
  

  

  1

  ADVANCE PLANNING

  With due precautions, walking in the jungle promises rich experiences. But tragedy lurks for the unwary, as will be described in a great number of real-life experiences throughout these pages.

  A WORD OF WARNING

  An early warning on a few matters is in order here, before we go any farther.

  First, our larger tropical American carnivores—the jaguar, puma, crocodile, alligator, anaconda, boa constrictor, and harpy eagle—do not normally attack adult humans, except defensively.

  But all of them feed on monkeys, whenever they can catch them. If you intend to take small children with you into the jungle, as I have done many times, it will no doubt be a great and unforgettable experience for them—provided they are old enough to absorb it, and as long as you bear in mind that small children look very similar to the monkeys these animals hunt. Redouble all precautions and always keep an eye on them!

  Second, snakes: Small children are no match for our venomous serpents, especially the larger and more aggressive urutu, jararacuçu, ferde-lance, and surucucu—the bushmaster—probably the world’s largest poisonous snake. This is true even when they wear boots, because their upper legs, hands, and arms remain within striking reach.

  And since the toxicity of snake venom is, like other poisons, inversely proportional to the victim’s weight, the risk to a child’s life is multiplied.

  Third, piranhas: Children are fond of playing in the water with sticks, pebbles, and other toys, kicking and splashing about. To a piranha these sporadic vibrations may suggest there’s a wounded, edible animal in the water.

  Fourth, dogs: Taking a dog along calls for a few special considerations. In the first place, remember that if your dog has lived all its life in your garden, then that is the size of its world. It knows nothing of the jungle and pertinent dangers, and can easily be attacked or get lost after following the scent of some animal that has crossed the trail. My family and I lost a wonderful little dog in the Swampland many years ago due to my ignorance.

  Wild boars and giant otters (see chapter 7) call for special precautions. Where there is any possibility of an encounter with the potentially aggressive white-lipped peccary—queixada (Tayassu pecari)—a dog should not be taken along. This hog hates dogs, and in its quest to get at its enemy it may overrun and seriously lacerate anyone in the way. Especially dangerous is a dog so large that you are unable to quickly climb a tree with it upon hearing the telltale rumbling interspersed with sharp clicking of teeth, and perceiving a musky smell in the air.

  The giant otter—ariranha (Pteronura brasiliensis)—which lives in packs, will fall upon dogs swimming across rivers and simply tear them apart.

  LANGUAGE

  The tongue spoken in Brazil is Portuguese, whereas in the rest of Latin America (except the Guianas) it’s Spanish. These are sister Latin languages, and once you know one it’s easy to learn the other. In Paraguay people mostly speak their native Indian tongue, Guarani—Spanish is their second language.

  Tupi-Guarani was once the English of eastern South America, spoken from northern Argentina to southern Venezuela. Even tribes of different linguistic groups such as the Arawak used to have someone who spoke Tupi in order to do business, much the way foreign firms do today.

  Thus Tupi-Guarani names of fauna and flora are the most prevalent and descriptive—so much so that scientific classifications usually coincide with the natives’ observations.

  Most of these names remain, though slightly modified due to Iberians’ inability to pronounce the ü sound, which in Spanish countries is registered with a y, and in Brazil with either an i or an u. Thus the suffix tüba—the place of—is spelled tuba, tiba, or tyba.

  Since many vernacular names in Spanish and Portuguese change from one region to another in this vast continent, I will mention only those generally accepted, sticking to Tupi-Guarani wherever possible.

  Today the most widely spoken language throughout the tropical South American jungles is Portuguese, since Brazil occupies the greater part of our region of interest and has borders with all the other countries except Ecuador.

  The two Spanish-speaking countries with the best literature on fauna and flora are Argentina and Venezuela. Since Argentina lies almost entirely south of the tropic of Capricorn, with jungle only in the northern Chaco swamps and Iguazu, where Tupi-Guarani used to be spoken, I will resort to the Venezuelan Spanish vocabulary. This is well established since so many of the world’s great naturalists were attracted to the vast region between the Amazon, Negro, and Orinoco Rivers, the two latter interconnected by the Casiquiare channel. Baron Alexander von Humboldt was there at the dawn of the 1800s, followed by Drs. von Martius and von Spix twenty or so years later, then Drs. Alfred Russel Wallace and Henry Bates in the mid-1800s—to mention only a few. Thus today we have excellent reference material available, such as the very complete Guide to the Birds of Venezuela by Drs. Rodolphe Meyer de Schauensee and William H. Phelps Jr.

  Colombia, a country of dramatic beauty and friendly people, is unfortunately not recommended for jungle excursions due to the narcotics traffic war. In the Quéchua countries—Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia—the jungle constitutes their backyard along the eastern foothills of the Andes.

  Of the names adopted in English, the French fer-de-lance is unknown outside the Guianas. Bothrops snakes are generally known by their Tupi-Guarani names, with minor variations: jararaca in Portuguese and yarará in Spanish. Anaconda, on the other hand, used in the Spanish countries, is unknown in Brazil, where again the native sucuri prevails.

  If you are coming to the jungle on a one- or two-week tour that includes an English-speaking guide, you don’t have to worry about local language if you don’t want to, although being able to communicate with the people makes your trip more interesting and gives you greater autonomy. A Latin language also helps you to understand the meaning of scientific botanical and zoological names.

  But do make sure you are given a written itinerary in English, clearly stating in U.S. dollars what is included and what is not when you buy the package. Above all you must be clear on who is going to be responsible, so that you aren’t skinned by urban man-eaters on account of some “misunderstanding” attributed to language or currency. Fast-buck operators have a marked presence in jungle tourism, especially when you are in a hurry.

  If you plan to go it alone and perhaps for a greater length of time, it’s advisable that you either learn the language or hire local interpreters—teachers or students of English—to accompany you where necessary. July (winter and dry season here) and December–January (summer and rainy season) are school-vacation months; it’s easy to find interpreters in any city, most of which have English-language schools.

