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Praise for When We Sold God’s Eye

‘When We Sold God’s Eye raises the biggest questions of our time and, much to its credit, offers no easy answers. Like the Amazon itself, it is rich, fascinating and totally alive’

Elizabeth Kolbert, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Sixth Extinction

‘An extraordinary work of narrative non-fiction, telling the gripping and astonishing story of how a small group in the Amazon, invaded and brutally treated by white settlers and miners, ended up exploiting an illicit diamond mine themselves. This is a complex and tragic story, deeply reported and beautifully written by Alex Cuadros – a remarkable literary achievement’

Douglas Preston, no.1 New York Times bestselling author of The Lost City of the Monkey God

‘Reads like a wondrous combination of Heart of Darkness and In Cold Blood, a non-fiction novel of modern conquest, capitalism and murder. Cuadros writes with unsentimental compassion and unflinching moral clarity, investing his protagonists with human complexity while still reckoning with the broader social forces driving the destruction of the Amazon. A stunning work’

Greg Grandin, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The End of the Myth and Fordlandia

‘To the shelf of anthropological classics that includes Naven, Tristes Tropiques and Coming of Age in Samoa, we can now add When We Sold God’s Eye. Cuadros takes us into one of the most forbidding regions of the globe, and inside the minds of an ancient people as they take their first – diseased, bloodstained – steps into so-called civilisation. A first-class work of reporting, this book is above all a work of compassion for Indigenous peoples everywhere, forced to navigate a nearly impossible passage’

Benjamin Moser, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Sontag

‘Truly remarkable reporting, opening a window into one of the planet’s most important places, and the people who live out their lives amidst its riches. It will complicate your view of the world, which is usually a useful thing’

Bill McKibben, author of The End of Nature

‘Bursting with wild clashes of human values and exposing profound greed, corruption, violence, courage, survival and the everyday contradictions within us all, this book offers us a new understanding of Western society’s relationship to earth and to other cultures. A must-read, simultaneously heartbreaking and heart-filling’

Susan Southard, author of Nagasaki

‘Alex Cuadros spent years culturally embedded with the Cinta Larga, and tells their tragic but exciting story. He achieves the remarkable feat of understanding and sympathising with both sides’ attitudes, cultures and motives, with a vibrant cast of real people’

John Hemming, author of The Conquest of the Incas and co-founder of Survival International

‘An unusually authentic and intimate account of a disappearing wilderness and its Indigenous people. Superbly written, it deserves widespread attention, and seems destined to become a modern classic of literary non-fiction’

Jon Lee Anderson, New Yorker staff writer and author of Che Guevara
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white map shows the Amazon frontier. The Cinta Larga, Arara, Gavião, Zoró, Suruí, Arara, Enawené-Nawé and Nambikwara indigenous areas are depicted, as are cities, villages, Funai posts and two highways. A smaller map is inset. It shows the Amazon frontier’s location within Brazil, and Brazil’s location within the South American content.



PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 9, 2023—VILHENA, BRAZIL

Nacoça Pio Cinta Larga limped across the courtroom, using one hand to steady himself on a table. In the air-conditioned chill and fluorescent glare, his crown of black and brown feathers shuddered with each step, a lonely reminder of the rainforest beyond the white-painted walls. A Brazilian flag hung limply in one corner, the national motto, “Order and Progress,” concealed in its folds. “The prosecution says that, on April 7, 2004, around 11 a.m. in the Gully of Tranquility, you, sir, together with other members of your tribe, took the lives of several prospectors,” Judge Rafael Slomp began.

Pale even for a white man, Slomp wore a pink button-up beneath his robes. His goatee was immaculately trimmed, his tone bland, emotionless, entirely mismatched to the crimes he was describing. He listed twenty-nine victims, twelve never identified: “a massacre.” Hands tied, they’d been unable to defend themselves, he said, an aggravating factor. “The prosecution also alleges a base motive,” he went on. “That the Indigenous people who committed these acts wanted to keep anyone else from mining diamonds on their lands.” Greed, in other words.

Pio looked back at Slomp through wire-rimmed glasses, his right eyelid half-drooped, half-hiding a prosthetic eye. When he thought back to the first time he saw a diamond, he shook his head with disbelief. It was probably 1972, not that he had any notion of dates back then. His people had never known calendars or clocks. Nor did they consider any stone precious. There was no such thing as money, no such thing as a market or even trade, really. As Pio put it, “When we wanted something, nuts or honey or fruit, we would go look for it in the forest.”

Back then the forest was still whole, with giant mahogany and cherrywood and pink-flowered ipê forming a ceiling so dense, only the odd stab of light reached the ground. The canopy petered out at the Roosevelt, which Pio had always known as the River of Rapids, though there was a calm eddy by the bank where he liked to bathe. That day he tromped through the tangle of riverside bush to find a raft made of two tree trunks split by fire, with an awning of dried palm fronds. A white man rotated a metal wheel on the deck. The man must have heard of the Cinta Larga, notorious cannibals. Yet while Pio carried a bow and a bundle of arrows, he hardly cut an intimidating figure. Not quite adolescent, he wore nothing but flip-flops and overlarge underwear, the waistband rolled down to hug his narrow hips. “Hey, kid,” the man said. “Turn this for me. I’m going to roll a cigarette and take a piss.”

Another Cinta Larga might have been more cautious. By now they all knew about the white men’s guns, about their poison. But the contraption piqued Pio’s curiosity. A tube poked into the water, faintly tugging this way and that, interrupting the ripples of sky on the river’s surface. Taking the man’s place, he listened to the metallic creak, a new note in the forest racket of birdsong and shrieking monkeys. He had no idea he was pumping air to a diver. He was, in his own words, “a proper Indian—raw, raw, raw.” When blackflies started stinging his legs, he let go to swat at them.

