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My name is Shakaim Mariano Shakai Ijisam Chumpi. I am Shuar. Like all my ancestors before me, I grew up in the Amazon jungle learning to hunt wild boar and many other animals with a spear and blowgun and to kill the men who are our enemies. We Shuar are the best hunters and the bravest warriors in the entire world. It’s our tradition to shrink the heads of our slain enemies. We’ve never been defeated and have never signed a peace treaty—not with the Incas, the Spaniards, or the governments of Ecuador, Peru, or the United States. The missionaries tell us that we are the only tribe in all the Americas who have never surrendered to anyone.

Unlike my parents, I attended Catholic mission school, where I learned to speak and read Spanish. Like most Shuar who are alive today, I have a Spanish name, Mariano. My first name—my Shuar name—Shakaim, means “Spirit of the Forest.” I’m an expert shot with a rifle and have fought for the Ecuadorian army against the Peruvians; with two thousand other Shuar warriors of the Arutam brigade, I led the jungle war against Peru in 1995. Together we fought like our fathers, without mercy, valiantly. Many of my Shuar brothers died, but we killed more of our enemies. I carry tattoos on my body to prove it—butwe Shuar never brag about the enemies we’ve killed or tsantsas [shrunken heads of enemies] we’ve taken! We know it’s the power of arutam that made it possible.

Though most people today might not agree, we know that war is necessary if the jungle is to live in peace and thrive. The old shaman Chumpi used to teach us that men have a responsibility to make sure that peace includes all the plants, animals, rivers, and insects. Peace without peace for all is not true peace. Sometimes war is necessary to keep human populations in check, to maintain balance. We must protect all future generations, including those of the “others,” the ones we eventually shapeshift into.

So it is important for us to possess arutam—both our men and women—in order to be effective hunters and warriors, parents, gardeners, and shamans and to pass this beautiful life on to future generations. Our ancestors created arutam when they died and transformed themselves into powerful animals. Its magic is carried in the forests, the sacred waterfalls, and the teacher plants—ayahuasca, datura, and wild tobacco. People who have arutam sometimes shapeshift into the anaconda or the jaguar and are able to overcome all obstacles. I come from a long line of ancestors with arutam.

I am twenty-six years old, the son of Domingo Chumpi and nephew of the famous shaman Chumpi (he had no Spanish name). My wife is Ujukam Kasent Nupirat Maria—Maria is her Spanish name. She is almost five years younger than I am. Like her ancestors, she grew up in the jungle, learning about the plants that our family needs for food and medicines, about taking care of children and training the hunting dogs. She also learned to make chicha, our most important food, a sacred and delicious beer that only women produce by preparing the manioc root in a special process, then chewing and spitting it into a large pot to ferment. Everyone around agrees that Maria makes the very best chicha! According to tradition, men aren’t allowed to touch chicha with any part of our outside bodies except our mouths. Only women can make and touch it.

We Shuar know that men and women are equal but different. Men cut trees for building homes and dugout canoes, hunt animals for protein, and kill other men when it’s necessary. Women tend the gardens and collect plants in the forests, raise children, make chicha, and—according to them—carry out the most important job of all: convincing us men to stop cutting trees, hunting animals, and killing enemies. When enough of this has been done, they might say, “Our house is too large already,” or “Don’t go hunting today; we’ve eaten enough meat this week.” We men laugh about this. “Stay home and make love today,” they say. We obey.

In the old days, those of our parents, there were many more women than men because of the headhunting wars. Due to their different jobs, men and women never live without each other. Therefore, one man might have two, three, or even four wives. If my uncle was killed in battle, his wives would go to live with my father. The women, though, had their own privileges, like teaching the young, uninitiated males the techniques for pleasing a woman in lovemaking. A woman also had the right to leave a man’s house and her marriage to him—she simply walked away—but a man couldn’t abandon a woman.

Now things are different. I have one wife and won’t take another. Maria and I have four children. The first is our six-year-old daughter, Ujukam Zoila Pascualina Chumpi. She attends the mission school. The next is a son, Ujukam Wainchatai Mariano Chumpi. He is the godson of my friend and amikri, John Perkins. The next is Johnny, named after my amikri. Our youngest girl is named after my amikri’s daughter, Jessica, who has come here to visit us. We live in Tsuirim (nowadays often called Miazal), in a traditional Shuar longhouse near my mother and father’s home and close to my brothers. We’ve lived here for years and years, long before Juan Arcos and Padre Raul came to establish the mission and the school.

I tell you all this, talking into the tape recorder, because my amikri has asked me to and because I want to preserve the stories and traditions of my people. We say that amikri is the same as the Spanish word compadre, that John is the godfather of my son, Mariano; but in fact amikri means much more than that. It involves a sacred trust. In any case, John gave me this tape recorder, along with many cassettes and batteries, and asked me to interview my parents and the other old people among us in our own language, which we call Shuar, and which I later translated into Spanish. John said we could talk about anything; I could share my own feelings and impressions and those of my wife, Maria, and others our age, as well as those of the elders, the uwishin, the ones who know.

