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Napoleon Chagnon and assistants at Abruwa-ters, Brazil, 1995 (photo by Antonio
Mari)

Chapter 1

Savage Encounters

1=

Every time we are making a contact, we are spoiling them.—Charles Brewer
Carfas'

he thunderous descent of the military helicopter at the village of
Dorita-teri drove Yanomami Indian women and children screaming
into the surrounding plantain gardens. Out in the jungle, panic
also reigned, as macaws and parrots, deer and tapirs scrambled to escape the
machine. When the dust cleared, twenty Yanomami warriors were standing
in a semicircle, yelling at seven white men and one white woman who had
descended from the helicopter with television cameras and sound equip-
ment. Most of the warriors held enormous bows and arrows. The headman
waved an ax.2
The tumultuous landing in Dorita-teri, on May 17, 1991, created an im-
pressive spectacle for the Venezuelan television crew, which was doing a spe-
cial on “the purest human groups in existence.” The community was located
in the little-explored Siapa Highlands on the Brazil-Venezuela border, the
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Amazon’s last frontier. These remote mountains also concealed the last intact
cluster of aboriginal villages in the world—whose inhabitants were consid-
ered living relics of prehistoric culture. The seminomadic Yanomami spent
their time hunting and trekking in much the same way humanity had done
for countless generations. The anthropologist directing the expedition called
them “our contemporary ancestors.”

Although it was a novelty for the television journalists to be welcomed into
an Indian village with axes and arrows in 1991, the expedition leaders
Napoleon Chagnon and Charles Brewer Carfas had been taking risks like this
for decades. Chagnon, an anthropologist at the University of California at
Santa Barbara, and Brewer, a naturalist then associated with the New York
Botanical Garden, claimed first contact with 3,500 Yanomami Indians in the
Siapa region alone. In August 1990, their “discovery of 10 Yanomami vil-
lages they say had never been visited before by anyone except other tribal
members” set off a frenzy of media competition and scientific congratula-
tion.S “Stone Age Villages Found” ran a typical headline.”

In the economics of exoticism, the more remote and more isolated a tribal
group is, the greater its market value. As the last intact aboriginal group, the
Yanomami were in a class by themselves, poster people whose naked, pho-
togenic appeal was matched by their unique genetic inheritance. Their blood
was as coveted by scientists as their image was by photographers.® Technically,
the Yanomami were defined as a virgin soil population, and there was a trace
of feudal privilege in the way the visitations were doled out: ABC’s Prime
Time got one village,’ Newsweek another,!® and so it went. The New York
Times got two villages,'! but had to share one of them with the Associated
Press.

Sometimes the media’s own arrival was the real scoop. Just before visiting
Dorita-teri, the same Venevisién crew had gotten exciting footage at a neigh-
boring village, Shanishani-teri, where the helicopter landed in the middle of
the circular communal house, or shabono. The round house’s roofing was
whisked up and away, like Dorothy’s house in a Kansas tornado, while the
Yanomami’s possessions———bark hammocks, gourds, woven baskets, and bam-
boo arrows—splintered and shattered like Tinkertoys. The on-camera jour-
nalist, Marta Rodriguez Miranda, said, “They kindly accepted our landing
in the middle of the shabono even though their whole roof would collapse
with the downblast.”

Similar scenes were repeated elsewhere with different media teams. At

one village, the helicopter was driven off with a hail of rocks and sticks;'? at
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another, five Yanomami were injured by falling roof poles.! During all these
adventures, only ABC's John Quifiones asked the most obvious question, one
that might have occurred to any grade-school student educated about the
tragic history of Indian tribes since the European discovery of America in the
fifteenth century. “Aren’t we doing some harm, spoiling this culture, even by
coming here today?” Quifiones asked Charles Brewer, who at fifty-two,
looked fit, handsome, and baby-faced behind his sprawling mustache.

“Definitely,” Brewer answered. “Every time we are making a contact, we
are spoiling them.”"

In spite of the “first contact” craze, almost all of these extraordinarily re-
mote communities had been visited before and were being reharvested after
a suitable interval. In fact, Chagnon and Brewer had visited the Yanomami
of Dorita-teri at another location in 1968, where they made two award-
winning documentaries, which went on to become staples of anthropology
classes around the world.'® One film, Yanomama: A Multidisciplinary Study,
dramatically illustrated the scientists’ altruism in rescuing the Dorita-teri’s
parent village from a deadly measles epidemic.'” The second documentary—
The Feast—showcased Yanomami ferocity and won first prize at every film
festival in which it was entered.!® Everyone praised these films except the
Dorita-teri, who apparently had a different interpretation of the scientists’
camera work.

Despite their previous acquaintance, the Dorita-teri were not enthusias-
tic about seeing Chagnon and Brewer again. The village headman,
Harokoiwa, greeted them with an ax. Swaying from side to side, Harokoiwa
upbraided the scientists for driving away game with their helicopter. He also
accused them of bringing xawara—evil vapors that, in the Yanomami con-
ception of disease, cause epidemics. Harokoiwa angrily claimed that
Chagnon had killed countless Yanomami with his cameras.!® In reality, many
of the Yanomami who starred in The Feast died of mysterious illnesses im-
mediately afterward—new sicknesses the Indians had attributed to the sci-
entists’ malefic filmmaking.?® The Yanomami abandoned the village where
The Feast was made and never returned. Later they shot arrows into a palm
effigy of the film’s anthropologist—Napoleon Chagnon.?!

Now, on Chagnon’s return, the headman began swinging his ax tantaliz-
ingly close to the anthropologist’s head. Harokoiwa yelled that he did not
want outsiders to poison any more rivers,” a reference to Brewer’s huge
open-pit gold mines on Indian lands.?

Suddenly, one of the chief’s sons, wielding another ax, rushed Chagnon.
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As the weapon arced through the air, it appeared to be on its way to splitting
Chagnon’s skull when Brewer deftly intercepted the ax with one hand and,
with the other, knocked the man to the ground. Adding to the confusion were
screams by some of the Dorita-teri women, who begged their men not to kill
Chagnon and Brewer, “because they had always brought so many presents.””*

Under the circumstances, the scientists and television crew thought it
best to leave. On returning to Caracas, Venevisién's producers shelved the
footage of this confrontation,? though not without some pain. It was a great
litle scene. But it raised nagging questions that could not be answered, at
least not on a show about Stone Age ancestors.

Chapter 2

At Play in the Field

For many years now anthropologists have been saying how exotic we Yanomami
are. But when we finally tell our story the world will find out who is truly

exotic.—Davi Kopenawa!

Imost every anthropology student has experienced the horror of
Napoleon Chagnon's first encounter with South America’s
Yanomami Indians. Chagnon stumbled into a village while
Yanomami shamans were blowing hallucinogenic snuff up their noses. Deeply
drugged, the Indians drew their six-foot bows. “I looked up and gasped when
I saw a dozen burly, naked, sweaty, hideous men staring at us down the shaft
of their drawn arrows! Immense wads of green tobacco were stuck between
their lower teeth and lips making them look even more hideous, and strands
of dark-green slime dripped or hung from their nostrils. . . .”?
Yanomamo: The Fierce People, which Chagnon first published in 1968,
quickly became the all-time best-seller in anthropology.? Four million stu-
dents bought the book,* which is both a riveting account of warfare among

Stone Age people and a sobering assessment of what life may have been like
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for much of prehistory. The Fierce People made the Yanomami the most
famous tribe in the world—a model for primitive man and a synonym for
aggression.” It made Napoleon Chagnon the best-known American anthro-
pologist since Margaret Mead.

By the time [ began studying the Yanomami, in 1989, they were caught
in the middle of the Amazon gold rush, the largest gold migration in history.*
Forty-five thousand miners were flying in and out of clandestine airstrips,
bringing epidemics, alcohol, guns, and prostitution.” Malaria, influenza, and
hepatitis were out of control: fifteen hundred Yanomami had died of infec-
tious diseases.® Although I contracted malaria, my worst moments came
after being robbed at gunpoint, when I found myself sleeping on the jungle
floor without food and negotiating rapids in a leaky boat with gold miners
who were as hungry and desperate as [ was.

