The path out of the forest
Four years ago I spent a month in the Amazon rain forest with the Kayapó Indians.  It was one of the most extraordinary experiences in my life.  

The Journey
We spent a couple of days in Brazilian frontier towns of Maraba and Redencão on our way in and out of the Indian Reservation.  Again, we spent a couple of days in the village of A Ukre, about 200 people, on our way in and out of the forest itself.

Our Adventure
Five Indians showed 12 students around the forest.  I was lucky.  I was the only student who spoke Portuguese, the only student the same age as the Indians, and the only student in good enough physical shape to keep up with them.  I was the only one they gave an Indian name: Congrare.  I think the name is flattering.

The kayapo have been lucky.  5000 Indians live on 11,000,000 ha.  That's about 1/6 the size of Ukraine.  They were nomadic until 40 years ago.  Warriors still living fought in Stone Age wars with clubs and spears.

Defending their land against governments and illegal squatters is difficult.  The Indians have made several international friends, among them the Harrison Ford and Sting, who argue for their interests.  That is not my purpose.  I want to describe their situation.  To me it is an unfolding and unavoidable tragedy.

Their traditional life in the tribe

Extraordinarily communal: no privacy

Marriage by consent or arrangement

Nomadic life and wars
Indians community is as close-knit as an ant hive.  There is no privacy.  The tribe decides in public meetings whether they have wars, how much to charge the white people for visiting, and even who gets married.

This is a picture of a house where one or two families may live.  Mothers are getting children dressed up for a traditional dance.

Traditional skills

Fishing with poison

Hunting with clubs

Herbal medicines

up until 40 years ago the Indians finished by forming a circle in the river to herd the fish together, then throwing in a poison they make from tree sap to force the fish to the surface where they can catch them with their hands.

They hunted wild pigs the same way.  One group of warriors scared the pigs into running into a trap where other warriors club them to death.

Medicine men knew the uses of every tree, vine, bird and frog in the forest.  This one is good for a sore throat, this one has water on a dry day, this one is good for painting your body.
The tribe today

Money from mahogany and gold: games, watches, games and Coca Cola

Hunt with guns, fish with hooks
Medicine from a Brazilian nurse

they have gotten lazy.  They have gotten some money from gold miners and loggers.  They used it to buy guns and fishhooks.  Now anybody can be a hunter, but they are running out of pigs.

The Brazilian government put a nurse in the village.  Kids don't die anymore.  Without wars, adults don't kill each other.  The population is exploding, and nobody respects the medicine man anymore.

They no longer have to work to live.  Kids don't have to learn anything.

Their kids today

Videogames
Dance to Brazilian music

Young women have babies without fathers

Young men go to the cities and become drunks

what do they do with their time?  They play videogames.  Battery operated, because there still isn't any electricity.  The young kids danced to Brazilian music.

How young?  Very young.  These are people who believe that a woman's period starts because she makes love.  Lots of kids were always good for the tribe.  Nobody needs to go to college.  They always started having babies as soon as they could.

It used to be that the chief and the elders could tell the young man who was probably baby's father that he had to marry the mother.  They can't do it anymore.  Young men often go off to the city where they can work for money to buy watches and videogames.

What do they do in the city?  They live like rats and get drunk.  The princes of the forest become bums in the city.

What could save them?

Education?  Can get it, don't want it

Business?  Get cheated every time

Government?  They drink up the welfare checks

lots of people are looking for a solution.  Will they kids and benefit from education?  They don't want it, and it would be impossible to give them a good one.  They don't even speak Portuguese.  Can they go into business?  No; they get cheated every time.  They don't understand business.  Can the government support them?  No.  The lesson in Canada, the US, Mexico, and everyplace else is that the Indians take the money, get drunk and abuse their wives.
As I left
Very lucky to have seen them

Sad to think what happens

The same disaster over and over throughout the Americas

People are different

I love the Indian guys I hung around with.  We had some wonderful conversations and they have a wonderful sense of humor.  I can only be sad imagining what happens next.  It will be the same as everyplace else in the Americas.  There is no way they can avoid white man's civilization, and there is no way they will adapt easily to it.  There is nothing to do but cry.

Title – 





Dance





Map





Outline