I was raised as a traditional Shuar, yet so much is changing around us. I’ve mentioned some of this already, but there’s more. I’ll tell you—or the older people who speak through me will—about the love lives of our people; the way we’re initiated into adulthood; the coming of the missionaries and schools; the sacred medicine plants—ayahuasca, tobacco, and datura; the vision quests; the wars and how they help create peace; the spirits who teach us about the world and protect us and the trees and animals. We’ll tell you how it was in the past and how it is now. According to what my father says, even though there was no mission and no school, his early life was much the same as my own. Now, though, things are really beginning to change.

John says it’s important to share our knowledge with the rest of the world because our ways may help other people, his people in the North, to better understand the importance of the plants and animals and the ways we live with them. He says his people are in trouble and need our help. I believe him. He’s brought North Americans and Europeans to visit us, and I’ve seen among them a lack of knowledge about the world and a hunger to understand. Maria and I have invited these people to our home and have been saddened to see how little they have. We Shuar are taught to read people, to look beyond their smiles. We can look at the gringos and see that they lack the fire that burns in the hearts of our people. They’re longing for love. So I believe what John tells me, and, since he is my amikri—the most important relationship two Shuar men can share—I honor his request.

But I too have my reasons for making these tapes: my four children and the six who are yet unborn that Maria and I shall raise, and all their children, and their children’s children, and the ones who come after that. For their sake, I asked John to make tapes as well and to write in the book that will grow from the tapes the story of how he came to know and love the Shuar, to be like one of us, to become my amikri. He lived among us before I was born and then returned when I had just become a teenager. After this he wrote an important book about us, which I read in Spanish, and then later brought his friend, the publisher of that book, to visit us, a man who dreamed this dream of giving me a tape recorder so I could save the history, stories, and traditions of the Shuar. I asked my amikri to include these things in his new book because they are part of the story, roots to the tree that is spreading its branches to the sons and daughters of our sons and daughters.

So, along with my amikri, I make these tapes for Pascualina, Mariano, Johnny, my Jessica, his Jessica, and all their children, and for the children of the trees, the fish, the birds, and the animals.

And for you, that you may learn to love the way we Shuar love, to be one with the world that is one with you.
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“Cholera!”

The headline on the front page of the Wall Street Journal advised travelers to avoid Ecuador because a cholera epidemic had broken out—an extremely unusual occurrence. There was no indication of when it would be over and if, in fact, it would be contained. My plane left for the capital city of Quito in five hours. What to do?

John Perkins, one of our authors, was expecting me in Miazal, Shuar Territory, Amazon. I had promised to come to meet with the Shuar provided I could be helpful in extending John’s work. I figured the cholera would not be a problem if I limited my stay in Quito to just one night, being careful to eat only cooked foods. Then I could drive to Shell, the oil company town and military airstrip at the outskirts of the jungle, and leave “civilization” within two days. I felt confident that once I was in the jungle where the disease had not traveled, the dangers, both visible and invisible, would be ones I was prepared to meet. I headed for the Boston airport resolute, all sense of fear and foreboding driven from my consciousness. I was on my way to meet my friends, the Shuar.

The plane journey was uneventful. On my way through Quito customs and immigration, I grabbed the local newspaper and slipped it into the webbing of my knapsack. In the bag were all my possessions for this trip: camera, bedding, water purifier, notebook, two changes of clothing, a small Hi-8 camcorder, and a recently released, first-of-its-kind, compact digital tape recorder.

I was happy to get into my room. Before collapsing onto the bed, I dropped my knapsack and removed the newspaper. “War Breaks Out in the Disputed Territory: President of Ecuador to Meet with President of Peru Tomorrow to Try to Resolve Crisis.” I just couldn’t believe it. First cholera, now war? I was leaving for the so-called disputed territory tomorrow. It was a curious name, for as far as the Shuar were concerned, there was no dispute—it was their land, the wild and unconquered Upper Amazon Basin where they had lived since the first day.

The Shuar had never been conquered—not by the Incas, not by the Spanish Conquistadors, or the modern armies of cattle ranchers, gold miners, and oil companies. During World War II, however, the United States and Peru cut a deal, and a big chunk of Ecuador—Shuar land—was formally recognized as Peru. Of course, the Ecuadorians and the Shuar weren’t in on the deal. To mark the border, the Peruvians simply dropped concrete blocks from airplanes onto a jungle they had never seen. Both the Ecuadorian and Peruvian armies had set up outposts at the fringes of Shuar land. For years there had been the occasional skirmish and now, war! Had I made a big mistake? Time to turn around? Get out? I decided to sleep on it.

I woke up in the morning refreshed and ready to travel. Then all the news of the day before flooded into my mind. I knew I couldn’t reach John and I was also well aware that no one understood what was actually going on in Miazal. I also had no way of finding out what lay in my way between Quito and the Shell airstrip. I was confident that if I could get to Miazal, the fighting would be farther downriver and the Shuar would know exactly what was going on. I thought of the young Shuar warriors who had never shrunk a head, who had been to mission school and now spoke some Spanish—what would they think of this war?

I decided to make the journey. My Jeep and driver arrived as scheduled at 8:00 A.M. and I was off to the Amazon Basin, what the Ecuadorians refer to as the Oriente (East). Traveling this road from Quito on the Andean plateau, up to the continental divide at 13,000 feet, and down through all the climatic zones from alpine to jungle, was also a trip through the five-hundred-year history of colonization. From the International-style high-rise apartment buildings of Quito to the thatched huts surrounding the airstrip could be read the story of all the abuses and destruction that European culture had brought. Yes, there was progress, but more evident were poverty and the eradication and homogenization of cultures and languages. Ecuador was 40 percent indigenous and these peoples had suffered greatly. Vibrant cultures and communities had been reduced to shanty towns and the hope of the better life that could be seen on the satellite dish.