Before going into the jungle, I had read and admired The Fierce People. So
it was surprising to see that the Yanomami—so terrifying and “burly” in
Chagnon’s text—were, in fact, among the tiniest, scrawniest people in the
world.? Adults averaged four feet seven inches in height,' and children had
among the lowest weight-height ratios on the planet." They seemed decid-
edly timid compared to several other Amerindian groups with whom I had
lived. The Yanomami welcomed me effusively, as they welcomed missionar-
ies, anthropologists; gold miners, and anybody else who brought them steel,
medicine, or food. But the real shock came when I visited a village on the
Mucajaf River in Brazil, where Chagnon claimed to have discovered a
Yanomami group that embodied the tribe’s ultimate form of “treachery.”* In
reality, these Indians had lived in relative harmony for half a century."® I was
amazed to find that Chagnon had even created his own topography—mov-
ing a mountain where one did not exist and landing cargo planes where they
had never touched down'4—while quoting people he could never have spo-
ken to in this part of the jungle.!s It was the Mucajaf of Chagnon’s mind.'¢

When I went into the jungle, Chagnon was embroiled in an academic dis-
pute that, like the rumblings and lightning of a distant storm, was already set-
ting fire to anthropology journals around the world. Many of the
anthropologists in Yanomami studies were denouncing Chagnon. They had
accused him of inventing quotations and creating nonexistent villages—of
fabricating lurid stories about Yanomami violence that were being enthusi-
astically broadcast by promining forces to justify the conquista of Yanomami-
land.” The titles of the arricles alone suggested the bitterness of the debate:
“Ethnography and Ethnocide”; “The Academic Extermination of the
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Yanomami”; “To Fight over Women and to Lose Your Lands: Violence in An-
thropological Writing and the Yanomami of Amazonia™; “Bias in Ethno-
graphic Reporting.”'® In the end, the journal Science, which had twice
published articles by Chagnon, despite opposition by Yanomami field ex-
petts,'® was forced to run a new article on the imbroglio: “Warfare over
Yanomamo Indians.”*

But no one was prepared for Chagnon’s next move—which brought an-
thropology’s war and the gold war together. In 1990, he began campaigning
to turn the Yanomami’s homeland into the world’s largest private reserve, to
be administered by himself and two controversial allies, both of whom had
their own gallery of enemies inside Venezuela. One was the naturalist turned
gold miner Charles Brewer, who had a police record of clandestine gold dig-
gings on Indian lands.”' Chatlie, as everyone called him, certainly had a his-
tory as wild as that of any conquistador—Olympic swimmer, scientist,
explorer, government minister—and these were just a few of his incarna-
tions.? Like Chagnon, he had started off as a disciple of the great geneticist
James Neel at the University of Michigan's Department of Human Genetics,
where he began his romance with violent competition.” Like Chagnon, he
loved guns and fighting.? Brewer ferried a surprising variety of celebrities
into the forest, from Margot Hemingway to David Rockefeller,” and even
arranged a tuxedo dinner catered by helicopters atop a magnificent, 10,000-
foot meseta.? One of Brewer’s jungle companions was the London Times ed-
itor Redmond O’Hanlon, who made Charlie the hero of his classic jungle
book, In Trouble Again.?’ The editor of Geo was even more impressed. He
called Brewer “che Alexander Humboldt of our time.”?®

Meanwhile, Brewer led the Amazon gold stampede.

Brewer introduced Chagnon to President Carlos Andrés Pérez’s mistress,
Cecilia Maros.? Together, they planned to control Yanomamiland—all under
the auspices of Cecilia Matos’s foundation, FUNDAFACL In retrospect,
the bold decision to seize control of Yanomamiland—an area the size of
Maine, with immense scientific and mineral resources—was the most fate-
ful of Chagnon’s career. But it made sense, from Chagnon’s perspective. By
1990, he could not get research permits. South American anthropologists, In-
dian Agency bureaucrats, indigenous leaders, and missionaries wanted him,
and the legacy of The Fierce People, o disappear.”’ Of course, Chagnon might
have rested on his laurels, allowing his books and films to roll onward, con-
quering by their sheer mass and momentum. But refusing a challenge would

have been contrary both to Chagnon's personality and to his theory of vio-
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lence. According to him, murderers reproduced prolifically. Aggressive vil-
lages prospered. Evolution punished passivity and rewarded predation.
Chagnon had no choice but to attack.

And it had to be a total war. Chagnon hoped to construct the biggest trop-
ical research station ever in the Yanomami wilderness.? It would have given
him unprecedented power, but it required overthrowing the legal structure
already established in Yanomami territory, which in turn required a public-
relations campaign. Chagnon managed this brilliantly by handing out “first
contact” scoops in the hitherto-unmolested Siapa Highlands in exchange
for promoting his plan and denouncing the missionaries and Yanomami
leaders who opposed it. In this agile quid pro quo, reporters plugged
Chagnon’s plan while claiming the Yanomami were dying out at the missions
at several times the rate of the remote villages—an inversion of reality.?? (See
the appendix: “Mortality at Yanomami Villages.”) Thanks to Chagnon’s abil-
ity at sound bites, the plan almost worked. But that was the trouble with all
the plans to create a kingdom in El Dorado country. They always almost
worked.

The immediate cause of Chagnon’s downfall was Charles Brewer, who
wanted to “administer” the same area where he had been planning one of the
largest tin mines in the world.* The Yanomami rebelled against the proposed
FUNDAFACI biosphere. And, after Pérez was impeached and jailed for cor-
ruption, Matos herself became a fugitive from justice. Among other things,
the police and congtess investigated her use of government helicopters to fly
her friends—including Chagnon—around Yanomami territory,? junkets
that cost millions of dollars® and apparently violated the law.>”

Judge Nilda Aguilera expelled Brewer and Chagnon from Yanomami ter-
ritory on September 30, 1993, following public demonstrations and peti-
tions from seventeen Indian tribes.?® Venezuelan anthropologist Nelly Arvelo
Jiménez, who has a Ph.D. from Cornell University, publicly asked about
Chagnon what many privately wondered: “How could he dare become as-
sociated with . . . environment[al] predators and economic gangsters?” %

The aftermath convulsed the Venezuelan congress, courts, and media.
Chagnon was also charged with spreading diseases through large, reckless ex-
peditions to vulnerable, uncontacted Yanomami villages in the Siapa High-
lands of Venezuela,*! and with provoking conflict among them—to the point
of setting off battles in which his own guides were killed.*?

The scandal created concentric circles of violence, starting among the

AT PLAY IN THE FIELD —— I

least-contacted Yanomami villages and spreading to Venezuelan national pol-
itics, where it culminated in a failed putsch, led by tanks and artack planes,
against the presidential palace.* When I arrived in Caracas, the doors of the
palace, with their bronze lions, were all shattered, and tank tracks ran down
the mansion’s marble stairs like the footsteps of a Hollywood star.

The fallout has also shaken American anthropology since the late 1980s.
Chagnon’s writings were a blessing to the gold miners invading Yanomami
lands and a curse to the Yanomami political organizations trying to expel
these so-called garimpeiros (hill bandits). Chagnon did nothing to distance
himself from crude attacks against the Yanomami that utilized quotations
from his books and articles—quotations so long they appeared to infringe on
copyright laws.# He had always been a militant anti-Communist and free-
market advocate.*” Now Chagnon began lumping “leftwing anthropolo-
gists,” “leftwing politicians,” and “survival groups” into the same dismissive
sentences,* while calling the Yanomami’s most visible spokesman, Davi
Kopenawa, “a parrot of human rights groups.” In the eyes of most human
rights workers, Chagnon became, as a French anthropologist put it, “an in-
tellectual accomplice of the gold miners.”*® The Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion now called it “Bitter Warfare in Anthropology.”

Terence Turner, an Amazon expert from the University of Chicago who
headed a commission on the fate of the Yanomami, told colleagues in De-
cember 1994, “We have no right to castigate the gold miners, the military,
the missionaries, or the governments of South America if we're afraid to look
at the role of our own anthropologists in the Yanomami tragedy. Unfortu-
nately, Napoleon Chagnon has caused a great deal of harm to the Yanomami
and their chances of survival.”*

What began as a debate about human nature has become a dispute about
science at the service of ethnocide. “This is by far the ugliest controversy in
the history of anthropology,” commented Lesley Sponsel, a professor at the
University of Hawaii who headed the American Anthropological Associa-
tion’s Human Rights Committee. “Nothing else even comes close.™!

