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The Last Days of Eden

The Yanomama Indians will have to adapt to the 20th century—or die

oshamosha-teri sits on a little hill
near a bend in the clear black
Siapa River, just north of the
equator, in one of the least trav-
eled regions of the Amazonian
rain forest. Two dozen extended families of
Yanomama Indians—149 broad-chested
men, painted women and their children—
live there, in one roughly circular thatch-
roofed dwelling furnished only with bark
hammocks. They cultivate small plots of
plantains, gourds and bananas on the hill-
side. Beyond that the great wall of the em-
erald rain forest rises, enclosing a dazzling
bazaar of wild pigs, monkeys and plumed
birds. Most people in Doshamosha-teri
(“Maggot-of-the-Gumba-Tree Place”) have
never heard of Venezuela, though they
happen to live there. They have yet to in-
vent the wheel. Their entire number sys-
tem consists of “one,” “two” and “many.”
Ask about abstractions such as work and
leisure, poverty or wealth, and you get a
blank stare. Life consists of survival.

Survival has never been ensured; every-
one knows that evil charmscan carry death
through the air, that tiny gremlins race
over the treetops hunting for souls, that
jaguars and enemy bowmen crouch in am-
bush. But these days there is talk of anoth-
er danger. Garimpeiros, the grizzled pros-
pectors on the front lines of Brazil's
Amazonian gold rush, are pushing relent-
lessly toward and, in a few places now, into
the pristine Venezuelan rain forest. No one
in Doshamosha-teri has ever seen a garim-
peiro, but everyone associates the Portu-
guese word with trouble. “They put poison
in the water and the fish die,” says a man
named Amoahiwa. “"Where the garim-
peiros go,” adds Reriwa, the local head-
man'’s son, “the Yanomama die.”

Until recently, the Yanomama had the
good fortune tolive their Stone Age liveson
land that no one else wanted. Today their
world, 60,000 square miles of rain forest
straddling the Venezuelan-Brazilian bor-
der, sits in the path of the onrushing jugger-
nautofdevelopment. The 9,000 Yanomama
in Brazil have dwindled by one sixth since
the gold rush began three years ago, luring
tens of thousands of prospectors—and the
malaria and other diseases they carry. The
dazed survivors are scattered among 19 re-
serves, gold-hungry miners pressing in
from all sides. “The dangers to the Yano-
mama 20 years ago were minuscule com-
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pared to what they are now,” anthropolo-
gist Napoleon Chagnonsaid during arecent
three-day visit to Doshamosha-teri and oth-
er Yanomama settlements in Venezuela’s
remote Siapa River Valley. “The best we
can hope for is a respite, long enough for
them toconsider their choices.”

As the world’s largest remaining group
of unacculturated tribal people, the Ya-
nomama represent a last chance for the
modern world to atone for the savage oblit-
eration of so many of the original Ameri-
cans, North and South alike. Without fast
action, the Yanomama will suffer the same
fate—or, perhaps worse, give up their inde-
pendent ways and join the modern world’s
long list of pathetic misfits. Governments,
Indian activists and scientists agree on the

need to save them. The question is, how?

Partoftheanswer canbefoundby observ-
ing how not, and nowhere is that lesson
more acute than in Brazil. There, until the
mid-1980s, the Yanomama's contact with
outsiders was fleeting. “Missionaries and
anthropologists brought things they want-
ed, like axes and machetes,” says Father
Giovanni Saffirio, who heads a mission in
Yanomama territory. “The Yanomama
never understood that outsiders could be
dangerous.” Apocalypse arrived with the
1987 gold rush in Roraima state, with a
jackpot reaching $1 billion a year. Miners
poured in as bewildered Indians looked on
helplessly. In an effort to protect the Yano-
mama, Brazil reaffirmed the tribes’ rights
to 8,000 square miles of land. But it was

chopped intosmall parcels—re-
serves whose borders govern-
ment agents have been totally
unable to defend. Now, whole
Yanomama villages hover on
the edge of starvation, the wom-
en too ill to tend gardens, the
men too wasted by white men’s
disease to pursue game already decimated
by miners’ rifles. Malaria rates are as high
as 90 percent in some villages; of 1,682
Yanomama in one Health Ministry survey,

243 died this year. The plain fact is that |

there is little hope for the Brazilian Yano- |

mama. As anthropologist Orlando Villas
Bbas said, “All wecandois. .. marvel that
we lived to witness the last days of Eden.”