Suddenly the Jeep came to a screeching halt. Two Ecuadorian soldiers with machine guns motioned me out of the car. This was the border of the Oriente, a border within borders. No one was allowed into the Amazon jungle or out of it without military clearance. I could tell that the rotund sergeant was feeling very full of himself—after all, the country was in crisis and he had authority over me. Thoughts raced through my mind as I handed him my passport and he started giving my driver a hard time in Spanish. I restrained my desire to assert myself and let the game play out between the two of them. My driver was actually an ornithologist who had given up teaching about birds because he could make more money as a driver than he could as a professor. He was an Ecuadorian, a proud and highly intelligent man who spoke English, and I had enjoyed his commentary as we descended into the jungle.

He now assumed a very subservient body posture and spoke sweetly to the sergeant, telling him, in the little Spanish I could comprehend, how essential his role was and that he was taking this American publisher into the jungle to meet with colleagues on very important work. However, this work was in no way as significant as what the sergeant was now required to do for the honor and glory of his country. This flattery, plus fifty dollars, opened the gateway to the Oriente. We were off.

I arrived at the airstrip just as the pilot was taxiing his single-prop four-seater to the small hut that served as our waiting lounge. The plane had been in the service of Italian missionaries for some twenty years now. These missionaries would sometimes allow John to use their aircraft to get in and out of the jungle. This was, in fact, the only way to get back and forth since there were no roads and the trip by foot and canoe could take several weeks. The pilot, an old friend named Gustavo, assured me that John and everyone in Miazal were fine. However, many of the young Shuar warriors had been recruited by the Ecuadorian army and were now carrying AK-47s.

I climbed into the plane and we headed up through the ever-present rain clouds, over a vast area of elaborate river systems that snaked through the dense jungle, and finally down to a small dirt strip just barely visible through the trees. In the Upper Amazon it is extremely difficult to find a hundred yards of land with no water cutting through it. This was the only spot for miles around, and as we bounced along the rutted field I had to marvel at the skills and courage of pilots like Gustavo.

When it seemed that we had run out of land and would nose-dive into the river, the plane jerked to a stop. I thanked Gustavo and hurried to climb out over the wing. The sun was scorching. Immediately I was surrounded by Shuar warriors. Thanks to John they were expecting me. Several recognized me from my previous trip and shook my hand vigorously. They hustled me along a narrow trail to the river where a dugout canoe awaited us, then down-river to the community of Miazal.

John was standing on the riverbank. Next to him was Shakaim Mariano. I was relieved to see them and was reminded of the special relationship John has enjoyed with the Shuar since the 1960s—the way they treat him as a member of the tribe. Soon we were excitedly exchanging stories. John told me that many of the young men were gone and reports were coming back from the fighting that Peruvian heads had been taken.

Traditionally, in order for a Shuar male to become a warrior, he must kill an enemy and shrink his head. This is a rite of passage. The war in the jungle was a boon to these young men—they could now take heads and build up arutam, the vital force in Shuar culture that enables a man to succeed as a warrior, husband, and father and a woman to excel in her duties as a mother and wife. So rather than it being a sad, depressing, lamenting scene in Miazal, it was life as usual in the jungle, with the young men exhibiting their prowess and gaining a reputation worthy of marriage to the most prized young women.

John, along with Juan Gabriel, his Ecuadorian partner, had made all the arrangements. We were to set off in the morning to spend the night with Tuntuam, an elder shaman who had moved back to the area after many years of absence. I was particularly interested in seeing him because I was suffering from a severe GI-tract disturbance I had picked up earlier that year in India and simply had been unable to shake. I had tried homeopathy, herbal medicine, fasting, acupuncture, Chinese medicine, and even a course of antibiotics—my first in twenty years—all to no avail.

Early in the morning we arose and piled into the dugout canoes. The swollen river was treacherous, but the Shuar warriors stood in each canoe, one in the bow, another in the stern, skillfully maneuvering us through the rapids with long poles and paddles shaped like giant palm leaves. Eventually we passed fish traps that are typical of the Shuar and knew that Tuntuam’s house was nearby. To the right was a small shingle of beach next to an out-cropping of land. A simple log raft had been pulled onto the sand. After we tied up alongside it we rested and watched a flock of parrots fly by, then John made the obligatory announcement calls—shrieks through the jungle—which were returned. Tuntuam’s son was now standing at the top of the outcropping and could see us below. He motioned for us to follow him.

As we reached the top, we saw a rather new longhouse that his father had built. The son signaled us to enter. Sitting on a small turtle stool with his back against the central pillar of the house was Tuntuam. Beautiful feathers that adorned his head and a simple loincloth were his only garments. He and his wife performed a welcoming dance and asked us to be comfortable and share their chicha, a traditional fermented beverage. Tuntuam’s son had been educated by the missionaries, who had discouraged him from taking up his father’s vocation. However, seeing that John and I were so interested and communicative with his dad, we later found out, gave him much to think about. Tuntuam and his wife, unlike his son, had the full tattooed markings of their clan. They would be known for who they were—the people, the Shuar.