Chagnon’s influence has often been compared to that of Margaret
Mead,? whose own classic, Coming of Age in Samoa, was surpassed in sales
and influence only by The Fierce Peaple. In some ways, the current contro-
versy started off like the one that brought discredit to Mead’s writings.
Mead conjured up an idyllic society in the South Pacific, whose sexual free-
dom coincided with the theories of her mentor, Franz Boas of Columbia
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University and appealed to Mead personally. Mead managed to ignore the
fact that the Samoans had one of the highest indices of violent rape on the
planet.%

Whereas Mead continued Rousseau’s tradition of pressing idealized natives
into service for the left, Chagnon picked up where Social Darwinists left off.
He emphasized the necessity of lethal competition in nature and the in-
evitable dominance of murderous men in a prehistoric society. Chagnon’s
ethnographic image of the ferocious Yanomami matched his own reputation
for bar fighting® and also echoed the views of his sponsor, the great geneti-
cist James Neel of the University of Michigan. Neel believed that modern so-
ciety was going soft. From the Amazon’s unspoiled inheritance, Neel hoped
to find a genetic basis for male dominance—"the Index of Innate Ability"—
a kind of elixir to the gene pool.” It was Neel who selected the Yanomami
as experimental subjects and sent Chagnon to find evidence for his quixotic
theory.*

That is how Chagnon initially found himself in remote rain forest high-
lands surrounded by ancient mountains of granite, called the Guiana Shield,
which divide the immense Amazon-Orinoco watersheds. When Chagnon ar-
rived in 1964, this remained one of the last unmapped areas of the Ameri-
cas; the origins of rivers and the boundaries between Venezuela and Brazil
were still uncertain. The highest peak, Cerro Neblina (9,889 feet), had
been discovered only in 1953. White-water rapids, 3,000-foot cliffs, and
swamps the size of European states had frustrated conquerors of all countries
since the sixteenth century, making these redoubts a perfect blank slate for
wilder hopes than the leadership gene. Here, Sir Walter Raleigh unsuccess-
fully searched for a second Cuzco and then wrote a popular book in 1601
about an Inca city of solid gold, Gran Manoa, built next to “a mountain of
crystal.”?’

The tectonic plates of all European empires collided here, too, creating the
splinter states of the Guyanas, and a cartographer’s dream labeled El Dorado.
Spectacular tabletop mountains added to the mystery. Sir Arthur Conan

Doyle used one of them, Mount Roraima, for his fictional Lost World, an
Edwardian Jurassic Park inhabited by ape-men, continuing Raleigh's image
of Indians “who dwell upon the trees.”*® The German naturalist Alexander
von Humboldt concluded that delusions came with the territory. “Above
the great cataracts of the Orinoco a mythical land begins, the soil of fable and

fairy vision.”
But the reality Chagnon described was in some ways stranger than the tra-
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dition of projection and fantasy. He focused on the seemingly compulsive vi-
olence of the Yanomami, whose 25,000 members made up the world’s largest
intact aboriginal culture. As Chagnon went farther into uncharted territory,
he had a Conradian sense of going backward in evolutionary time to an
awful, almost apelike existence. The foreword to The Fierce People charac-
terized the Yanomami as a “brutal, cruel, treacherous” people whose moral-
ity was the antithesis of “the ideal postulates of the Judaic-Christian
tradition.”

The Yanomami had no metallurgy and little social hierarchy. They slung
bark hammocks around the periphery of communal round houses with open
centers, called shabonos. Personal possessions were almost nonexistent. Al-
though the Yanomami practiced slash-and-burn gardening, they spent much
of their time on long treks hunting and gathering, the way of life that pre-
dominated for most of humanity’s prehistory. The Yanomami did not use ca-
noes and had little use for clothes, other than a cotton waistband for women
and a penis string for men. They practiced ritual combats that no other
Amazonian group shared—a graded series of exchanges starting with chest
pounding and followed by duels with long poles.% Even their biood was dif-
ferent. The Yanomami have a private gene mutation not found in any other
human population. They also lack the Diego factor, an antigen found in all
other Mongoloid peoples, including other Amerindians.!

Presumably, the Yanomami are also of Asiatic origin, but their skin is
often lighter and their eyes are hazel, characteristics that have earned them
the name White Indians. Some scientists believe they are descended from the
first paleo hunters who crossed the Bering Strait at least thirteen thousand
years ago® (and whose few skeletal remains suggest Caucasoid features). In
Chagnon’s evocative writing, the Yanomami became both unique and nor-
mative, a one-of-a-kind tribe held up as a model for humanity’s earliest type
of warfare, sexual competition, and economy. It was as close as an anthro-
pologist could come to discovering El Dorado.

The Yanomami may always remain an enigma. But James Neel certainly
picked the wrong place and the wrong people to try and prove his quirky
ideas about hierarchies of violence and genetic selection. The Yanomami
have a low level of homicide by world standards of tribal culture and a very
low level by Amazonian standards. Compared to other tribes, they are fear-
ful of outsiders, especially when it comes to dealing with aggressors like gold
miners. As Chagnon noted in his Ph.D. thesis, “the Yanomamo are not brave

watriots.”®
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The attempt to portray the Yanomami as archetypes of ferocity would be
pathetic were it not for its political consequences—and for the fabulous dis-
tortions this myth has perpetrated in biology, anthropology, and popular
culture. The ripple consequences of the Yanomami fantasy can be seen from
the film The Emerald Rain Forest (where an apelike group called “the Fierce
People” create indiscriminate mayhem), to the Harvard primatologist
Richard Wrangham's recent book Demonic Males, which has a whole section
about “Yanomamo Indians and Gombe chimpanzees.”* Just as Mead’s be-
liefs about sexual freedom and child rearing worked their way into public-
policy debates, Chagnon's ferocious Yanomami have become proof to some
social scientists that ruthless competition and sexual selection cannot be leg-
islated away by idealistic do-gooders. The Yanomami are the Cold Warriors
who never came in from the cold.

Unraveling this academic distortion might have been as significant, say, as
Derek Freeman’s book Margaret Mead and Somoa: The Making and Unmak-
ing of an Anthropological Myth. But, as I began investigating on the Upper
Orinoco, I found that things were both stranger and more complicated than
I had expected.

One of the oddest things I uncovered among the most remote Yanomami
villages was a pattern of choreographed violence, dating back to the early, in-
ternationally acclaimed films of the Yanomami made by Chagnon and Tim-
othy Asch, and continued to the present by Nova and the BBC. As a
missionary who accompanied me said, “It’s amazing how many alliances
wete created and villages were built just to satisfy the film crews.”s>

A case in point was the recent Nova/BBC documentary “Warriors of the
Amazon,” which has aired many times in the United States in the late 1990s.
The hour-long piece was a dramatic narrative about an unnamed shabono
that was said to be ceaselessly warring against another unnamed shabono.

In reality, the hosts had not had any wars in years, until the film crew ar-
rived and built a new shabono, negotiated a new alliance, and helped create
a feud that has split the former community apart.’

Anthropologists have left an indelible imprint upon the Yanomami. In
fact, the word anthro has entered the Indians’ vocabulary, and it is not a
term of endearment. For the Indians, #nthro has come to signify something
like the opposite of its original Greek meaning, “man.” The Yanomami con-
sider an anthro to be a powerful nonhuman with deeply disturbed tenden-
cies and wild eccentricities—an Olympian in a funk.

It is no exaggeration to say that the Yanomami are ethnographic experts
on the madness of anthropologists. A German anthropologist from a presti-
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gious Max Planck Institute near Munich committed suicide at the Yanomami
village of Patanowa-teri after his Yanomami lover deserted him.% A French
anthro in the Parima Mountains had to be disarmed, tied up, and carried off
by parachutists after he tried to kill one of his colleagues with a knife.”
Chagnon, according to videotaped testimony by his own principal infor-
mant, played the role of a shaman who took hallucinogens and incorpo-
rated the most fearsome entities of the Yanomami’s spirit pantheon.”!

And these were the normal anthropologists.

Well, yes, when compared with Jacques Lizot, a University of Paris an-
thropologist and disciple of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Lizot lived for thirty years
with the Yanomami, far longer than any other anthropologist, and served as
principal consultant for Nova’s recent documentary. Yet, in some ways, the
Yanomami he conjures up would appear utterly alien to the Fierce People.
Lizot has portrayed the Yanomami as sexual innovators of stunning sophis-
tication, an Erotic People—a product better appreciated in the French cul-
tural sphere.”

According to the author Mark Ritchie, Lizot was not altogether lacking in
sexual imagination himself. Through transcribed testimonies from a variety
of Yanomami sources, Ritchie recounts, in his book Spirit of the Rainforess,
Lizot’s exotic career. Lizot was identified by his Yanomami name, Bosi-
nawarewa—which Ritchie renders as Ass Handler” (literaily, Anus Eater). At
the same time that Lizot became the acknowledged expert on Yanomami lan-
guage, the French scientist indirectly expanded the Yanomami lexicon. In
some villages, the Yanomami word for anal intercourse is Lizo-mou: “to do
like Lizot.””

Not even the most inventive chronicler could have envisioned a2 mythol-
ogy as florid as that which scientists and filmmakers have scripted for the
Yanomami and enacted for themselves. Above the great cataracts of the
Orinoco is the strangest story in the history of social science—the Bermuda
Triangle of anthropology.

