lowlands, moisture, and the slow flow of the river working its way around the trestles of the railroad, carrying pieces of the forest to the sea. On the platform passengers milled about in a confusion of bundles and boxes. Warm rain fell, and beneath the overhanging roof, three young barefoot boys slept beneath cardboard. Watching over them was a fourth, also barefoot, only he was standing in a pair of leather shoes several sizes too large. It looked as if the shoes belonged to them all. Ten hours to the coast, and already the silent explosions of lightning revealed the huge crowns of the ceiba trees.



CHAPTER TWO Mountains of the Elder Brother


[image: Image]

JUAN HAD BEEN right. Within minutes of arriving in Santa Marta I was fleeced by a pickpocket I must have smiled, for moments later as I piled into a taxi, there was a commotion in the backseat. I turned to find my wallet on the floor. Only a few pesos had been taken. Colombia is not a nation of thieves, but those that there are have a certain flair difficult to begrudge. Once on Juan’s farm, in the middle of one of the horrendous thunderstorms that periodically tumbled off the mountain, the power failed just as lightning struck a tall pine below the garden. Only the next day did we discover that a thief, perched on the electric pole and waiting for just the right moment, had cut the line and run off with four hundred feet of copper wire. Even Juan expressed a grim respect for the deed.

The taxi drove through a warren of modest houses that ran up to the public market and then turned back toward the sea, picking up passengers as it went along. On first glimpse Santa Marta seemed a pleasant, if somewhat shabby, seaside resort, a grid of white and pastel buildings laid out along a tranquil bay, backed by high shelving cliffs. Lighthouses overlook the harbor, and along the shore delicate palms shelter a promenade that separates the cafés and hotels of the waterfront from the black sand beaches that sparkle at night and stretch east a hundred miles to the Guajira. A dusty barrio spreads up one side of the city above the docks, and in the center of town, just four blocks from the sea, is a beautiful cathedral, said to be the oldest church in Colombia. Beneath the jumbled clutter typical of any Latin American town, the city has a rakish charm that makes it difficult to believe a man’s life can be had for a hundred dollars.

It is a city, as one Colombian politician has discreetly put it, favored by geography. Midway between the coca plantations of Peru and Bolivia and the stateside market for cocaine, and serviced by dozens of clandestine airstrips scratched into the Guajira peninsula, Santa Marta exports the drug by the shovelful. Cocaine did not corrupt the city, however, it merely increased the take. Since the arrival of the Spanish, the people of Santa Marta have pursued a life of smuggling and trade. The place exists to make money. Besides drugs there are emeralds stolen from the mines of Boyacá, coffee lifted by the ton from the city docks, young women drawn from the interior to be bartered in the flophouses on Calle 10. From the lowliest peddler to the richest merchant, every native of the city shares a reverence for the deal.

In the early seventies, when no one could imagine a time when the continent would yield a million pounds of cocaine a year, marijuana was still the biggest game in town. The fertile lower slopes of the Sierra Nevada, blanketed by forest, well watered, and dissected by miles of ravines and hidden valleys accessible only to mules, produced the best harvest in Colombia. Before the development of domestic varieties slowed the demand for imported weed, and just after the Nixon administration blanketed the Mexican plantations with paraquat, ruining the market and sending enterprising smugglers to Colombia, Santa Marta was the dope capital of the world. On the waterfront loose joints of Blue Sky Blonde and Santa Marta Red, the Colombian cousin of Panama Red, could be had for a nickel, and the easy rhythms of the town drifted through a soporific cannabis haze.

•  •  •

The Residencia Medellín charged four dollars a night, twice the rate of the cheaper places on 12th Street, and though it was on the waterfront, the rooms were mostly empty. There was a reception desk of sorts, and behind it a muchacho named Lucho lounged in a hammock, his entire demeanor proclaiming that this was a day job. I asked for an American named Plowman. He placed a finger by the side of his nose. I shook my head. He pointed to a pair of doors that swung open onto a bright patio overlooking the sea. At one table a middle-aged foreigner in a fresh leisure suit sat nervously flipping the pages of a magazine, and just beyond two women were drinking beer. Tim Plowman was sitting alone, his back to the others, looking out toward the sea. There were topographical maps spread across his table.

“Dr. Plowman?”

“Yes,” he said, looking up. I recognized his face. He seemed puzzled.

“My name’s Willy. Actually, it’s Wade, but no one down here can say it so I go by Willy. I just got in from Medellín. Schultes said you—”

“Wade Davis,” he said, interrupting and rising out of his chair to greet me warmly. He was wearing a red T-shirt, jeans, and a single strand of white beads around his neck. I guessed he was about thirty, which at the time seemed old.

“I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Tim Plowman. Forget about this ‘doctor’ business.”

“Actually, we did meet once, in your office.” I reminded him of the time I had visited him and Teza in the basement of the museum. At the mention of her name his face softened.

“Teza,” he said in a manner that left me no choice but to ask what had become of her.

“She found Mr. Right”—he laughed—“and disappeared to the islands. She calls him the Texas Long Prong. They’re out there somewhere. Last I heard they were sailing off the coast of Jamaica.”

“So you split up?”

“Oh, no,” he said without a touch of bitterness in his voice. “You don’t ever lose a woman like her even if you want to. You just wait till she rolls back over your life.”

“She always does?”

“Certain as a wave.” He smiled. “But listen. I’m just glad you made it. Schultes has been calling.”

“It took a while to get your telegram.”

“You’re in good time. We leave for the mountains in the morning. Come have a look.” I put down my rucksack and took a chair next to him. He gestured for a waiter.

“How about a beer?” he said. “Lucho, por favor, dos Aguilas.” The kid from the hammock poked his face past the swinging doors and then slipped back into the shadow. “I spoke with Reichel-Dolmatoff in Bogotá. Do you know him?” Tim asked.

“Just by reputation.’ Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff was Colombia’s foremost anthropologist and the leading authority on the peoples of the Sierra Nevada. A contemporary and close friend of Schultes, he and his wife had first lived among the Kogi in the early forties.

“He’s an incredible man. And he warned me about the north slope. Yesterday I tried to get up beyond Masinga and Bonda. Right about here. I was turned back by military patrols. Day before yesterday I tried another road and ran into gunfire. Could have been anyone—grave robbers, the army guerrillas. The forest is amazing, but it’s dangerous. We’d be lucky just to find the Indians.” He reached for a pack of cigarettes.

“Do you smoke?”

“No, thanks,” I said. He was smoking Pielroja, a local brand. There was little breeze, and the heady, pungent scent lingered at the table.

“The Kogi live in the north.” He pointed on the map to a number of river valleys draining directly into the Caribbean. “But Reichel suggested that we enter here, from the southeast.”

Tim traced a route around the south of the sierra through the city of Valledupar and on to Atanquez, a small village where the road ended.

“In Atanquez we can get mules, and in a day we’ll be able to reach the Ika settlements on the Río Donachuí. The Ika and Kogi are related, and there are a lot of similarities. They describe themselves as brothers, descended like two branches from the Tairona. Both tribes say they are the Elder Brothers, the ones charged with the protection of the earth, but the Ika are more willing to deal with the Younger Brothers.”

“The Younger Brothers?” I asked.

“You and me and all of our kind who have screwed everything up. According to Reichel, the Ika and Kogi believe that the balance of life is maintained by their prayers and that as we cut into the earth, we are tearing at the heart of the Great Mother. He says they believe it literally. I don’t know if he’s just being romantic. You studied anthropology, didn’t you?”

“For two years. Then I took time off and came down here.”

“What do you make of what he says?” Tim asked.

“About the prayers?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know,’ I answered. “I suppose that’s why the Kogi are up in those mountains, and the rest of us are down here in Santa Marta.”

Lucho arrived and placed two large bottles of beer on the table. He took a cigarette from his mouth and snapped it into the sea.

“Señor Timoteo, los gamines están aqui.” The street kids are here.

“Bueno. Gracias, Lucho.”

“What’s going on? I asked.

“You’ll see in a second. Just a little business.”

“So what about the rains?”

“They’ve already begun, but the worst of it falls in the north and west. There’s a rain shadow in the south; and the slopes are a lot drier. There’ll still be rain, and the rivers will be full. We’ll be lucky to get to eight thousand feet. The Indians won’t go much higher at this time of year.”

“Where will we find coca?”

“Below eight thousand feet,” Tim said with a smile. There was some kind of noisy commotion behind us.

I turned to see Lucho sweeping four young urchins onto the patio and toward our table. They looked like the boys I’d seen sleeping on the train platform at Barrancabermeja, suitably stripped down for the coast. They were barefoot, dusty, dressed in rags, and smiling. Each lugged a flour sack. One of them had thick wavy black hair, the other three had only a thin stubble of hair.

“They shave their heads in jail,” Tim said, turning to the tallest of the boys. “Hey, flaco, qué pasa?”

The boy shrugged and lifted one of the bags onto the table. It was full of seashells. Tim felt the weight of each bag and then paid each boy, slipping a little something to Lucho who was standing by with an exaggerated air of indignation.

“Seashells?” said.

“Twenty kilos,” Tim answered. I didn’t pursue it. I needed a shower. The beer, the midday heat, the train trip, and now the prospect of this journey swept over my senses. I longed for sleep.