That night we would drink natem, the vine of death, the vine of communion. Natem is Shuar for the plant that is known as ayahuasca to the Quechuas in the Andes. I told Tuntuam about the Battle of Bharat that was taking place in my stomach and he said he would help; he would definitely cure me. I asked Tuntuam if I could video the preparation of this divine substance and he agreed, actually feeling quite proud that I took such an interest in what was for him a basic means of personal development and education. He escorted us to the back of his longhouse and pointed to a vine, about two inches in diameter, snaking through the forest, weaving in and out among the trees. He told me how, twenty years ago when he had abandoned this site and moved upriver, he had planted the natem, knowing he would return someday after the jungle had taken over his small agricultural plot and restored it to its original nature. This was the way of the Shuar—hunting, gathering, farming on a small scale, and then moving on to new hunting grounds, allowing the land to replenish itself.

He cut the natem vine and gathered some leaves from a few neighboring plants. These were brought into the longhouse. His wife had already prepared a pot and was boiling water. Tuntuam removed the bark from the vine, chopped it into small pieces and added it to the water, along with the leaves. This would now boil and simmer for hours while we sat and drank more chicha and listened to songs and stories.

The coming of darkness is a magical experience in the jungle, ushered in by a rush of vibrant colors and an absolute racket in the canopy as the birds and other animals settle down for the night. Now all that could be seen in the sky were the stars. Tuntuam said the natem was ready and the moment was right. He drank down a cup of the vine of communion, followed by a bolt of 100 proof sugar-cane liquor to wash the very bitter taste out of his mouth, and started playing on his mouth harp, the tumank. This was the practice of the Shuar shaman—to journey and heal others under the influence of natem.

Tuntuam told me that he would look into my body and see what spirits were troubling it. Before he asked me to lie down on a bench, he offered me a cup of his elixir. I couldn’t imagine rejecting his shamanic offering and drank the bitter brew without hesitation—or reflection, for that matter. I lay down and Tuntuam started chanting. Slowly the natem took hold and I was transported. The shaman could see some spirits had attached themselves to my stomach and were troubling me. He took his magic darts and banished them.

I got up from the bench and because the earth floor had not been completely finished in the new residence, sat on a leaf mat next to John. Tuntuam picked up his harp again and started playing. The ayahuasca enhanced and magnified for me the sounds of the music.

But the magic of the moment was violently interrupted by an incredible urge rushing through my body. Tuntuam could sense this and laughed while I headed for the door. John looked concerned and said, “Where are you going? Do you need to vomit?” Typically, when one takes ayahuasca, vomiting occurs before any other experience. In my case, which I later learned was more spiritual, things headed in the opposite direction. I was now in a mad dash, John yelling behind me, quite disturbed, “Wait! Wait!” I yelled back, “I’m okay—I’m just going to the river.”

The river was a fury rushing by the small beach. I couldn’t just step into the water—there might be piranha or an anaconda swimming by. I was amazed at my night vision, another effect of the natem, as my eye spotted in the pitch darkness a bend of tree root that had been exposed by the fast-moving current. I planted my feet firmly on the bank, grabbed the root, and stuck my biscuits in the wind. Soon the whole experience had been whisked down the river and I felt great. Tuntuam’s medicine had cured me.
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The next day we headed back to Miazal to meet up with Yajanua Maria Arcos before moving on to visit Tukupi, an elderly Shuar warrior who lived still farther into the jungle—surrounded by the Achuar, traditional enemies of the Shuar—in an area named after him in honor of his stature. Maria was the daughter of don Juan Arcos, a deacon in the Catholic Church who was of Spanish descent, and Amalia Tuitsa, a full-blooded Shuar who was greatly respected as an herbal healer and shaman. Maria had studied at the mission school and later was one of the few Shuar to leave the jungle for further education in Quito. She had become a registered nurse and had grown away from the ways of the Shuar. After a profound experience with datura, a teacher plant sacred to her people, Maria returned to the way of her ancestors. The jungle spoke to her and she has listened ever since.

We met Maria just before we reached the airstrip. She was very excited to accompany John, whom she had known for years, and to be going to visit her old friend Tukupi. This famous warrior, now in his eighties or early nineties, was reputed to have taken more than thirty heads; most of the neighboring clans had lost a relative to him, though the clan warfare in the jungle had reached its apex some thirty years earlier and was now all but over.

The plane landed on a small dirt strip near Tukupi’s longhouse. Maria, John, Juan Gabriel, and I made our way along the jungle path, giving out the traditional Shuar call as soon as we were in view of the dwelling. Children raced around the longhouse and two women worked the yucca gardens, but there was no sign of Tukupi. He was, we were informed, down at the river, bathing.

We headed in that direction. But before we reached the bend in the trail just ahead of the river’s edge, Tukupi appeared. He stood tall and upright, naked except for a loincloth and a shotgun. Now an uwishin elder, he had long since given up the habit of carrying a man-killing spear hand-carved from the wood of the chonta tree. Maria and Tukupi were very happy to see each other. I knew that we were the first whites to be received by him in years, other than a missionary, and I felt relieved by the warm welcome. He had stopped headhunting and now was a highly regarded shaman, with both Shuar and Achuar coming to him for healings from deep in the jungle.