The Venezuelan Yanomama, in contrast,

do have some hope of survival, if the term is
broadly defined. Their virtually impene-
trable “green hell,” as early explorers
called the Amazonian rain forest, seems to
contain nothing that anyone in oil-rich
Venezuela wants badly enough to come in
and haul out. Outsiders would be lucky to
even find the place. A vast and trackless
expanse of public lands, Caracas barely ad-
ministers it; the closest thing to an outside
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“‘Our contemporary ancestors”: Aerial view of thatched-roof communal
village at Doshamosha-teri (above), crossing the Siapa on the way back to
Brazil (below), a headman’s family at home in their hammocks

presence is halfa dozen tiny Ro-
man Catholic and Protestant
missions. Anthropologists may
have been too late to save Bra-
zil’'s Yanomama;but now, assci-
entists lobby hard tosave indig-
enous peoples, the Venezuelan
tribes may benefit. Says Cha-
gnon, “To simply go out and
study a people to advance a the-
oryistantamountto profession-
alirresponsibility.” (Ironically,
Chagnon’s celebrated descrip-
tion of the Yanomama as "the
fierce people,” 44 percent of
whose adult males have partici-
pated in killing another hu-
man, hasbheen seized on by some
to advocate bringing the Yano-
mama into “civilized” society
where they can be pacified.)

Physical survival: The first task
is to ensure the Yanomama's
basic physical survival. Histori-
cally, disease brought by Euro-
peans killed more Indians in
North and South Americathan
bullets ever did. Now the near
certainty of greater contact
with the outside world and its
germs means that Venezuela’s
Yanomama need to be vac-
cinated against: mumps, mea-
sles, polio and tuberculosis.
That is not easy. The Indians
are isolated and their settlements are
spread over thousands of square miles. The
national government is supposed to assign
a doctor to one mission on the Orinoco, but
the job has been open for six months be-
cause no one will take it.

To survive in more than body, the Yano-
mama need rights to their land. Only then
can they maintain the hunting groundsand
trading networks that define their way of
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life. Deciding which rights, however, gets
tricky. The most radical scheme, advanced
by Indian-rights advocates, would give the
Yanomama total sovereignty. That’s a non-
starter in Caracas. There is more hope for
creating a protected ecological park run by
_ the tribes with advice from anthropologists

and others. Under one proposal, three quar- |

ters of the area would remain pristine, 10
percent (bordering Brazil) would become a
security zone and the rest would be open to
tourism and benign development. Venezue-
lan President Carlos Andrés Pérez, who is
being advised by the Caracas-based aid
group FUNDAFACI, has hinted that some
such “biosphere” plan will be approved ear-
ly next year, but with the government re-
taining fundamental control.

Can land rights be cast in a way that also
protects the environment? What if the Ya-
nomama decide to raze the forest and ped-
dle hardwoods to Japan? Some Yanomama
headmen in Brazil are already talking
about selling mining rights. Perhaps au-

tonomy includes the right to self-destruct.
But many global environmental problems
depend for their solution on the rain forest;
some voice in the use of the jungle would
seem to belong to the Argentine farmer
losing his lands to global warming, and to
the Chilean cancer patient whose survival
depends on a rare rain-forest flower, no less
| than to the Yanomama who live there.
Land rights: Protection from disease and
guaranteed land rights would buy the Ya-
nomama time to choose their own future.
Today they are aware dimly, if at all, of the
inconceivably powerful and unforgiving
world that is about to come crashing in on
them. There is no question that civilization
will reach them. “The question is whether
it will be on their terms or someone else’s,”
says Venezuelan anthropologist Roberto
' Lizaraldi. Adds David Maybury-Lewis,
president of Cultural Survival, a group
that works to protect indigenous peoples,
| “They don’t have the option to not change
at all. But I’'ve never seen a society whose

desire for change is zero.” The point is to
allow the Yanomama to choose the pace of
that change. Is that possible? To decide how
much of the 20th century they wish to
adopt, the Yanomama will have to see it.
Having done so, can they ever regain their
innocence? Can the Yanomama engage the
Western world without joining it?