“It’s getting on,” he said. “Let’s get you settled in a room. Later we’ll walk around town, maybe get you a haircut. We have to look pretty straight. I know a barber down past the cathedral. He has only one arm, but he does a good job.”

There was a knock at my door around five. I joined Tim in the lobby, and we headed along the waterfront for several blocks and then crossed into the shade of the guayacán trees in the Parque Bolívar. The sun was still hot; but there was a lot more activity than I had seen at midday. Shoeshine boys darted about, old women gathered to gossip, and beneath the shadow of an enormous statue of Simón Bolívar the photographers had set up their stations, pinhole cameras made of cardboard and tin perched precariously on wooden tripods. Each photographer displayed samples of his work, small black-and-white images, mostly of campesinos, young girls and sweethearts, all of them posed ramrod stiff as if terrified by the process.

The one-armed barber worked in a small shop with a red leather chair and a large mirror, cracked in several places. A friendly sort, he cut with his right hand, kept the comb beneath the stump of what had been his left arm, and traded comb and scissors back and forth with a dazzling dexterity that almost made you forget he was greasing your hair with his sweat. He snipped away for ten minutes and then pulled out a razor and shaved off the rest. I looked like a military recruit. I asked him why he hadn’t sought other work after he’d lost his arm.

“I did,” he answered. “That’s why I became a barber.”

Tim had left to run some errands, and after the haircut I decided to see the cathedral before heading back to the waterfront to meet him for dinner. Once inside it took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the dark. The interior was an odd mixture of styles: opulent Baroque elements welded onto the starker features of an earlier period. To one side of the church doors I came upon the ashes of Rodrigo de Bastides, the Spaniard who founded Santa Marta in 1526. That was six years before Francisco Pizarro’s rape of Peru, and seven years after Hernán Cortés and his men had stood stunned by the beauty and majesty of Tenochtitlán, the Aztec imperial capital then twice the size of Spain’s largest city. Under orders from his king, Rodrigo de Bastides had reached the coast of South America in 1501. Moving westward from the Guajira and drawn to the snowcapped mountains that soared higher than any in the known world, he met the Tairona, the most elaborate civilization the Spaniards had encountered up to that time. A chiefdom descended from peoples who originally migrated to South America in the tenth century from the Atlantic slopes of what is today Costa Rica, the Tairona had transformed the slopes of the Sierra Nevada, establishing roads, architectural terraces, and irrigation systems of stunning complexity. Dazzled by their gold work, which was perhaps the most sophisticated and beautiful ever produced in the Americas, the Spaniards established a series of trading posts, including Santa Marta, which in time emerged as the dominant center.

For a hundred years, as the Conquest swept across the continent, an uneasy truce hung over the northern coast. There was conflict and rebellion, and death by enslavement and disease, but the Spaniards made no systematic attempt to destroy the Tairona. Few in numbers, they were initially content to control the coast, trading fish and salt, axes and metal tools for gold. The Tairona valued the peace even as they retreated further into the hinterland.

It was not until the end of the sixteenth century that the Spaniards launched a campaign of annihilation. Their excuse—and the Spanish, obsessed as they were with jurisprudence, always had an excuse—was completely bizarre. Hungry for gold, they were nevertheless scandalized by the phallic and sexual representations that formed a significant motif in Tairona ceramics and gold work. The chronicler Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo described a gold piece weighing twenty pesos that depicted “one man mounted on another in that diabolical act of Sodom,” a “jewel of the devil” that he righteously “smashed at the smeltering house at Darien.” Such graphic depictions of sodomy confirmed their deepest suspicions. It was known that Tairona men gathered regularly in large ceremonial temples, often for nocturnal rituals that lasted until dawn and excluded women. From experience the Spaniards recognized that when their own sailors and soldiers spent long hours together, it was only the restraint of Christian virtue that kept them from “unnatural acts.” Since the Tairona were not Christian, it was obvious, at least to the Spanish, what the Indians had been up to at those nightly assemblies. When in 1599 Santa Marta’s new governor, Juan Guiral Velon, undertook the final destruction of the Tairona, he did so charged with the certainty that all of his enemies were homosexual.

The subsequent struggle was as violent and brutal as any recorded in the Americas. Tairona priests were drawn and quartered, their severed heads displayed in iron cages. Prisoners were crucified or hung from metal hooks stuck through the ribs. Those who escaped and were recaptured had their Achilles tendons sliced or a leg cut off. In Santa Marta, Indians absurdly accused of sodomy were disemboweled by fighting dogs in obscene public spectacles. Women were garro ted, children branded and enslaved. Every village was destroyed, every field burned and sown with death. When the Spaniards took the Tairona settlement of Masinga, Velon ordered his troops to sever the noses, ears, and lips of every adult.

Marching inland, Velon attempted to vanquish an entire civilization. In the midst of the carnage, the Spaniards never forgot their ultimate mission. To ensure the legality of their deeds, before each military action Velon’s captains read aloud in the presence of a notary public the famous Requirement, a standard legal document exhorting the heathen to accept the true faith. Recited in Spanish without translation, it was but a prelude to slaughter. “If you do not accept the faith,” the text read, “or if you maliciously delay in doing so, I certify that with God’s help I will advance powerfully against you and make war on you wherever and however I am able, and will subject you to the yoke and obedience of the Church and of their majesties and take your women and children as slaves, and as such I will sell and dispose of them as their majesties may order, and I will take your possessions and do all the harm and damage that I can.”

The Spaniards were true to their word. In the end the entire Tairona population was either dead or given over as slaves to the soldiers as payment for their services. Those Indians who survived were expected to pay the costs of their own pacification. On pain of death they were prohibited from bearing arms or retiring into the Sierra Nevada. But flee they did—a tragic diaspora that brought thousands into the high mountains, leaving behind a desolate, empty coast of ruined settlements, shattered temples, and fields overgrown with thorn scrub and ultimately redeemed by the forest.

Knowing this history, one can almost too easily hate these men of Spain, too easily forget the kind of world in which they had lived. Rodrigo de Bastides and every other Spanish conquistador grew up in a land convulsed in triumph and terror. After eight hundred years of war the Spaniards had at last retaken Andalusia, driving out the Moors, expelling by edict the Jews. A Spaniard was Pope and Isabella, queen of Spain, was patroness of the Holy Inquisition. Christianity had swept Europe only to turn upon itself in bloody sectarian wars. Millions had died, by plague and war, and in the fires of the Inquisition that reduced to ashes anyone who failed to embrace the faith and power of the priests.

They were men of violent ideas. None among them doubted that the end of the world was at hand, that they would all at one time have to endure the purifying flames of a final judgment. One of their saints, Thomas Aquinas, declared that, next to contemplating God, the greatest pleasure in the afterlife would be watching the tortures of the eternally damned. Men who denied themselves by day the pleasures they so avidly sought by night drifted easily into perversion. From the pulpit celibate priests advised men to beat their wives regularly, not in rage but in charity for their souls. Midwives were burned because they eased the pain of childbirth, which the Church maintained was God’s punishment for Eve’s original sin. Young girls were shrouded in dark robes to do penance for sins they did not commit, joys of the flesh they would never know. Any woman who healed was a witch, and black-frocked inquisitors, having transformed the devil into the nemesis of their god, discovered him everywhere in bed with women. Twisted in torture, mothers and wives from all corners of Europe admitted that they had, in fact, mated with the devil, and they revealed that the priests had been right. The devil’s member was as cold as ice.

The men who crossed an ocean to conquer America were the ones that Europe, for all its depravity, could not kill. Weather-beaten and torn by the wind, Columbus arrived off the shore of Santa Marta in 1494 still carrying with him a carefully annotated copy of Marco Polo’s journal, still certain that he had reached the lands of Kubla Khan, still anxious to present to the Great Khan his credentials, written in Latin on parchment that he could not read. Those who followed him knew better. This land of demons, of birds with teeth and fish that flew, was one vast kingdom of the devil. To destroy was to serve God, a glorious mission made sweet by the presence of gold. Their Church embraced all their deeds. The rape of children, the violation of the earth, the destruction of all that was beautiful could be condoned by the halo of the faith. Men who had sex as if relieving themselves declared all native women to be whores, and branded the faces of children while the Pope debated whether or not they were human beings. Priests who exhaled disease declared pestilence to be the will of God. In their wake they left death. Three million Arawakans died between 1494 and 1508. Within 150 years of Columbus the aboriginal population of 70 million would be reduced to 3.5 million. In the southern Andes of Bolivia, on a mountain of silver once sacred to the Inca, an average of 75 Indians were to die every day for over 300 years.

From beneath the blue awning of the Pan-American bar you could survey the entire waterfront of Santa Marta. The sun was going down. There was a naval vessel at the dock, and in the bay just offshore a tanker with Liberian markings was flushing its hold into the harbor. I found Tim reading a newspaper at one of the tables close to a small bandstand. He had already finished a beer.

“Look at this.” He passed me the paper. “It’s a couple of years old. I noticed it when I went down to the depot to get newsprint for the plants.” Beside a notice for an upcoming performance of El Maestro de Obscuridad, a magician from Bogotá who claimed to be able to predict the future, there was a small item about tomb robbers. They had formed an association and wanted the Ministry of Labor to recognize it as an official union. In Santa Marta alone the association had registered ten thousand members. Though it contradicted every law concerning the protection of archaeological sites, certain authorities within the Ministry had initially agreed, thus provoking a scandal.