The man was on his way back when he saw the wheel sitting idle. He broke into a run, shouting something Pio couldn’t understand, finally grabbing it and cranking furiously. Eventually a kind of huge copper egg emerged from the water—an old-fashioned diver’s helmet, with little portholes on the front and sides. Then a humanoid body with a loose-hanging, jet-black skin—a rubber diving dress.

At first Pio thought the diver might be a pawô. He’d grown up hearing about these beings who whistled from the trees, shapeshifters who tricked you into following them. Everyone knew you shouldn’t go outside alone if you woke in the dark to urinate. A pawô might lead you around all night and safely return you home, but it also might strangle you to death, or if you were a woman, have its way with you. No sense trying to kill it. People told of a pawô who appeared one night lounging on the crossbeam of a longhouse. A man shot three arrows into it and dragged the corpse outside. In the morning he saw blood on his arrowheads, so he knew it hadn’t been a dream. But the pawô’s body had disappeared.

When the diver removed his helmet, Pio could see he was just a man. He watched as the man emptied a sack of muddy gravel into a sieve. His partner tossed away a few large rocks and briefly submerged the sieve, lifting and whirling to rinse the sand out. Then he delicately combed through the fisheye-size stones that remained. When he found nothing of interest, the process repeated. Pio didn’t understand the point of any of this, but when the men invited him to help, he was, again, too intrigued to resist. He even camped with them for a few days, studying their methods. Finally the moment came when he noticed an offbeat glint in the gravel. It was a crystal of carbon, stained by traces of boron—a blue diamond—one of the priciest of precious stones.

Judge Slomp looked at Pio over an open laptop. Seated in an expensive-looking office chair, he almost seemed to be presiding over a conference room. All of the lawyers, too, were white, in suits and ties. Following the script, Slomp continued, “I would like to know, sir, if this accusation against you is true or false.”

Pio sat with his hands on his jeans. He could hardly deny the part about the diamonds; the Federal Police had tapped his phones. They knew he was involved in the Stream of the Blackflies, an operation said to be worth $20 million a month, frequented by smugglers from Antwerp, Tel Aviv, and New York City’s Diamond District. In the press, Pio had been labeled a “diamond baron,” rumored to own three mansions and a fleet of imported trucks with white chauffeurs. Some of this, he conceded, was true, at least for a time. But he would always insist he’d tried to stop the massacre. With the unshakable calm that had always been his quality, he responded simply, “False.”

As for the question of greed, Pio would be left to ponder: Was it greedy to desire the things he’d been taught to desire by white men standing in for fathers?


PART 1
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THE TIME OF CONTACT

1960s–1970s


CHAPTER 1

A NEW KIND OF YEARNING

Pio could never forget the first time he saw a white person. He thought of that time as “when we were still wild.” He was perhaps six years old, accompanying his father on a trip to an uncle’s village. In those days, footpaths were marked only by the occasional broken twig or twisted leaf. Already Pio knew how to tread lightly with bare feet. Left to roam unsupervised, he’d learned about the inch-long bullet ants that hauled nectar down from the treetops, whose sting could leave you writhing in pain for a whole day. One kind of wasp made its nest close to the ground, under banana leaves; another attacked from above by swarming into your hair. You also had to watch out for poisonous caterpillars, pit vipers that curled around low-hanging branches, electric thunderfish and twenty-foot anacondas lurking in waterways. Jaguars mostly avoided adults but would eagerly pounce on a child. The forest’s very architecture was a risk, as old trees—some wider than a person is tall, with winglike buttress roots that offered perfect hiding places—occasionally keeled over.

Of course, the forest also provided sustenance. Journeys to other villages were never just about reaching your destination. If Pio and his father spotted a beehive, they’d stop to knock it down and shovel honey into their mouths with rolled-up leaves. Each variety of bee made honey with a distinct flavor, one citrusy, another licorice-like. They would also stop to gather fruits scarcely known outside the Amazon—de˜dêna, madéa, ingá, oykap, bixâma—as well as cacao, so sweet on its own that the Cinta Larga never thought to turn it into chocolate. There were also the berries that stained your hands purple, which outsiders knew as açaí; peach palm, with its soft, edible pulp; and pasáp, a tree whose green fronds could be woven into backpacks. Not to mention pasáp’s little coconuts with larva burrowed inside, which also tasted of coconut. Even in the dry season, hydration could be found in a thick woody vine that released fresh water like a faucet when sliced open.

Like every Cinta Larga boy, Pio carried a child-size bow and practiced shooting lizards and little birds with featherless arrows. He dreamed of becoming a great hunter like his father, Mankalu, but he was small even for his age. Full-size bows were six and a half feet tall, taller than Mankalu himself, and you needed muscles like his to pull the string taut. Most of all, though, you needed skill. To take down a wild pig, you had to know exactly where to strike—under its left foreleg, piercing the heart—before the whole pack of fast-moving beasts, with their long, sharp incisors, could charge you. Even a monkey could be dangerous. If your first shot didn’t kill it outright, the monkey might pull the arrow from its own body and throw it back at you like a spear. Men died this way. Your bow had to feel like an extension of your body. Mankalu once took down a black panther; had he missed, he wouldn’t have lived to hunt again.