Tukupi asked us to join him in his longhouse for chicha. His two young wives busily arranged the turtle stools and stirred the beer. He explained that he once had four wives who all lived together. The other two, who had since died, were former wives of his brother and had come to him because his brother was killed in the wars. The six children in the longhouse—from ages three to fifteen—were the children of Tukupi and the two younger wives who had been “grown” by him, supported and cared for as his own children from the time when they were young to their initiation into adulthood, when they became his wives. He explained that this practice was common among the Shuar. A girl child would be married off to a great warrior at the age of seven or eight. The warrior performed all the functions of a father for this child until she reached puberty, at which time an initiation would take place and the marriage would be consummated. In this way the love of a daughter for a father would be transformed, once the child had grown, into the love of a woman for a man. The absence of blood ties meant that the two could have healthy children together.

I reflected on this extraordinary cultural arrangement—one that would be highly destructive in our culture—and how it had been channeled in a way that seemed to bring happiness and stability to the family. Like all cultural modalities, it had the potential for abuse as well as benefit. What I witnessed among the Shuar that night was a very positive family environment. Tukupi’s two younger wives seemed genuinely happy, well adjusted, and affectionate toward him.

After his invitation to us to spend the night in his home, I asked if he was comfortable having our conversations recorded on tape. He smiled broadly, set his shotgun down on the bed, and handed an old spear to one of his grandsons. The young man helped me plant the spear into the ground; I set up my digital tape recorder, attached my microphone to the spear, and hit “record.”

Night descended and the stories began, tales of his encounters with Achuar enemies. I asked how he could live on his own, surrounded by Achuar rivals, many of whom had lost members of their families to him. He told us that likewise several of his brothers and sisters and their spouses were killed during the wars, which ended in the late 1960s. With an impish grin he said that the Achuar used to send messages to him, taunting that he was weak, that he spent all his time making love with his wives and snorting tobacco. He always responded that he would prove this untrue, that he would show his arutam to any who cared to test him. He invited these Achuar to come and duel him to the death.

By firelight, Tukupi told us how he had taken the head of a neighbor’s adult son, a man he saw as an enemy, sewed the eyes, nose and lips closed, shrunk it, and kept it with his many other heads. These were the source of his warrior power, his arutam, and he would never divulge their location or show them to anyone. After shrinking their son’s head, Tukupi went to visit the parents of the slain boy. He asked them not to seek vengeance and began to sing to them: “I’m an anaconda man. If you come to search for me, I will transform into a huge snake and devour you. Let your spirits be at rest. I’m an anaconda man.”

Tukupi kept singing, and I kept recording—many tales of warriors, of heads severed, of spirits mollified. Although they did not match my cultural proclivities, I nevertheless admired the honesty of what I was hearing. Since the beginning of time, men have been the keepers of death. Just as only women can give life, it’s been the unique privilege of men to take it. But what of the modern industrial culture of killing and war? Take a sip of Coca-Cola, press a button, and one million people are incinerated. Where is the connection to the power of death? To its mysteries? To its meaning? At the very least, the Shuar way required direct cognition of death, a participation in its experience and meaning, a reconciliation with its effect on the psyche.

I asked Tukupi to describe the role of shaman and healer and how he had been trained. It was evident he took great pleasure in discussing this accomplishment in his life, even though it had to travel to me from Shuar to Spanish to English, Maria and John hurriedly trying to keep me in the loop of the conversation. I was amazed by his energy and potency despite his advanced age. Finally, as the evening unfolded, I turned to Tukupi and asked him, “You’re acknowledged as a great warrior, feared and respected by all around you. When members of your community come to you for healing and relief from their suffering, you show compassion and mercy. So, Tukupi—warrior or healer: which is the hipper trip?”

He paused for a moment and his face lit up. He looked almost like a cherub. He peered straight into my eyes and with a grin, meant somehow to both frighten and disarm, he said, “I like them both.”
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When it came time to leave, we couldn’t get the plane started. No matter how much Gustavo tinkered and toyed, it didn’t make a sound. John turned to me and said, “That’s it, we’re stuck here. There isn’t even a radio, and there’s certainly no power for the plane’s radio. Someone in Miazal will just have to figure out that we haven’t shown up and come look for us. Or we’ll have to travel upriver by canoe for a week to get to a mission with a radio. I really don’t want to do that.” We all just looked at each other.

Interspersed between the cackling of the macaws, we heard what sounded like a small outboard motor. Sure enough, that’s what it was. We could see downriver a canoe with a small—maybe five horse power—outboard motor. As it came closer, a white man materialized. He turned out to be the missionary we had heard about, one of the new breed who had committed himself to a life in the jungle and had lived among the Shuar for nearly two decades. As he pulled up to the bank and joined our small, befuddled party, he explained that he was from an Italian order, the same one that had loaned us the airplane, and that he had seen what was going on with us from his canoe on the river. In his mid-forties, he was amazingly well built, like a wrestler or weightlifter, obviously seasoned by and equipped for a life in the jungle.

He told us that he was collecting stories of the Shuar to be published by his order in Italy, emphasizing that rather than trying to simply convert the Shuar, they were now learning from them as well. He sized up our hopeless situation, then said, smiling, “Why don’t we start up the plane?”