  MEASUREMENTS

  This guide is intended for English-speaking people of all the world. Measurements are therefore given in both the metric and English systems, as compared below, while money is in the universal U.S. dollar.

  


  
    
    
    
    
      	METRIC
      	
      	ENGLISH
    

    
      	1 mm (millimeter)
      	=
      	0.039 in. (inch)
    

    
      	1 cm (centimeter)
      	=
      	0.39 in.
    

    
      	2.54 cm
      	=
      	1 in.
    

    
      	30.48 cm
      	=
      	1 ft. (foot)
    

    
      	1 m (meter)
      	=
      	3.28 ft. or 1.09 yd. (yard)
    

    
      	1 km (kilometer)
      	=
      	0.62 mi. (mile)
    

    
      	1.6 km
      	=
      	1 mi.
    

    
      	1 kg (kilogram or kilo)
      	=
      	2.2 lb. (pound)
    

    
      	453.59 g (gram)
      	=
      	1 lb.
    

    
      	1 l (liter)
      	=
      	1.05 qt. (quart)
    

    
      	1 ha (hectare)
      	=
      	2.47 a. (acre)
    

    
      	2.590 square km
      	=
      	1 square mi.
    

  

  PRELIMINARY PLANNING

  Health hazards in the jungle are numerous, but being armed with knowledge and acknowledging the importance of advance planning can minimize the risks. A hazard is most dangerous when you are not familiar with it and therefore don’t expect it. If your defenses are down, it can catch you off guard, like someone suddenly attacking you in a crowded street.

  While an apparent danger such as a snake or a large spider may turn out not to constitute a hazard at all, a single Anopheles mosquito or a beautiful little Micrurus coral may, on the other hand, bring your health and perhaps even your life to an end.

  Thus advance knowledge of what to expect and how to prepare for it is sine qua non: You cannot do without it. In preparing your trip to the jungle you are the general, planning a campaign: You’ve got to know the terrain, what potential enemies live there and how they may react to your presence, and what friends you must not upset. That should eliminate anywhere from 75 to nearly 100 percent of the danger, depending on what this might be.

  The greatest safety is to be found in the attitude that you and those accompanying you bring to the jungle. Patience and care mean safety; rashness and inattention spell trouble. Every step you take in the jungle is a step onto fresh ground and requires renewed precautions, step by literal step, that you won’t slip on that rock, the branch you’re climbing won’t snap, those thorns won’t hook you, that vine won’t snare your foot, that machete you’re wielding (if you use the stupid tool) won’t get hung up in the creepers and swerve in at you or get torn from your hand and hurled at a companion, that gun is securely uncocked or on safety so as not to be discharged by a twig, and so forth. Much of people’s suffering in the jungle is the result of their own impatience and unpreparedness.

  When coming to the Swampland—the Pantanal or Chaco—you need nothing more in the way of gear than your hammock and mosquito net, about which I’ll talk in detail in chapter 11. Still, there are some critical health issues to think about and plan for.

  In the Amazon basin there is malaria, against which no vaccine has as yet been approved. So preventive pills must be taken besides standard mosquito protection. These pills—known as Aralém or Plaquinol in Brazil—are generally based on quinine. Begin taking them a fortnight before entering the danger zone and stop a fortnight after leaving. Take them for short periods only—say, up to a month or two. You cannot keep on taking preventive medicine indefinitely, for it ends up jeopardizing your liver, eyesight, hearing, and more.

  Throughout tropical America in general you also want to keep an eye open for the daytime-biting Aedes aegypti mosquito, which transmits dengue fever where there are human concentrations (see page 107) and, most threatening of all, yellow fever. Vaccination against yellow fever is necessary (see page 112).

  In the rather populous semi-arid northeast region of Brazil, where there is much reuse and contamination of stagnant water, snail-transmitted schistosomiasis is endemic (see page 110). Another danger is leptospirosis (see page 108), transmitted mainly through the urine of rats, wherever there exists a combination of Rattus norwegicus and low hygiene.

  My friend Frank Rough was a fine English cattle-ranch manager who spent many years in the wild, open savannas of Mato Grosso, where he used to drink straight out of any creek. Then the company sent him to look at some land in the north, where he apparently quenched his thirst in the same manner. He returned with belatedly diagnosed leptospirosis, and died within three days.

  Hantavirus is found in the south (see page 108).

  Humidity

  If you wear humidity-sensitive gear such as a hearing aid, be sure to bring along a bottle of dehydrating silicone pellets in which to keep it for the night, so that it won’t fail you out in the middle of nowhere. In the summer you will at times catch as much as a whole week of continual rain here, especially during the full and new moons.

  Physical Fitness

  A friend of mine visited the Inca ruins at Machu Picchu in Peru in December, including a three-day hike up the Andes. He spent a good preliminary couple of weeks walking around our district hugging a rucksack containing the equivalent in bricks to the weight he expected to be hauling. It would do the prospective hiker no harm to follow his example—for an even longer period if you’re not a habitual walker—plus getting in plenty of swimming practice as well.

  Teeth

  Have your teeth examined about a month before you travel. A trip into the Serra do Mar cloud forest near Santos, Brazil, with my friend Milton when we were in our late teens was completely spoiled by toothache from an inflamed nerve channel. And we depended, for our return, on a man to pick us up by boat on a given day and time, so there was no way to cut the trip short. Not even Milton’s whiskey, held in my mouth, did any good.

  JUNGLE PHILOSOPHY

  “Green Hell” and other such silly exaggerations were created by sensationalists and lazy outsiders who didn’t bother to equip themselves adequately for the Tropics. The unprepared might likewise call the polar regions “White Hell,” the deep sea “Black Hell,” or the concrete city “Gray Hell.”

  Here in the Tropics the fittest have not yet wholly prevailed like in temperate forests, where a few select species dominate; in the jungle the quest for space and survival is an intense, ongoing process.