“A union of looters?”

“The government finally killed it,” Tim said, “It’s crazy. But that’s what this coast is all about. One decent artifact, and they can make it for a year. That’s why everyone ends up here. There’s a feel of easy money. In the rest of the country a handful of people own practically all the land. So if you’re young and poor, and you don’t want to work in some cane field, and you don’t have a cousin who can get you a job on the trucks, you dream up some little business, buying and selling fruit, peddling fish or bread, and when you get tired of haggling with housewives, you drift down the Magdalena to Santa Marta.”

“Like the guy who cut my hair?”

“He blew off his arm with a stick of dynamite,” Tim explained. “He used to be a fisherman. He and Lucho at the residencia are cousins.” At the next table two British sailors were rushing through their food. One of them kept looking at his watch. A night in Santa Marta and neither one of them wanted to waste time eating.

“Freaks come here when it dawns on them that for the price of a couple grams of coke back home they can fly to Colombia and pick it up by the kilo. Some figure out the scene. For them it’s an easy life. For others it becomes a kind of hell. If they’re lucky, they just get rolled on Calle 10. If they get behind on a deal, they can end up dead.”

He glanced past the sailors toward the entrance to the patio where an agitated German tourist was arguing with a waiter. “You can always spot the ones just off the plane.” He smiled, turning back to our table. “Walking down the beach beating off the kids. Fighting over every bill. Teeth grinding away. They have a kind of sweaty anxiety that comes with the first taste of decent cocaine.”

A waiter brought our dinner, beer and two plates of fish and rice. For a few minutes we ate without speaking. A band started up, and a woman in a satin dress began to sing wearily. I looked up at Tim.

“It’s hard to believe the Tairona were once here,” I said.

“I know,” Tim replied. “You think of this town and then try to imagine priests in cloaks woven with gold and jewels, feather headdresses. Beautiful fields of plants.” He stopped eating, looked to the sea, and then turned back to me. “I’d like to know more about them—how they lived, what they thought. Have you ever paid attention to language?”

“In what way?” I asked.

“The choice of words. What they mean. There’s a tribe in Uruguay, one of the Guaraní groups, whose word for soul was ‘the sun that lies within.’ They called a friend ‘one’s other heart.’ To forgive was the same word as to forget. They had no writing, and when they first saw paper, they called it the skin of God—just because you could send messages.”

“Like magic.”

“It was magic,” Tim said. “Did Schultes ever tell you about the Indians in the Amazon who couldn’t tell blue from green? I forget the tribe. I asked him whether they saw the same color or whether they just considered the two colors to be one.”

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He didn’t know. I don’t think he ever really thought about it.”

“But you have,” I said. Tim laughed.

“Reichel talks about all this. In one of his books he says the Tairona believed that gold was the blood of the Great Mother. He says the Kogi word for vagina is the word for dawn. Can you imagine what it means for a people to have such thoughts?”

“No,” I said.

“I can’t, either.” He smiled. “Listen. Let’s get the bill and get out of here. We’ve got an early start.”

Tim’s truck was magnificent, a bright red Dodge 4x4 pickup with a small camper on the back. Perhaps it was the early morning light or the novelty of leaving a town without having to deal with the rickety contraptions that pass as buses in Latin America—rusted-out chassis, rear seats that double as urinals, tires smooth as river stones—but as we drove along the Caribbean shore away from Santa Marta, I felt a perfect ease. There was nowhere else I wanted to be. The land was rich, the mountains in the distance a pale velvet on the horizon. As we turned south past the shallow waters of the Ciénaga Grande, a vast lagoon that seems as large as the sky, the light was still soft, salmon-colored, and the air and water were alive with egrets, herons, and doves the color of earth.

We drove south quickly, without stopping, past scruffy plantations of bananas, cotton, and oil palm. There was forest here a century ago, and the towns along the road—Tucurinca, Aracataca, Fundación—were lost villages which took their names from the rivers that drain the western flank of the Sierra Nevada. Today they all look more or less the same: whitewashed houses, dusty plazas, gray bridges over rivers of dirty water. But just beneath the surface is a history of betrayal and death. In the early 1920s the United Fruit Company brought in bananas, and with the railroad and telegraph, the roads, post offices, police stations, brothels, and bars came thousands of migrant workers to hack away at the land. Living in sheds, drinking water fouled by disease, they earned less than a dollar a day—money that quickly disappeared in company stores where shopkeepers with crooked scales robbed them shamelessly.

Then, in 1928, the field hands went on strike. Bananas rotted on the stem, trains ceased to run, and in the harbor of Santa Marta ships outbound for Boston hung empty on their anchors. The workers and their families were encamped at Ciénaga, awaiting the formal signing of the agreement that would end the strike. Meanwhile, in Aracataca the company and the army cut a deal. The next morning in place of an agreement, a general dictated an ultimatum. Before the children could be moved, before the old women were even awakened, the machine guns exploded. The banners fell and the dead blanketed the plaza. The army and company thugs worked throughout the night, washing the blood from the ground, tossing the dead into the sea. By dawn there was no sign of life, no sign of death.

Those who survived fled south to Aracataca. There they were hunted down, wounded men and terrified children. One hundred and twenty-five were shot in the graveyard before the eyes of a desperate priest. Just blocks away an infant boy slept. Fifty years later Gabriel García-Márquez transformed Aracataca into Macondo, the setting of One Hundred Years of Solitude, his novel of despair and hope, where life is scattered by the wind and people effervesce into angels. There is nothing today in Aracataca to remind you of its past, little to suggest it could inspire such a novel. Oil palms and mango trees baked by the sun, dirt paths leading off into plantations, schoolchildren in bright uniforms scurrying about. As we drove out of town a young boy stared at our shiny truck as if it were an apparition.

The land became drier as the road turned east around the southern side of the mountains. Plantations gave way to chaparral, acacias and tall, looming cacti, flocks of green parrots that seemed oddly out of place amidst the barbed wire, desert haze, and dusty horse tracks. Kapok trees soared over the homesteads, and on the bare hills tabebuia trees were in full flower, their crowns leafless and brilliant yellow. Mangos were in season, and we stopped every so often at roadside stands where children sold guanabana fruit, iguana eggs, and bread. Pineapples went for a dime, bananas a penny each. Once or twice we pulled over to look for plants, but we collected very little. The land was scrub, the vegetation scavenged by cattle and mules. There were always vultures flying overhead, and to the north the ascending ridges of the Sierra Nevada tearing at a violently blue sky.

Throughout a long day Tim and I traded stories about our lives. I spoke of growing up in British Columbia, working in logging camps and fighting forest fires to earn enough money to help pay for college. He told of his early years rambling through the woods of Pennsylvania, of his parents’ love of gardening and the herbarium specimens he collected as a young boy and used to decorate the walls of his room. His father was a doctor, and Tim might have gone into medicine had it not been for his interest in plants. He had just one brother, but they were not close. Like so many families of that era they found themselves on opposite sides of a social divide created by the times. His older brother, John, had married his high school sweetheart, started a family, and found a job selling insurance in their hometown of Harrisburg. Tim went off to Cornell, took a heroic dose of acid in 1964 when it was still dispensed in sugar cubes, made love to a girlfriend in the university library, survived the official reprimand, and avoided Vietnam by heading directly to graduate school at Harvard in 1966. Along the way he took up music, painting, yoga, and, of course, Teza. For years they had lived with a group of friends in an old mansion in Roxbury, the inner-city ghetto of Boston. For thirty dollars a month everyone had his own apartment, though from the sounds of it Teza reigned over the place like Aphrodite. She was in love with both Tim and his friend Craig, and in the midst of their liaison had married a third friend, Aharon, an Israeli physicist. Everyone involved had attended the wedding, a simple affair held in the Dudley Street subway station.

As the afternoon wore on, the conversation turned to botany and in particular a new book that made a great fuss about house plants responding to music and human voices. For Tim the very idea was ridiculous.

“Why would a plant give a shit about Mozart?” I remember him saying. “And even if it did, why should that impress us? I mean, they can eat light. Isn’t that enough?”

He went on to speak of photosynthesis the way an artist might describe color. He said that at dusk the process is reversed and that plants actually emit small amounts of light. He referred to sap as the green blood of plants, explaining that chlorophyll is structurally almost the same as the pigment of our blood, only the iron in hemoglobin is replaced by magnesium in plants. He spoke of the way plants grow, a seed of grass producing sixty miles of root hairs in a day, six thousand miles over the course of a season; a field of hay exhaling five hundred tons of water into the air each day; a flower pushing its blossom through three inches of pavement; a single catkin of a birch tree producing five million grains of pollen; a tree living for four thousand years. Unlike every other botanist I had known, he was not obsessed with classification. For him Latin names were like koans or lines of verse. He remembered them effortlessly, taking particular delight in their origins. “When you say the names of the plants,” he said at one point, “you say the names of the gods.”

