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AUTHOR’'S NOTE

This book of two parts, terror and healing,
takes little for granted and leaves even less
in its place. It derives from the almost five
years I spent in the southwest of Colombia,
South America, from 1969 to 1985, in pe-
riods varying from one month to two years.
During those times my hand was tried at
several things: history, anthropology, med-
icine, mythology, magic, to name but the
nameable and leave the remainder where
the subject matter of this book communi-
cates itself—in the politics of epistemic murk
and the fiction of the real, in the creation of
Indians, in the role of myth and magic in
colonial violence as much as in its healing,
and in the way that healing can mobilize
terror in order to subvert it, not through
heavenly catharses but through the tripping
up of power in its own disorderliness.
Killing and torture and sorcery are real
as death is real. But why people do these
things, and how the answers to that question
affect the question—that is not answerable
outside of the effects of the real carried
through time by people in action. That is
why my subject is not the truth of being but
the social being of truth, not whether facts
are real but what the politics of their in-
terpretation and representation are. With

Xiil



Xiv Author’s Note

Walter Benjamin my aim is to release what he noted as the enormous energy
of history that lies bonded in the ‘‘once upon a time’’ of classical historical
narrative. The history that showed things ‘‘as they really were,” he pointed
out, was the strongest narcotic of our century.! And of course it still is.

To release this energy requires special modes of presentation whose aim
1s to disrupt the imagery of natural order through which, in the name of the
real, power exercises its dominion. As against the magic of academic rituals
of explanation which, with their alchemical promise of yielding system from
chaos, do nothing to ruffle the placid surface of this natural order, I choose
to work with a different conflation of modernism and the primitivism it
conjures into life—namely the carrying over into history of the principle of
montage, as I learned that principle not only from terror, but from Putumayo
shamanism with its adroit, albeit unconscious, use of the magic of history
and its healing power.

It should be noted that the names of a few people have been changed in
order to preserve their anonymity, and that unless otherwise stated the
speech recorded in this book was in Spanish.
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PART ONE
Terror




Preceding illustration: Alexander the Great ordering wild man and woman thrown
into fire. (From T. Husband, The Wild Man: Medieval Myth and Symbolism [New
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1980], p. 52.)



ONE
Culture of Terror,
Space of Death

Roger Casement’s Putumayo Report and
the Explanation of Torture

Most of us know and fear torture and the cul-
ture of terror only through the words of oth-
ers. Hence my concern is with the mediation
of terror through narration, and with the
problem of writing effectively against terror.

Jacobo Timerman ends his recent book,
Prisoner without a Name, Cell without a
Number, with the imprint of the gaze of hope
in the space of death.

Have any of you looked into the
eyes of another person, on the floor
of a cell, who knows that he’s about
to die though no one has told him
so? He knows that he’s about to die
but clings to his biological desire to
live, as a single hope, since no one
has told him he’s to be executed.

I have many such gazes imprinted
upon me . . .

Those gazes which I encountered
in the clandestine prisons of Argen-
tina and which I've retained one by
one, were the culminating point, the
purest moment of my tragedy.

They are here with me today. And
although I might wish to do so, I ,
could not and would not know how
to share them with you.!



4 Chapter One

Ineffability is a striking feature of this death-space. In his not knowing
how to share those gazes that pierce it, Timerman for an instant creates the
illusion that we who follow him can be pierced by the emptiness of the hope
that makes it real.

And how those gazes must have pierced the murk of death’s coming! How
they must have lit up its hollowness! For Timerman’s burden was double.
He was not just a victim: he was victim of what he had himself prescribed—
military dictatorship as the solution to the disorder afflicting the nation.

And the result? A society shrouded in an order so orderly that its chaos
was far more intense than anything that had preceded it—a death-space in
the land of the living where torture’s certain uncertainty fed the great ma-
chinery of the arbitrariness of power, power on the rampage—that great
steaming morass of chaos that lies on the underside of order and without
which order could not exist.

There is an old story in the Chilean countryside, Ariel Dorfman tells us,
about what happens when a child is abducted by witches. In order to break
the child’s will, the witches break the child’s bones and sew the body parts
together in an abnormal way. The head is turned around so the child has to
walk backwards, and the ears, eyes, and mouth are stitched up. This creature
is called the Imbunche, and Dorfman feels that the military junta under
Pinochet has done and continues to do everything in its power to make every
Chilean and Chile itself into an Imbunche.

Writing in 1985, he insists that even if their bones are not actually broken
or mouths sewn up, the Chileans are, ‘‘in a way, already like Imbunches.
They are isolated from each other, their means of communicating suppressed,
their connections cut off, their senses blocked by fear.”

The control enforced by the dictatorship, he points out, ‘‘is as arbitrary
as it tends to be at times absurd.”” A child’s dictionary was removed from
the newsstands because the censors did not agree with its definition of the
word “‘soldier.”’ Officialdom strives to create a magical reality. When 5,000
slum dwellers were rounded up and held in a stadium, a high official denied
that the event had even happened. ‘‘“What stadium? What slum-dwellers?”’

What is endangered, concludes Dorfman, is the existence of the society’s
moral foundations. He has found many people, like the Imbunche, floating
apart into fragments.?

The space of death is important in the creation of meaning and conscious-
ness, nowhere more so than in societies where torture is endemic and where
the culture of terror flourishes. We may think of the space of death as a
threshold that allows for illumination as well as extinction. Sometimes a
person goes through it and returns to us, to tell the tale, as did Timerman,
who fell victim to the military force he at first supported and then criticized
through his newspaper, La Opinion, fighting with words in and against the
silence imposed by the arbiters of discourse who beat out a new reality in
the cells where torturer and tortured came together. And on his return from
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there, he found: ‘“We victims and victimizers, we’re part of the same hu-
manity, colleagues in the same endeavor to prove the existence of ideologies,
feelings, heroic deeds, religions, obsessions. And the rest of humanity, the
great majority, what are they engaged in?’’3

The creation of colonial reality that occurred in the New World will remain
a subject of immense curiosity and study—the New World where the Indian
and African irracionales became compliant to the reason of a small number
of white Christians. Whatever the conclusions we draw about how that he-
gemony was so speedily effected, we would be unwise to overlook the role
of terror. And by this I mean us to think-through-terror, which as well as being
a physiological state is also a social one whose special features allow it to
serve as the mediator par excellence of colonial hegemony: the space of death
where the Indian, African, and white gave birth to a New World.

Did the grim reaper ever take in a harvest larger than that caused by the
Spanish conquest of the New World? And then the enormity of death of
African slaves during the middle passage and on the plantations.

This space of death has a long and rich culture. It is where the social
imagination has populated its metamorphizing images of evil and the un-
derworld: in the Western tradition Homer, Virgil, the Bible, Dante, Hieron-
ymus Bosch, the Inquisition, Rimbaud, Conrad’s heart of darkness; in
northwest Amazonian tradition, zones of visions, communication between
terrestrial and supernatural beings, putrefaction, death, rebirth, and genesis,
perhaps in the rivers and land of maternal milk bathed eternally in the subtle
green light of coca leaves.* With European conquest and colonization, these
spaces of death blend into a common pool of key signifiers binding the
transforming culture of the conquerer with that of the conquered. But the
signifiers are strategically out of joint with what they signify. ‘‘If confusion
is the sign of the times,’ wrote Artaud, ‘‘I see at the root of this confusion
a rupture between things and words, between things and the ideas and signs
that are their representation.”” He wonders if it is that cleavage which is
responsible for the revenge of things; ‘‘the poetry which is no longer within
us and which we no longer succeed in finding in things suddenly appears on
their wrong side.”’s Marx pointed to the same disarrangement and rearrange-
ment between us and things in the fetishism of commodities, wherein poetry
suddenly appeared on the wrong side of things now animated. In modern
history the fetishism of commodities rejuvenates the mythic density of the
space of death—with the death of the subject as much as with the new-found
arbitrariness of the sign whereby a resurgent animism makes things human
and humans things. It is in the terror of the space of death that we often
find an elaborated exploration of what Artaud and Marx, in their different
ways, see as the rupture and revenge of signification.