“We started calling the Upper Orinoco ‘Macondo,” the surreal world of
Gabriel Garcfa Mérquez,” says Jestis Cardozo, president of the Venezuelan
Foundation for Anthropological Investigation (FUNVENA). “When I first
started doing research among the Yanomami, I was told, ‘Lizot is going to kill
you.” I thought it was a joke, you know. But I found out that the most in-
sane things were going on. I mean, anthropologists were chasing each other
around with shotguns. Each had his own fiefdom. Villages were named for
Lizot and Chagnon, as though they were great Yanomari chiefs. And the an-
thropologists’ villages took on their personalities. Chagnon’s Yanomami were

\
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more watlike than any other group; Lizot’s village became the capital of ho-
mosexuality. Of course, there’s a serious question of human rights violations.
But what interests me is not bringing Lizot or Chagnon before an interna-
tional tribunal. T just think it’s important for anthropology, for the history
of science, to understand how this happened, and what role the media played
in creating this strange new world. Because the more weird Chagnon and

Lizot became, the more they were worshiped as celebrities.””

In the discourse of the Upper Orinoco, words like “paranoid,””® *

s0-
ciopath,”” “loathsome,””® and “criminal”” are commonplace—especially
when anthropologists talk about Chagnon. Chagnon, for his part, has writ-
ten that one of his critics is “fucked,”® and he has dismissed the rest as
skunks.®!

“I think so many anthropologists went bonkers among the Yanomami
because there were no limits, no rules among the Yanomami,” says the mis-
sionary Michael Dawson, who has spent forty years among the Indians.
“With their tools and guns, they were like Connecticut Yankees at King
Arthur’s court. They could become whatever they wanted to become. They
became gods.”®

For the Yanomami, as for the Greeks, a proof of a god’s power was the abil-
ity to bring epidemics. This is unquestionably the most impressive legacy of
scientists and journalists on the Upper Orinoco. On the basis of the scien-
tists own detailed records, hundreds of Yanomami died in the immediate
wake of exploration and filming.®

1 was surprised to learn that the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) had
Javishly funded the earliest and deadliest expeditions. As I requested AEC
documents through the Freedom of Information Act, I found that the AEC
had used the Yanomami as a control group, comparing their rate of genetic
mutation with that of the survivors of the atomic bombs in Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. The Department of Energy wrote to me, “The results of this re-
search have contributed to our understanding of the natural development of
gene mutations in man and have helped to bridge the gap between mutage-
nesis studies in experimental animals and observations in people.”®

To complete these unique studies, which helped the AEC set radiation
standards in the United States, the AEC needed great amounts of Yanomami
blood, all purchased with steel goods. The researchers were particularly in-
terested in Yanomami responses to disease pressure: “How disease as well as
warfare decimates the population.”

The Venezuelan Yanomami experienced the greatest disease pressure in their
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history during a 1968 measles epidemic. The epidemic started from the same
village where the geneticist James Neel had scientists inoculate the Yanomami
with a live virus that had proven safe for healthy American children but was
known to be dangerous for immune-compromised people.* The epidemic
seemed to track the movements of the vaccinators. An estimated 15 to 20 pet-
cent of the Venezuelan Yanomami died of measles in the months following vac-
cination.”

I sensed that the injustice done to the Yanomami was matched by the dis-
tortion done to science and the history of human evolution. Yet the incred-
ible faith the sociobiologists had in their theories was admirable. Like the old
Marxist missionaries, these zealots of biological determinism sacrificed every-
thing—including the lives of their subjects—to spread their gospel. A fasci-
nation with this fanaticism led me to places I did not intend to
go—including the National Film Archives in Washington. After a week of
searching through a collection no one else had ever examined, I found a
dusty box labeled “Very valuable. Original sound tracks of 1968 expedi-
tion.” 1 also found myself trekking, shabono by shabono, mountain range by
mountain range, into the Siapa Highlands, and into an Amazonian heart of
darkness where scientists and journalists were the chief protagonists.

The risks of such a crusade should have been obvious. After all, plenty
of cautionary tales dotted the Yanomami landscape. “You really have to re-
ally feel sorry for the Yanomami,” said the anthropologist Kenneth Good,
a former Ph.D. student of Chagnon’s who has lived longer among the
Yanomami than any other American anthropologist. “The United States
sent Chagnon. France sent Lizot. In Caracas they added on Charlie
Brewer. Jesus. You better be careful down there yourself. Yanomami stud-
ies make people crazy.”®

Wias it heredity or the environment? Did the Yanomami’s culture, or some-
thing in the Orinoco’s water, drive researchers mad? Or was it a self-selecting
group of born misfits? Luckily, I did not have time to worry about such tri-
fles as I conducted censuses and advanced farther into the jungle, always
making good progress. After a particularly exhausting trudge through the
Siapa wilderness, I was only slightly disconcerted when the Yanomami at the
village of Mokarita-teri all dispersed in terror at my arrival. The first man who
returned came back warily, as if approaching one of the dangerous ghosts,
called bore, who show themselves to the Yanomami at night.

“Are you Chagnon?” he asked.”’

"‘i
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Chapter 3

The Napoleonic Wars

|
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The village 'm living in really thinks T am the be-all and end-all.—Napoleon
Chagnon, 1965'

he wars that made Chagnon and the Yanomami famous—the ones
he wrote about with such relish in The Fierce People—began on
November 14, 1964, the same day the anthropologist arrived with
his shotguns, outboard motor, and a canoe full of steel goods to give away.”
“A war started between groups which had been at peace for some time on
the very first day Chagnon got there, and it continued until he left,” said
Brian Ferguson, a Rutgers anthropologist who is an expert on violence in
primitive societies. “I don't think that was an accident.” Fergusons book
Yanomami Warfare, published in 1995, is perhaps the most comprehensive
account ever written about tribal conflict. Two of its chapters are devoted to
Chagnon’s own role in fomenting warfare among the Yanomami.? “T origi-
nally considered calling my book The Napoleonic Wars,” Ferguson said.4

Ferguson’s work is part of a growing consensus that Westerners, including
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scientists, profoundly disrupt tribal health, life, and politics on arrival. The
1998 Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction went to the UCLA medical researcher
Jared Diamond and his book Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human So-
cieties,’ a meditation on the worldwide spread of Eurasian war, disease, and
trade goods. No tribal society could withstand their onslaught. Historians
who have revisited the role of European scientists in the exploration of Africa
(in Dark Safari) and New Guinea (in First Contact) have documented wide-
spread devastation, caused almost unconsciously by specialists convinced of
their own objectivity. In some cases, an expedition was not needed. Dia-
mond, who did field research in the South Pacific, recounted how a single
British sailor, Charlie Savage, drastically altered Fiji society in 1808 with the
help of a couple of old muskets. “The aptly named Savage proceeded single-
handedly to upset Fiji’s balance of power. .. . His victims were so numerous
that surviving villages piled up the bodies to take shelter behind them, and
the stream beside the village was red with blood.”

Far-traveled Carib tribes that gave their name to the Caribbean once set-
dled the Orinoco. They lived in large, fortified towns and plied the great
river in hundred-foot canoes. The wars and disease that accompanied spas-
modic efforts of Europe’s colonial empires to locate El Dorado exterminated
their civilization. An enterprising Dutch governor of Suriname, Gravesande,
Jaunched the final quest in the first half of the eighteenth century. He formed
a military-slaving alliance with a Rio Negro tribe, the Manau, whose leader,
Ajuricaba, styled himself king of Gran Manoa (an alias for El Dorado) while
flying the Dutch flag.” Brazil's colonial authorities sent an army that crushed
the Manau, captured Ajuricaba (who committed suicide by leaping into a
river in chains), and supplanted the Dutch as the leading entrepreneurs in the
slave business. The Portuguese kidnapped or purchased over five thousand
Indian slaves between 1725 and 1750 on the Upper Orinoco alone.®

The earliest mention of the Yanomami came from a mulrtidisciplinary ex-
pedition of engineers, surveyors, naturalists, and artists who worked for the
Portuguese boundary commission. In 1786, Lobo de Almada described the
Yanomami as the “remnant” of a “nation,” whose survivors were “still living”
in the inaccessible headwaters between Venezuela and Brazil. Almada, who
brilliantly directed the collection of new plant species and the caraloging of
Indian cultures, contributed to genocide by relocating the Yanomami’s east-
ern neighbors, the Macuxi, to a reservation a thousand miles away, where
most of them died in what the historian John Hemming styled “a grotesque
experiment.”
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Other experiments were also underway. In 1784, Alexandre Rodrigues
Ferreira, whom Hemming called “the first great naturalist to study the Ama-
zon,” began an ambitious scientific enterprise that conscripted hundreds of
native guides, porters, paddlers, and servants. “Such navigation is fatal to the
Indians, most of whom gcnerallyr die or are incapacitated for life,” a local
bishop complained. Thousands perished or fled from the main rivers to es-
cape Ferreiras botanical enthusiasm, leaving whole stretches of the Rio Negro
on the Yanomami’s southern border devoid of inhabitants."’