Valledupar was a hot, dusty city of cowboys and pickup trucks and bars blasting vallenatos, the same raucous accordion music that had kept me awake on a dozen all-night Colombian bus trips. Vallenatos originated in Valledupar, which may be one reason the city seemed so dismal. We arrived at dusk and took a room at the Residencia Yavi, one of the few cheap hotels that was not a whorehouse. Rooms went for a dollar, $1.50 with a fan.

From Valledupar there are two routes into the Sierra. In either case, to enter land that as far as the Indians are concerned doesn’t belong to Colombia, it is necessary to obtain a mound of permits, a letter from the Casa Indígena, the office in charge of Indian affairs, a permit from the conservation agency Inderena, and police clearance from the DAS, Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad, the national security forces. Even the mayor of Valledupar has a piece of the administrative action. Tim and I spent the better part of a day securing the necessary papers, and it was late afternoon by the time we finally reached Atanquez in the foothills of the Sierra some twenty-five miles northwest of Valledupar.

The town was small, again mostly whitewashed houses with thatch roofs, a bare plaza, and a tin-roofed church. A single road climbed away from the plaza and after a few blocks splintered into a series of mule tracks that headed up into the mountains. An Indian village but a generation before, Atanquez had become a mestizo settlement, with government officials and black-frocked priests, campesinos, and merchants dealing in coffee and maguey, the tough fiber extracted from the leaves of agave, the century plant.

By nightfall we had a place to stay and had met Aurelio Arias, a mule skinner and trader who for four dollars a day was willing to guide us into the mountains. He charged more for his mules—five dollars each a day. We hired two and told him we expected to be in the Sierra for two weeks, perhaps longer. To avoid the heat and ensure that we would reach the Ika settlement of Donachuí before the afternoon rains, we planned to walk by night, leaving Atanquez de madrugada, in the early hours before dawn on the following day.

•  •  •

The rains came, lasting well into the night. It was past three when I heard the clip-clopping of Aurelio’s mules and his quiet profanities as he lashed our gear to the wooden pack saddles. By then the sky had cleared, and as we walked away from the village, the air tasted fresh and healthy. The track ran to the north and west, climbing gradually through scrub forest and crossing numerous streams swollen with the rains. At first it was quite dark, and it was all we could do to follow the mules. I became conscious of sounds and the whirls of odors that drifted quickly past, the smell of burned grass, dry stones washed by the rain, the sudden quelling scent of a dead animal in the brush. Once the moon had risen over the distant ridge of the mountains, the walking became much easier. The land was pale, and the moon cast long silvery shadows past tall columnar cacti. The tips of the acacia branches, still wet with rain, sparkled like sea spray.

An hour or so from Atanquez the track dropped onto the Río Guatapurí and turned south through a scattering of houses known as Chemesquemena. As we approached, dogs growled and roared and lunged at the mules. A single hissing curse from Aurelio sent them packing, tails curled miserably between their legs. One house had begun to stir and a few people moved about, their silhouettes showing past the kerosene lamps and through the mosquito netting that shut out the night.

From Chemesquemena we crossed the Río Guatapurí by footbridge and then climbed steadily through plantings of coffee and maguey. In time the frogs and cicadas and remnant forests of the valley bottoms yielded to a burning landscape of barren hillsides, treeless slopes covered with coarse grass and blackened boulders. We picked up a new trail, a hard and beaten track that led up a steep nose and thence onto a ridge. Another hour or more of steady climbing led to a high saddle. By then the sky had begun to lighten. The clouds took on a luminous appearance, and it was impossible to distinguish clouds from sky.

The rising sun touched the flank of the mountains, casting long shadows across almost imperceptible undulations on the earth. The shadows drew in toward dawn, quivered at the last moment, and gave way to a river of sunlight that poured impartially over every slope. A white sun and every color of the sunset returning in softer hues. There was mist in the valleys, and clouds enveloping the summits where the snow fields lay. To the northwest the mountains fell away to the sea, and shimmering on the horizon was an open expanse of the Caribbean. On the immediate hillsides, small puffs of dust scurried in the wind—foxes or perhaps brocket deer. There were hawks everywhere, and at one moment an enormous condor hovered before us, its cruel head ringed with white feathers, its fingerlike pinions outstretched on wings eight feet wide. Below and ahead of us lay the Río Donachuí and the lands of the Ika and Kogi.

“Look,” said Tim. On a distant ridge there were two figures silhouetted against the sky. They looked like women, with long hair and robes, and they held something in their hands. But they were men.

“Se los lleva el sol,” Aurelio said. They are being taken by the sun. He turned back to his mules. “¡Mula! mula! Macho carajo!” he yelled, slapping the animals’ flanks with a switch and pushing them ahead on the trail to the valley below.

When Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff first went into the mountains, the Kogi told him a story about the birth of the world. In the beginning, they explained, all was darkness and water. There was no land, no sun or moon, and nothing alive. The water was the Great Mother. She was the mind within nature, the fountain of all possibilities. She was life becoming, emptiness, pure thought. She took many forms. As a maiden she sat on a black stone at the bottom of the sea. As a serpent she encircled the world. She was the daughter of the Lord of Thunder, the Spider Woman whose web embraced the heavens. As Mother of Ice she dwelt in a black lagoon in the high Sierra; as Mother of Fire she dwells by every hearth.

At the first dawning, the Great Mother began to spin her thoughts. In her serpent form she placed an egg into the void, and the egg became the universe. The universe was to have nine layers, four of the nether world and four of the upper world, with the plane of contact being the fifth, the central world of human beings. The four nether worlds were created first. Then the four upper worlds, each resplendent with the light of its own sun. The fifth layer, the plane that links the upper and lower halves of the universe, is sun-earth/night-earth, the land of human beings, the junction between the cosmic realms.

When the Great Mother conceived the nine-layered universe, she fertilized herself by anointing one of her pubic hairs with her menstrual blood and then by impregnating herself with a phallic lime-stick. She gave birth to Sintána, a black-faced jaguar, the prototypic human being. Then Sintána placed one of his mother’s pubic hairs, a sliver of her fingernail, and a necklace of red stones on his mother’s navel. With his coca stick he pushed them into her body, and thus she became pregnant with the Lords of the Universe, the four cardinal points, the zenith, nadir, and center. The Lord of the Zenith is the sun. The Lord of the Nadir is the black sun, older brother of our sun. As soon as our sun sets below the horizon, this lord of darkness appears, a black sun that shivers like a darkling moon.

At the first dawning the universe was still soft. The Great Mother stabilized it by thrusting her enormous spindle into the center, penetrating the nine layers of the world axis. The Lords of the Universe, born of the Great Mother, pushed back the sea and lifted up the Sierra Nevada around the world axis, thrusting their pubic hairs into the soil to give it strength. Then the Great Mother placed potsherds on the surface and from her spindle uncoiled a length of cotton thread with which she traced a circle around the mountains, circumscribing the Sierra Nevada, which she declared to be the land of her children. Thus the spindle became a model of the cosmos. The disk is the earth, the whorl of yarn is the territory of the people, the individual strands of spun cotton are the thoughts of the sun. The white cone of yarn represents the four layers of the upper world, but below the disk the cotton is black and invisible. The sun in moving around the earth spins the yarn of life and gathers it about the axis of the cosmos, the mountains of the Sierra Nevada, the homeland of the Great Mother.

The trail met the river at a grove of fruit trees. The water was sweet and cold, the riverbed flush and full of massive white boulders that had been molded into beautiful shapes by the water. Some of them were larger than the deserted houses we had passed, wattle and daub structures with thatch roofs and small courtyards surrounded by walls made of river stones. From the ridge the valley had appeared unkempt and wild, but from within it seemed much gentler. There were remnants of the original vegetation, but the land had been worked and reworked for generations. Most of the trees had been planted for their fruit. There were mangos and avocados, lucma, guanabana, and beautiful ingas with their spreading delicate branches. The valley had all the splendid chaos of an Indian garden, but it was not a forest.

The trail up the Río Donachuí rose through plantings of corn and sugarcane, plantains, cotton, beans, squash, and peppers. Sweet manioc was grown, as well as native root crops such as arracacha and xanthosoma. It was still early. Smoke rose through the thatch of the houses, but the courtyards remained empty, save for small pods of children who laughed and giggled and scattered like chickens as we walked by. At one cluster of houses several men and women were working a large sugar press. It was made of wood, with three vertical rollers linked by a horizontal pole to the back of a mule. As the animal slowly circled the press, the rollers turned and ground the cane. The juice trickled into buckets, which the women carried to a pair of large iron cauldrons hanging over an open fire. Beneath a shelter two men were pouring the syrupy contents of a third cauldron into wooden molds. Beside them, stacked like bricks, were dozens of blocks of raw sugar. The men glanced at us as we passed, then returned to their work. They did not seem openly hostile, just fearful and suspicious. A few minutes later an old woman passed us coming down the trail. She wore a long frock of homespun cotton wrapped at the waist. There were dozens of coils of wine-red beads around her neck, and her head and black hair hung forward, burdened by an enormous load of firewood that she carried in a basket with a tumpline that ran across her forehead. She mumbled a greeting as she hurried past.