In Miguel Angel Asturias’s depiction of the culture of terror of the Estrada
Cabrera dictatorship in early twentieth-century Guatemala, it is unbearable
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to read how, as people become like things, their dreaming power passes into
things that become not only like people but their persecutors. Things become
agents of terror, conspiring with the president’s need to sense the innermost
thoughts of his subjects, who, once sensed, become not just objects but
disjointed parts of objects. It is in the dictator’s sensing of people’s inner
worlds that terror makes nature its ally; hence the forest surrounding the
president’s palace,

a wood made up of trees with ears which responded to the
slightest sound by whirling as if blown by a hurricane. Not the
tiniest noise for miles around could avoid the avidity of those
millions of membranes. The dogs went on barking. A network
of invisible threads, more invisible than telegraph wires, con-
nected every leaf with the President, enabling him to keep
watch on the most secret thoughts of the townspeople.¢

It is in the world of the beggars that the culture of terror finds perfection.
They are misfits, cripples, blind, idiots, dwarves, twisted, and deformed.
They can neither talk nor walk nor see straight, and they exist in two critically
important zones: huddled on the steps of the cathedral in the main square
opposite the presidential palace, or, like the idiot, splayed out on top of the
city’s garbage heap. Here indeed is the figure embodying the society as a
whole: on account of his idiocy he has struck at a high-ranking army officer,
and therefore at the president himself. Now the idiot is running away, half
in a dream world like a man trying to escape from a prison of mist. He is
exhausted, slobbering, panting and laughing. He is pursued by dogs and by
fine spears of rain. Eventually he collapses—onto the garbage heap with its
broken glass, sardine cans, brims of straw hats, bits of paper, leather, rags,
broken china, pulped books, collars, eggshells, excrement, and nameless
patches of darkness. The buzzards with their sharp beaks come closer and
it is in the hop, hop, hopping of these ungainly birds of prey that feed upon
offal that the dictator’s modus operandi is expressed. They lunge for the
soft flesh of the idiot’s lips, here on the debris of the garbage heap where
the city’s strewn signs lay bare in their disjointedness the political function
of their arbitrariness.

Above the dunghill was a spiders-web of dead trees, covered
with turkey-buzzards; when they saw the Zany lying there mo-
tionless the black birds of prey fixed him with their bluish eyes
and settled on the ground beside him, hopping all around him—
a hop this way, a hop that way—in a macabre dance. Cease-
lessly looking about them, making ready for flight at the slight-
est movement of a leaf or the wind in the rubbish—a hop this
way, a hop that way—they closed in upon him in a circle until
he was within reach of their beaks. A savage croaking gave the
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signal for the attack. The Zany got to his feet as he woke, pre-
pared to defend himself. One of the boldest birds had fastened
its beak in his upper lip piercing it right through to the teeth
like a dart, while the other carnivores disputed as to which
should have his eyes and his heart.”

And the idiot Zany ‘‘escapes’’ by falling backwards deeper into the garbage.

Yet this space of death is preeminently a space of transformation: through
the experience of coming close to death there well may be a more vivid
sense of life; through fear there can come not only a growth in self-con-
sciousness but also fragmentation, then loss of self conforming to authority;
or, as in the great journey of the Divine Comedy with its smoothly cadenced
harmonies and catharsis, through evil, good. Lost in the dark woods, then
journeying through the underworld with his pagan guide, Dante achieves
paradise, but only after he has reached the lowermost point of evil, mounting
the shaggy back of the wild man. Timerman can be a guide for us, analagous
to the ways Putumayo shamans I know are guides to those lost in the space
of death.

It was an old Ingano Indian from the Putumayo hot lands in the southwest
of Colombia who first told me of this space, in 1980:

With the fever I was aware of everything. But after eight days I
became unconscious. I knew not where I was. Like a madman
I wandered, consumed with fever. They had to cover me up
where I fell, mouth down. Thus after eight days I was aware of
nothing. I was unconscious. Of what people were saying, I re-
membered nothing. Of the pain of the fever, I remembered
nothing; only the space of death—walking in the space of
death. Thus, after the noises that spoke, I remained uncon-
scious. Now the world remained behind. Now the world was
removed. Well, then I understood. Now the pains were speak-
ing. I knew that I would live no longer. Now I was dead. My
sight had gone. Of the world I knew nothing, nor the sound of
my ears. Of speech, nothing. Silence. And one knows the
space of death, there . . . And this is death—the space that I
saw. I was in its center, standing. Then I went to the heights.
From the heights a starpoint seemed my due. I was standing.
Then I came down. There I was searching for the five conti-
nents of the world, to remain, to find me a place in the five
continents of the world—in the space in which I was wander-
ing. But I was not able.

But I was not able. Inconclusive. No cadenced harmonies. No cathartic
resolution here. Struggle and pieces of possible wholes. No more. We might
ask: In what place in the five continents of the world will the wanderer in
the space of death find himself? And, by extension, Where will a whole



8 Chapter One

society find itself? The old man fears sorcery, the stuggle for his soul. Be-
tween himself, the sorcerer, and the curing shaman, the five continents are
sought and fought for. Yet here there is laughter too, puncturing the fear
swelling the mystery, reminding us of Walter Benjamin’s comment on the
way in which romanticism may perniciously misunderstand the nature of
intoxication. ‘‘Any serious exploration of occult, surrealistic, phantasma-
goric gifts and phenomena,”’ he wrote,

presupposes a dialectical intertwinement to which a romantic
turn of mind is impervious. For histrionic or fanatical stress on
the mysterious side of the mysterious takes us no further; we
penetrate the mystery only to the degree that we recognize it in
the everyday world, by virtue of a dialectical optic that per-
ceives the everyday as impenetrable, the impenetrable as
everyday.?

In Timerman’s chronicle and Miguel Angel Asturias’s El sefior presidente
it is clear that cultures of terror are nourished by the intermingling of silence
and myth in which the fanatical stress on the mysterious side of the mys-
terious flourishes by means of rumor woven finely into webs of magical
realism. It is also clear that the victimizer needs the victim to create truth,
objectifying fantasy in the discourse of the other. To be sure, the torturer’s
desire is prosaic: to acquire information, to act in concert with large-scale
economic strategies elaborated by the masters of finance and exigencies of
production. Yet there is also the need to control massive populations, entire
social classes, and even nations through the cultural elaboration of fear.