  Still, if the jungle were all that hellish, our indigenous peoples wouldn’t be living there stark naked and thinking nothing of it! Getting caught on vines, branches, or roots, and having tacky seeds on your clothes is simply one of nature’s ways of scattering plants, seeds, saplings, and fungi, just like wind, water, birds, and bats do. It must be seen as normal and purposeful rather than an irritating hindrance.

  Bear in mind that the white man—who came up with the “Green Hell” epithet—is adapted to temperate, often cold and snowy climates. That’s why he is of a light color, just like polar bears, Siberian tigers, snow leopards, mountain goats, snowy owls, foxes, and other animals not found in the Tropics.

  For thousands of generations his ancestors had to provide for the winter in order not to starve or freeze to death; only the fittest, with a developing capacity of foresight, survived. This is why he is today capable of planning ahead, whereas his equatorial cousins never had much need to worry: Food and warmth are available year-round, thus nature has been complacent in her selection process. This is something we ought to stop and think about before tagging natives of warm climates “indolent” and “backward.” For although they are by nature less developed in the fields they never needed, they are on the other hand advanced in patience and gentleness, areas in which the more aggressive northerner lags behind. It is said in Bolivia that anyone who mistreats an animal must have foreign blood.

  Why, on the other hand, is the black African such a gifted athlete? Because for thousands of generations his ancestors had to outrun fierce animals too large for the individual to stand and fight: elephants, Cape buffalo, lions, rhinos. Mother Nature felt he needed additional help in the form of an extra-dark color, to help him out at night, when he could not outrun these animals. Curiously, several African mammals are black as well: buffalo, hippopotamus, rhino, gorilla. In tropical America, on the other hand, brown is much more prevalent.

  Thus if to the primitive European survival meant hoarding for the winter, to the African it was a swift foot to run for his life, while the tropical American native had little to gain from speed in the dense tangles of equatorial rain forests. His needs to survive consisted of well-developed senses of perception to locate food in the forest penumbra, and the stealth and astuteness to ambush his game and enemies, for which purpose his brown skin—the color of tree bark and dead leaves—is best suited.

  The fact is that we develop only the qualities we need. Conse -quently, there is now an inverse process under way: Pressed by the requirements of new tasks, tropical minds are picking up sprightliness, whereas children brought up in the comfortable organization of rich northern nations are getting out of touch with the basic ability to survive on their own. It functions much like physical fitness: Those areas of the body that you exercise, develop; those you don’t, atrophy.

  White Man Versus Indian

  The following anecdote illustrates the point. A discussion of whether primitive forest peoples should be integrated into modern society leads to a request, by a commission of the most erudite professors of social sciences, for a tribe in the jungle to send them one of their most brilliant young men, to be given an aptitude test.

  The chiefs hold a council and choose the boy they most admire for his all-around prowess: a deadly archer, stealthy hunter, patient fisherman, valiant and cunning warrior, able tool- and canoe maker. He is conducted to the white man’s metropolis and tested …

  … and the result is an absolute zero. The test scorers make remarks such as: “Subject was found incapable of the most elementary mathematics, crossing a street, operating a vehicle, elevator, or computer, locking a door, lighting a gas stove, understanding money, copying a word (or even holding a pen, for that matter), speaking on a telephone, using a bathroom, and so on, and so forth.” The professors look at each other with pained What did I tell you? smiles.

  The Indian chiefs are amazed and at first think they haven’t understood. But once the stark truth dawns on them, they become curious, and respectfully request that the distinguished whites send their best man to the tribe, for a similar aptitude test.

  This request is received with some derision, but, all right, the man with the highest I.Q. is chosen for the test: a real whiz kid, computer hacker and site designer, car racer, Ph.D. in physics, fast thinker …

  The result of his test in the jungle? Another absolute zero, of course, with the comments of the chiefs: “Pale face is unable to either make or use hunting and fishing weapons; recognize game by their calls, tracks, dung, smells, diggings, holes, nests, or urine; find fruit, roots, larvae, or honey; walk silently; construct a shelter; and so on, and so forth.” So there you are.

  A Matter of Opinion

  In discovering the Northwest Passage, Sir John Franklin (1786–1847) perished with all his 129 officers and men of the ships Erebus and Terror. According to author Roland Huntford, in The Last Place on Earth, “while Franklin and his men were dying of hunger, Eskimos around them were living off the land in comparative plenty. But Franklin was hampered by grotesquely unsuitable methods, the product of rigid thought and incapacity to adapt to circumstances.” He maintained that an intelligent, educated white man should have no cause to bow to illiterate natives.

  So the saying holds true: When in Rome, do as the Romans do; for they are adapted to their environment.
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  A TOUR OF THE REGION

  Let’s take an imaginary trip beginning in Venezuela in northern South America (as noted, beautiful Colombia is not now a country in which to explore jungles due to the drug traffic war). You will find the terrain gradually rising south of the Orinoco River toward the Brazilian border, which follows the watershed along the Gurupira, Parima, and Pacaraima Mountains to the Guianas.

  This is the region of the tepuys—mesa mountains and buttes in a jungle setting—where Angel Falls, the world’s highest with a drop of 980 meters (3,212 feet), gives a pretty good idea of the kind of terrain. This Angel was an American bush pilot, one of whose planes remains on top of a tepuy where he made an emergency landing.

  Here is also the home of the Guianan cock-of-the-rock (Rupicola rupicola)—called gallito de las rocas in Venezuela and galo-da-Serra in Brazil—and the giant tarantula (Theraphosa blondi).

  Open savannas with clear, cascading rivers meet you as you enter Brazil at Roraima and move toward the east. These are the southernmost reaches of the double-striped thick-knee (Burhinus bistriatus), a ploverlike ground bird called dara in Venezuela and téu-téu-da-savana in Roraima.