The Yanomami’s strategy of hiding in the hills was more successful—re-
portedly some three thousand managed to escape the slavers and naturalists
and the plagues that accompanied both of them.!! It was an accident of ge-
ography. Europeans failed to reach the source of the Orinoco because the
river narrowed to a swift, stone channel—a granite flume only six feet wide
in stretches, with wild waters broken by impassable cataracts.'? Farther up-
river, after the portaging of a dozen waterfalls but still far from the source,
the going became excruciatingly slow. The Orinoco spilled out into a
labyrinthine swamp, choked by rotting logs and densely matted vegetation,
where navigation was out of the question. It was miscrable going. Even in the
so-called dry season, from January to March, downpours fell forty-eight days
out of fifty.' There were few stands of rubber or cacao trees, nothing to ex-
cite collectors. And, along the Orinoco’s final stages, the only thing that ob-
viously glittered was mica, fool’s gold. Given the surfeit of pain and the
apparent absence of reward, every European expedition for two centuries
turned back without reaching the Orinoco’s source. It was actually a tiny
catch basin, a few feet in diameter, situated on the rim of a dark, steep gorge
above granite escarpments, and it was finally located in 1951 by a Franco-
German expedition. Nevertheless, earlier explorers left their mark and con-
tributed to the creation of a Yanomami myth of unbridled ferocity.

The first American to attempt the Orinoco’s origin was the noted geog-
rapher Hamilton Rice, on assignment for the Royal Geographical Society. He
camped above the turbulent Guaharibo Rapids, considered the border of
Yanomamiland, on January 21, 1921. There, seeing his abundant supplies,
a group of about sixty Yanomami came begging for food and trade goods.
This was the Yanomami’s typical approach to outsiders,' but it startled Rice,
who decided to take no chances. He opened fire with his Thompson machine
gun and did not bother to count the dead. The Rice expedition fled down-
river. He later wrote in Royal Geographical Society’s Journal that the Yanomami
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were cannibals who ate raw flesh and that, given the danger of becoming din-
ner, it had been “necessary to fire to kill.”"?

The next incursion of Americans on the Upper Orinoco came during
World War II. A team of U.S. Army engineers and surveyors did a feasibil-
ity study on a super-canal to join the Amazon and Orinoco watersheds.'¢ Al-
though the canal, which would have dwarfed Panama’s, was never built, the
friendly engineers got along well with the Indians. The Yanomami eagerly ate
the army people’s leftovers and shared their cigarettes before returning home
with priceless machetes—and deadly contagion. The new respiratory diseases
decimated shabonos far from the Orinoco, while sparking wars over witchcraft
accusations, the double whammy that outside infections have historically
brought to Amazon tribes."”

The wars and epidemics that shadowed these expeditions profoundly al-
tered the Yanomami landscape. According to local colonists, Rice’s machine-

gun “massacre against unarmed Indians”*®

provoked Yanomami raids against
the only remaining settlements on the Upper Orinoco between 1921 and
1931." Although the Yanomami did not kill any whites, they stole all the
steel goods they could find and wreaked so much havoc that colonists aban-
doned the area altogether. For the first time since the Spaniards arrived in
1750, there were no garrisons or trading posts within hundreds of miles. The
jungle reclaimed old towns, missions, and forts. Another American geogra-
pher, Earl Hanson, reported on the phantasmagoric victory of the rain for-
est. “It is probable that the present regression of the region is the most
complete in its history since the first advent of the Spanish,” he wrote. “An
interesting spectacle is taking place . . . affording an opportunity for some
ethnologist to record a brand-new primitive culture in the making.”?
There was no one better equipped than Chagnon to record this “brand-
new primitive culture in the making.” The Fierce People was written in a
fresh, unfettered voice. After giving an account of a man who beat his brother
with the blunt edge of an ax, Chagnon confided that the victor was “one of
few Yanomami that I feel I can trust.”* The anthropologist admitted he
would have preferred studying some other, kinder group, but cautioned,
“This is not to state that primitive man everywhere is unpleasant.”?> He de-
scribed Yanomami women over the age of thirty as having “a vindictive and

caustic attitude toward the external world.” There was no puritanical preach-
ing, no concession to the ideal of the Noble Savage. Another reason for the
book’s popularity was that Chagnon combined two favorite undergraduate
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themes—violence and sex—into a single theory about Yanomami warfare:
Yanomami men fought over women, a message that has resonated on Amer-
ican campuses.

Chagnon survived a nighttime murder attempt by his hosts, whom he
frightened off with his ﬂashlighf, and a close encounter with a jaguar, which
sniffed him in his hammock. He hollowed out his own log canoe to ride
down the Mavaca River, after a Yanomami guide abandoned him, and
pushed on into unknown territory in spite of repeated death threats. You had
to admire his courage—though it was harder to admire the Yanomami as
Chagnon depicted them. By the end of the story, many readers concluded the
Yanomami were, well, pretty awful.

Perhaps Chagnon’s most brilliant achievement was fitting his grimly fas-
cinating adventures into a clear, simple Darwinian framework that seemed
to shed new light on human origins. Time magazine summarized Chagnon’s
theory: “the rather hotrifying Yanomami culture makes some sense in terms
of animal behavior. Chagnon argues that Yanomami structures closely par-
allel those of many primates in breeding patterns, competition for females
and recognition of relatives. Like baboon troops, Yanomami villages tend to
split into two groups after they reach a certain size.”” You had to be fierce
to survive and reproduce.

Chagnon said he had to become fierce himself in order to survive among
the Yanomami: “I soon learned that I had to become very much like the
Yanomamo to be able to get along with them on their terms: sly, aggressive,
and intimidating.” Otherwise, they would have pushed him around unmer-
cifully and stolen him blind. He learned to shout at them “as loudly and as
passionately as they shouted at me.” “I had to establish my position in some
sort of pecking order of ferocity at each and every village.”* ’

Pecking orders of violence were popular in the 1960s, in part because of
Konrad Lorenz’s influential book On Aggression, published in 1966. Lorenz,
a Nobel Prize-winning biologist at the Max Planck Institute, made many
crucial contributions to understanding the behavior of rats and geese—two
very aggressive animals—and a few equally crucial mistakes in applying his
laboratory observations to human behavior. He concluded that humans were
a simian species gone awry, great apes deformed by hunting and technology
to kill without inhibition unlike any other animal.?® Thus, original sin was
reinvented, and man became known as a killer ape. Chagnon’s Fierce People
resembled killer apes: Amazonian primates, similar to baboons, whose per-
fect amorality turned murder and treachery into tribal ideals.
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Today even Chagnon’s strongest supporter, the Harvard sociobiologist
Edward O. Wilson, recognizes that humans are probably less violent than any
other species, at least as measured by common homicide and infanticide:
“The murder rate is far higher than for human beings, even taking into ac-
count our wars.”2 Humans are not killer apes, nor are the Yanomami “fierce
people.”

There are Amazonian tribes, like the Huarani and Achuar, that have lev-
els of violence far higher than that of the Yanomami.”” Among the Huarani,
for example, over 60 percent of all men are killed,” compared with 30 per-
cent among the Yanomami Chagnon studied.”” But the Yanomami have four
regional dialects and are spread out over 80,000 square miles. All other
Yanomami subgroups have homicide levels much lower than those Chagnon
recorded.? The adult male homicide rate for the entire tribe might be 12-14
percent. There are villages where no one has been killed in generations and
others where a high percentage of the men have been slain.”! Therefore, rates
of adult male war deaths could be engineered in a range from zero to over 40
percent, depending on the village and the time frame. And, if the approxi-
mate Yanomami homicide rate appears high when compared with domestic
rates for wealthy, democratic societies, it is unfair to say, as Chagnon often
does, that the Yanomami have a higher homicide rate than the city of De-
troit.? Such comparisons are dubious, not only because the data is so uneven
but because tribal violence conflates war and common murder—categories
that modern societies keep strictly separate. (If murder rates for the Soviet
Union or Poland were computed like the Yanomami's—tallying a/l killings
over several generations—they would also be high, since they would include
millions of male “murders” during World Wars I and IL) In any case, the
overall level of violence among the Yanomami is undoubtedly modest for a
tribal society without written laws or police.”