There was a portal at the entry to the village of Donachuí. It was unlocked, but a young Ika man blocked the trail. He was astonishingly handsome with fine bronzed features and black hair flowing down past his shoulders. He wore a white cotton manta pulled over the head so that it fell to the knees back and front like a tunic, held at the waist by a belt of fiber. His leggings were of the same rough cotton cloth; his sandals were cut from a rubber tire, and he wore on his head a fezlike hat of woven sisal. Across each shoulder hung a mochila, a woven bag decorated with brilliant geometric designs in crimson, the same color as the stripe that ran down his tunic. In his left hand he held a small bottle-shaped gourd. He had a thick quid of coca in his cheek.

“Buenos días, compadre,” said Aurelio. The man returned the greeting. We all shook hands. For the Ika it was an exotic gesture. He touched our hands lightly, almost reluctantly, and then introduced himself as Adalberto Villafañe. He spoke in Spanish, with the carefully chosen words of one speaking a foreign language.

“These gates are to keep us apart,” he said.

“They have their papers,” Aurelio said, turning to Tim. “Show him your papers.” Tim ignored him.

“We have come for only a few days,” Tim said, “a very long way in order to know your plants.” The Ika reached into a double calabash and scooped out a dab of a thick syrupy paste that he rubbed onto his teeth.

“To go higher you must have permission,” he said.

“Of course,” Tim replied.

“Then please come.” He turned and began to walk up toward the village. “You are strangers,” he said. “You must always enter through this gate.”

Adalberto led us up a trail that passed through a small field of cotton and then disappeared into a dense planting of coca. The bushes were almost ten feet tall, scandent with small white flowers, red fruits like those of a barberry, and leaves of a brilliant yellowish green hue that set them apart from the other plants in the garden. Adalberto stopped for a moment and turned to Tim.

“This is hayo,” he said. He opened his mochila and lifted a small handful of the dry leaves, which sifted gently through his fingers.

Most of the village had gathered on a small patio outside the kankúrua, the ceremonial lodge that dominated the village. Tim took a small pack off one of the mules and told Aurelio to move the animals ahead toward a copse of eucalyptus just beyond the settlement. Adalberto then led us through a low door into the kankúrua. It was dark inside. A fire had burned down, leaving a thick pall of smoke that lingered above the ground. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the light. Several Ika men sat in a tight circle around the remains of the fire. Behind them were other men sitting on squat four-legged stools carved from single blocks of wood. Staffs lay at their feet. One old man lay in a hammock strung between two posts. Between the central fire and the doors were four other hearths. Smoke-stained feathers and animal skulls hung from the rafters. The roof was high and vaulted, but it was impossible to see beyond the beams. Everything was black with soot.

Adalberto walked slowly around the room and, without speaking, exchanged small handfuls of coca leaves with each man. Each in turn placed a few leaves into the open mouth of the other’s mochila. After he had formally greeted everyone, Adalberto turned toward the hearth and tossed a small offering of coca into the fire. He introduced one of the elders as the comisario and then moved aside, taking his place on a small stool by the fire, carefully tucking the tail of his tunic between his legs as he sat. The comisario asked to see our papers. Tim withdrew from his pack a number of documents, including one embellished with ribbons and a wax seal. The old man read the letter aloud, paused, and then launched into a long monologue. Each man spoke in turn, and for thirty minutes the strange whispering sounds of the Ika language filled the room.

I watched Adalberto cast a spent quid into the fire and take more leaves from his mochila. From his poporo gourd he removed a lime-coated stick, which he placed in his mouth. He bit down gently and withdrew the stick, now wet with coca juice. Reflexively, he began to rub the head of his gourd with the tip of the stick.

The comisario began to speak in Spanish, reciting a litany of abuses suffered recently by the Ika: tourists who had trespassed on their land and used houses as latrines, Japanese mountain climbers who had broken up a door to kindle a fire. Tim assured him that we would be respectful of his community and wishes. There was mention of an administrative fee and various taxes, which we agreed to pay. Finally, the old man reached into a ceramic vessel and withdrew a lined notebook. With an air of resignation he wrote in elaborate script a letter that was duly signed by a number of his associates, granting us permission to spend three weeks in the mountains. Tim thanked him and, turning to leave, pulled from his pack a skein of red wool and a small bag of seashells, which he placed before the fire. A vague murmur of approval ran around the circle.

“To them you are the sowers of disease and misery,” explained Aurelio, “so you must enter their land with patience.”

It was difficult to be patient. Leaving Donachuí we had climbed to Sogrome, a second Ika settlement two miles upriver from Donachuí. For two mornings we had sat in and around an abandoned stone hut, waiting for an appropriate emissary from the Ika. The houses across the river were occupied—we could see smoke seeping out of the thatch roofs—but so far our only contact since leaving Donachuí had been a few inquisitive children and an old woman, her neck draped in beads, who had strayed into our camp looking for a missing chicken. We spent our days collecting plants and waiting for the rain to cool the air, and our afternoons and evenings preparing our specimens, waiting for the storms to pass.

Coca grew in abundance between Donachuí and Sogrome, but Tim deliberately showed only passing interest in the fields. He wanted to bide his time and not give the impression that we had arrived only to study this most revered of plants. He did explain the purpose of the seashells. To chew coca, or at least to absorb efficiently the cocaine in the leaves, one must modify human saliva by the addition of alkali. Any basic compound—baking soda, ash, limestone—will do, but the Ika and Kogi prefer burned seashells, which they acquire by trade or gather as part of elaborate pilgrimages to the ocean. They call their lime impusi. It is extremely caustic and must be applied to the moist quid of leaves with a stick, or chukuna, taking some care to avoid burning the mouth. To control the amount of lime, the tip of the chukuna is dried by vigorously rubbing it on top of the gourd. As the saliva evaporates, a layer of bright yellow lime is deposited around the mouth of the gourd, adding to the circumference of its ever enlarging head. The size, shape, and color of a man’s yoburu, his lime gourd, is a matter of immense prestige and status. Symbolically the yoburu is a vagina, a “little mama.” The stick or chukuna that penetrates the gourd and applies the lime to the coca quid is analogous to a penis. Just as a man fertilizes a woman, so the lime empowers the sacred leaf.

For Ika and Kogi men the chewing of coca is the purest activity of their lives. Women, by contrast, though expected to harvest and prepare the leaves, are forbidden to use the stimulant. The result is an axis of tension around which much of Ika and Kogi social life revolves. A man loses his virginity as a youth by copulating with the old widows of the tribe. His symbolic initiation into manhood does not occur, however, until he is initiated and ready to marry, for it is only then that he is allowed to taste the bittersweet leaves of coca. At that time the máma, the high priest, presents the bride with a carved wooden spindle with which to spin the thread to weave her husband’s first coca bag, his mochila or zijew. The priest then selects a yoburu for the groom. At the marriage ceremony the priest perforates the yoburu and implants the lime into the bulbous base of the gourd. In the company of the groom, he then copulates with the bride, initiating her into womanhood. Just as marriage brings together man and woman, so it weds the groom to a life of chewing the sacred leaves.

Late in the afternoon of our third day at Sogrome I returned from gathering water to find Adalberto standing inside the door of our hut. At first he said nothing and made no movement. Aurelio, our mule skinner, sat to one side gnawing on a piece of sugarcane. Tim, who had been preparing our morning collections, stood before a half-dozen packets of pressed plants, wrapped in newspapers and soaked in a mixture of alcohol and formaldehyde. Crumpled newsprint and discarded foliage littered the courtyard. Adalberto moved close to Tim, his eyes somewhat scornfully passing over our specimens. In his right hand he held a chukuna that he kept rubbing around the head of his lime gourd. Leaning over the bags of preserved plants, he winced and fell back. Looking up at Tim, he spoke softly in Spanish. “These twigs will never grow. They are drunk, and besides, you need the seed.”

The next morning and for two days after, Adalberto came with us as we foraged for plants. No money was exchanged, no official arrangement made, yet each day he arrived at our fire, shared breakfast, and then led us into the remnant patches of forest that remained on the steep side hills and in the moist ravines above and around Sogrome. In a landscape completely dominated by human beings, these small bits of forest had a wild beauty so powerful it seemed to annihilate memory. In the early morning the leaves still glittered with rain, and the wet trunks looked almost black under the green foliage. Then, with the sun rising over the mountains, the light turned the canopy a luminous green, a quivering fiery light that spread through the treetops but barely reached the forest floor. Subdued by the vegetation—the broad-leafed aroids and sprays of orchids, the ferns, epiphytic bromeliads, and hanging lycopodiums—the light fell in a golden hue, filling the lower layers of the forest with half-light and faint gray shadows.

The forest floor was an intricate maze of white roots, prayer plants, and herbaceous heliconias, lush and brilliant. On rocky outcrops grew wild begonias and delicate peperomias. There were anthuriums and a dozen species of climbing vines and lianas, morning glories, mandevilla, and philodendrons. Many of the trees grew gnarled, their branches draped in Spanish moss. Others had pale trunks dappled with lichens. The tallest trees rose stiffly from the ground, reached the height of the forest, and then exploded in dense bundles of branches. They had strange names, which Adalberto shared, peering over Tim’s shoulder as he transcribed them phonetically into his notebook—karaguara kaktil, ma müpusana, sarmósiya. We knew the trees as Buddleja, Chrysophyllum, Saurauia, Cassia—names that in the moment appeared as arbitrary as the Ika words that, when spoken in the soft susurrating tones of the language, sounded like wind running over a forest.