That is why silence is imposed and why Timerman, with his newspaper,
was important; why he knew when to publish and when to keep quiet in the
torture chamber. ‘‘Such silence,”’ he writes,

begins in the channels of communication. Certain political lead-
ers, institutions, and priests attempt to denounce what is hap-
pening, but are unable to establish contact with the population.
The silence begins with a strong odor. People sniff the suicides,
but it eludes them. Then silence finds another ally: solitude.
People fear suicides as they fear madmen. And the person who
wants to fight senses his solitude and is frightened.®

Hence the need for us to fight that solitude, fear, and silence, to examine
these conditions of truth-making and culture-making, to follow Michel Fou-
cault in ‘‘seeing historically how effects of truth are produced within dis-
courses which are in themselves neither true nor false.’’ !0

But surely at the same time, through ‘‘seeing historically,”” we strive to
see anew—through the act of creating counter-discourse?

If effects of truth are power, then the question is raised not only concerning
the power granted or denied by organizations to speak and write (anything),
but also as to what form that counter-discourse should take. This issue of
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the politics of form has been lately of concern to some of us involved in
writing and interpreting histories and ethnographies. Today, faced with the
ubiquity of torture, terror, and the growth of armies, we in the New World
are assailed with new urgency. There is the effort to understand terror, in
order to make others understand. Yet the reality at stake here makes a
mockery of understanding and derides rationality, as when the young boy
Jacobo Timerman asked his mother, ‘“Why do they hate us?’’ and she replied:
‘“‘Because they do not understand.”” And after his ordeal, the old Timerman
writes of the need for a hated object and the simultaneous fear of that object—
the almost magical inevitability of hatred.

Hated and feared, objects to be despised yet also of awe with evil under-
stood as the physical essence of their bodies, these are just as clearly objects
of cultural creation, the leaden keel of evil and mystery stabilizing the ship
and course that is Western history. With the cold war we add the communist.
With the time bomb ticking inside the nuclear family, we add the feminists
and the gays. The military and the New Right, like the conquerors of old,
discover the evil they have imputed to these aliens, and mimic the savagery
they have imputed. .

What sort of understanding—what sort of speech, writing, and construc-
tion of meaning by any mode—can deal with and subvert that?

To counterpose the eros and catharses of violence with similarly mystical
means is worse than counterproductive. Yet to offer the standardized rational
explanations of torture in general or in this or that specific situation is equally
pointless. For behind the conscious self-interest that motivates terror and
torture, from the heavenly spheres of corporate search for profits and the
need to control labor to the more strictly personal equations of self-interest,
lie intricately construed, long-standing, unconscious cultural formations of
meaning—modes of feeling—whose social network of tacit conventions and
imagery lies in a symbolic world and not in that feeble ‘‘pre-Kantian’’ fiction
of the world represented by rationalism or utilitarian rationalism. Perhaps
there is here no explanation, no words forthcoming, and of that we have
been uncomfortably aware. Understanding here moves too fast or too slow,
absorbing itself in the facticity of the crudest of facts such as the electrodes
and the mutilated body, or in the maddening maze of that least factitious of
facts, the experience of going through torture.

Timerman’s text provides a powerful counter-discourse because, like tor-
ture itself, it moves us through that space of death where reality is up for
grabs. And here we but begin to see the magnitude of the task, which calls
neither for demystification nor remystification but for a quite different poetics
of destruction and revelation. In Timerman’s case, the case of the prisoner
without a name, the hallucinations of the military are confronted by the
prisoner awkwardly patchworking the contradictions created in the dreams
of socialism and Zionism yoked to the secular antiauthoritarianism of an-
archism. The aspiration here was couched by another prisoner of fascism,
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Antonio Gramsci, with his motto directed equally at the culture of capitalism
as against the petrified dogmas of historical materialism: optimism of the
will, pessimism of the intellect.

Through the text comes the figure of its producer and the producer can
only figure in a preorganized gallery of positions taken and embodied long
before with respect to the politics of representation. In his persistently critical
yet optimistic position, the prisoner without a name stands in dramatic con-
tradistinction to that other recent and much-hailed voice from the third world
of V. S. Naipaul and the deeply pessimistic counterrevolutionary genealogy
he extends from the Koestler of Darkness at Noon and The God that Failed,
unraveling the ambiguous shroud of the master, Joseph Conrad.

Conrad’s way of dealing with the terror of the rubber boom in the Congo
was Heart of Darkness. There were three realities there, comments Frederick
Karl: King Leopold’s, made out of intricate disguises and deceptions, Roger
Casement’s studied realism, and Conrad’s, which, to quote Karl, *‘fell mid-
way between the other two, as he attempted to penetrate the veil and yet
was anxious to retain its hallucinatory quality.”’!1

The formulation is sharp and important: to penetrate the veil while re-
taining its hallucinatory quality. It evokes and combines a twofold movement
of interpretation in a combined action of reduction and revelation—the her-
meneutics of suspicion and of revelation in an act of mythic subversion
inspired by the mythology of imperialism itself. Naturalism and realism as
in the aesthetic form of much political as well as social science writing cannot
engage with the great mythologies of politics in this nonreductive way, and
yet it is the great mythologies that count precisely because they work best
when not dressed up as such but in their guise and in the interstices of the
real and the natural. To see the myth in the natural and the real in magic,
to demythologize history and to reenchant its reified representation; that is
a first step. To reproduce the natural and the real without this recognition
may be to fasten ever more firmly the hold of the mythic.

Yet might not a mythic derealization of the real run the risk of being
overpowered by the mythology it is using? Is there not the distinct desire
in Heart of Darkness for Kurtz’s greatness, horrible as it is? Is not horror
made beautiful and primitivism exoticized throughout this book, which Ian
Watt calls the enduring and most powerful literary indictment of imperial-
ism?12 Is not the entire thing overly misty?

But maybe that’s the point: the mythic subversion of myth, in this case
of the modern imperialist myth, requires leaving the ambiguities intact—the
greatness of the horror that is Kurtz, the mistiness of terror, the aesthetics
of violence, and the complex of desire and repression that primitivism con-
stantly arouses. Here the myth is not ‘‘explained’’ so that it can be ‘‘ex-
plained away,”’ as in the forlorn attempts of social science. Instead it is held
out as something you have to try out for yourself, feeling your way deeper
and deeper into the heart of darkness until you do feel what is at stake, the
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madness of the passion. This is very different from moralizing from the
sidelines or setting forth the contradictions involved, as if the type of knowl-
edge with which we are concerned were somehow not power and knowledge
in one and hence immune to such procedures. The political artistry involved
in the mythic subversion of myth has to involve a deep immersion in the
mythic naturalism of the political unconscious of the epoch.

And here Roger Casement’s reports offer startling contrast to Conrad’s
art, all the more vivid because of the ways these men’s paths crossed in
friendship and admiration in the Congo in 1890, because of the features
common to their political backgrounds as exiles or quasi-exiles from im-
perialized European societies, Poland and Ireland, and because of a pretty
well indefinable if only superficial similarity in their temperaments and love
of literature. Yet it was Casement who resorted to militant action on behalf
of his native land, organizing gun-running from Germany to the rebels at
Dublin for Easter Sunday, 1916, and was hanged for treason, while Conrad
resolutely stuck to his lonely task of writing, bathed in nostalgia for Poland,
lending his name but otherwise unable to assist Casement and Morel in the
Congo Reform Society, pleading with hyperbolic humility that he was but a
‘“‘wretched novelist inventing wretched stories and not even up to that mis-
erable game.”