The question is no longer why the Yanomami are so fierce, but why
Chagnon’s Yanomami have homicide rates so much higher than those of
other Yanomami groups. Although Chagnon has portrayed his home vil-
lage, Bisaasi-teri, as a “typical Yanomamo village,”* it was exceptional. By the
time Chagnon met the Bisaasi-teri, they were living at the juncture of the
Orinoco (400 yards wide) and the Mavaca River (100 yards wide). From the
air, the area looks lovely, with its riverine forests shading the muddy Orinoco’s

banks and granite foothills fingering their way out of the luxuriant growth.
But the aerial view is deceiving, for this is a miserable, sticky, malaria-ridden
place. No traditional Yanomanmi village was located anywhere near such a
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wide stretch of river. Archacological excavations at Bisaasi-teri have uncov-
ered pottery shards and manioc strainers commonly used in Carib cultures
but unknown in the Yanomami’s mountain redoubt.? The Yanomami pen-
etrated this far down the Orinoco only because the Carib tribe that tradi-
tionally dwelt there was driven off or enslaved. Two thousand Carib speakers
were pressed into servitude by a band of adventurers while an energetic
Frenchman set up a trading village in the 1830s at the same spot where
Chagnon met the Bisaasi-teri.”

All experts, including Napoleon Chagnon, agree that the existing
Yanomami groups originated in the Parima and Siapa highlands, which they
populated “during untold centuries.” The first scientist to live with the high-
land Yanomami was a University of Pittsburgh geographer, William Smole.
After experiencing the Yanomami in their ancestral habitat in 1969-70,
Smole began to publicly dispute the “fierce people” appellation for the
Yanomami. In the Parima Mountains, Smole settled near a large village that
had been at peace for two generations. There were no headmen to speak of,
and much less squabbling over marriageable females. Whereas Chagnon’s
villages had a dramatic shortage of women, the highland villages had a slight
surplus. Sorcery was the main cause of what warfare did occur; capturing
women was secondary.?® Smole concluded that Chagnon’s Yanomami dif-
fered so markedly from the villages in the tribes’ more tranquil homeland that
they could not be considered traditional Yanomami at all.

Even within the subgroup where Chagnon worked, there is a sharp split
between highland and lowland villages. In fact, when Chagnon surveyed
five mountain shabonos from his own linguistic group in 1990-91, he learned
that only about one-fourth as many men had participated in killings as
among the lowland groups (11 percent as opposed to 44 percent).”® Chagnon
has yet to reveal the actual homicide statistics for these mountain villages con-
tiguous to the Mavaca River. Nevertheless, his more recent findings confirm
what William Smole has been saying for decades—that violence is spacially
variable in the Yanomami world, the villages living at low elevations along the
Orinoco-Mavaca drainage being the most violent known. These dozen
shabonos, with a population of 1,394,% comprise less than 6 percent of the
25,000 Yanomami alive today. As Smole put it, “Certainly the Yanoama who
have moved to sites on or near navigable water are not representative. They
are outside their niche in the broadest sense, caught in a squeeze between var-

ious adverse influences of ‘civilization.” »41 $mole believed that steel goods,
disease, and the divisive influence of outsiders altered such émigré groups be-
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yond recognition. Ferocity and fighting over women “might apply to a low-
land zone of acculturation and acute cultural instability.”?

Almost all subsequent researchers have echoed Smole’s criticisms, includ-
ing most of Chagnon’s own students. Chagnon blamed these attacks on ro-
mantics trying to create a prettified version of Yanomami culture. Having
met with some assaults myself for graphic description of violence among
Amerindian groups, [ initially sympathized with Chagnon. Once I reached
Yanomamiland, however, I found it increasingly difficult to accept Chagnon’s
version of their culture.

Brazil’s nomadic gold miners, whose cross-continental wanderings have
brought them into contact with dozens of tribes, have often remarked on
how friendly the Yanomami are compared with other Amazonian Indians.
The Yanomami at first welcomed me with a kindness that was disconcert-
ing—tied my hammock, brought me food and water, lugged my heavy
equipment, and lit lights all around me at night. I soon realized they were
desperate for medicines and for someone to take their dying children upriver
to a medical clinic.

Later, I was robbed at gunpoint by several young Yanomami who were
working with gold miners. Had I wanted to render a heroic, Chagnonian ver-
sion of the incident, it might have gone like this:

When we came to the big curve of the Mucajal River, white water sprayed
us as we dodged in and out of eddy currents. Just after escaping the last
whirlpools, we confronted a new danger: a canoe of belligerent warriots
heading straight toward us. They pulled even. Then a vicious and power-
fully built man leapt into our boat and pointed a shotgun at my head. “1
kill gold miners!” he shouted as he beat his chest to establish his domi-
nance. He swayed from side to side, proclaiming his murderous intentions.
1 stared him down, knowing that a true warrior will never display fear. 1
also knew the real motive for the treacherous assault: the Yanomami’s per-
petual suspicion that outsiders wanted to steal their women.

Actually, T had happened on a Yanomami funeral ritual, in which the
ashes of the dead are taken out and shared in a tribal communion, a time
when the feared ghosts from the past are honored and when old scores can
be settled. My boat was boarded in midstream by a twenty-year-old who was
drunk on imported whiskey, and he was soon supported by other drunken
youngsters with guns of their own. The gold miner, named Cicero Hipélito
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dos Santos, and I were forced out of the boat at gunpoint, and, as a crowd
of warriors and women gathered around, there ensued a debate about
whether they should kill us. The surprising thing was that the Yanomami did
not kill the gold miner, ot me, for that matter; they just stole all our stuff.
The local chief, painted red and black, with macaw feathers in his ears,
planted himself between the adolescents’ guns and me. He yelled, “Go away!
Go down the river! The Indians here are all drunk. Indians are very danger-
ous when they're drunk.”

I realized that my own actions, as well as the Yanomami’s needs and the
bizarre twists of the gold rush, had created situations from which I could have
fashioned either a romantic or a Darwinian image of the Yanomami. Of
course, either one would have been a distortion, like the portrait in The
Fierce People.

The Yanomami I met on the Mucajaf were certainly no proverbial saints.
But in sixty years they launched only two raids; on two other occasions, a few
Mucajai men joined allied raiding parties. That was it. Yet Chagnon took one
of the two raids that the Mucajaf people initiated, and turned it into both the
prime example of Yanomami treachery and a case study of a war fought ex-
clusively to capture women. In The Fierce People, he claimed that the Muca-
jaf Borabuk “had a critical shortage of women” and proceeded to describe
“the treacherous means by which the group alleviated its problem”:

The headman of the group organized a raiding party to abduct women
from a distant group. They went there and told these people that they had
machetes and cooking pots from the foreigners, who prayed to a spirit that
gave such items in answer to the prayers. They then volunteered to teach
these people how to pray. When the men knelt down and bowed their
heads, the raiders attacked them with their machetes and killed them.
They captured their women and fled.

Treachery of this kind, called nomohori (dastardly trick) is the ulti-
mate form of violence.®?

But the demographer John Early and the sociologist John Peters, who
spent over eight years on the Mucajaf, have put this raid into a wholly dif-
ferent perspective. In the first place, the Mucaja Borabuk (People of the
Waterfall) were not trying to capture women. “They did not view themselves
as having a sex ratio problem as such.™ It is true that they had fewer women

~ than men, but they were not overly concerned about it, because the
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Yanomami can acquire wives through trade and bride service (such as pro-
viding game for a marriageable woman’s parents). So the temporary imbal-
ance, common in tribal populations, was taken in stride. In the meantime,
they simply shared wives. Chagnon perceived “a critical shortage of women,”
but the Borabuk did not. In fact, they had not raided anyone in over twenty
years.