The seasonal rains had left the plants flush with blossoms and fruit. In a silence broken only by the pure and expressive cries of distant caracaras, we moved from tree to tree making our collections. A slight breeze tempered the air and made it cool and pleasant. The plants were magnificent and rare. An orchid the size of a seed, ferns the height of small trees. In a ravine moist and overgrown with mosses and ferns, we found a new species of Myrcia, a large genus of trees in the myrtle family native to tropical America. On the riverbank between Donachuí and Sogrome I stumbled upon a new species of Protium, a lovely tree that, like its distant relatives that produce frankincense and myrrh, yields an aromatic resin, pungent and sweet. On the same day we found a third plant previously unknown to science, a large shrub of the genus Psammisia in the heather family.

Though somewhat confounded by our enthusiasm for things so obviously useless, Adalberto was nevertheless fascinated by our interest in wild plants. Gradually, however, like a father grown tired of indulging a child, he became impatient with our ignorance and began to show us plants that were worth something. He began with Picramnia spruceana, a tree known to the Ika as urú, the leaves of which yield a deep purple dye. The rhizomes and stem of a wild species of Puya could be eaten as a root vegetable. Exposure to the sap of queraka, Toxicodendron striatum, a tree in the poison ivy family, causes severe dermatitis, but Adalberto revealed how the leaves could be boiled and applied as an effective treatment. The sap of a different tree, Mauria heterophylla, was deadly poisonous. There were other plants that could kill, many that could heal. All of them, Adalberto said, were the gifts of the forest.

With Adalberto as our companion and plants the center of our attention, the purpose of our visit became clear to the rest of the Ika. Within just a few days our activities faded into an easy and predictable rhythm. The early mornings were tranquil, the air still and cold, the sky a tender lucid blue. By the time the sun became hot, the forest lay all around us. Then toward noon the clouds gathered, the forest darkened, and storms washed down from the mountains. Rain fell throughout the afternoon and often continued long into the night. Generally, it tapered off for a while around dusk, and the Ika would take the opportunity to slip in and out of the shelter of our house. Their visits, which began sporadically, increased to a steady stream. By the end of our first week we were never alone. The tension and suspicion that had marked our initial meeting had given way to curiosity.

Adalberto remained a constant. After three days he began to sleep by our fire, on the dirt floor of the hut on a bed of sheepskins and cowhide. Then he moved in his loom, which he leaned against the mud wall, close to the door. It was a simple rectangular loom with stout five-foot poles on each side. The two parallel bars that held the warp taut were lashed horizontally to the uprights, and the entire structure was reinforced by two intersecting cross poles. Often in the late afternoon after we had finished with the plants, or in the evening after dinner, Adalberto would turn to his weaving. For hours at a time he became lost in the fabric. On several nights, with the fire burning down, I fell asleep to the sounds of a heddle separating the strands of the warp, a shuttle bound with cotton being shot from side to side, a shed stick thumping the woof into place. Once in the middle of the night I woke in my hammock. Adalberto was at work, and beside him in the amber light of a kerosene lamp sat Tim, perched on a wooden stool, still as a stone.

Gradually, the ways of the village came into focus. The houses that we had thought abandoned were, in fact, only temporarily vacated. Ours belonged to Adalberto’s eldest brother, Celso, who several years before had left the mountains to train as a dentist. Certificate in hand he had returned to set up a clinic in Nabusímake, the Ika ceremonial center two days’ walk to the west. Most of the time Celso was on the go, traveling from settlement to settlement, his medical kit and foot-powered drill strapped to the back of a mule. Adalberto himself lived near his mother, Juanita, in a house just below ours, in the shade of a large mango tree. His other brother, Faustino, was the comisario of Sogrome and was one of the silent figures we had met that first morning at Donachui. Yet another brother, Atilio, owned several mules and was working in the family cane fields two days beyond Nabusímake. Adalberto’s uncle, Juan Bautista, was a máma, a priest, as was his father, José de Jesús. Both of them were living high in the mountains at Mamancanaca, where the family raised sheep and gathered medicinal plants that grew around the periphery of the sacred lakes. It was a place, Adalberto explained, far beyond the trees, where the plants had fur and the stones in the morning were sheathed in ice.

Like all the people of the Sierra, the Villafañe family was constantly on the move, even in the rainy season. Their narrow traffic on the mountain trails brought firewood to the grazing lands and grasses from the treeless alpine to the temperate settlements for use as thatch. The lowlands provided plantains and bananas, sweet manioc and maize, cash crops such as coffee, sugar, and pineapple. Lands a thousand feet above Sogrome grew potatoes and onions, peanuts and squash, broccoli and tomatoes. Coca grew at mid-elevation between Donachui and Sogrome, and was carried to all parts of the Ika homeland. This movement seemed to fascinate Tim. He never failed to comment on the ceaseless parade that passed our door each day, mules loaded with blocks of sugar, stems of bananas, and burlap sacks bursting with wool. Men and women laden with goods hurrying along before the afternoon rains swelled the streams and ran down the trails.

“You know, Willy,” he said one morning, “they’re always heading somewhere. With food or something to trade. Visiting family, getting together for ceremonies or meetings. But there’s something else going on.”

I followed him out the door onto the dirt terrace that overlooked the valley. A chalky trail ran down the side hill and passed through a series of plantings of cotton, coca, and maize before reaching a wooden bridge that crossed the river just below Adalberto’s house. On the far side grew plantains and sugar, interspersed with fallow fields, some of which rose high up the flank of the mountain, becoming fused with dense thickets of new growth.

“Reichel was the first to notice,” Tim said. “He knew that the Ika and Kogi were not of our world. He knew it but he also felt it, and in the end it changed his life. That’s why his insights were so profound.”

Tim walked to the edge of the terrace. The key point, he said, was that the Indians did not have to move. There was plenty of land, good irrigation, all the means to survive and prosper without constantly climbing up and down the mountains. True, it allowed them access to a wider range of foods and resources, and from a material point of view, this may be all that matters. But Reichel understood that movement was in part metaphor, that in passing over the earth they wove a sacred cloak over the Great Mother, each journey like a thread, each seasonal migration becoming a prayer for the well-being of the people and the entire earth. The Kogi themselves refer to their wanderings as weavings.

A sudden gust of wind ran up the valley. I glanced down the slope and saw climbing toward us an old man twisted with age.

“Look at those fields. What do you see?” Tim asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you notice anything about them?”

“No. Nothing special.”

“Reichel saw the same fields, the same gardens. But he stayed long enough to see them harvested and to see them planted. This is how they plant a field.” He took a pencil and piece of paper from his pocket and sketched a rough rectangular figure, which he divided in two. The northern half of the field, he explained, was the domain of the men, the southern side that of the women. The men grow cotton and maize, the women coca and manioc. The women plant a field by beginning in the southeastern corner and working their way north until, reaching the center line, they turn again south, sowing lines of crops parallel to the sides of the field. The men, by contrast, begin on the center line on the western side of the field and move east, planting horizontal lines of crops until, having worked their way back and forth across the entire field, they finish their work at the northeastern corner.

“Now take these two tracings, and what do you have?” Tim asked.

“I don’t follow.”

“You can’t see. Here, try this.” He folded the paper in two, along the center line, and lifted it toward the sun.

“There. What is it?”

“A grid,” I answered.

“No,” he said. “A fabric. The garden is a piece of cloth. I have to show’ you something.”

Tim turned and we went back into the hut. He rummaged through his gear and pulled out his journal.

“Everything begins and ends with the loom,” Tim said, reaching into the fire for an ember to light a cigarette. He moved over toward the door. “For the Kogi, a person’s thoughts are like threads. The act of spinning is the act of thinking. The cloth they weave and the clothes they wear become their thoughts. Listen to this.” He opened his notebook and began to read.

I shall weave the fabric of my life,
I shall weave it white as a cloud;
I shall weave some black into it;
I shall weave dark maize stalks into it;
I shall weave maize stalks into the white cloth;
Thus I shall obey divine law.

“It’s a Kogi prayer,” Tim said. “I found it in one of Reichel’s papers. You see; to us the loom is just a few poles, a simple piece of technology. But for these Indians it’s something sacred—not the object but the act of weaving itself. Or at least the symbols that it invokes. In the simple act of making cloth, the weaver aligns himself with all the forces of creation.”

According to Reichel-Dolmatoff, Tim explained, the loom is an image of the four corners of the world, with the point of intersection of the cross poles representing the sacred peaks of the Sierra Nevada. The loom is also the human body with the four corners representing the shoulders and hips, and the intersection of the poles being the human heart. Thus when a man crosses his arms, hands touching opposite shoulders, he embraces himself and becomes the loom of life. The earth itself, the surface of the land, is also a loom, an immense template on which the sun weaves the fabric of existence. In the four corners are the points of the solstices and equinoxes, the loci between which the divine weaver moves each day and night creating the worlds of light and darkness, of life and death.