Yet he did pass on Casement’s letters to his dearly beloved, wonderfully
eccentric socialist friend, the Scottish aristocrat Don Roberto, otherwise
known as R. B. Cunninghame Graham (whom Jorge Luis Borges has singled
out together with that other great South American Romantic Englishman,
W. H. Hudson, as providing the most accurate sketches and literary works
of nineteenth-century pampa society). In the letter he wrote to Don Roberto,
accompanying the Casement letters, Conrad fills the unknown space of Case-
ment with a galaxy of colonial images whose differences and tensions artic-
ulate a triangular relationship between these three men of the front line of
empire, each, in his own way, highly critical of it; each, in his own way
having to come to terms with its romance and fascination.

Conrad begins with enthusiasm for Don Roberto’s just-published book,
(dedicated to W. H. Hudson) on the great Spanish conquistador, Hernando
de Soto, emphasizing the sympathetic insight with which the souls of the
conquistadors have been rendered. For in the mad medley of the romance
and glamor and vanity of their monstrous achievements they were at least
human—a great human force let loose—while the modern conquistadors such
as King Leopold of the Congo are not human but gigantic obscene beasts
whose aims are served by the pimps, bullies, and failures swept into the
colonies from the pavements of Antwerp and Brussels.!3

Having set the stage with these oppositions operating as much within the
souls of the conquistadors as between them and their capitalist successors,
Conrad launches a new figure into the molten stream of colonial imagery
flowing between him and Don Roberto: ‘‘a man called Casement, premising
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......

Roger Casement in the Congo. (From Frederiék R. Karl, Joseph Conrad: The Three
Lives [New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 1979].)

that I knew him first in the Congo just 12 years ago. Perhaps you’ve heard

or seen in print his name. He’s a protestant Irishmen, pious too. But so was
Pizarro.”

The connection made, the rhythmn accelerates:

I can assure you that he is a limpid personality. There is a
touch of the Conquistador in him too; for I’ve seen him start
off into an unspeakable wilderness swinging a crook-handled
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stick for all weapons, with two bulldogs, Paddy (white) and
Biddy (brindle) at his heels, and a Loanda boy carrying a bun-
dle for all company. A few months afterwards it so happened
that I saw him come out again, a little leaner, a little browner,
with his stick, dogs and Loanda boy, and quietly serene as
though he had been for a stroll in a park.

Time embroidered Conrad’s recollection, comments Brian Inglis, prefer-
ring Casement’s more casual portrayal of the landscape in the letter he wrote
to a young cousin describing it as grassy plains covered with scrub. ‘‘In-
hospitable but hardly unspeakable,”” adds Inglis.!

The letter moves on. Conrad loses sight of Casement and in that disap-
pearance a new Casement is born. The romance of the conquistadors dis-
sipates to reveal in the mists rising from their ruins the heroic figure of their
implacable opponent, the savior of Indians, Bartolomé de las Casas.

Then we lost sight of each other. He was I believe Bsh Consul
in Beira, and lately seems to have been sent to the Congo
again, on some sort of mission, by the Br Govt. I have always
thought that some particle of Las Casas’ soul had found refuge
in his indefatigable body. The letters will tell you the rest. I
would help him but its not in me.

Four years later Casement underwent another metamorphosis in Conrad’s
writing, this time in a letter to the New York lawyer and Irish sympathizer,
John Quinn. For Conrad, writing to Quinn was like being in a confessional,
according to Zdzistaw Najder, and now Conrad re-presented his first ac-
quaintance with Casement, categorizing him not as in his Congo diary as
the man who ‘‘thinks, speaks well, most intelligent and very sympathetic,”
but as a labor recruiter. Even his espousal of the Irish cause was suspect.
“‘A home-ruler accepting Lord Salisbury’s patronage couldn’t be taken very
seriously.”’15

This letter to Quinn (with whom Casement had stayed while in New York
in 1914) was written in the spring of 1916 while Casement was imprisoned,
awaiting trial for treason. Although Conrad hoped Casement would not be
given the death sentence (writes Zdzistaw Najder), he refused to sign the
appeal for clemency signed by many prominent writers and editors.!¢ But
of course the appeal stood no chance with the king, the prime minister, and
the attorney-general covertly showing influential people lurid pages from the
diaries that the police had taken from Casement’s lodgings!’—diaries that
some people still claim were forged by the police.

Including the time spent in the Putumayo, these diaries recorded in detail
Casement’s homosexual liaisons and dreams. Even before his case went to
court in June, 1916, their nature was known to ‘‘many people who were
strangers to the case,”’ noted his (unenterprising) defense lawyer, and later,
when the appeal process was under way in the two weeks set by the court
for Casement’s hanging, even the newspapers made open reference to the
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diaries. The day after the trial finished the News of the World claimed that
nobody who saw them ‘‘would ever mention Casement’s name again without
loathing and contempt.”” Determined to head off an appeal based on insanity,
the legal adviser to the Home Office, Sir Ernley Blackwell, told the prime
minister’s Cabinet—with whom decision for a reprieve largely lay—that
Casement’s diary showed ‘‘that for years he has been addicted to the grossest
sodomitical practises.”’ He continued:

Of later years he seems to have completed the full cycle of sex-
ual degeneracy and from a pervert has become an invert—a
woman, or a pathic, who derives his satisfaction from attract-
ing men and inducing them to use him. The point is worth not-
ing, for the Attorney-General had given Sir E. Grey [foreign
minister, Casement’s boss, to whom his reports on the Congo
and the Putumayo were written] the impression that Case-
ment’s own account of the frequency of his performances was
incredible and of itself suggested he was laboring under halluci-
nation in this respect. I think the idea may be dismissed.!8

It appears it was Blackwell who was chiefly responsible for the dissemi-
nation of the diaries. His malignant hatred of Casement, a traitor not only
to his country but to his ‘“‘manhood,”’ was further manifested in his suggestion
to the Cabinet that discrete publication of the diaries after Casement was
hanged would ensure that he would not become a martyr.

And this was certainly tried. ‘“The English have been circulating reports
on Casement’s degeneracy,”’” wrote Conrad’s friend, the Irish sympathizer,
John Quinn, from New York. ‘‘They come to me from all quarters.”” Alfred
Noyes, professor of English at Princeton University and a propagandist in
the employ of the British Government, wrote in an article published in a
Philadelphia newspaper several months after the execution that the diar-
ies, filthy beyond all description, touched the lowest depths of human
degradation.

The potential for martyrdom was strong. Stemming from the sentiments
attached to the Irish cause, it nevertheless owed much to the representation
of his work in the Congo and the Putumayo, as expressed in this anonymous
petition found among the effects of a former parliamentary private secretary.

The fine character of his previous career, his great work for the
world in the Congo and at Putumayo, should surely also weigh
with the Government. The horrors he was brought in contact
with combined with his twenty years’ uninterrupted work in
the unhealthy climates so told on his constitution that he had a
complete break down in health, and by 1914 he was an utterly
broken man.

In this condition he faced the horrors, hardships and dangers
of Putumayo with the same disinterested eagerness he had al-
ways shewn. He came back in a state of nervous collapse so
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serious that he often wakened shrieking in the night, and there
were certain photographs and notes he brought back that he
could not look at without terribly intense mental agitation and
physical emotion.!®

Conrad gave his reasons for his assessment of Casement’s character—
assassination might be the more accurate word—but no reason was more
vivid than the roller-coastering flow of conflicting colonial imagery that writ-
ing about Casement stimulated in Conrad’s brain. It was bigger than either
of their separate selves. It was their embodying the colonial adventure and
misadventure, Casement being not only the traitor imprisoned in the Tower
but the activist in whom was inscribed the attraction and repulsion of colonial
mythology. His was the elusive figure, passionate and political, embodying
the collapse of the daydreams that colonization had inspired in Conrad until
that rather late stage in his life when he set out for the tropics to work for
Leopold, king of the Belgians. It was as if what was soon to become the
maligned ghost of Casement would have in addition to bear the brunt of
what Conrad needed to Kkill in himself. It is this same death wish that can
come to haunt the anthropologist, still if not even more than ever before
society’s embodiment of romance and science south of the equatorial line.
And Casement, by all accounts, would have made a marvellous ethnographer.