  As you move on along the watershed of the Tumuc Humac Mountains you now have the Guianas on your left with much the same tepuys and spectacular falls until you reach the coastal state of Amapá, where the ground gradually drops off toward the Atlantic, with some of the world’s largest mangrove and grass swamps dotted with lagoons where the tarpon (Megalops atlanticus)—a game fish usually identified with Florida—abounds.
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  TROPICAL SOUTH AMERICA NATIONAL & STATE PARKS

  


  
    
      	ARGENTINA (Tropical)
      	23. Chapada dos Guimarães
      	03. Yasuni
    

    
      	01. Iguazu Falls
      	24. Brasilia
      	04. Machalilla
    

    
      	02. Baritu
      	25. Chapada dos Veadeiros
      	05. Cuyabeno Wildlife
    

    
      	
      	26. Canudos
      	Reserve
    

    
      	BOLIVIA
      	27. Serra da Capivara
      	06. Sangay
    

    
      	01. Amboro
      	28. Serra das Confusoes
      	
    

    
      	02. Carrasco
      	29. Araguaia
      	PARAGUAY
    

    
      	03. Noel Kempff
      	30. Xingu
      	01. Defensores del Chaco
    

    
      	04. Beni Biological Station
      	31. Gorotire Forest Reserve
      	
    

    
      	05. Madidi
      	32. Guapore Biological Reserve
      	PERU
    

    
      	
      	33. Pacaas Novos
      	01. Manu
    

    
      	BRAZIL
      	34. Serra do Divisor
      	02. Pacaya Samiria Reserve
    

    
      	01. Lagoa do Peixe
      	35. Abufari Biological Reserve
      	03. Amotape
    

    
      	02. Aparados da Serra
      	36. Mundurucania Forest
      	
    

    
      	03. Serra Geral
      	Reserve
      	COLOMBIA
    

    
      	04. Sao Joaquim
      	37. Amazonia
      	01. La Paya
    

    
      	05. Serra do Tabuleiro
      	38. Tapajos National Forest
      	02. Sanquianga
    

    
      	06. Iguazu Falls
      	39. Gurupi Biological Reserve
      	03. Picachos
    

    
      	07. Ilha Grande
      	40. Lencois Maranhenses
      	04. La Macarena
    

    
      	08. Superagui
      	41. Sete Cidades
      	05. Sumapaz
    

    
      	09. Caverna do Diabo
      	42. Ubajara
      	06. El Tuparro
    

    
      	10. Serra da Bocaina
      	43. Jau
      	07. Darien
    

    
      	11. Itatiaia
      	44. Serra da Mocidade
      	08. Paramilo
    

    
      	12. Tijuca
      	45. Virua
      	09. Sierra Nevada
    

    
      	13. Serra dos Orgaos
      	46. Tumucumaque Indian Res.
      	
    

    
      	14. Restinga de Jurubatiba
      	47. Piratuba Biological Res.
      	VENEZUELA
    

    
      	15. Serra do Caparao
      	48. Cabo Orange
      	01. Serrania de la Neblina
    

    
      	16. Serra do Cipo
      	49. Pico da Neblina
      	02. Parima-Tapirapeco
    

    
      	17. Serra da Canastra
      	50. Roraima National Forest
      	03. Cerro Guaiquinima
    

    
      	18. Abrolhos
      	51. Monte Roraima
      	04. Canaima
    

    
      	19. Descobrimento, M. Pascoal,
      	52. Chapada Diamantina
      	05. Cinaruco-Capanaparo
    

    
      	P. Brasil
      	
      	06. Sierra Nevada
    

    
      	20. Grande Sertao Veredas
      	ECUADOR
      	07. Aguaro-Guariquito
    

    
      	21. Emas
      	01. Rodocarpus
      	08. Duida-Marahuaca
    

    
      	22. Pantanal
      	02. El Cajas
      	09. Jaua Sarisarinama

      

    

  

  These swamps stretch south across Marajó Island at the mouth of the Amazon, where Indian water buffalo are the main product and transport. Children ride them to school and policemen on their rounds.

  There follows a broken coastline of inlets until you reach the vast 100-by-40-kilometer (62-by-25-mile) dunefield Parque Nacional dos Lençois Maranhenses east of São Luis, after which come endless sandy beaches all the way southeast and then southwest to the mouth of the São Francisco River and adjacent lagoons.

  After visiting the islands at the delta of the Parnaíba River east of the dunes, it’s in the dry interior that the jungle explorer will find sites of major interest. Thus you might begin at Ubajara National Park near Sobral, Ceará—an Atlantic forest enclave in the semidesert—and from there proceed west to the nearby sandstone formations at Sete Cidades (seven cities) National Park, a geologist’s dream. Then deeper into Piauí state to Serra da Capivara National Park, the site of some of the most ancient human habitation in South America, rich in wall paintings.

  On the way there you will cross the caatinga (white brush) semi-desert, the driest and poorest region in eastern South America, which stretches south across Bahia east of the São Francisco. But near Seabra, west of Salvador, you will quite unexpectedly happen upon a lush cliff-mountain oasis with cascading rivers—Chapada Diamantina National Park.

  Then it’s time to turn back to the coast, which has meanwhile changed: The Serra do Mar (mountains of the sea) have emerged and will be accompanying the coastline all the way down to Brazil’s last state, most of it covered in cloud forest called the Atlantic forest. Its most majestic expressions appear at Itaimbezinho and Fortaleza Canyons west of Torres, Rio Grande do Sul, São Joaquim, and Serra do Tabuleiro National Parks in neighboring Santa Catarina and the region of Marumbi behind Paranaguá, state of Paraná, all the higher altitudes in the south embellished by the Araucaria pine. A trip by train from the port of Paranaguá to Curitiba up the mountain right alongside the sheer granite cliff edge can be spectacular when the weather is clear. There is also a laid-stone mule trail from the slave days, mostly conserved in the mountains next to scenic Graciosa Road and, a little north, the cave-strewn Ribeira Valley.

  To convey an idea of the remoteness still prevalent in many parts of Serra do Mar range, there are Guarani Indians living here who don’t speak Portuguese; airplanes have simply vanished (see chapter 18); and people often get lost, so much so that the firemen’s corps and military police of coastal states have trained mountain rescue teams. Millions of people crowd the beaches on weekends and holidays, but with the rarest exceptions all these people are afraid of venturing into the abysmal, cloud-enshrouded jungles of the Serra. You step off the bus or train, enter the forest, and might as well have arrived five hundred years ago.