When we assured him that we had been working on it with no success, he countered, confidently yet modestly, “Hold on, I think I can do it.” And he went off to the canoe. He returned with a rope and started winding it around the propeller shaft. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing—I pulled out my Hi-8 camera and fortunately got it all on video. I’m sure no one would believe me otherwise.

After wrapping the rope around the shaft, he motioned to John, Juan Gabriel, the pilot, and Maria to grab hold and there they were, the five of them, pulling on the rope as though it were the starter of a lawn mower. Voila! The crankshaft turned and the propeller began spinning. The pilot yelled, “Quickly! Get in, get in!”—and hurriedly, without speaking, we jumped into the plane. We were off.

As we just barely cleared the canopy, John turned to me and said: “Are we really in this plane? I can’t believe we’re flying in this thing!”

I responded, “Not another word. Grace of God, we’re on our way.”
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As we rose from the canopy into the rain clouds all the images of the jungle disappeared into the light gray mist. We gathered our breath and calmed ourselves.

Flying now above the jungle, our senses saturated, it seemed our whole experience down below had been a dream, the kind only the magic of the jungle can create. We had been moving in that original dream, in a time before our great building up of the world.

John was actively engaged in environmental and cultural projects with the Shuar and it occurred to me that the tape recordings I had made on this trip could become the beginning of a much more significant project. I asked John if, on his next trip to Miazal, he would request his amikri Mariano to move among his elders with a tape recorder, taking down their stories and experiences while they were still there to tell them.

We wondered: How were the Shuar to survive with the influences of the world closing in on them from all sides? How was their spirit to be nurtured, and exalted?

John and I did not have the answers to these questions but we excitedly discussed what we might be able to learn—and share—if we could touch the spirit of the Shuar.

Ehud C. Sperling



1

Dreaming the World

A week before Christmas, a blizzard hit the Poconos region of Pennsylvania. I managed to land in Wilkes-Barre–Scranton just before the airport closed. I told myself that it was a good sign my luck was changing for the better, but my fluttering stomach did not seem mollified. I rented a car and drove through the swirling snow. Coming from Florida—and knowing I would return in a couple of days—I accepted the storm as a harbinger of Christmas. Another good omen, I hoped.

When I finally reached the power plant, I pulled up to the gate and rolled down my window partway. A sullen guard fought his way against the arctic air. He lifted the front of his ice-encrusted ski cap and peered inside the car. Recognizing me, he forced a smile, gave an abbreviated salute, and muttered something about a Merry Christmas. The gate swung open.

Bulldozers and trucks were scattered around the parking lot. Nothing moved, except the snow. The usual army of beat-up vans and cars was reduced to less than a dozen. The only sign that anything unusual was happening was the lights inside the plant. It was lit up like a Christmas tree.

I shut off the engine and sat there in silence. The mountain of black culm, a byproduct of coal considered noncombustible, loomed behind the plant. Would it burn? Would the fortune I had gambled pay off? I said a little prayer to Ayumpum, the Shuar god of lightning and fire, stepped outside, bowed to the black mountain, and fought my way against the icy wind toward the power plant.

Whirling snow followed me through the door as the men who clustered around the window to the boiler moved aside, opening a path to the place of honor. They shook my hand or patted me on the shoulder as I passed through them. Someone handed me a hardhat. I felt like I was wandering in a dream.

I heard the countdown: three, two, one. . . . The firebox erupted into flame.

Hardhats rained around me. The cheers were deafening. We were burning culm, a “waste.” We had accomplished the impossible. Independent Power Systems was a success!

I had founded IPS in 1982 and been its president for nearly a decade. It was a dream come true: to build and own power plants that ran on alternative fuels and, in the process, to help clean up the environment instead of contributing to its destruction. But it was an industry that was not without its risks; nearly all other such companies had long since filed for bankruptcy, and their chief executives—my peers—were washed up, candidates for nervous breakdowns or worse. The Pennsylvania culm-burning power plant had been our big hope. Ironically, its success was the very thing that forced me out of the business. Once that firebox lit up in 1990, Ashland Oil Company made an offer we could not refuse.

Oil! The very industry I had railed against because of the destruction it was causing to the Amazon, that place where I had learned what college could not teach me. Oil, the industry whose terrible record of abuse, greed, and disregard for future generations had inspired me to develop a new model based on different values and environmentally sensitive technologies—here it was, ready to deal.

One of Ashland’s subsidiaries had built our culm plant. The first time they had thrown the switch, nothing happened; the fuel refused to ignite. Ashland had been contractually bound to hire a German company, a competitor, to build a completely new boiler. It cost them a fortune (even by Ashland’s standards) and punctured their pride. The chairman of the board wanted to recoup his losses and assuage his humbled spirit. The only way was to buy us out. He extorted us, threatening to tie us up in court long enough to force us into bankruptcy. He bribed us, making an offer that would provide me and my two partners with a very healthy return on our investments of time and capital. My partners were in it solely for the money. The Ashland offer was their dream come true. We negotiated an even better deal and sold out.

On the morning after the closing, while I was in my old office packing up my personal belongings, I called Ehud Sperling. Founder and president of Inner Traditions International, Inc., he had published two of my books, visited the power plant that Ashland built for me, and become a very good friend. I trusted his judgment. “What do I do now?” I asked, explaining that at forty-five years of age I had no desire to retire.

“Listen to the advice you give in your books. Follow your heart. What do you want to do?”