A hunter’s skills went beyond archery. When you needed the element of surprise, you’d construct a kind of miniature house in the forest, to become invisible to your prey. To bait a hawk, you could hang a dead snake from a vine. You also had to identify footprints in the muck of the forest floor, to single out the voice of your quarry amid the chatter of pykpykkyp and keiketkyp and xulipkyp birds, to whistle and wail in perfect imitation of its call. The more you could embody your prey, the better you were at hunting it.

Mankalu, like any good hunter, also knew his herbs. One plant gave off the cloying musk of a wild pig: chew it up, spit it on your hands, and rub it all over your body to disguise yourself. Another plant, a stimulant consumed as a tea, sharpened your vision to spot camouflaged birds. Others were thought to work through a kind of magical symbolism. There was a leaf that resembled the foot of a tapir, a long-snouted mammal that could weigh as much as four hundred pounds—a lumbering feast of delicious, dark meat. If you made a tea from this leaf and drank until you vomited, tapirs (the thinking went) wouldn’t run from you. There were also herbs to induce dreaming, as certain dreams portended successful hunts. If a hunter dreamed about crossing a river, it was a sign he’d encounter a tapir—perhaps because these beasts like to cool themselves in shallow water. If the hunter dreamed of sex with a woman, his catch would be female; if he dreamed of sex with a man, it would be male. If he dreamed about picking parasitic larva from his feet, he’d encounter a harpy eagle, because (according to Cinta Larga dream logic) this recalled the majestic raptor’s talons.

Pio’s uncle lived a few days’ walk away, but that was nothing for a Cinta Larga. People took every excuse to visit far-flung relatives, whether for a grand Feast of the Pig or to trade news of marriages. In Western terms, their territory stretched perhaps eighty miles from east to west, 130 miles from north to south, but even without maps they held all of it in their heads, guiding themselves by the waterways, the direction of the sun, and when it shone through a clearing at night, the Milky Way, which they called the Right Way. In the absence of any form of writing, waterways also served as markers for important events, great hunts and battles, though they often had different names depending on what part of the territory you lived in.

For Pio, the journey was a rare chance to learn, almost by osmosis, how to be a man like his father. Mankalu wasn’t very affectionate. Unlike other adults, he never joked around. “If my father was in a dark hut,” Pio recalled, “you would think nobody was inside, because he wasn’t the type to have a conversation.” Pio didn’t admire him any less: “Back when we lived in the forest, someone who knew how to make a well-crafted arrow, using the hairs of a wild pig—that was like a diploma for us. And my father had a doctorate in arrow-making.” The shaft was a light bamboo, stabilized in flight by multihued feathers. The arrowhead was a harder bamboo, traditionally sharpened with the tooth of the agouti, a long-legged rodent. Each man left a signature in the form of geometric designs, instantly recognizable to others, when he stitched the two pieces together. Different sizes and shapes were used to target different animals; always the artistry was key. Mankalu, though, never taught his methods. Pio was left to figure it out on his own, and his own arrows always came out “ugly.” Observing a cousin whose father made beautiful arrows for him, he’d think, I want that, too!

Reaching the so-called Roaring River, Mankalu led his son across a footbridge of lashed-together branches, using a vine as a handrail. They announced themselves with the trilling of panpipes, and Pio’s uncle rushed to string up hammocks for the customary exchange of greetings in improvised song: “He has traveled here and all is well…” These visits, like the journeys themselves, were never hurried. One morning Pio and his uncle were crouched on the riverbank, drinking water from cupped hands, when they heard a thundering crack like an enormous branch breaking. And then another, and another. Upriver, just visible in the distance, some kind of craft was crossing under the footbridge. Because the Cinta Larga never developed the canoe, boats were alien to them—and this boat was loud, propelled by an outboard motor. Pio ran back to his uncle’s village, looking for his father, but couldn’t find him. Terrified as he was, though, he wanted to know about the outsiders. Returning to the riverbank, he hid himself in the foliage to watch as they floated by.

Pio had heard about the outsiders. At the time the Cinta Larga didn’t think of them as “white people” but as mokopey, roughly “those who cover themselves,” a reference to their clothes. This was another alien concept, though Pio’s people did adorn themselves. They got their Portuguese name thanks to the cinta larga, or wide belt, traditionally worn by men. Made from the inner bark of the towering wabép tree, it was tied so tight with string that your flesh pushed over the edge with each breath. But it was meant for protection in battle, not against the elements, much less for modesty. Men felt naked only if they lacked their penis-sheath of straw, and among women the concept of nudity didn’t exist at all. “Men would look and see who had a large vulva, who had a small one,” chief João Bravo would recall. “I’m not lying. We weren’t ashamed.”

Lacking the language for Western clothing, the Cinta Larga called it a “skin.” Some speculated the outsiders weren’t even human: with their freakish height and hairy faces, perhaps a new species of monkey? Others said they must be pawoy, those mythical shapeshifters. Whatever their nature, the outsiders were known to be dangerous. They’d been spotted roaming the forest, searching for the trees that bled milky-white. First they made a diagonal gash in the bark, leaving a cup to collect the liquid. Later they dried this substance over a fire, molding it into a bar as thick black smoke rose into the canopy. Indigenous people had collected latex for thousands of years, using it to make balls for ritual sport in what is now Mexico. The Cinta Larga knew of the stuff from their neighbors to the east, the Enawenê-Nawê, whose women wore tight rubber rings to swell their calves, a mark of beauty. At the time, though, they couldn’t imagine what these outsiders were doing with it—that it could be traded for valuable paper and transformed into all manner of goods.