  But now it’s time to turn inland and head west for Iguazu National Parks by the cataracts, on both the Brazilian and Argentinian sides, with a stopover at Vila Velha sandstone sculptures and sinkholes near Ponta Grossa. The Argentinian Iguazu park is the more beautiful and better managed. One of the park guards, now stationed at Salta, lost a small child to a jaguar at Iguazu.

  Proceeding farther west to the Paraguay River basin we come to the great inland sedimentary floodplain, the Swampland—called El Chaco in northern Argentina, Paraguay, and eastern Bolivia, and Pantanal in Brazil—which is most beautiful in the vicinity of Corumbá with vast, open grasslands and lagoons dotted with carandá palm groves and snaking forests. This is the best region in which to watch wildlife in tropical South America. Due to periodic flooding and extremely boggy terrain the best time of the year is the late dry season—July through September.

  From Corumbá a visit to the ancient limestone caves and fish-rich, crystal-clear rivers of Bonito in Serra da Bodoquena on the southeastern fringe of the Pantanal recommends itself.

  The Swampland extends all the way north to the vicinity of the cliffs and crags of Chapada dos Guimarães National Park northeast of Cuiabá, which separates the River Plate basin to the south from the Amazon to the north.

  After Chapada dos Guimarães you might as well head on north to Manaus by the confluence of the Negro and Amazon Rivers, since to the western, Quéchua-speaking, Pacific-minded neighbors—Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador—the Amazon basin east of the Andes constitutes their less developed backyard.

  From Manaus you have before you the beautiful Rio Negro—where there are no mosquitoes—to explore the Amazon forest. And presently you will see, again, rising in the north, the Gurupira Mountains that mark the border with Venezuela.

  Permission is necessary to enter or cross private property anywhere, property being characterized by a fence. Where there is no fence or sign you are technically not trespassing, though if there is a dwelling or person in sight you lose nothing by introducing yourself and asking for permission and information concerning the trail.

  Of course here you must either know Portuguese or Spanish or be accompanied by someone who does, because people of the hinterland, often illiterate, are unlikely to understand English.

  Your motive for seeking permission to enter a private property has to be made clear and understandable to the level of the person in charge, often a primitive. This conversation must be patient and drawn out. That’s where time-oriented city dwellers stumble. In rural country you don’t just rush up to the farmer and say, “Hey, may I go see such and such a place?” People aren’t accustomed to this kind of storming in. You are expected to clap hands at the gate or call a “bom dia” or “buenos dias” if you’ve been seen, wait until you’re asked in, sit down when invited, talk to the people about yourself and about them and their world. Only when a pause appears in the conversation should you tell them what your request is. Backwoods people enjoy these conversations, and you’ll learn much from them and make new friends. The foreigner in Brazil, for example, is looked up to, not down upon.

  There are, on this continent, a lot of absentee landowners—doctors, industrialists, politicians, and so on—whose ranches are in the hands of a foreman, or capataz. So you’ll have to be understanding if this man tells you he is not free to allow a stranger onto the premises. Of course outstanding landmarks usually have a trail leading to them, since everybody wants to see them, and there you will have no difficulty.

  Strangers on the property are a delicate matter that goes beyond concern over fire or destruction of installations and livestock. In 1965 a man came very humbly—hat in hand—into the offices at 400,000-hectare (million-acre) Fazenda Bodoquena in the Swampland, saying he was a neighbor on the opposite side of the mountain and wished to obtain permission for some of his employees to camp by a spring on a little-used trail in the hills to hunt some of the jaguars that were devastating his herds.

  A month or two later it was discovered that he had already fenced off a large area, was erecting a house and corral, had padlocked the gate, and had posted armed men to make sure no one touched his new fences.


  

  

  CONCLUSION: WHERE AND HOW TO WALK IN THE JUNGLE

  JUNGLE “RULES AND REGULATIONS”

  Someone coming for the first time out of roadless jungles to a traffic-oriented metropolis is sure to be absolutely bewildered by what may seem endless confusion and danger from all sides, until he begins to grasp the rules and regulations of city life, the rhythm it moves by.

  The same happens to the city dweller upon his first contact with the jungle, until it dawns on him that there must be a system here that needs to be grasped and followed.

  And that is your challenge: to understand the jungle, for then it will appear much less agressive to you. Since this guidebook is called Walking the Jungle, let’s talk about that.

  A country driver unaccustomed to a large city’s one-way streets is sure to become frustrated by the lengthy roundabout maneuvers he will be obliged to perform, at times, in order to get his car to a place he can see just a few hundred meters (yards) away in a straight line.

  In the jungle it’s the same: You cannot follow a straight line. Where, then, do you walk in the jungle?

  WHERE TO WALK

  Riverbanks, Beira-Rio, or Orilla de Rio

  Riversides offer a promising place to walk, for if there are any people living in the area, the river will be their main lifeline, along which they fish and hunt; closer to their home, the women wash clothes, collect water, and bathe. And if the river is navigable there is sure to be a canoe you may hire. So you are likely to end up coming upon a more or less well-used and walkable trail along at least one side of the river.

  Mountain Ridges, Espinhaços, or Cordilleras

  These are the next best places to walk, where you may also find hunter’s trails. One reason people walk along the crests of elevations is comfort, as any American or Canadian walking the long Appalachian or Rocky Mountain trails will tell you. You are stepping on more or less flat and even ground, as opposed to the slopes where your feet are almost constantly inclined, which—although healthier for the feet than stepping only on flat, paved streets—can become stressful to the ankles after some hours and deform your shoes when wet. Besides, the ridge is better ventilated, drier, and you can see and hear farther to obtain a better idea of your surroundings and whereabouts, the layout of the terrain, the vegetation, and so forth, while also gaining an altogether greater sense of freedom. You are not oppressed under the enclosing forest, if this sort of claustrophobic sensation bothers you. It is also easier to establish a landmark—tree, cliff, rock, or hill—that you either want to reach or guide yourself by. Down under that’s impossible; you have only the river.