I knew exactly but had avoided admitting it. “Change our culture,” I said sheepishly. “Make the world a better place for Jessica.” My daughter was eight at the time.

“What are you waiting for?”

“Where do I begin?”

He paused, but only briefly. “First, take me to the Amazon, to the Shuar, the people who changed your life back in the sixties and seventies. They were the source of your books—you’ll find something there.”
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We flew to Ecuador together and spent a couple of days traveling around the high Andes, marveling at the great volcanoes and visiting Quechua communities. Ehud kept talking about the Shuar. Each time, the mention of them hit me in the stomach like a lump of culm. I had not anticipated feeling this way, but there it was. I tried to convince him that the Quechua, descendents of the tribes that had been integrated into the Incan Empire, were more interesting.

“We came here to meet the Shuar,” he reminded me. When I did nothing to arrange a visit, he started asking everyone we met—hotel managers, store clerks, tour operators, even taxi drivers—how to get to them. Eventually he learned the name of the one man who might take us deep into the heart of Shuar territory: Danny Koupermann. It was a name I knew well and one I had not wanted to hear.

Danny was the son of an old friend of mine, a man who had taken care of me when I had been a very sick Peace Corps volunteer in 1968. I had never mentioned him or my friend—who had died several years earlier—to Ehud.

“O.K., it’s time you face whatever it is that’s bothering you,” Ehud said. He had sequestered me in a hotel room, promising not to let me leave until we discovered what was going on. I tried to deny there was a problem. He persisted (this tenacity is one of the reasons I count him among my best friends); he simply refused to let me off the hook.

Finally, my thoughts and feelings became too strong to hide even from myself. I could no longer hold back. I acknowledged—and had to explain—why I was terrified of revisiting the Shuar and the Ecuadorian rain forests, why I felt so . . . responsible. I told Ehud about the role I had played as a Peace Corps volunteer in the plan to colonize the entire Amazon Basin. The Peace Corps and other international development agencies had decided that the Amazon was to modern-day Ecuador what the North American plains of the nineteenth century were to the United States: a place that could accept its country’s poor and at the same time become a breadbasket for the nation. The Ecuadorian government passed a land reform law modeled after the United States’ Homestead Act. It encouraged landless peasants from the Andes to clear and farm the “vacant areas of the Amazon.”

Unfortunately, rain forest soil is not like that of the plains. It is thin, nutrient poor, and washes away after the trees and their extensive root systems have been destroyed, leaving barren land that is unsuitable for farming, except on a very small scale, like that practiced by indigenous peoples, and for a minimal amount of time. Colonists worked desperately to clear the forests only to find that their farms were productive for a mere few years; after this time they had to move deeper into the jungle to begin the endless clearing all over again. Furthermore, the Amazon’s “vacant areas” were only vacant by the standards of industrial cultures. To the Shuar they were traditional hunting grounds, the very foundation of their survival. Violent confrontations between colonists and Shuar turned into pitched battles. As a Peace Corps volunteer, I had felt caught in the middle and emotionally torn.

“But according to your writings you tried to warn your higher-ups about the futility of colonization—you even wrote a long memorandum about it,” Ehud reminded me.

I agreed and for a moment felt relieved. Then I remembered the rest of my story. I described for him how, after leaving Ecuador and the Peace Corps in 1971, I had become an economic and management consultant to the World Bank, United Nations, and other multinational organizations. “I returned to Ecuador and helped finance hydroelectric projects and build roads into the jungle. I did this in plenty of places in Central and South America, Asia, Africa, the Middle East.” I didn’t bother to mention that my feelings of guilt, coupled with the birth of my only child, Jessica, had been a major factor in my decision to leave the highly lucrative, secure field of consulting and enter the maelstrom of alternative energy.

He sighed and glanced out the hotel window at the skyscrapers of Quito and, beyond, at Pichincha, the active volcano whose massive peak shadows the city. “So you feel guilty? Full of remorse?” He looked at me and smiled. “Good. It’s time to redeem yourself.”
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Danny Koupermann had been eight years old when I last saw him. I remembered him as a small, pesky boy. Now he was a giant of a man, built like an NFL tackle, but with the soft eyes and sensitive smile of an angel—the type of man the Shuar could relate to. He barely remembered me, but he listened to us. When I repeated for him the story I had told Ehud, he shook his head and then said in a frank, pragmatic way, “You don’t want to go back to the area you knew as a Peace Corps worker, John.”

I glanced at Ehud. “Yes, I do.”

“No.” He chuckled. “A road runs through Limon now and down into Indanza, the area you knew as El Milagro. You don’t want to see what’s happened there.”

“Because of colonization, because of what we did?”

He nodded. “The Shuar have changed during the last twenty years.” He described how they had broken into two distinct groups. The majority remained in the land of their fathers, between the Andes and Cutucú Mountains, the region where I had lived that had been so severely affected by colonization, dams, and roads. These Shuar had adopted the white man’s ways, accepting jobs as oil riggers, construction workers, housemaids, and prostitutes. A second, much smaller group had tried to maintain their traditional ways; they had migrated “beyond the Cutucú,” over these mysterious mountains and deeper into the rain forests. Danny smiled. “These trans-Cutucú Shuar are the ones you want to visit.”

“Can you help us do that?” Ehud asked.