The Cinta Larga would always maintain that, when meeting a stranger, they came in peace—at least at first—cautiously offering the greeting pa ikinin pa mã: “Let’s have a look at one another.” In response, the rubber tappers simply opened fire. In one encounter, a Cinta Larga warrior took a bullet to the knee, leaving him unable to retreat, and when his comrades went back to rescue him, they found his body cut to pieces and thrown on a grill. For years afterward, they believed that the clothes-wearers devoured their enemies. Only later would they revise this impression: the outsiders planned to feed the corpse to their dogs.

There was a girl from another village, Mabeuíti, who would come to be known as Maria Beleza—Maria the Beauty. Her grandparents used to have premonitions. Someday, they told her, you will live among the outsiders, you will speak their language, and you will even cover yourself like they do. They failed to foresee more imminent dangers. One day when the men were off hunting, Maria and the other children were taking turns on a rope swing, launching themselves into the river, when suddenly Maria heard that same branch-breaking crack, deafeningly close. She saw the outsiders with their strange second skin, hair peeking from every gap. The sound repeated in rapid fire, and the children toppled over. Maria played dead while the outsiders went after the women with machetes. They set fire to the longhouse before disappearing back into the trees.

When Maria tried to lift herself, she felt she couldn’t move. The next thing she knew, she was waking up, and realized she’d fainted. Seven of her friends had been killed. Her grandmother had also been killed, along with several other adults. Little wonder that the Cinta Larga came up with another word for the outsiders: dayap, an onomatopoeia for a gunshot.

When the boat passed by Pio’s hiding place on the riverbank, he couldn’t help feeling fascinated by the sight of the weapons pointed right over his head. He figured the outsiders had noticed the footbridge and fired to scare off any Indians. But it didn’t work. When Pio’s father returned to the village, Pio and his uncle told him what they’d seen, and Mankalu plunged into the forest right away.

More than a great hunter, Pio’s father was a great warrior. His full name was Mankalueey Akat, literally “killer of the Mankalu,” a neighboring Indigenous group he was said to have wiped out in battle. Not that you could say it to his face. It was taboo to utter someone’s name in their presence. In later years, no one could quite explain why, but back then, anyway, you hardly needed names. The Cinta Larga numbered between one and two thousand, scattered among a couple dozen villages. Lacking numbers above twenty, they had no way to count their population, but they could easily rattle off the intricate family connections, whose grandfather wedded whose granddaughter, how many children they had, who was widowed and remarried, the various overlapping webs of in-laws and brotherhood. Among the Cinta Larga themselves, there was no such thing as a stranger: family was society.

In those days they didn’t actually think of themselves as a unified tribe. Sometimes they used generic words like panderey, which simply means “us” or “our people.” Other times they described themselves as matpetamãy, “experts with the bow.” But they lacked a name for their group as a whole. They had no central authority, no chief. They were merely a smattering of bloodlines who spoke the same language, traded wives, and saw one another as human.

The way Pio’s elders told it, their three main lineages descended from a divine mingling with the plant world. Ngurá, the Creator, had grown lonely without a family, walking by himself in the forest. He found a beautiful rock, and made the rock his wife, and a son emerged like a bird hatching from an egg. His son produced a grandson, also named Ngurá, who would bring human beings into existence, though not without some false starts. First he tried copulating with a hole in the ground, but nothing happened. Eventually he found a kaban tree, whose flowers eject stamens that resemble shooting stars. Like the agouti, that long-legged rodent, Ngurá made a hole in the shell of the kaban’s sweet, white fruit. But instead of eating the fruit, he made love to it, and five days later a son was born—the first member of the Kaban lineage. Ngurá did the same with the yellow nut of the kakin vine, creating the Kakin lineage, and then once more with the pod of the Brazil nut tree, maam—which was Pio’s lineage.

Remarkably, for such a small group, the Cinta Larga divided themselves even further based on whether they lived closer to the headwaters (making them paabit), near the middle (paabir), or farther downstream (paaepit). But war, if nothing else, united them. To the south they fought the Nambikwara, with their ash-stained bodies. To the north they fought the Zoró, with their arrowheads that whistled. To the west their rivals were the tattoo-faced Suruí; to the east, not only the Enawenê-Nawê but the Rikbaktsa, who covered their crotches with straw. In border areas where prized resources grew—particular varieties of bamboo or thatch, say—chance encounters inevitably sparked conflict. There was no diplomacy, no trade. “The Cinta Larga never had any friends,” another man of Pio’s generation, Roberto Carlos, would explain.

Being a man was synonymous with being a warrior. Every boy trained for it. João Bravo’s father taught him to zigzag by shooting arrows at him; the arrows lacked the usual sharp point but could still break your skin. In war, the Cinta Larga made no effort to be sporting. Though they didn’t shy from spontaneous skirmishes, ambush was the preferred form of engagement. Sometimes they sneaked into enemy territory and hid in the trees until dark. One by one, they’d tiptoe into their enemies’ longhouse and take up positions by hammocks, holding three-foot clubs of heavy black wood. Then, when someone gave the signal, they would beat their sleeping enemies to death. It was a risky maneuver, but in Roberto’s words, “We were never afraid. We all knew we were going to die one day.”

Foreign women could be integrated into Cinta Larga society; Mankalu himself had married a Zoró girl captured by an ally. The men, though, were never spared. “When an enemy group killed one of ours, we would kill all of theirs,” another of Pio’s cohorts, Oita Matina, would recall. “The Arara—there are hardly any Arara left anymore, thanks to us. The Zoró were terrified of us. And the Suruí? When the Suruí showed up, we were monsters.…The Cinta Larga were the wildest Indians of all.” After a raid, they’d burn the village to the ground.