What really disturbed them were the devastating illnesses that came with
first contact, which had arisen from their desire for steel goods. “Previously
such tools had been obtained by exchange with or raids upon other indige-
nous groups.” But the Mucajaf group had been isolated since their last raids
to obtain steel in the mid-1930s. “The tools they had were wearing out and
in need of replacement. They had moved to the banks of the Mucajaf River
in the hope of making contact with Brazilians from whom they could obtain
the tools. At the time of contact this appeared to be their most preoccupy-
ing problem.”®

In 1955, an amazing event changed their lives: missionaries flew a small
plane over the Mucajaf Borabuk and dropped fishhooks. The Borabuk sent
a party of men in search of the source of steel. They built canoes for the first
time and dispatched them far downstream, where, in late 1957 and again in
late 1958, they made contact with Brazilian peasants and received some
trade goods. Unfortunately, on both occasions the Mucajaf people also “con-
tracted respiratory infections from the Brazilians and many died after they re-
turned upstream. They had no immunity due to their previous isolation.”
“The resulting sickness and death was a new and frightening experience for
the Mucajaf community.”#

Tiwo months after the second wave of imported illness, the missionaries ar-
rived, who treated the sick and contained the epidemics. Then the second act
in the tragedy of contact began. On the pretext of going on a long hunt, the
Mucajaf Borabuk borrowed a gun from the unsuspecting missionaries and
traveled upriver, searching for the sorcerers who they believed had caused all
the deaths. They investigated the Marashi-teri, on the Couto de Magalhdes
River, who accused another distant group, the Shiri-teri, of being the agents
of witchcraft against the Borabuk. Finally, in a confused encounter charac-
terized by mutual misunderstanding, the Borabuk and the Marashi-teri at-
tacked the Shiri-teri, although they did not kill them with machetes as
Chagnon reported. One Shiri-teri was actually shot with a gun, showing
how radically the impact of first contact had changed warfare on the Muca-

jai. Their tricking the Shiri-teri into “praying” for metal goods also under-




28 -~ DARKNESS IN EL DORADO

scored what a strange new brew of outside influences was working on the
Borabuk.?

Shortly afterward, the Borabuk sent peace offerings to the Shiri-teri, and
they have been on good terms for the last thirty-five years. Although the
Borabuk live in some half-dozen different shabonos spread out over a wide
area of the Mucajaf River, with a population of over three hundred, there
have been no raids between any of these shabonos. Between about 1935 and
1985, a total of three Borabuk men were killed violently; two others disap-
peared.®® By the standards of the Amazon, or the world, the Borabuk form
a fairly peaceful tribal society.

I also visited over thirty Yanomami shabonos, including several in the
Parima Mountains. Of all the varied landscapes of Yanomamiland, I loved
these inaccessible highlands best. The altiplano has majestic scenery, splen-
did waterfalls, and a blessedly temperate climate. Mosquitoes are not as hor-
rible a nuisance there as elsewhere. Until recently, the Parima Yanomami did
not suffer from colds or malaria.’

‘Why, then, did the Bisaasi-teri end up at a malaria trap exposed to West-
ern diseases on the main course of the Orinoco?

The Bisaasi-teri splintered from a larger block, the Namowei, which had
been torn apart by the respiratory infections that coincided with the U.S.
Army expedition of 1942—43. The outbreak killed off most of the tribal el-
ders, giving power to immature and aggressive young men—Iike the ones
who robbed me on the Mucajai—who plunged the Bisaasi-teri into a fratri-
cidal war. As usual, the killing started over suspicions that rival Yanomami
had sent lethal new diseases through witchcraft. But the strife also involved
competition to secure the trading routes to a new Protestant mission—the
first permanent source of steel goods in Yanomamiland—which opened in
19485

Defeated by both disease and war, the Bisaasi-teri relocated and adapted
to river life, learning canoe travel and line fishing. As upland Yanomami, they
did not even know how to swim. Nor did they have any clothes to keep off
the clouds of gnats and dive-bomber mosquitoes. Bisaasi-teri was a village
created by the catastrophe of first contact, and it first coalesced, six years be-
fore Chagnon's arrival, in 1958, around a government malaria post, without
whose medicine the Bisaasi-teri could never have survived the unhealthy
lowlands.!

Chagnon's exciting narrative edited out these unfortunate details. Prior to
the arrival of the U.S. Army and Protestant missionaries in the 1940s, the
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Namowei Yanomami had lived in peace for a generation. Their only raiding
parties had gone out searching for whites in order to steal machetes. But since
there were no whites in the area, nothing happened. Other Yanomami jour-
neyed three hundred miles to the Rio Negro in order to steal madobe (stuff):
axes, machetes, knives, pots, and cloth.3?

On one of these epic forays near the Rio Negro, the raiders captured a
young white girl, Helena Valero, while she was traveling with her family on
a hunting trip. “It was not to rob women but to seize the goods my family
was carrying; they were not interested in women,” Valero recalled. “They car-
ried me off because they found me abandoned. But the Indians did not want
to capture women, just madobe.”®

During her twenty-four years as a wife and mother among the Indians,
from 1932 to 1956, Valero witnessed the epidemics that carried off the
Namovwei leaders and the subsequent killings over sorcery suspicions. She de-
scribed how the Namowei’s young men had to be trained in the art of raid-
ing because they had never fought anyone. In the beginning, they were
comically incompetent, unable even to locate enemy shabonos.> But in the
terrible struggle that followed the arrival of the first missionaries, Helena
Valero’s husband became the Namowei war chief. He was murdered in 1949;
the other war leaders were all killed by 1951. The group split up into two vil-
lages—Bisaasi-teri and Patanowa-teri. Peace ensued.

After settling on the Orinoco, the Bisaasi-teri gained fitful access to West-
ern manufactures. They traded a trickle of metal goods to villages in the hill
country and received a bounty of young brides in exchange. From 1951 to
1964, no Namowei were killed in warfare. Then Chagnon arrived.

During Chagnon’s brief, thirteen-month residence, ten Yanomami were
killed in a war that once again pitted the people of the Bisaasi-teri alliance
against their old Namowei cousins, the Patanowa-teri. These deaths consti-
tuted a third of all the war fatalities over a fifty-year period for the Namowei
villages, according to Chagnon’s Ph.D. thesis. All of the remaining male
war deaths in these villages occurred during another brief period, 1949-51,
when Protestant missionaries first established their bases on the Upper
Otrinoco.

The missionaries initially made serious mistakes. They distributed ma-
chetes to win converts and unknowingly provoked bloody battles for mo-
nopoly rights to their supplies. But they eventually brought stable trading
relations and good medical care to the Indians. They also actively intervened

to stop fighting.
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Chagnon could not provide ongoing medical attention or stable terms of
trade, not because his intentions were less good but because his research,
which will be examined in the next chapter, required him to collect thou-
sands of genealogies and blood samples in a short period of time. He had to
buy the Yanomami’s cooperation in scores of villages across an area larger
than New York State.

Chagnon arrived with a boatload of machetes and axes, which he distrib-
uted within twenty-four hours; the delighted recipients of this instant wealth
immediately left the village unattended and went to trade with equally de-
lighted allies. For the steel-poor villages of the Yanomami hill country,
Chagnon was a one-man treasure fleet. The remote villages of Patanowa-teri
and Mishimishimabowei-teri began sending messengers begging Chagnon to
come and visit,’ but their ambassadors were driven away by Bisaasi-teri and
its closer allies, who fought to maintain their monopoly of Chagnon’s steel
wealth.

Within three months of Chagnon’s sole arrival on the scene, three differ-
ent wars had broken out, all between groups who had been at peace for some
time and all of whom wanted a claim on Chagnon’s steel goods. “Chagnon
becomes an active political agent in the Yanomami area,” said Brian Fergu-
son. “He’s very much involved in the fighting and the wars. Chagnon becomes
a central figure in determining battles over trade goods and machetes. His
presence, with a shotgun and a canoe with an outboard motor, involves him
in war parties and factionalism. What side he takes makes a big difference.”*

Chagnon has dismissed this charge as “the ‘bad breath’ theory of tribal
warfare.” Yet Chagnon brought more than breath with him into Yanomami
territory. He introduced guns, germs, and steel across a wide stretch of
Yanomamiland—and on a scale never seen before. The Yanomami’s desire for
steel is as intense as our longing for gold. Westerners became the Yanomami’s
metal mines, local El Dorados that dispensed machetes, axes, and fishhooks
that instantly increased agricultural production by 1,000 percent and protein
capture by huge amounts. Yanomami groups made heroic odysseys in search
of a single secondhand machete. Remote groups traded their daughters for
a worn machete or a blunt ax. Villages with more steel always acquired more
women. The sociologist John Peters, who lived among the Brazilian
Yanomami for eight years, was offered two young girls in exchange for a
couple of stainless steel pots. He refused the offer.