There is something astonishing in the
fact that the Yanomama even exist, five
centuries after Columbus launched the
bloody conquest of the New World’s great
civilizations. Chagnon calls them “our con-
temporary ancestors,” their cultural devel-
opment diverging from ours 10,000 years
ago. If we lose them, we lose part of our-
selves. Or, if that’s too sentimental, consid-
erthat they may be the only ones who know
how to use the rain forest without killing it.
Throughout history, people meeting a
more powerful culture have had toadapt or
die. The tragedy is that, for the Yanomama,
adaptation may be death itself.
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At Play in the Flelds of the Stone Age

mg charms Whﬁe most of :;:—'::
| the men and boys were satis-
fied just to touch our clothes,

2 The httle bull of a man with
- B brushcut hair and only a
-bark string around his waist
. was studying our Venezuelan |
- Air Force Super Puma heli-
_copter like a scientist. Once
_before he had seen something
~ gimilar, and he drew hisarm |
- high across the sky in an arc. |
"] kept calling him to come | &
down, but no luck.” What | |
. about the chopper, we asked,
. what was it? He paused for |
- a moment, then tentative- |
" ly offered: “It’s an animal, |
. ahashimo’~—asmooth-feath- |
" ered green grouse—and by
way of explanation waved his |
. arms and made the thrashing

‘sound of a big bird exploding
_ from the underbrush. What

3 HELGENTILEFOR NE’WSWEM Lo

4 kit umng him to comn mu, Iurt :'m lck: Yokokoma

| Yokokomaexamined the heli-
copter and toyed with the

shortwave radio. He quickly -
' .mastered an autofocus cam-

- pa .
pen to “take notes”—i—row afe
- 'jterrowof snakehke squiggles
; page But there

tion lumts when Igesture& o
| him—I thought—to take a
| note to Newsweexk photogra-
| pher Bill Gentile back at the
| shabano, hetoreitinhalfand
| cheerfully stuck it in his ears -
like little ice-cream cones.
| Onthe final morning, when
the rest of our group had al-
ready left for the chopper,
Yokokoma stood gravely and
i asked me for some goodbye

kept it here? “It’s a pet.” Did

- he want to go for a ride? “I
‘don’t thl_n_k g0,” he said, sud-

- denly getting nervous. “May-
be later. A long time from
- now. A really long time.”

- We learned only later that
- his name was Yokokoma, a
- fact divulged by one of the |

“informants” that field an-

_ thropaologists like Napoleon

Chagnon, who led our visit, |
; depend on to construct accu-
rate pgenealogies from be- |
~ hind the fog of Yanomama
taboos. To us he was simply

: "Sﬁanwa, & hterally broth-.-_.

r—m-law, the same honorific
- he used for us. Seemingly in
his late 40s, and roughly 5
foot 1—about average for a |

grown Yanomama man—he

was only visiting Do_shamb-jl
- sha-teri; his own shabano was |
-Shokoburuba-teri,
day’s walk away. Typically,

too, he had fbur.children_:-'two

girls(“Oneripe, onenotripe”)
and two boys (“One who ties
" his penis up, and one who'will

soon”). His wife, Wiyami,

looked a few years younger— |

informant .
_seemed cheerful about the in- |
_dignities of an utterly sexist
life. “She’s a very good wark--._

about a

an earher one dled, Ch.agnon s
told

er—Idon’t havetogetangry,”

Yokokoma proudly told us.

“Just look at her bead——she

' hashardlyanyscars.’

Yokokoma’s hair Wa,é cut

_short because he had recently- ]
_been sick with what was prob-
_ably malaria—he mimicked
_chills when we - asked but

blamed them on an enemy

from another vﬂlage “hlow- I

- us—and .

gifts. First he pantomimed

what he called “the bottom

partof clothes.” Healsowant-

ed some soap, which he indi-
cated by rubbing his hair and

| smiling like he had with some
i 'shampoo we had given him in

the river the daybefore.Igave
‘him the soap, but not the

shorts. When I finally left, I
had the feeling of watching a

‘movie you know will end bad-
ly. Thoped he wouldn'tgofora =
ride for a‘long tu:ne, a reajly 5

long time.

SnncnaRmss;nDoshammha ten' :
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