If the Cinta Larga believed the clothes-wearers to be cannibals, it was partly because they, too, consumed their enemies’ bodies. Though taboo within their own group, it was actually how they divided the world into “us” and “them.” Other groups were scarcely considered human. Before battle, Mankalu and his fellow warriors would sing songs in which their enemies were monkeys or tapirs: defenseless prey. Afterward, as João Bravo would describe it: “The bodies are cut into pieces and put on a grill to be cooked, including the decapitated head.…The warriors shave their heads and paint themselves with red urucum”—a shrub whose spiny seed pods yield a red dye—“to look like the king vulture. Once everything is ready, the banquet begins with the warriors imitating the sounds and movements of the king vulture eating its carrion.”

Not everyone partook in the ritual. Eating human flesh was believed to cause seizures in children, and new parents had to steer clear to avoid harming their babies. The warriors, though, ate everything, even breaking the bones to suck the marrow. The anthropologist João Dal Poz later asked people why they did it. He heard a simple answer: Zokópa té—because they were angry. And what did it taste like? Some compared it to the dark, delicious meat of the tapir. White men’s flesh, on the other hand, was far too salty.

Ordinarily Mankalu would have organized a feast to summon other villages for a battle. With the intruders already headed downriver, he had no time for this. But he knew he’d find a willing companion for war in João Bravo, who’d lost his wife, Maria Beleza’s grandmother, in the massacre. João saw the interlopers as a kind of hybrid entity, “pawô-people with evil hearts.” Not that he was afraid to go after them. On the contrary, he was bound by the tradition of wepíka, which translates roughly as “revenge,” only with a sense of obligation, as with a debt that must be zeroed out. Over the years he would become, as he sometimes bragged, a prolific killer of white men.

Yet there was another, possibly even more compelling reason to go after the outsiders. Some years earlier, in the southern reaches of their territory, a group of warriors was campaigning against the Nambkiwara when they came upon a wide swath of flattened vegetation that stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction. In the middle, tall wooden posts poked up at regular intervals, linked crown to crown with a kind of heavy string—a telegraph line. The stations were manned by what the government called “civilized” Nambikwara, but because they wore clothes, the Cinta Larga saw them only as mokopey, indistinguishable from rubber tappers.

In one encounter, Nambikwara workers were at the station known as Vilhena when, as a government report described it, “to everyone’s surprise, a group of approximately twenty Indians, including one female, showed up walking calmly along the trail of the telegraph line.” At first the meeting was friendly. The two groups embraced and attempted to make conversation, even without a common language. Then, amid the confused, excited babble, a gun accidentally went off, and “in a fraction of a second everything changed.…An arrow [came] like a lightning bolt, mortally wounding the citizen known as Parazão, who fell almost lifeless to the ground, receiving immediately afterward five more arrows.” Another worker was struck in the arm; a woman took an arrow to the eye. One of the warriors was about to fire an arrow at the worker’s son, until one of the Nambikwara cut his bowstring with a knife. The report made no mention of Cinta Larga casualties, but one warrior was shot in the face. Somehow he survived and made it back home, where he earned the nickname “eye of pawô.”

The battle marked the start of a long war. Another report detailed the aftermath of a Cinta Larga victory: “The house that [the Nambikwara] had built was burned down, and the posts of the telegraph line were knocked over with machetes belonging to the guards.” For a Westerner, it would be easy to gloss over the detail about the machetes. But for the Cinta Larga, it was nothing less than a paradigm shift. According to lore, it was in these battles that they first discovered ndabe—metal tools.

The first time he saw a steel axe put to use, Pio’s friend Tataré gaped with wonder as two men chopped down a towering Brazil nut tree in perhaps forty minutes, allowing them to collect the pods that fell naturally just once a year. Suddenly, the most arduous of tasks—clearing fields, building huts—required a fraction of the labor. Machetes proved stronger and more durable than sticks for digging up earth to plant crops. Knives sliced almost magically through meat or hard vines. Metal pots were lighter, more durable, and quicker to heat and cool than the traditional ones of clay. On top of all that, a long, sharp blade was deadlier than a wooden club in a sneak attack on a sleeping enemy.

The warriors made other curious discoveries. After one battle, they returned with the head and tail of “a different kind of tapir”—a mule—which they presented to their wives. They also plundered the stiff, strong telegraph wire, which could be used to craft arrowheads with internal stitching, making them more stable in midair. Women, meanwhile, used the wire to punch holes in beads, and incorporated metal nuts and washers into their necklaces. People spoke of a new kind of yearning: ndabe-kala—the desire for metal tools.

The Cinta Larga were far from alone in assimilating Western goods even before they knew the Western world. In New Guinea in 1951, an Australian patrol officer became the first white person to meet the Baruya people but found they’d already acquired steel axes and machetes by trading salt with other, less isolated groups. Similarly, when missionaries reached the Yanomami, on the border between Brazil and Venezuela, around the same time, they noticed plots of bananas and plantains, crops imported to South America by Europeans. The Cinta Larga, for their part, raised chickens, another foreign species. The practice began when they pillaged some from an enemy village; how these enemies got chickens to begin with, no one knows.

When Mankalu returned from his assault on the interlopers, he brought stories of a bloody clash. Even with the element of surprise, he and his fellow warriors had been forced to retreat by those fearsome weapons. But it wouldn’t be his last attempt to plunder ndabe. Just about every dry season, Pio would watch as his father set off with a war party carrying whole baskets full of arrows. Weeks or even months later, they would return with baskets empty, the odd blade glinting from their belts of bark.