  Mesa Mountains, Testemunhas, Chapadas, or Mesetas

  In the case of abrupt terrain such as crags and precipitous formations with high, vertical cliffs rising several hundred meters—including the tepuys along Brazil’s border with the Guianas and Venezuela near Angel Falls, and the edges of most plateaus and table mountains like Chapada Diamantina in Bahia and Chapada dos Guimarães in Mato Grosso—it is along the base of the cliff, where the ancient vertical wall joins the slanting talud gradually building up from falling matter, that you are likely to find an easy-to-follow game trail. Most of the animals have their dwellings here and feel less exposed than up on the windy and mostly bare savannas, grasslands, or marshes that usually top these formations.

  For the explorer, too, this is an interesting and exciting environment, not only because of the more intense animal and vegetable life, but also in view of the potential for discovering fossils, minerals, and other curiosities in the cozy lap of these lime or sandstone walls, often ancient seafloors.

  The Dangers in Cliff Climbing

  In such terrain you are likely sooner or later to be faced with the temptation or the need to climb up or down one of these cliff walls.

  Here the most important thing to look out for is the kind of rock you are to support yourself on, avoiding all loose rubble, flaked, or layered material coming apart. Such formations are in the process of decomposition and collapse, in which you can easily become an incidental victim.

  I was climbing the wall of a cauldron at the foot of Serra da Bodoquena’s wild, west-facing cliff inside a natural “chimney” that seemed to facilitate my progress when, some 50 meters (150 feet) up, I felt with a shock that the rock was coming loose under my feet and dropping away into the void. I had inattentively climbed into an outcrop of loose shale … even if I survived a fall here, no one would find me.

  At such moments we must face the danger as a challenge that we were given a brain to cope with. My first, instinctive reaction was to stem both elbows and knees against the side walls of the chimney in order to take the weight off my feet. Then, craning my neck, I peeped outside the well I was in, searching for something I might hold on to.

  There grew a shrub from the rock, just out of reach. Slow as a sloth I worked myself into an oblique position in relation to the funnel, which, by pressing my head against the wall, allowed me to swing one arm out over the edge toward the thumb-thick stem of the bush. This I managed to reach after several minor readjustments in my precarious position. Fortunately it was well enough rooted to support me as I swung, slow motion, out of that death trap.

  I had not stopped to think that that chimney, which at first facilitated my climbing, had actually been formed by decomposing rock. When I am physically tired out I tend not to think enough.

  Tall Forest Versus Scrub, Capoeira, or Breña

  A third guide to walkable ground is the height of the vegetation. Tall forest means the sunlight is disputed high above the ground, so that down on the floor it is fairly dark, with little vegetation, and therefore quite comfortable to walk.

  Low growth, on the other hand, such as you find along the fringes of forests, in swamps, and in various scrub formations, means the sun has good penetration and is savagely disputed right from the relatively poor ground up, each plant for itself and bristling its weapons: thorns, poisons, snares. Here you find no trails except for those of short-legged animals beneath the thicket. There will also be many more snakes since they are better protected from aerial predators and such inveterate field roamers as emu, or ema (Rhea americana), and seriema (Cariama cristata), and there are more mice and frogs to eat. If man is present there will be a well-cleared path.

  If not, it’s best to give this kind of formation a wide berth since you are neither equipped nor meant to penetrate it. You cannot see what is down near your feet nor up in the shrubbery at elbow level.

  Still, you may have to, for some reason. Then it is a must to go about the business with care and patience, raising your feet high and treading down the brush so that you can see where you step, and cutting your way free with your garden shears. Any attempt to hack through with a machete is likely to result in at least an injured wrist from the hundreds of vines crisscrossing your path—many of them thorny—a potential snake or spider attack, a dozen wasp stings, a hundred ant bites, one to two thousand ticks climbing all over you, your exposed skin tattooed, checkered, and cut up by thorns, plus a generalized allergic reaction … Boots or leggings are a must here.

  An Allergic Reaction

  My family and I were camping on the north coast of the state of São Paulo between Caraguatatuba and Ubatuba when, at dusk one evening while walking along a dirt road in shorts, I had to go to the toilet and stepped into the woods. As I crossed a knee-tall kind of grass growing in the shade my legs began to burn intensely, forcing me to beat a hasty retreat out of there. It was only while scrubbing with water and soap later on that the strong reaction began to let up.

  At the time it was too dark to see whether that kind of grass was in itself the cause of the allergy, or if there was perhaps some poison ivy or even caterpillars in there that I failed to spot in the penumbra. I never went back to the place, so I was not able to determine the cause. But one thing is certain: To enter the tropical jungle you must always be fully dressed, in long pants, shoes, and long-sleeved shirt.

  The Swampland

  During the dry months—late July to early October—walking is extremely easy because of myriad cattle trails everywhere. What you have to establish when leaving the ranch or inn where you are staying, by means of your pocket compass or the position of the sun, is which way is back. This is especially important because of the repetitive nature of the landscape.

  The water level in the Swampland changes constantly, as well as from one year to the next. I have driven and walked in dust and waded across water in the same place and month. Thus stick to the cattle paths, for if you go dead by the compass you may find your way blocked by water. Often there is so much water everywhere that you have to ride a horse.

  HOW TO WALK

  I have already discussed the choice of clothes and footwear, and how to keep the latter greased. Let’s now look at the act of walking in itself. In my case I walk slowly, choosing the ground with care for every step. As the terrain becomes steeper I automatically shorten my stride, but keep on going all the while as long as nothing of interest appears. That isn’t very long at all, though, because the more I study the jungle, the greater the number of things that excite my interest along the trail.