Perhaps the situation was even more intricate. Perhaps the dashing Don
Roberto, socialist heir to Scottish kings, fearsomely, eccentrically, aristo-
cratically of both the third and first worlds, with what Conrad saw as his
‘‘good pen, keen, flexible and straight, and sure, like a good Toledo blade,”
tongue-in-cheek but all true too, came to present the more wholesome as-
pects of daring and colonial adventures for Conrad, leaving Casement as the
expression of all that was easily mocked and even dangerous in poetic men
ensnared by colonial dreams.

In one of his last essays, entitled ‘‘Geography and Some Explorers,”
Conrad made clear the ways in which, for him, the change in the mix of
magic and machine entailed in the shift from the fabulous geography of the
Dark Ages to the geography militant of the contemporary age was a change
in which accurate maps and scientific explorers made him dream about
journeys to the unknown. At least that was so for him as a boy, putting his
finger on the very center of the then white heart of Africa, exposing himself
to the taunts of his chums. ‘‘Yet it is a fact,”” he goes on to write, that
eighteen years later he was in command of a wretched stern-wheel steamboat
moored to the bank of an African river.

It was night and he was the only white man awake. The subdued thundering
of Stanley Falls hung in the air over the last reach of the upper Congo, and
there was a solitary light in the darkness glimmering across the water from
a little island. With awe he said to himself, ‘“This is the very spot of my
boyish boast.”’2°
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Daydreams of the geography militant cascade into boyhood memories as
the falls, Stanley Falls, pour their subdued thundering into the last reach of
the river. It is the last reach of mythic hegemony, too. Only one white man
is awake, conscious and mesmerized by this mutter in the dark under the
stars and, because of this mesmerization, precariously sensing other mean-
ings, discordant meanings, where the thunder mutters on the last reach of
the river. Into the consciousness bringing itself into being, self-consciousness
begins to flicker and glow—like the solitary light glimmering feebly in the
foam of broken water. It is there and then that the arc of memory swings
back to the boasts of boyhood and forward beyond the last reach of the
river to engulf the daydreams of empire-making haunting the white man,
leaving him very lonely.

A great melancholy descended on me. Yes, this was the very
spot. But there was no shadowy friend to stand by my side in
the night of the enormous wilderness, no great haunting mem-
ory, but only the unholy recollection of a prosaic newspaper
““stunt’’ and the distasteful knowledge of the vilest scramble
for loot that ever transfigured the history of human conscience
and geographical exploration. What an end to the idealized
realities of a boy’s daydreams! I wondered what I was doing
there, for indeed it was only an unforseen episode, hard to be-
lieve in now, in my seaman’s life. Still, the fact remains that I
have smoked a pipe of peace at midnight in the very heart of
the African continent, and felt very lonely there.

To the disillusionment was soon added illness severe enough to take him
into the space of death, into what Ian Watt calls facing, alone, the fact of
one’s own mortality as he was borne down the Congo and back to Europe.
‘It may be said,”’ suggests Monsieur Jean-Aubry, ‘‘that Africa killed Conrad
the sailor and strengthened Conrad the Novelist.”’?! And in this metamor-
phosis born of death it is important to register the hopelessness that served
as the basis of his artistry, whose poetry of despair absorbed like a sponge
the magic and romance secreted in the geography militant—surely not such
a distant cousin of the science of anthropology? ‘‘It is not a pretty thing
when you look into too much,”’” he wrote. ‘“What redeems it is the idea only.
An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an
unselfish belief in the idea—something you can set up, and bow down before,
and offer a sacrifice to. .. .’22 The snake curling to the heart of darkness
in the center of the map of Africa had not so much lost its charm as turned
on itself, feeding off the pain of disillusionment. The Divine Comedy is far
behind in the insipid world of the geography fabulous, and in Conrad’s case
it is the divine tragedy, the bitterness and the gloom, that Jean-Aubry sees
welling forth, like the twisting snake of the great river of dream that occa-
sioned it all.
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But though it did not actually fasten this deep gloom on his
spirit, yet the Congo certainly caused it to rise up from the
depths of his soul, and thus no doubt contributed to those deep
currents of bitterness which seem to well out like a great river
from the very heart of human darkness and carry to the con-
fines of the land of dreams the strength of an unquiet spirit and
of a generous mind.?3

Conrad himself considered the Congo to be the turning point in his life:
‘“‘Before the Congo I was just a mere animal,”’ he told Edward Garnett. But
Casement? ‘‘He was a good companion,” Conrad confided to Quinn,

but already in Africa I judged that he was a man, properly
speaking, of no mind at all. I don’t mean stupid. I mean he was
all emotion. By emotional force (Congo report, Putumayo—etc)
he made his way, and sheer emotionalism has undone him. A
creature of sheer temperament—a truly tragic personality: all
but the greatness of which he had not a trace. Only vanity. But
in the Congo it was not visible yet.?*

One might well ask if this is not a case of the pot calling the kettle black,
for is this not a rabidly emotional portrayal penned by a creature of sheer
temperament? As for Casement’s not being a man, ‘‘properly speaking,”
and the way that provides an opening for the investment of sheer emotion-
alism, the less said the better. Moreover, one could hardly refer to the Congo
report, Putumayo—etc. as evidence of emotionalism. The reports themselves
were texts not merely of the legal and sociological genres, but also exercises
in the use of repressed emotionalism in order to convey all the more strikingly
the incredibility of colonial terror. It remains a fact that it was reports like
Casement’s and not the wondrous art of the master that did much to stop
the brutality in the Congo (and perhaps in the Putumayo) and, in Edmund
Morel’s words, innoculated the diplomacy of Britain with a moral toxin such
that historians will cherish these occassions as the only two in which British
diplomacy rose above the commonplace.?

In addition to the coincidences of imperialist history, what brings Casement
and Conrad together is the problem they jointly create concerning the politics
of social realism and magical realism. Between the emotional Consul-General
who wrote effectively on the side of the colonized as a Realist and the great
artist who did not, lie crucial problems concerning the domination of culture
and cultures of domination.

The Putumayo Report

It is at this point instructive to work through Casement’s Putumayo reports
submitted to Sir Edward Grey, head of the British Foreign Service, and
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Casement in his thirties. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland.)

published together with letters and memoranda as a ‘‘blue book’ by the
British House of Commons on 13 July, 1913 when Casement was forty-nine
years old.

It should be noted at the outset that Casement’s attachment to the cause
of Irish home rule and his anger at British imperialism not only made his
almost lifelong work as a British consul fraught with concealed conflict (as
with his homosexuality), but that he felt that his experiences in Africa and
South America influenced his understanding of colonialism in Ireland, which
in turn stimulated his ethnographic and political sensibility south of the
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equator. He claimed it was his knowledge of Irish history which allowed
him to understand the Congo atrocities, for example, when the Foreign Office
would not because the evidence made no sense to them.