The problem was that a blade never lasted long. In the world of the Cinta Larga, nobody “owned” these tools. When you finished using one, you simply dropped it on the ground for somebody else to pick up later. Shared among a whole village, an axe head could wane to half its original size. People might try sharpening it with a rock, but they lacked proper whetstones or honing rods. Because of this, they saw these objects like bamboo or straw, natural resources to be used up only for the forest to replenish later. And so Mankalu set off on another campaign, and another.


CHAPTER 2

THE INDIAN PROTECTION SERVICE

Apoena Meirelles was only twenty the first time he made contact with a so-called silvícola, a “jungle-dweller,” someone still unfamiliar with Western society. It was July 16, 1969, the same day that NASA’s Apollo 11 took off for the moon. As part of Operation Cinta Larga, he’d already spent ten months dealing with eye-licker wasps, mosquitoes that thickened into clouds at dawn and dusk, bouts of malaria, fungal infections—all the difficulties that made outsiders think of the Amazon as a “green hell.” Not to mention the boredom of days-long downpours, though you could never really relax. Alcohol was forbidden. It was too risky to hunt, so the only meat came in tins. Payroll almost always came late, and when it did, a few workers would quit to try their luck as prospectors, leaving everyone else to pick up the slack. Apoena also complained that, “after two months in the bush, we young men suffer horribly for lack of a woman.”

Just to reach the camp was an undertaking. First Apoena flew from the coastal metropolis of Rio de Janeiro to the boomtown of Porto Velho, smack in the middle of the South American continent. Then he drove three hundred miles down the BR-364, which clung to the telegraph line that the Cinta Larga liked to raid—the first highway ever to penetrate the southern reaches of the Amazon. Built in 1960, it remained unpaved, a ribbon of blood-brown dirt in an endless dark green canopy. At the height of the rainy season, December to March, truck ruts deepened into mud-logged ravines, stranding vehicles for days or even weeks. Now, in the dry season, the ruts hardened, and passengers were thrown violently up and down, side to side, without cease. Bumping along in a government truck, Apoena would see a cloud of orange dust on the horizon, expanding as it approached, and then as it passed, a bus full of tired faces peering back through dust-pasted windows. Or an old flatbed with men, women, and children huddled together in the searing sun—settlers who’d heard the propaganda about a “land without people for people without land,” and hoped to eke out a living on the frontier.

In those days of political upheaval, Apoena fancied himself a left-wing radical—and with his wiry frame, long, curly hair, and wispy beard, he looked the part. In Rio he’d been arrested twice for marching against the military dictatorship. He knew how wrong the government propaganda was. Even before the first Portuguese ships landed on Brazil’s shore in 1500, as many as twenty million people already lived in the rainforest. Humans are thought to have arrived in South America some ten thousand years ago, spreading first along the Andes Mountains and then, five thousand years ago, into the Amazon Basin. Some societies grew shockingly large, though they left few obvious traces: mounds of pottery shards, elaborate roadways since reclaimed by jungle, peach-palm orchards woven into the forest itself. Often settlement was so dense that it left behind “black earth,” a rich soil formed by the centuries-long accumulation of ash, ceramics, and human feces.

As a kid, Apoena had been taught to venerate the Brazilian pioneers known as bandeirantes, or flag-bearers, who made their name in the 1600s. Many others tried and failed to penetrate the rainforest on foot, but the bandeirantes raked through in boats, raiding villages and killing the inhabitants as if they were “boar or deer,” in one observer’s words. They enslaved hundreds of thousands of the people they called Indians. Jesuit missionaries tried to save the Indians—or at least their souls—but only hastened their extermination, as the survivors were gathered into settlements where previously unknown diseases flourished. Their children went on to mix with European colonists and African slaves, gradually coming to think of themselves simply as “Brazilian.” By the 1960s, of the two hundred thousand Indigenous people left in Brazil, almost all of them had some degree of contact with national society. But a few didn’t.

The Amazon is the world’s largest rainforest, nearly as large as the contiguous United States, nurtured by a labyrinth of one thousand rivers. Some are born at 21,000 feet, with seasonal melts from the Sajama ice cap in Bolivia. Others are born in the dark rock of Peru’s Apacheta cliff, where glacial seepage sprays white from its pores. Most are just tributaries of tributaries, headwaters for much larger rivers—the Caquetá, the Madre de Dios, the Iriri, the Tapajós—any of which, on its own, would already be among the largest rivers in the world. Wide and placid, these waterways are easy to navigate. But there are also rivers born in Brazil’s high plains and savannas, strangled into whitewater gorges that no bandeirante could hope to overcome. It was on their banks that the Tupi people, during a long-ago expansion to the Atlantic coast, left behind a branch known as the Tupi-Mondé, who in turn splintered into the Cinta Larga, the Suruí, the Zoró, and a few other small groups.

A thousand miles from Brazil’s populous coast, this region stayed mostly undisturbed until 1907, when a young military officer named Cândido Rondon was tasked with building the telegraph line. Rondon, a great hero of Apoena’s, was nothing like the reactionary generals now in charge of Brazil. Nor did he fit the usual profile of Western explorers. For one thing, he was himself of largely Indigenous descent. Even more remarkable, he dedicated his life to the Enlightenment principle of universal human rights at a time when most Brazilians agreed with Theodore Roosevelt: “I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are the dead Indians, but…nine out of every ten are.” Entering the lands of so-called índios bravos—“wild Indians”—Rondon often came under arrow fire. But he insisted his men never respond in kind: “Die if you must, but never kill.” Instead he offered gifts: mirrors, colorful beads, and—most appealing of all—metal tools. Always respectful of “our brothers from the jungle,” he made friends with groups considered irredeemably hostile, like the Nambikwara, whom he persuaded to man the telegraph stations.