  Because of a hearing deficiency I am not fond of large parties. But when I happen to find myself in a group of hikers, my favorite position is bringing up the rear. Here I pick up the stragglers as they fall behind and together we look at things calmly, at our own pace. Those dropping to the rear are pleased to have the attention, and so are the usually younger, more dynamic guides and walkers up ahead who’d rather pay attention to their watches than to nature around. My explanations back there don’t interfere with the guide’s up front, and he doesn’t have to worry about stragglers, so everybody gets something out of it.

  Gradually my little community at the tail end grows larger as the hours tick by, especially after lunch break, to the point where sometimes almost everybody ends up joining us, including the guides, when they are humble enough to learn a thing or two.

  Our caboclo of the hinterland, on the other hand, throws his upper body with the load on his back forward to the limit of his balance while pushing, so to speak, with short, fast steps, as if running after the trunk about to fall. In this posture he is able to move nonstop for many hours.

  This book focuses on the hazards of the jungle, perhaps to the extent that readers may wonder if I am trying to keep them away. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The jungle’s beauty—its birds and animals, its plants and its people—are experiences not to be missed. But I believe an enjoyable trip is one well planned, and in planning there is no place for optimism. Rather, one ought always to go more by Murphy’s Law: Assume that whatever can happen, will. Save your optimism for the end of a successful trip, as a result of cool forethought and careful preparation.

  Thus, while this is a guide to what can go wrong in the jungle, most of the time things go right when you abide by the above paragraphs, so often reiterated and illustrated in firsthand experiences throughout this book. Once you are properly prepared, the appeal of the plants, animals, and people of the jungle make it a place you will want to return to many times. And each time you will feel more at home.

  A TRIBUTE TO SILLINESS

  In closing, I would like to pay homage to something people normally try to conceal or feel embarassed about. It is thanks much more to silliness (burrice or asneria) than to any pockets of intelligence in my mind that I owe many of the brief stories of experiences narrated throughout this book. To be quite sincere, I don’t remember most of the events that ran smoothly and according to plan. There was no impact to register them. The foolish things I’ve done, on the other hand, remain vividly imprinted in my memory, because they were followed by a psychological reaction: shame, regret, self-recrimination. And so here they are, fresh and clear as if they’d just happened.

  So when walking in the jungle, don’t be too hard on people’s silliness, especially your own. It will pay dividends later.


  

  

  APPENDIX: BOOKS OF INTEREST TO THE JUNGLE WALKER

  FAUNA

  Birds

  • Aves Brasileiras by Johan Dalgas Frisch, 353 pages, field-guide sized, names in Latin, Portuguese, Tupi-Guarani, English, and Spanish, text in Portuguese. No hummingbirds, seriema, or rhea. All others are illustrated, though Johan’s father, Svend, copied many of the birds from museums, and that’s what they look like. This hardly diminishes the value of the book as a field guide; I’ve been consulting it for twenty years.

  Though personally a bit swaggering, Dalgas Frisch pioneered the recording of bird calls and songs in Brazil. Incidentally, while at Fazenda Bodoquena in the Swampland he recorded a background sound that has since become extinct in the region: the whistle of a Noroeste railroad steam locomotive.

  • Aves No Campus by Elizabeth Höfling and Helio de A. Camargo, 160 pages, a field guide limited to the birds found on the University of São Paulo campus adjacent to the Butantã Institute. Names are in Latin, Portuguese, Tupi-Guarani, and English; text is in Portuguese. No tinamids. Well illustrated.

  • A Guide to the Birds of Venezuela by Rodolphe Meyer de Schauensee and William H. Phelps Jr., 425 pages, field-guide sized, text in English, names in English, Latin, and Spanish, well illustrated and described. Princeton University Press, New Jersey. Contains most of the Brazilian birds, too.

  A curator in the Ornithology Department of the Academy of Natural Science, Dr. Schauensee has written a number of books on South American birds. Dr. Phelps spent close to thirty-five years in the Venezuelan jungles and conducted twenty major ornithological expeditions to unexplored regions of that country.

  • Ornitologia Brasilerira by Helmut Sick, 828 pages, large sized, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese. Describes all species with meticulous care; illustrations are excellent but do not show all the species. Expensive.

  A graduate from the University of Berlin, Dr. Sick was the curator of the National Museum in Rio de Janeiro and a tireless field explorer until his death.

  FISH

  • Dicionario dos Peixes do Brasil by Hitoshi Nomura, 482 pages, medium sized, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese. Illustrations are generally clear but black and white, and some photographs taken of dead fish are rather poor.

  Hitoshi Nomura is a professor of pisciculture at the Department of Zootechny, University of São Paulo at Piracicaba.

  • Peixes do Pantanal, 184 pages, describes 263 species, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, good illustrations. Published by Embrapa—Pantanal in Corumbá, a government institution devoted to agricultural research.

  GENERAL

  • Atlas da Fauna Brasileira, compiled by Melhoramentos editors, São Paulo, various authors, 140 pages, large format but lightweight, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese. The illustrations range from good for insects, birds, and mammals to mediocre for reptiles and definitely poor for fish.

  INSECTS

  • Os Insetos by Eurico Santos, two volumes totalling 446 pages, field-guide sized, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese, amply illustrated though mostly in black and white.

  Eurico Santos wrote widely on fauna, flora, veterinary practice, and agriculture. I grew up reading his interesting books, which are periodically reprinted.

  POISONOUS ANIMALS

  • Aculeos Que Matam by Wolfgang Bücherl, 153 pages, field-guide sized, good and clear illustrations. Names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese. African bees, centipedes, scorpions, snakes, and spiders.

  Dr. Bücherl was chief of the venomous arthropod section at the Butantã Institute museum, involved in the extraction of poisons, and tells of his interesting experiments and experiences.

  • Serpentes do Brasil by Afrânio do Amaral, 247 pages, names in Latin, Portuguese, Tupi-Guarani, and English, text bilingual, Portuguese and English. Illustrates and describes all tropical South American snakes. Medium sized.