Making sense here meant a willingness and a developed instinctive ca-
pacity to identify not simply with a nation or with a people, but with the
hunted and the marginal whose way of life and appreciation of life could not
be understood through the soulless philosophy of commodities. In a letter
to his close friend Alice Green he recalled:

I knew the Foreign Office would not understand the thing, for I
realized that 1 was looking at this tragedy with the eyes of an-
other race of people once hunted themselves, whose hearts
were based on affection as the root principle of contact with
their fellow men, and whose estimate of life was not something
to be appraised at its market price.?®

In the article he wrote for the respected Contemporary Review in 1912,
he argued that the Putumayo Indians were more highly developed, morally
speaking, than their white oppressors. Not only did the Indian lack a com-
petitive streak but he was, in Casement’s assessment, ‘‘a socialist by tem-
perament, habit, and possibly, age-long memory of Inca and pre-Inca precept.”’
In conclusion, Casement asked, ‘‘Is it too late to hope that by means of the
same humane and brotherly agency, something of the goodwill and kindness
of Christian life may be imparted to the remote, friendless, and lost children
of the forest?’’ Later he would refer to the peasants of Conemara in Ireland
as ‘‘white Indians.”’?”

In good part Casement’s dilemma was not so much that of wooing himself
from his Unionist and Protestant birthright under the Crown, or from what
he increasingly came to see as hypocritical British culture ‘‘professing,”’ as
he wrote, ‘‘Christianity yet believing only in Mammon.”” His more acute
dilemma lay in the way this very same hypocrisy insinuated itself into his
life pattern of self-discovery through opposition in which nationalism and
anticolonialism but not the covert life of the homosexual could be made
manifest and be dignifying: ‘‘In these lonely Congo forests where 1 found
Leopold [king of the Belgians, and owner of the Congo Free State], I found
also myself, an incorrigible Irishman.”” In his diary covering his Putumayo
journey, some ten years after portraying himself as an ‘‘incorrigible Irish-
man,’ Casement penned to himself a fragment that displayed the way his
thought could work images of femaleness and maleness to represent the
culture of imperialism. On the launch Liberal steaming up the Putumayo,
on 17 September, 1910, he wrote:

The man who gives up his family, his nation, his language, is
worse than the woman who abandons her virtue. What chastity
is to her, the essentials of self-respect and self-knowledge are
to his manhood.



20 Chapter One

The Liberal. (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el Putumayo y sus afluentes, 1907.)

The young Quichua pilot on “‘Liberal’’ is named Simon Pis-
ango—a pure pure Indian name—but calls himself Simon Pi-
zarro [to whom Conrad likened Casement in his letter to
Cunninghame Graham]—because he wants to be ‘civilized.’
Just like the Irish O’s and [undecipherable] dropping first their
names or prefixes to shew their respectability and then their
ancient tongue itself to be completely Anglicized. Simon Pis-
ango still talks Quichua, but another [undecipherable] of Pizar-
ros will speak only Spanish! Men are conquered not by
invasion but by themselves and their own turpitude.?8

Men are conquered not by invasion but by themselves. It is a strange
sentiment, is it not, when faced with so much brutal evidence of invasion
as one enters the rubber belt? As he wrote to Sir Edward Grey in 1912:

The number of Indians killed either by starvation—often pur-
posely brought about by the destruction of crops over whole
districts or inflicted as a form of death penalty on individuals
who failed to bring in their quota of rubber—or by deliberate
murder by bullet, fire, beheading, or flogging to death, and ac-
companied by a variety of atrocious tortures, during the course
of these 12 years, in order to extort these 4,000 tons of rubber,
cannot have been less than 30,000, and possibly came to many
more.?°
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Hardenburg’s Revelations: Truth, the Devil’s Paradise,
and the Meaning of Conquest

The British government felt obliged to send Casement—then stationed at
Rio de Janiero—as its consular representative to the Putumayo on account
of the public outcry aroused in 1909 by a series of articles in the London
magazine, Truth, depicting the brutality of the Arana brothers’ rubber com-
pany there, which since 1907 had been a consortium of Peruvian and British
interests. Entitled ‘“The Devil’s Paradise: A British Owned Congo,”’ these
articles described the experience of a young U.S. ‘‘engineer’’and adventurer
named Walter Hardenburg who, with a fellow American, left his job on the
Cali-Buenaventura railway in 1907 to descend into a remote corner of the
Amazon basin from the Colombian Andes at Pasto via the precipitous trail
that led down from the Sibundoy valley. Paddling down the Putumayo river,

Jullo C. Avana
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Julio C. Arana. (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el Putumayo y sus afluentes, 1907.)



22 Chapter One

these gringos inocentes fell into the hands of armed men, diabolically cruel,
who had been terrorizing the Colombian traders who refused to submit to
Julio César Arana—the soul and driving force, as a British parliamentarian
later called him, of the Peruvian rubber company. Already there were reports
in Iquitos newspapers about ugly things happening up river, and these reports
were circulated beyond the river to the Peruvian capital itself. But it required
the indignities heaped upon the outraged gringo aventurero for this ugliness
to become a political issue in England and the United States. (Later on
Hardenburg would write a pamphlet in favor of socialism in one of the
western provinces of Canada, and after that a book on mosquito eradication.)

It was said that Arana began his spectacular rise to power by trading with
the Colombian traders who had been the first to ‘‘conquer’’ (as the common
phrase had it) the Indians of the Caraparand and Igaraparana tributaries of
the Putumayo. These conquistadores had been establishing themselves along
these rivers with their derechos de conquistar—their rights of conquest—
since the 1880s in the wake of the quinine boom in the Andean foothills and
(so Casement said) found it more convenient to trade their rubber down-
stream with merchants like Arana than upstream into Colombia, through the
forests to Tolima or over the Andes to Pasto. Just as they managed to get
Indians to gather rubber by indebting them into a type of peonage, so these
traders were themselves indebted to their suppliers, such as Arana—held
fast in the same trapwork of obligations with which they held their Indians.
But not quite. They could still, ‘‘on the side’’ so to speak, compete with
Arana for Indians. '

It was strange area where these Colombians settled and got the local
Indians to gather rubber, a frontier prone to warfare and instability and whose
sovereignty the nation-states of Peru and Colombia had never agreed on
since the aftermath of the wars of independence from Spain in the early
nineteenth century. Ground between the rival ambitions of states, it was in
effect stateless, a sort of twilight zone whose propensity for violence was
channeled by traders such as Arana into struggles for control over a dimin-
ishing supply of Indian rubber gatherers. The derechos de conquistar, those
tacitly agreed-upon conventions outside of any state law and supposedly
guaranteeing to each ‘‘conqueror’’ his rights to the labor-product of ‘‘his”’
Indians, were derechos grounded as much in the likelihood of violence as
in mutual accord—brittle conventions, it would seem, ever likely to self-
destruct. The jungle and its Indians loomed large in the fears of the whites,
it was said, but according to Joaquin Rocha, a Colombian who traveled
through the region in 1903, the greatest threat to the life of rubber traders
was that of assassination by a fellow trader.3® With surprise he also noted
how few children the traders fathered. They generally lived with Indian
women but the unions were sterile. He surmised that this ‘‘extraordinary
lack of mestizo children’’ was due to the Indian wives’ drinking contraceptive
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plant medicine, perhaps ‘‘at the orders of the Indian chiefs as a political
measure.’”’