Rondon’s best-known expedition set off in 1913, and among its members was none other than Roosevelt himself, who’d come to Brazil for adventure after losing his run for a third term as president. The goal was to descend an uncharted waterway Rondon called the River of Doubt, because he didn’t know where it emptied. Just to reach its source took two months, first by steamboat up the Paraguay River, then up one of its tributaries, and finally by muleback for four hundred miles through swamp, scrub, savanna, and jungle. The river started out placid, a dark mirror of the sky, meandering to the point of seeming directionless. Roosevelt calmly watched the butterflies, the blue-and-gold macaws, and the many palms, “towering and slender, their stems a stately colonnade, their fronds an arched fretwork against the sky.” But the men soon came upon the first of the rocky gorges where the water churned furious-white. They had no choice but to spend two and a half days lugging their heavy wooden dugouts, laden with supplies, through forest Rondon described as “monstrously fecund.”

“We were bitten by huge horse-flies, the size of bumblebees,” Roosevelt wrote. “More serious annoyance was caused by the pium and boroshuda flies during the hours of daylight, and by the polvora, the sand-flies, after dark.…The boroshudas [blackflies] were the worst pests; they brought the blood at once, and left marks that lasted for weeks.” Approaching the next rapids, a canoe capsized; one man drowned, and Roosevelt’s son Kermit barely swam to safety. Another man was shot to death in a dispute over rations. Roosevelt himself was nearly killed by a leg infection, and also got dysentery and malaria.

“Through sheets of blinding rain, we left our camp of misfortune for another camp where misfortune also awaited us,” Roosevelt wrote. That day, Rondon took his dog Lobo into the forest to hunt. Hearing what sounded like the howl of a spider monkey, the dog rushed into the trees, and Rondon heard yelps of pain followed by human voices—“brief exclamations, energetic and repeated in unison.” Lobo came running back, wounded by two arrows. To scare off the attackers, Rondon fired his shotgun into the air. Still hearing the voices, he fired again. But he couldn’t risk a confrontation, so he retreated back to camp. Returning later with a few other men, he found Lobo dead. The arrows featured a serrated bamboo point unlike any Rondon had seen—confirmation, in his mind, that this group was still unknown to the West. He laid out axe heads and colorful beads as gifts.

Though the people never revealed themselves, they allowed the outsiders to continue in peace. Rondon renamed the river for his American guest.

At the time of Apoena’s journey, the Wyoming-size territory of Rondônia, named in Rondon’s honor, was still almost entirely covered by rainforest. But that was changing fast. On either side of Highway 364, trunks lay scattered like a game of pickup sticks. It was September, the height of the dry season, when settlers took advantage of the weather to clear fields with fire. Not only was this method cheap; the ash also served as fertilizer for coffee, corn, and grass for grazing cattle. It was all part of a national project, a belated echo of Manifest Destiny, which had sent American settlers westward—to finally conquer the Amazon with highways and agriculture. Just in the past decade, Rondônia’s population had doubled, nearing 120,000. Many were blond and blue-eyed, from Brazil’s South, intensely populated by German immigrants.

Halfway to his destination, Apoena passed through the settlement of Vila Rondônia, which had sprouted from a telegraph station. The journalist Lilian Newlands described the “haze of dust and torpor” of the dry season, when the sun beat down so relentlessly that zinc roofs would swell and break in the heat. Many observers compared the region to the American Wild West. “Everyone went around visibly armed,” wrote Newlands. There was, wrote another, “always the feeling that someone would fire a bullet from behind some corner.…You breathed death; all people recalled was deaths—violent, brutal deaths. Ranchers who had shot Indians to death, Indians who had killed some backwoodsmen…”

Of course, permanent settlement was only part of the Amazon’s allure. Brazil’s original pioneers, the bandeirantes, were driven by a desire for precious metals and stones. Spaniards searched for the mythical city of El Dorado—literally the Golden One, a reference to an Indigenous chief rumored to cover his skin with gold dust. In Rondônia, people spoke of a similar place, Urucumacuã, said to hold enough gold to pay off Brazil’s foreign debt. But they had better luck finding diamonds. In the late 1940s, a prospector known as Amiguinho (Little Friend) turned up sixty-four carats of gem-grade stones in the bed of the Machado River, which ran through Vila Rondônia.

Even as the rest of Brazil industrialized, the Amazon remained a place where fortune-seekers faced cannibalism—a source of morbid fascination since the first European arrivals to South America, and one that, more than anything else, marked Indians as “savages.” When it came to the Cinta Larga, the first case was documented in July 1952, when a group of prospectors were attacked near the Roosevelt. One was killed, and the survivors claimed to have seen the victorious warriors—described as “Vulture Indians” because they painted their skin black and shaved their heads—devouring the corpse.

For the government, the raids on the telegraph line, the backbone of Highway 364, posed an even bigger problem. “The victim’s body had the flesh cut from its bones,” one official wrote after an attack. “The head was removed from the body and impaled on a stick…[and] both arms and one leg were never found.…The attacking tribe belongs to the so-called WIDE BELTS.…The government believes they are jungle-dwellers in a primitive state of barbarity.” A local congressman, adding a flourish of his own, declared that the Cinta Larga “are great appreciators of human flesh, and they eat it roasted with honey.”