  Dr. Afrânio do Amaral was head of Butantã Institute’s Department of Ophiology and Medical Zoology, later called to help organize the Antivenin Institute of America under the auspices of Harvard University and the London-based International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature.

  • Serpentes, Escorpioes e Aranhas by Dr. Benemar Guimarães, a practical, sixty-four-page field guide, well illustrated and described by this medical writer, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese. Despite its modest size, this manual covers all the main points you need to know.

  FLORA

  Aquatic Plants

  • Nos Jardins Submersos da Bodoquena by Vali Joana Pott and others, 160 pages, a beautiful field guide to the vegetation of those enchanting, crystal-clear waters of Bonito in the Serra da Bodoquena next door to the Swampland. Names in Latin and Portuguese, text in Portuguese. Excellent pictures, helped by Bonito’s natural beauty.

  Dr. Vali Pott is a researcher at Embrapa—Pantanal in Corumbá and curator of the herbarium, ideally stationed for her specialty—aquatic plants.

  • Plantas Aquaticas do Pantanal by Vali Joana and Arnildo Pott, 404 pages, photos of 246 species. Names in Latin, text in Portuguese. Science and art combined in beauty.

  Bromelia

  • Bromelias na Natureza by Elton M. C. Leme and Luiz Claudio Marigo, 184 pages, large sized, names in Latin and Portuguese, text in Portuguese. Beautiful photography, the specialty of Luiz Marigo, whose pictures illustrate a number of publications all over the world.

  Elton Leme has revised several genera of Bromelioideae, worked with the German specialist Wilhelm Weber, and had close to a hundred works published.

  Palms

  • Palmeiras no Brasil by Harri Lorenzi, Hermes Moreira de Souza, and others, 320 pages, field-guide sized. This book is divided into two parts: native Brazilian and exotic palms. Names are in Latin, Portuguese, Tupi-Guarani, and, in the case of imported species, English and foreign names. Text is in Portuguese, giving characteristics, occur-rence, habitat, utility, and production of seedlings. Clear photographs showing the whole tree, crown, and fruit.

  I have had the privilege of accompanying Dr. Lorenzi—a very hardworking specialist who is the director of the Nova Odessa Plantarum Institute of Flora Studies—and Dr. Hermes, who was chief of the Campinas Agronomic Institute’s Botanical Section until an accident forced him to retire, across the Swampland.

  Plants of the Swampland

  • Plantas do Pantanal by Arnildo and Vali Pott, 320 pages, large sized, a product of Embrapa—Pantanal at Corumbá. Names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese, giving etymology, type of plant, utilization, occurrence, and distribution. Mostly just one photograph per plant.

  I have already mentioned Dr. Vali under Aquatic Plants. Dr. Arnildo is an agronomist with a doctorate in pastures from the University of Queensland, Australia. His area at Embrapa is native pastures and flora.

  Trees

  • Árvores Brasileiras by Harri Lorenzi, two volumes, 370 pages each, large sized, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese giving morphological characteristics, occurrence, wood, utility, ecological information, phenology, seeds, and production of seedlings. Extremely well illustrated, showing the whole tree, leaves, flowers, fruit, seeds, bark, and wood.

  I have already spoken of Dr. Lorenzi under Palms, above.

  Weeds

  • Plantas Daninhas do Brasil by Harri Lorenzi, 425 pages, medium sized, names in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani, text in Portuguese, giving general characteristics, leaves, inflorescences, origin, occurrence, and importance (such as medicinal properties); a single photo per plant, mostly in bloom. As precise as Dr. Lorenzi’s other works (see Palms and Trees, above).

  WHERE TO WALK Beaches

  • Guia de Praias by Quatro Rodas, 210 pages, field-guide sized, satellite photographs of the whole 8,000-kilometer (5,000-mile) length of the Brazilian coast from Chuí on the border with Uruguay to Cape Orange across the bay from French Guiana, plus the islands. Shows the entire topography, with roads specially marked and beaches numbered and described in detail, quality, location, facilities such as camping grounds and trails, plus additional data on the coast, weather, marine parks, fish, turtles, and marine birds besides accommodations, foods, and sports. Portuguese.

  • Quatro Rodas—Four Wheels—specializes in road maps and guides.

  National Parks

  • Parques Nacionais—Brasil by Guias Philips, 384 pages plus map, field-guide sized, amply illustrated with beautiful photographs and regional maps, text in Portuguese giving brief history, landscape, fauna and flora (very superficially), general regional information, how to get there, nearest city, infrastructure if any, whether open to visitors, what to see, and addresses for contacts.

  Swampland

  • Bodoquena by John Coningham-Netto, 575 pages, standard sized, a novel of the Pantanal the tourist does not see: life and death among the yearly cycles of floods and drought, huge cattle ranches, territorial disputes, jaguars, and women ranchers. Text in Portuguese, index of fauna, flora, and regional expressions in Latin, Portuguese, and Tupi-Guarani. Background events and characters are all from the author’s own experiences, many of which are mentioned throughout this guide.

  • Pantanal e Bonito by Guias Philips, 310 pages, organization similar to Parques Nacionais above, includes the cities adjacent to the Swampland and Chapada dos Guimarães National Park. Also available in English.

  Amazon Basin

  • A Ponte Sobre o Tuere by John Coningham-Netto, 231 pages, standard sized, Portuguese. A novel that takes place during the opening of the trans-Amazon highway, telling of the natural and human problems faced as well as the individuals who flocked to the region, among them religious, ideological, and social misfits. As in Bodoquena, above, the background characters and events are all from the author’s bag of personal experiences, many of them recounted in this guide.

  • One River by Wade Davis, Simon & Schuster, New York. Medium sized, in English. A most interesting and well-researched history of the Amazon basin’s peoples, their medicine men, curare poison, missionaries, and the work and suffering of the American botanist Dr. Richard Schultes during his basinwide search for disease-resistant rubber trees.

  GENERAL TOURIST GUIDES

  • There is Fodor’s and Lonely Planet series, both in English, plus Guia Brasil, Quatro Rodas, in Portuguese.
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