Seven years of rubber trading and ruthless elimination of the small traders
in this frontier zone of sterility and assassination put Arana in total control
and, in 1907, ready to expand on a massive scale with capital raised in
London. Like Leopold, king of the Belgians and owner of the rubber-rich
Congo Free State, Julio César Arana was, in the lower Putumayo, the state
itself.

In 1903 he contracted blacks from Barbados to ‘‘conquer’’ and hunt down
fugitive Indians. The notion, let alone the use, of ‘‘conquest’ here seemed
strange to many outsiders, causing the British House of Commons Select
Committee on the Putumayo, for instance, much confusion. Conquistar,
they were informed on more than one occasion, meant not what they thought,
“‘but to distribute goods in exchange for rubber.”

Confusion also beset the Committee’s attempt to interpret the Gastos de
Conquestacion (sic) item, translated as ‘‘expenses of conquest’’ in the Com-
pany’s accounts for 1909. The manager in Iquitos, Pablo Zumaeta, wrote to
his brother-in-law, Julio César Arana, contesting the prevailing view of the
British accountant that £70,917 sterling should be written off as lost, ‘‘point-
ing out that this money represented really capital spent in conquering or
more properly subjecting the Indians.”’*' There was no need to diminish
capital account because,

as you are aware, in undertakings like ours the capital is ap-
plied to and spent in conquering or more properly attracting to
work and civilization the savage tribes, which, once this is at-
tained . . . bring to us the property of the very soil they domi-
nated, paying afterwards with the produce they supply, the
value of any such advance. In undertakings like ours any
amounts so applied are considered as capital.3?

It seems to have been a situation in which rights to Indians were similar
- to rights to farm the forest. The Indians were there for the taking, but once
taken, no other white man could trespass. The first white to get into one of
the large communal houses with perhaps upwards of one hundred Indians
and press trade goods upon them brought to fruition his ‘‘rights of conquest.”
In return the Indians paid with rubber, and before that, at least upriver, and
to a much smaller extent, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards the
payment had been in herbal medicines, poisons, lacquer, gums, resins, skins,
and beeswax. In the 1860s there had been a flurry of activity radiating down
from the Andes into the foothills of the montaria and to a very limited extent
down the middle reaches of the Putumayo River, and that activity was caused
by the demand for the famous febrifuge of cinchona bark. Misnamed after
the wife of a Peruvian viceroy, this bark contained quinine needed by other
conquistadores such as the British troops for fighting malaria in India.



24 Chapter One

I do not understand the power the traders had over the Indians. Most
everything said on this topic is saturated with fantasy and wildly contradic-
tory to boot. On the one hand is the strident emphasis on conquest as the
ultimate sweaty macho affirmation of civilization unfurled on the frontier,
penetrating the wild. On the other hand is a quite contrary picture, that of
a sort of social contract between like-minded traders, Indians and whites,
complementing each other’s needs in the fastness of the forest, docile Indians
and maternal, nurturing white men.

Certainly neither that paradox nor the docility seems to have been a part
of talking and remembering in the first cycle of conquest in the sixteenth
century. What little is known of Hernan Pérez de Quesada’s mad sweep
through the jungles of the Caquetd and Putumayo in 1541 in search of El
Dorado is that the Spaniards claimed they generally met with ferocious
resistance. Quesada’s expedition is said to have consisted of 200 horses, 260
Spaniards, and some 6,000 Indian porters from the highlands of the western
cordillera of the Andes. It is said that none of those Indian porters survived.
Where the Putumayo and Caqueta rivers run close together, around Mocoa,
Quesada encountered stiff opposition. Whenever his expedition passed into
narrow spaces where horses could not maneuver, Indians attacked. If it was
unconsummated rape on horseback, according to this historiography, then
those narrow defiles were vaginae dentatae. At one place, notes John Hem-
ming from his study of relevant chronicles, ‘‘a man-eating tribe managed to
seize five men in view of the rest of the column and quartered them before
anything could be done to save them.’’33 Such are the histories handed down
by conquest.

The fate of the missionaries who succeeded the men of the sword for the
next two centuries was said to be not much different. Despite this continuity,
however, it is nevertheless startling to rediscover the language and imagery
of the conquest of the New World in the sixteenth century, reactivated not
by gold or by the story of El Dorado, but by quinine and rubber in the late
nineteenth. Those European and North American booms for the raw ma-
terials of the rain forests resurrected in even more exaggerated form the
heroic mythology of the earlier epoch and embedded it in the culture of the
trading relationship.

That always interesting commentator, Joaquin Rocha, who journeyed down
the rivers Caqueta and Putumayo to Iquitos in 1903, found the notion of
‘“‘conquest’’ no less odd than did the British House of Commons Select
Committee. He felt it necessary to offer a definition:

When a tribe of savages is encountered which nobody knew
about or which has never had contact with whites, then it is
said that they have been conquered by the person who man-
ages to trade with them so that they will work rubber, will
plant food, and will build a house for him to live in their midst.
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Thus entering into the great and common labor of the whites,
these Indians are brought into civilization.34

This definition is not so much a deceit as a conceit, as necessary to
conquest through trading as to trading through conquest. The astute con-
quistador, he goes on to note, would take steps to ensure reciprocity for his
gift-giving and advances of trade goods—by holding Indian women and chil-
dren hostages, for example.

But if brute force was advisable, why did they bother giving gifts and
persist in the fiction of the ‘‘debt’’? It is frequent, says Rocha, that the
Indians fail to succumb to the art of verbal persuasion. Instead they attempt
to run away, as in the story he retold about a rubber trader and his four
peons returning with trade goods along remote and unexplored reaches of
the Aguarico River a few years before. Discerning signs of Indians so far

A rubber trader and his interpreters. (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el Putumayo y
sus afluentes, 1907.)
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from any known tribe, the trader’s heart leapt at the idea of conquering
them, for through their work he could obtain vast quantities of rubber. At
dawn by the light of a splendid moon the whites entered the Indians’ com-
munal house. Two of the whites blocked the door with their weapons while
their patrén, the trader, told the panic-stricken Indians not to be afraid. The
Indian men were asked to get food, which their women, who were not
allowed to leave, would cook. Upon the men’s return the whites presented
them with gifts of trinkets and then gave them cloth, axes, and machetes,
saying that they ought to bring them rubber in return while they, the whites,
would maintain possession of the Indians’ house with their women and
children in the men’s absence. Happy with their gifts and purchased goods,
the men agreed, returning in a few days with the rubber they owed.

Needing more goods from the whites and having received such good treat-
ment from those who were now their patrons, they agreed to build them a
house and to prepare and cultivate fields for them. Thus was the conquest
of this nation, Rocha tells us, consummated.35

It was in this way that in 1896 the Colombian Criséstomo Herndndez
conquered the Huitotos of the Igaraparani and Caraparana rivers, affluents
of the Putumayo forcibly appropriated by Arana a few years later. A mulatto
from the remote mountain town of Descanse in the Andes, Don Cris6stomo
was said to have been a runaway, fleeing from Colombian trading posts in

Huitotos in front of their house, 1908. (Courtesy of the Whiffen Collection, Cambri'dge,i
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.)
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the Caqueta on account of his crimes there. He had sought refuge in the
deep woods of the Putumayo where he reigned over whites and Indians with
great cruelty. Rebellion and cannibalism, so Rocha was told, he countered
with death. The crime of one was paid for by all. On hearing of a group of
Huitotos whose women and children as well as the men were said to be
practicing cannibalism, Don Criséstomo decided to kill them for this crime,
decapitating them all, including babies sucking at the breast. The white man
who told Rocha this baulked at killing little children but had to because Don
Criséstomo stood behind him with a machete.3¢ It is a strange story, given
how much stress is elsewhere put on the desperate need for Indian labor.
Here we have the tale of a man killing off that labor down to children at the
breast because of their alleged cannibalism—mirroring, at least in fiction,
the spectacular show of carving up human bodies that, again through fiction,
occasioned the white man’s furious ‘‘reprisal.”’