Operation Cinta Larga was meant to put a stop to all this. Apoena’s father, Francisco “Chico” Meirelles, was actually in charge. As a young man, Chico himself had been arrested for his activities in the Brazilian Communist Party. But as the son of a senator, he was allowed to join Rondon’s Indian Protection Service (Serviço de Proteção ao Índio, or SPI), which sent him to remote jungles where he was unlikely to cause trouble. Like Rondon, he trained as a sertanista, a kind of backwoodsman with the wit, sensitivity, and courage to “pacify” hostile groups. And he became a national hero. Most famously, in the 1940s, he established the first peaceful relations with the Xavante people, bringing his family along even after two priests and his own mentor had perished in previous attempts. The Xavante called his wife Tipizari—“owner of the pots and pans,” for her prodigious gift-giving. Already raising two young daughters, she gave birth to their son in a boat, while trying to reach a government outpost. He was named Apoena after a Xavante headman who was among the first to warm to them.

To scope out his latest mission, Chico had flown over the area north of Highway 364 and identified twenty-one packed-dirt clearings in the otherwise pristine canopy, each with as many as three longhouses, which he termed “cities of straw.” The Brazilian press, breathlessly following his exploits, called it the largest Amazonian tribe that didn’t yet know “civilization.” Though no one yet distinguished between the Cinta Larga and other Tupi-Mondé groups, their total population was thought to be five thousand, spread across five million acres of rainforest. The military regime declared the whole area off-limits to outsiders so that Chico could work his magic.

Chico, despite his radical past, took care not to antagonize the settler class. Though they hardly cared about protecting the Indians, they did want the region “pacified”—and the SPI was perennially short on funds. Visiting ranchers and rubber tycoons, Chico spoke sympathetically of the “great sums” they’d lost to Indian raids, and persuaded them to pay for supplies and a few dozen laborers. He’d hoped to hire more, to amass a contingent large enough to ward off attacks, but people doubted his crew would survive. Chico already had a bad leg from a horse-riding accident, making him an attractive target.

Despite Apoena’s young age, he was unusually qualified for an operation like this one. He’d grown up speaking Xavante as well as Portuguese and was only five when his father first took him on a major expedition, to the jungles of Amazonas state. He’d started working for the SPI at fifteen, informally at first, since he was a minor.

Apoena, for his part, idolized his father. But he’d grown disillusioned with the service. At sixteen he’d met a left-wing SPI agent named Antônio Cotrim, and the two spent their days talking philosophy—and when they had time off, all night boozing at nightclubs. Reading opposition newspapers and Gorky’s revolutionary parable Mother, Apoena came to see the SPI as a well-intentioned piece of an unjust system. Its purpose was only nominally to protect the Indians; what the government really wanted was to make their lands safe for development. In the Xavante language, apoena means “he who sees far.” But Apoena’s namesake had failed to predict what would come of his truce with the white men. Many Xavante died of disease. Many others were forced to abandon their lands to make way for cattle. Once-proud warriors ended up performing manual labor for miserable wages, sometimes earning nothing more than a meal.

The story was similar with just about every other group the SPI had contacted—the Kaingang, the Xokleng, the Nambikwara. Frustrated, Apoena quit and moved to Rio. His aim, adolescently grandiose, was to change the system itself. (Marching with Rio’s students, he also learned to dance samba.) Then he was arrested, and arrested again, and his well-connected father had to bail him out. Apoena planned to go into exile in Chile, where the socialist Salvador Allende would soon become president. His father proposed a very different kind of escape: Operation Cinta Larga. Chico knew all too well what had become of the Xavante and so many other groups. Yet he also believed that no one could stop the advance of the Amazon frontier—and that, if he didn’t act, many Indigenous lives would be lost along the way. “A bad deal is better than a good fight,” he said.

Ultimately, what persuaded Apoena had nothing to do with political ideals. “You’re my only son,” Chico told him, “and I have no one else to count on to continue my work.”

By the time Apoena arrived in Rondônia, Chico had already established their base of operations. Setting out on foot from Highway 364, he’d followed an old logging road and then an overgrown footpath used by rubber tappers before hacking a trail suitable for pack mules through forest that showed few signs of human habitation. For a Cinta Larga, this would have been a minor journey, but for Chico and his crew, it took thirty-seven days to travel seventy miles. On September 7, Brazil’s Independence Day, they came upon a few old tapiris, shelters consisting of four stakes topped with palm fronds, of the sort that Indigenous people built for hunting trips. Naming the site for the auspicious date, Chico decided that it would be their main “attraction post.”

Chico was following a tried-and-true formula from Rondon. The first phase was known as “flirtation.” One of the tapiris showed signs of recent use: fresh ash from a campfire, strings for hanging hammocks. After laying out an assortment of machetes, knives, axes, and aluminum pots, Chico and his men cut a footpath back to camp, an invitation to visit. At night, Indigenous interpreters shouted into the forest to announce their peaceful intentions, in case the Cinta Larga spoke a similar language. Then Chico’s white laborers played the guitar and the tambourine and sang and danced, hoping to send the message that they meant no harm, as he who comes silently comes to make war.

For months the Indians didn’t allow themselves to be seen, but took the gifts. Sometimes they communicated their desire for a specific tool by leaving, say, two pieces of straw and two loops of string arranged like open scissors. They also left offerings of their own: arrows, baskets, headdresses of spotted-jaguar skin. “It looks like they’re up for civilization,” Chico said.

In December, as the rains started in earnest, with heavy sheets falling for hours at a time, Chico put Apoena in charge so he could attend his daughter’s wedding. He cautioned his son not to rush the delicate dance of contact. After so many clashes, the Indians clearly remained wary. One, spotted gathering gifts, ran off when an interpreter called out to him. “This is a big responsibility, because my name is at stake,” Chico told Apoena.

It was an unusually sensitive mission. Previously obscure, the Cinta Larga had recently become known
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