Chagnon did not wait to be asked, according to his closest friend and
main informant—Kaobawa, the Bisaasi-teri headman, who was videotaped
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by Mark Ritchie, author of the 1995 book Spirit of the Rainforest. Kaobawa’s
picture formerly graced the cover of The Fierce People, where he held a pole
with his right hand and jabbed an angry right index finger at the world.
Chagnon has long considered this “unobstrusive, calm, modest, and per-
ceptive” man as “the wise leader” of the Bisaasi-teri. Kaobawas decision to
help Chagnon sort out his interviews with dozens of informants “was pethaps
the most important single event in my fieldwork,” Chagnon wrote, adding,
“Kaobawa’s familiarity with his group’s history and his candidness were re-
markable. His knowledge of details was almost encyclopedic.”®

Therefore, Kaobawa’s videotaped statements raised a number of ques-
tions—about both men. Kaobawa claimed that Chagnon offered him a spe-
cial deal. “That’s my picture there,” Kaobawa said when Mark Ritchie
showed him a copy of The Fierce People. “When he was taking my picture he
said, ‘If you'll really help me, T'll give you a motor.” . . . He said, ‘Father-in-
law, ’m going to really be a Yanomami and you're going to get me a wife.
That's what he said. But although he said that, he just left. . . %9

According to Ritchie, “The story of Chagnon trying to get a wife from
Kaobawa is a comedy of errors. As Kaobawa explains it, Shaki—Chagnon—
wanted to buy a wife from a distant village, and Kaobawa kept trying to stop
him because Kaobawa didn’t want Chagnon and his trade goods to move

away. Apparently, Chagnon wanted a Yanomami wife, but far enough away
from the missionaries so that they wouldn't find out.”®

Chagnon suddenly went from being an impoverished Ph.D. student at the
bottom of the fotem pole to being a figure of preternatural power. His first
Jetter from the field revealed this: “The village I'm living in really thinks Tam
the be-all and the end-all. I broke the final ice with them by participating in
their dancing and singing one night. That really impressed them. They want
to take me all over Waicaland to show me off. Their whole attitude toward
me changed dramatically. Unfortunately, they want me to dance all the time
now. You should have seen me in my feathers and loincloth! They were so
anxious to show me off that they arranged to take me to the first Shamatari
village so that I could dance with them.”®!

Chagnon’s status was enhanced by a pair of shotguns. The geneticist James
Neel described Chagnon firing off his gun preemptively to scare off young
men they suspected might steal some goods. “At dusk Nap casually blasted
the tips of a tree branch overhanging the shabono where we were sleeping, and
we retired with the shotgun leaning against his hammock—to a quiet

night.”6* Of course, this was an old conquistador strategy, one employed




32 —=~ DARKNESS IN EL DORADO

over the centuries to keep the natives cowed. In 1531, when Francisco Pizarro
reached his first Inca city, Tumbes, at the Bay of Guayaquil, a soldier named
Pedro de Candia “astounded the inhabitants by firing an arquebus at a tar-
get.”® For the Spaniards, it became a standard technique of forced entrance.

The American Anthropological Association first got word of Chagnon’s
shotgun diplomacy when, in 1991, the anthropologist Terence Turner, head
of its Yanomami survival commission, interviewed Davi Kopenawa, the
Yanomami’s most visible spokesperson and a winner of the UN Global 500
Award for defending the rain forest. Kopenawa told of reports that had come
to his community of Chagnon’s threatening behavior—walking around vil-
lages brandishing firearms and showing himself as a warrior. “Chagnon is
fierce,” Kopenawa said. “Chagnon is very dangerous. He did crazy things. Ele
tem a prépria briga dele.” This literally means “He has his own personal
war.”%

That is what Brian Ferguson concluded.

“Chagnon’s role is a strange thing for me,” admitted Ferguson, whose
Yanomami Warfare breaks a professional taboo by scrutinizing a field-worker
as though he were a native. “One of the things I'm saying is that anthropol-
ogists need to be looked at. Anthropologists have been trained to screen out
their own effects on their subjects. Their behavior is also a fit subject for in-
vestigation. The influence of Chagnon in the Yanomami area is a fit subject
for investigation.”®

Chagnon found himself in a difficult predicament, having to collect ge-
nealogical trees going back several generations. This was frustrating for him
because the Yanomami do not speak personal names out loud. And the
names of the dead are the most taboo subject in their culture.

“To name the dead, among the Yanomami, is a grave insult, a motive of
division, fights, and wars,” wrote the Salesian Juan Finkers, who has lived
among the Yanomami villages on the Mavaca River for twenty-five years.5

Chagnon found out that the Yanomami “were unable to understand why
a complete stranger should want to possess such knowledge {of personal
names] unless it were for harmful magical purposes.”® So Chagnon had to
parcel out “gifts” in exchange for these names. One Yanomami man threat-
ened to kill Chagnon when he mentioned a relative who had recently died.
Others lied to him and set him back five months with phony genealogies. But
he kept doggedly pursuing his goal.

Finally, he invented a system, as ingenious as it was divisive, to get around

THE NAPOLEONIC WARS = 33

the name taboo. Within groups, he sought out “informants who might be
considered ‘aberrant’ or ‘abnormal,’ outcasts in their own society,” people he
could bribe and isolate more easily. These pariahs resented other members of
society, so they more willingly betrayed sacred secrets at others’ expense and
for their own profit. He resorted to “tactics such as ‘bribing’ children when
their elders were not around, or capitalizing on animosities between indi-
viduals.”%

Chagnon was most successful at gathering data, however, when he started
playing one village off against another. “I began traveling to other villages to
check the genealogies, picking villages that were on strained terms with the
people about whom I wanted information. I would then return to my base
camp and check with local informants the accuracy of the new information.
If the informants became angry when I mentioned the new names I acquired
from the unfriendly group, I was almost certain that the information was ac-
curate.”®

When one group became angry on hearing that Chagnon had gotten
their names, he covered for his real informants but gave the name of another
village nearby as the source of betrayal. Tt showed the kind of dilemmas
Chagnon’s work posed. In spite of the ugly scenes he both witnessed and cre-
ated, Chagnon concluded, “There is, in fact, no better way to get an accu-
rate, reliable start on genealogy than to collect it from the enemies.””

His divide-and-conquer information gathering exacerbated individual an-
imosities, sparking mutual accusations of betrayal. Nevertheless, Chagnon
had become a prized political asset of the group with whom he was living,
the Bisaasi-teri. He took a Bisaasi-teri raiding party partway to their enemies’
shabono with his outboard motor; later he helped Bisaasi-teris allies leapfrog
their enemies and avoid an ambush. By making one man, Kaobawa, the
principal funnel of his largesse, Chagnon effectively created him “headman,”
a pattern he would repeat at other villages. With Chagnon established at
Bisaasi-teri, minding the store with his shotguns, the Bisaasi-teri could raid
other groups at a much greater distance because Chagnon made them im-
mune to attack. Chagnon gave one of his shotguns to a Bisaasi-teri guide who
was afraid of traditional foes nearby. “I had two shotguns. . . . I gave one of
them to Bakotawa, along with a dozen or so cartridges and a quick lesson in
how to load and shoot a gun.””!

Another time Chagnon helped his Bisaasi-teri allies recapture a woman,
Dimorama, whose abusive husband, Shiborowa, had shot her in the stom-
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ach with a barbed arrow. “They were going to Momaribowei-tedi to take Di-
morama away from her protectors by force, if necessary, and asked me to
come along knowing that I always traveled with a gun, presuming that my
presence, with a gun, would aid in their objective.” Their presumption was
correct. They recaptured the girl-and gave her back to Shiborowa.””

Although any Westerner bringing piles of steel goods would have dis-
rupted Yanomami culture, Chagnon's role was arguably unique. Not only did
the Bisaasi-teri have first choice of Chagnon’s seemingly endless supply of
steel goods; they also had a Western chief of sorts. “Dancing in another vil-
lage is a part of politics—one way of displaying strength,” Ferguson noted.
“The participation of a white man in feathers and loincloth, virtually de-
claring his identification with Bisaasi-teri in intervillage relations, would rep-
resent a major coup.” He added, “And it was during these first months of
Chagnon’s fieldwork that the Bisaasi-teri’s conflicts with the Shamatari and
Mahekoto-teri transpired. . . . But while he was behaving more like a
Yanomami big man in his interpersonal relations, his other actions—his
quest for the taboo names of the dead ancestors, his moving back and forth
between antagonistic villages, and, above all, his being the source of Western
goods that every village wanted to monopolize—created a very different and
‘an-Yanomami’ context for his behavior. Chagnon thus became something
of a wild card on the local political scene.”

It is precisely the “un-Yanomami” context of the Napoleonic wars that
makes them so problematic. Chagnon now recognizes that Yanomami vio-
lence is “actually quite low” by world standards of tribal culture.”* And it is
undeniably connected to the fluctuating impact of Western technology and
disease. Whatever else can be said about Yanomami warfare, it is not
“chronic,” as hundreds of articles, documentaries, and books still insist. All
of the violence among Chagnon’s subjects can be spelled out in two stark

spikes, both corresponding to outside intrusion. This is the picture of
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Yanomami ferocity that actually emerges from Chagnon’s own Ph.D. thesis,
the only complete accounting of Yanomami war deaths he has published for
any group.”?

An “uncertainty principle” pertains to these wars. Would they have oc-
curred at all without the germs, steel, and guns brought by strangers?