This idea of the sacred infusing the material world informs every aspect of life in the Sierra. When the Great Mother conceived the ninelayered universe, she also dreamed into being the first temple, eggshaped like the cosmos. The temple floor is the world of the living, the thatch roof a model of the upper worlds, mirrored beneath the ground by an inverted realm like that of the cosmos. To this day the Kogi build their temples around this cosmic model. They are simple structures with high conical roofs supported by four corner posts. On the dirt floors, positioned between the central axis of the temple and each of the four posts, is a ceremonial hearth representing one of the four lineages founded at the beginning of time by the Lords of the Universe. In the middle is the hearth of Lord Mulkuëxe, the representative of the sun.

When the Kogi build their temples, the alignment of these hearths is precise and critical. At the apex of the roof is a small hole, covered most of the year by a piece of pottery. The orientation of the temple is such that on the summer solstice, as the sun rises above the mountains in the morning, a narrow beam of sunlight falls on the hearth that lies in the southwest corner of the temple. During the day, as the sun moves across the sky, the beam of light moves across the floor until, just before dusk, it lands on the hearth in the southeast corner. Six months later, on the winter solstice, with the sun having shifted south, the beam of light passing through the roof touches the northwest hearth in the morning and in a similar fashion passes over the floor during the day, striking the northeast hearth at dusk. On both the fall and spring equinoxes, the beam of light passes through the roof and slices a path equidistant between north and south, such that at the meridian point, with the sun high in the sky, the central hearth, the most sacred of the five, is bathed in a thin vertical column of light. For that moment a máma or priest has been waiting. He lifts a mirror to the sun, and as the light of the Father fertilizes the womb of the living, the priest with his mirror creates a cosmic axis along which the prayers of the people may ascend to the heavens.

Thus over the course of a long year the sun passes over the earth and weaves the lives of the living on the loom of the temple floor. He weaves by day and night, in this world, and during the hours of darkness in the world that lies below, the inverted realm of the black sun. Above and below, the sun weaves two pieces of cloth each year, one for himself and one for his wife. The first strands of the warp are laid down on the solstice, the first cloth is completed on the equinox. At that time, according to Reichel-Dolmatoff, the Kogi priests begin to dance at the eastern door of the temple, moving slowly across to the western entrance, all the while in gesture and song acting as if they were drawing a rod behind them. Finally, reaching the western door, the priest pulls forth the imaginary rod and the fabric of the sun unfolds to the north and south. Within moments a new cloth is conceived, the divine weaver soars over the loom, and life continues.

Adalberto stood impassively to one side as Tim reached for the tip of a slender branch. He touched the leaves, examined the red fruits, lifted a small white flower to the glass of his hand lens. Then, turning from the coca plant, he glanced at Adalberto, who nodded in response. Tim plucked three leaves and crushed them between his fingers.

“Smell this,” he said. I leaned forward and sensed the fresh scent of wintergreen. “Methyl salicylate,” Tim explained. “You’ll notice it even more with the dried leaves. That makes it certain that it’s novogranatense. Bolivian coca has a grassy odor, almost like hay or Japanese tea.”

After more than a week in Sogrome, Tim had finally asked permission to collect coca, and he approached the task with an intensity that Adalberto seemed to find appropriate. Small vials of alcohol contained flowers and fruits, soil samples filled a dozen plastic bags, tens of herbarium specimens left more than one plant looking frail and spindly. He gathered living material from several different plants, seeds, and cuttings, which he wrapped with moist sphagnum and placed in cloth bags, labeled and carefully cross-referenced to the numbered voucher specimens. Before strapping the vouchers into the plant press, he recorded all relevant information that would not be self-evident on a dried and mounted herbarium specimen: size and habit of the plant, color of leaves, flowers, fruits, and bark, as well as ecological notes including soil type, exposure, evidence of insect pests, and harvesting activity.

The cultivated coca of the Ika was, as expected, the Colombian species named in 1895 Erythroxylum novogranatense by the German botanist Hieronymous after the old colonial name for the country, Nueva Granada. This was the coca of the thirteenth century Muisica and Quimbaya goldsmiths, the stimulant of the unknown people who carved the monolithic jaguar statues and massive tombs at San Agustín in southern Colombia 1,500 years before Columbus, the plant that Amerigo Vespucci encountered on the Paria Peninsula of Venezuela in 1499 when he recorded the first European description of coca chewing. Once extensively grown along the Caribbean coast of South America, in adjacent parts of Central America, and in the interior of Colombia, it is now found in traditional context only in the rugged mountains of Cauca and Huila and in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. Throughout the country it is known as hayo, the name used today by the Ika and Kogi.

The idea that different varieties of coca existed beyond the mountains of his homeland fascinated Adalberto. Was it possible to obtain seeds? How was the leaf harvested? Who was responsible for maintaining the fields? Tim answered these and a dozen other questions. Some of his information was relatively straightforward and readily accepted by Adalberto—the observation, for example, that Bolivian coca could be planted by cuttings whereas hayo always grew from seed. Other facts proved more difficult to accept. It appalled Adalberto to learn that in other regions both men and women chewed the leaf and that men took an active role in its propagation and harvest. Tim described coca as a sacred food, noting that to compare it to the pure alkaloid cocaine was as inappropriate as comparing a cup of coffee to the effects of ingesting pure caffeine. He spoke of endless mountainous lands where fields are blessed with offerings of the plant, and men divine the future by consulting the leaves, a gift of clairvoyance reserved only for those who have survived a lightning strike.

“They believe,” Tim explained; “that as you move from one valley to the next, you must thank the mountain guardians for their protection. Every time they cross over a divide, they place a quid of coca on the rock cairns that mark the high passes and blow prayers into the wind.”

“For everything there must be a payment,” Adalberto said; his thoughts and Tim’s finally achieving a certain symmetry. He lifted the chukuna stick from his gourd, placed it into his mouth; and bit down on the lime-coated end. A small trickle of green saliva ran out the corner of his lip.

“You are not Christians,” he said.

“No,” Tim agreed.

For both the Ika and Kogi the earth is alive. Every mountain sound is an element of a language of the spirit, every object a symbol of other possibilities. Thus a temple becomes a mountain, a cave a womb, a calabash of water the reflection of the sea. The sea is the memory of the Great Mother.

The life spun into being at the beginning of time is a fragile balance, with the equilibrium of the entire universe being completely dependent on the moral, spiritual, and ecological integrity of the Elder Brothers. The goal of life is knowledge. Everything else is secondary. Without knowledge there can be no understanding of good and evil, no appreciation of the sacred obligations that human beings have to the earth and the Great Mother. With knowledge comes wisdom and tolerance. Yet wisdom is an elusive goal, and in a world animated by solar energy, people invariably turn for guidance to the sun priests, the enlightened mámas who alone can control the cosmic forces through prayer and ritual, songs and incantations. Though they rule the living, the mámas have no evident privileges, no outward signs of prestige. They share the same simple food, live in identical stone houses, wear the same cloth, woven by their own hands. Yet their pursuit of wisdom entails an enormous burden, for the Kogi and Ika believe that the survival of the people and the entire earth depends on their labors.

One is called to the priesthood through divination. As soon as a child is born, a máma consults the Great Mother by reading the patterns that stones and beads make when they are dropped into water in ceremonial vessels. Those who are chosen are taken from their families as infants and carried high into the mountains to be raised by a máma and his wife. There the child lives a nocturnal life, completely shut away from the sun, forbidden even to know the light of the full moon. For eighteen years he is never allowed to meet a woman of reproductive age or to experience daylight. He spends his life in the ceremonial house, sleeping by day, waking after sunset to cross in the darkness to the máma’s house where he is fed. He eats twice more through the night, once at midnight and again shortly before dawn. His food is prepared only by the máma’s wife, and even she may see him only in the darkness. His diet is a simple one: boiled fish and snails, mushrooms, grasshoppers, manioc, squash, and white beans. He must never eat salt or foods unknown to his ancestors. Not until puberty is he permitted to eat meat.

The apprenticeship falls into two distinct phases, each lasting nine years and thus mimicking the nine months spent in a mother’s womb. During the first years the apprentice is raised as a child of the máma, educated in the mysteries of the world. He learns songs and dances, mythological tales, the secrets of Creation, and the ritual language of the ancients known only to the priests. The second nine years are devoted to higher pursuits and even more esoteric knowledge—the art of divination, techniques of breathing and meditation that lift one into trance, prayers that give voice to the inner spirit. The apprentice learns nothing of the mundane tasks of the world, skills best left to others. But he does learn everything about the Great Mother, the secrets of the sky and the earth, the wonder of life itself in all its manifestations. Because the initiates know only the darkness, they acquire the gift of visions. They become clairvoyant, capable of seeing not only into the future and past but through all material illusions of the universe. In trance they can travel through the lands of the dead and into the hearts of the living. Finally the great moment of revelation arrives. After having learned for eighteen years of the beauty of the Great Mother, of the delicate balance of life, of the importance of ecological and cosmic harmony, the initiate is ready to shoulder his divine burden. On a clear morning, with the sun rising over the flank of the mountains, he is led into the light of dawn. Until that moment the world has existed only as a thought. Now for the first time he sees the world as it is, the transcendent beauty of the earth. In an instant everything he has learned is affirmed. Standing at his side, the máma sweeps an arm across the horizon as if to say, “You see, it is as I told you.”