“I can.” He asked about our motives and, in the end, agreed to provide us with a small plane and introductions.
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Darkness comes to the equatorial rain forest like a jaguar pouncing on its prey: swiftly, silently, violently. From the open-walled Shuar longhouse, looking out over the swollen river, we witnessed a moment of brilliant magenta, the flash of purple, then—blackness. The cacophony of bird songs died as quickly as the sun, replaced immediately by the voices of night: the hoarse croak of frogs, the booming “whaaaank” of mating toads, and the occasional snorting of a wild boar foraging for food.

Seated on low wooden stools and a bench made from the side and bottom of a dugout canoe that had been the victim of the treacherous rapids down river, we were five men: an elder Shuar shaman, a young warrior, an old Catholic missionary who was half indigenous, Ehud Sperling, and me. Bats flew past our heads, in and out of the invisible nest they had built high in the leafy recesses of the intricately thatched roof.

Although the night had yet to turn chill, we sat before a fire. It was laid out exactly as I remembered Shuar fires of the past—three logs arranged on the ground like spokes of a wheel pointing toward the center, or hub, a design so simple that an infant can keep it burning just by pushing one of the logs further toward the center.

I found it difficult to believe I was truly here. It seemed so unreal that I’d lived in these forests, and yet it was hauntingly familiar, like one of those dreams that, when you awaken, you are certain you had before or acted out in another lifetime. It was indeed very similar to the place where I had been stationed in the late sixties—mountainous jungles, fast-flowing rivers, a land of macaws, gigantic trees, reptilian vines, and brilliant orchids.

Yet, flying in we had passed above that other region along the eastern slopes of the Andes, the one I had once called home. We had seen the difference. From our single-engine plane we had peered down at the devastated jungle, the roads built by North American oil companies, the shanty-town cities, the cattle ranches, and the mud farms of colonists. We had been witnesses to the onslaught of what we in our Northern schools, remote from the reality, call “development,” or “civilization.” Danny Koupermann had been right. It had changed. In twenty years it had been transformed from a verdant wilderness, hunting grounds of the Shuar, to a nightmare land of grotesque industrial skeletons, a parody of what we told the world we were creating in the sixties. As I watched the land pass beneath, I wanted to look away but couldn’t—and knew I shouldn’t.

Then we had crossed the Cutucú Mountains and the world returned to normalcy, or at least the normalcy I associated with the eastern Amazon. Miazal, located in a clearing along the Mangosiza River on the eastern slopes of the Cutucú, was like a mirror image of that other community, in another time, on the eastern slopes of the Andes.

“The Cutucú protected this area for centuries, since the time of Etsaa,” the old shaman Chumpi*1 patiently explained. He sat beside the fire on a wooden stool carved to represent a turtle; despite his age—which no one knew—his back was as straight as a high-canopy tree. His face was deeply wrinkled and bore the dark blue tattoos that in former times told another man whether he was a member of a friendly clan or an enemy. The wrinkles and eyes were those of a person accustomed to smiling at the world. He wore his black hair as he always had, cropped in a straight line across his brow. He was naked except for a pair of faded red shorts, a concession to the modern world and a gift, I assumed, from the old missionary who sat across the fire from him.

“The Evias, giant white cannibals, let no one pass.” He lifted his tumank, a bowed bamboo branch with a monkey’s gut tied from one end to the other, a type of mouth harp traditional to Shuar shamans, and pointed in the direction of the mountains. “They lived on the peaks of the Cutucú and defended everything from here—” he swept the tumank toward where the sun had set, “to there, where the great river sea flows. That’s what our grandparents used to say. The Shuar didn’t venture into the mountains in those days, except when a warrior was initiated. But now, we who want to avoid the stink of the cities live here, on this side of the Cutucú. To get here we had to cross those mountains, risk the Evias. We took certain trails, those proven in the past to be safe, but then it seems that anything is safer than living like those city people, in their dirty streets.”

He paused to give me a piercing look, and then his eyes moved on to Ehud. “Anyone who wants to be Shuar comes here. Man or woman.” His wrinkled face broke into a smile. “Shuar means the people. Only people live here.” He laughed and leaned toward the fire. When he looked up again, his expression was serious. “Those who think that happiness comes from owning things, from clothes and money, aren’t people; they stay back where so many of us used to live, in Macas, Sucua, Shell—along the Upano River or the Upper Pastaza. Those places smell like oil. The air is thick with farts from trucks.” He touched the arm of the young man sitting next to him. “My nephew Shakaim Mariano went to the city, but he couldn’t take it for long. Now he’s back here, living like us, learning the ways of our fathers.”

“I love the forests.” Mariano nodded his head slowly. Although he was deeply muscled like a mature man, an athlete, his face gave away his youth. He peered into the fire. “Some of my friends have moved to what they call civilization. They say they like the money and the women.” He glanced around, smiling sheepishly, as though embarrassed by the words he spoke. “They have to work very hard—at stupid jobs—and then they spend all their money on alcohol. Why would I want that life? I have everything here—my brothers, the woman I love, our family. I don’t need alcohol; we’ve got plenty of chicha. I spend my days hunting, eating the best food, fishing, swimming, making love. . . .”

“As you dreamed it,” Chumpi chortled. He stood and casually stirred the embers with a long stick. “That’s how it happens. This everyday life is an illusion. Dreams make reality. We create the world.”
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