•  •  •

Adalberto carefully laid short lengths of reed side by side in a narrow hollow between two rocks. They weren’t just any rocks; they were the ones we had searched for since leaving Sogrome: white river boulders that to my eye looked like any others. To Adalberto there was a difference. These were the stones meant to support the fire that would reduce the seashells into lime to fill his yoburu. He called the gourd his mujercita, his little woman.

On top of the reeds he placed nine shells and nine short lengths of yarn, which he covered with esparto grass and more reeds. Flanking either side of the reeds were two sticks, driven vertically into the ground. These he called guards.

“How did you get these shells?” he asked. Tim told of hiring the young boys in Santa Marta. Adalberto was not impressed. He recalled one of his own journeys to the sea, a five-day pilgrimage that had taken him to the land of frogs and spirit beings, past ice caves and lakes and other openings into the body of the Great Mother. Descending to the shore, he had waited for the dawn, walked onto the beach with his back to the sea, and begun slowly to spin, moving closer and closer to the water and the origin of the Divine Weaver.

“Your lime comes from these shells,’ Tim said, “but there are others who burn limestone from the earth or animal bones. There are some who use the ashes of certain leaves and stems mixed with urine and dew. There are plants that will sweeten the chew.” Adalberto looked up. There was a rustle in the bushes, and we all turned to see an iguana frozen along a branch, his tough wrinkled skin looking a thousand years old. Adalberto flung a stone and missed.

“We use only these shells,” he said, returning to his work. He struck a match and lit the dry grass, which quickly ignited, spreading a hot flame over the reeds. Adalberto fanned the fire. Within fifteen minutes the flames reduced the stalks to ashes, leaving nine pure white shells, purged of all organic matter, on a bed of dark ashes. Flipping them out of the fire with his hands, he let them cool for a few moments before dropping them one by one into a ceramic jar. With some care he poured onto the shells an infusion prepared earlier from flowering moroche stalks. A reaction occurred, and a faint chemical steam wisped out of the mouth of the jar. Having absorbed the liquid, the shells crumbled into a fine powder.

After two weeks at Sogrome our brief time in the Sierra Nevada was coming to an end. Aurelio had returned with the mules, and Tim each day was growing more anxious about the condition of our collections. The alcohol and formaldehyde we had bought in Santa Marta turned out to have been cut with water; mold had appeared on some of the packages, and several of the early collections already showed signs of rot. We had learned all that we could about the use of coca in the mountains. To discover more would have involved a commitment of time that was outside the scope of Tim’s study. It is one of the frustrations of ethnobotanical exploration. At any place in the hinterland of South America, one could spend a lifetime and not come close to exhausting the reservoir of indigenous knowledge. Yet Tim’s mandate was to study coca throughout its distribution, and a dozen other tribes scattered across the continent beckoned.

On the evening of our last night at Sogrome, Adalberto slipped into the light of our fire. There was an old man with him. He had a black mustache and wore a cloak of white cotton that dwarfed his frail body. His face had the sheen and warmth of burnished copper. Adalberto introduced him as his father, the máma José de Jes—s. He had walked all the way from the family holdings high in the mountains at Mamancanaca in order to meet Tim.

For several minutes Tim and Adalberto spoke about this or that, but the words seemed to have no weight. They floated in the air, were purely decorative. Then Adalberto’s father lifted his coca bag from around his neck and handed it to his son. Adalberto reached inside and pulled out a yoburu, which he gave to Tim. José de Jes—s began to speak softly and deliberately.

“The yoburu is very important. It is the cradle of civilization. At night before you sleep you chew the leaves three, maybe four times. You think of this day. Then you think of the morning and the next night when once again you lie in your hammock. The leaves will make you think of this land.”

Tim accepted the gift, reached into the bag, and took his first bittersweet taste of hayo.

An hour later we were once again alone. The fire was out. I fell back into my hammock and let the events of recent days run through my mind. I heard Tim get up and walk toward the door. I had no interest in sleep, so I joined him outside. The night was clear and the sky bright with stars. The air was surprisingly cold. Tim had the yoburu that Adalberto had given him in his hand.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“Me, neither.”

“I was thinking about these people,” I said; “and this work. How you could spend your life collecting plants—just going from place to place, different tribes, setting up and then moving on.”

“And getting paid.” I could sense Tim’s smile in the darkness. “You can thank Schultes for it.”

“How did he get started?” I asked.

“That’s a long story. His was a different world.”

Tim lit a cigarette and stepped to the edge of the terrace. The moon was rising and the wind moved through the branches of the tree that rose above Adalberto’s house. Smoke was seeping out of the thatch. For a few minutes we remained quiet; then I heard Tim’s voice once again.

“The Kogi have this word, munse. Do you remember?”

“No,” I said.

“It means dawn and it means vagina. It is also a white light. The priests go to the highest peaks and sit with their backs to the mountain, their eyes ahead to the sea. They make offerings and they stay there until they feel a power surge through their bodies. That’s when they see the light, munse. It comes on like a vision and then takes form. What they see is the vagina of the Great Mother, a cross that is shaped like a loom.”



CHAPTER THREE The Peyote Road, 1936
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THERE IS A small photo album in the anthropological archives at the Smithsonian Institution that shows what it was like that summer nearly sixty years ago when Richard Evans Schultes, a young Harvard student, traveled west to Oklahoma to live among the Kiowa and participate in the solemn rites of the peyote cult. In one photograph the land appears as a blur of dust, the sky fading to gray, the air darkened by soil worked loose by the wind, the farmhouses on the horizon broken down and abandoned. Another image reveals the silhouette of a distant ridge of the Wichita Mountains, the place where the Kiowa elder Bert Crow Lance sought the medicine power. The caption, an almost illegible handwritten scrawl, explains that during his four-day vision quest, the Indian built a sweat lodge of willow and hides, fasted, cleansed himself with sage and cedar, and endured the heat of the fire until his spirit was released to soar over a field of snakes. His ordeal ended when a vision of his mother appeared and told him to go back home because he had forgotten his pipe.

Another photo is a portrait of an old woman, identified as Mary Buffalo, principal informant and wife of the Keeper of the Ten Medicines, the holy medicine bundles that the Kiowa say date back to the beginning of the world. She is granddaughter of Onaskyaptak, owner of the Tai-Me, the Sun Dance Image, the most venerated object of the Kiowa. Her medicine bundle has twelve scalps tied to it, seven of them taken from whites, including one from a long-haired woman killed in Texas in the last century. The photograph reveals a face formed by the open prairie, by winter blizzards and summer heat. It is dark, weathered, and stark. Her thin hair is drawn close to her head and hidden with a black net cap. A long dress and a blanket cover all of her frail body, save for her hands, which clasp the corners of the blanket to her chest. She has the strong, oversized hands of a woman who has spent her youth scraping meat and fat from hides. She appears proud, yet there is a deep sadness in her eyes that suggests the stoic indifference we have come to associate with Plains Indians is less a characteristic of a people than the result of a century of impossible grief. At eighty-eight her life has spanned the entire modern history of the Kiowa. As a child she was brought up to believe in the divinity of the sun. As a young girl she witnessed the return of war parties and made offerings to the Tai-Me at the Sun Dance. As a woman she discovered the affliction of defeat, endured famine and disease. She grew old listening to the brooding chants of broken warriors, the silence of a prairie without buffalo.

Yet another photograph shows a group of blurry-eyed peyote eaters lined up by a tepee at dawn. They are dressed in billowy cotton shirts, baggy trousers, and kerchiefs. Belo Kozad, the Roadman or leader of the ceremony, stands in front and wears traditional clothes: a buckskin shirt, moccasins, and an old trading blanket wrapped around his waist. His long hair is braided and wrapped in otter skins that hang well below his knees. He wears a fur hat, and on the front of it, just above his eyes, is a circle of beads. The red cross at the center is the Morning Star. Around the edge are eight triangles representing the vomit deposited on the earth by the ring of worshipers inside the tepee. The fringes of yellow beads symbolize the rays of the sun. A prairie falcon feather dangles over his left eye. Hanging from his left shoulder is a strand of mescal beans, the toxic scarlet seeds used as a hallucinogen and in ritual ordeal before the arrival of the peyote cult on the Great Plains. To his right stands Charlie Charcoal; nephew of Kicking Bear. In the Roadman’s hand is the fan of eagle feathers which that night Charlie had seen turn into water, a river, the wing of a bird, and finally a ladder that had carried his prayers out of the tepee and into the heavens.

The most intriguing image of all is also the simplest. It shows the Roadman, Belo Kozad, flanked by two young white men standing in a field. On the Kiowa’s left is Weston La Barre, a graduate student in anthropology at Yale who would go on to write the seminal book The Peyote Cult. His companion is the twenty-one-year-old Schultes. It is clear from the juxtaposition of the photographs in the album that all three men have just come out of an all-night peyote ceremony. La Barre looks like it. His eyes shy away from the glare, his hair is disheveled, his clothing loose. Schultes, by contrast, does not have a hair out of place. He is tall, dignified, and contained. In the heat of the morning and throughout a long night of chanting, prayers, and ritual vomiting, he has evidently not so much as loosened the red Harvard tie around his neck. One would never know that coursing through his blood is the residue of a sacred plant that has just sent a dozen Kiowa on a mystical journey to their gods.
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