A short time later Don Criséstomo was himself killed, ‘‘accidentally’’ shot
by one of his companions of conquest. Crawling along the floor in his own
blood, Don Cris6stomo beckoned for his gun in the corner. But nobody
would accede to his last request, for they well knew, says Rocha, that he
would die killing, taking as many of his companions with him as he could.??

But perhaps it was neither the political economy of rubber nor that of
labor that was paramount here in the horrific ‘‘excesses’’ of the rubber boom.
Perhaps, as in the manner strenuously theorized by Michel Foucault in his
work on discipline, what was paramount here was the inscription of a my-
thology in the Indian body, an engraving of civilization locked in struggle
with wildness whose model was taken from the colonists’ fantasies about
Indian cannibalism. ‘‘In the ‘excesses’ of torture,” Foucault gnomicaly writes,
‘“a whole economy of power is invested.”” There is no excess.

Yet how common was the brutality as depicted in the story of Don Cri-
sostomo? Hardenburg, who was relentless in his condemnation of Arana’s
brutality, found other and earlier rubber camps, such as that of the Colombian
David Serrano, with whom he stayed a few days on the banks of the Car-
aparani, to be idylls of patriarchal benevolence. Serrano told him that the
first settlers of the region, of whom he was one, had arrived ill and poverty-
stricken to be welcomed warmly by the Huitotos, ‘‘plied with food, given
women, and made far more comfortable than they had ever been in their
own country.”” Hardenburg thought that the Indians around the camp were
cheerful and willing. ‘‘They called Serrano their father, and indeed, treated
him as such.’’38

““Far from inflicting bad treatment,”” wrote Joaquin Rocha about the Co-
lombian rubber traders at Tres Esquinas on the Caqueta River, they ‘‘pam-
pered the Indians like spoilt children, who for their part rendered implicit
obedience to the whites’’ (except when the Indians were drunk during their
‘‘Bacchanalian orgies,”” which, according to Rocha, took up most of their
time; then their esteemed patron, despite his benevolent supremacy, had to
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lock himself in hiding until the fermented sugarcane juice wore off). These
Tama and Coreguaje Indians were indebted to their white patrén (their *‘jefe
supremo,’ as Rocha called him) for cloth, trousers, mosquito nets, shotguns,
machetes, and metal pots, which they paid for with rubber and with their
service as canoeists. They were also given tobacco and rum, but these were
classified, at least by Rocha, as ‘‘gifts’’ and not as advances (just as he made
the distinction in the Aguarico story between ‘‘gifts’’ of ‘‘trinkets,”’ on the
one side, and things such as cloth and axes, for which rubber should be
exchanged, on the other). When the Indians elected their chief, they sub-
mitted their choice to the patron, who always complied, said Rocha.3?

It might not therefore seem all that disingenuous of Julio César Arana to
defend himself by claiming, under pressure of interrogation by the British
House of Commons Select Committee, that ‘‘this word ‘Conquistar,” from
what I have been told in English, sounds very strong. We use it in Spanish
to attract a person to conquer their sympathies.”” Presumably because words,
exact meanings, and translation were so crucial here, the Committee felt it
necessary to publish this response in Spanish too: ‘‘Porque esa palabra
‘Conquistar,” que segin me han dicho en inglés suena muy fuerte, nosotros
la usamos en espainol para atraer a una persona, conquistar sus simpatias.’’40
The object of a conquista, Arana went on to say, is distributing goods and
fitting out expeditions with a view to converting the Indians to a system of
barter—to give them goods in exchange for rubber. ‘‘Another term used for
this is the word correria.*!

But to Charles Reginald Enock, who had spent four years in the Peruvian
Amazon and Andes as an engineer and author (The Andes and the Amazon,
Peru), and was called to give evidence to the Select Committee toward the
end of their hearings, to explain the meaning of words such as conquistar,
reducir, and rescatar, the correrias were ‘‘nothing but pure slave raids.’’42
As for the usage of the word conquistar in the Peruvian Amazon: ‘‘It has
the same meaning as the English word ‘conquest,” *’ he said, ‘‘undoubtedly—
to obtain labor by force.”’4?

Nevertheless, the question still remains as to the degree to which Arana
was consciously trying to deceive and befuddle the Committee or was merely,
as some sort of reflex, taking advantage of a way of speaking common among
whites in the Putumayo rubber boom—*‘rubber boom common sense’’—
which made little or no sense to the Englishmen of the Committee. There
would seem every reason for them to listen with more respect to their
compatriot, Mr. Enock. Apart from his experience in the tropics, there was
much to take pride in concerning the English as compared with the Peruvian
respect for free labor, truth, and the unrivaled capacity of the English lan-
guage to capture and convey facts. Mr. King of the Select Committee was
questioning John Gubbins, chairman of the Board of Directors of the Pe-
ruvian Amazon Company and for thirty-eight years resident in Peru.
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“‘Does your experience of that land lead you to say that in
the treatment of natives generally the Peruvian observes the
same standard as the Englishman?’’

“I would not say it is up to as high a standard—No; but from
my personal experience they were well treated.”

‘“‘But the Peruvian does not reach the same standard?”’

“No.”

“Could you also say there was the same respect for human
life in Peru when you lived there as in London? I will not press
you on that point. Would you say there is the same standard of
truth and public morality, and freedom from corruption in pub-
lic life in Peru as there is in London?”’

“It is axiomatic in all Spanish America,”’ contested Mr. Gub-
bins, ‘‘that the word of an Englishman stands first. An English-
man’s word is considered as good as almost any other
nationality’s bond.”’44

It is also the case that without the esteem of the Englishman’s word and
that without Englishmen like Mr. Gubbins there would have been no Peruvian
Amazon Company. In bringing together English capital with Arana’s ‘‘know-
how’’ and rubber-boom common sense, Mr. Gubbins and his kind were party
to the terror of the rubber boom, whose mode of impressing Indians into
gathering rubber can likewise be seen by the way the English word and the
Peruvian were brought together elsewhere—as with Charles Reginald Enock
and Julio César Arana in the witness stand before the Select Committee.
For perhaps the upright Englishman was not much more correct than the
scoundrel Arana when he said that conquest meant obtaining labor by force
while the scoundrel said it meant to attract the sympathies of the Indians
with and in order to trade. Perhaps both were wrong and wrong in mutually
dependent ways, with neither statement alone expressing what was going
on in conquest and its associated debt-peonage, as if each man represented
but one of the outer poles defining the limits of the field within which conquest
and debt-peonage functioned. It was not even that this subordination of the
Indian was achieved by a blending of force and fraud, or of arms and per-
suasion, or of conquest through barter and of barter through conquest. All
that way of thinking is merely a truism that preserves the separateness of
the domains even while blending them; violence and ideology, power and
knowledge, force and discourse, economy and superstructure ... Enock
badly overstates the case: ‘‘conquest means obtaining labor by force’’—as
in English. Arana slyly dissimulates: ‘‘to attract the sympathies’’—as in
Spanish. But when we put the two languages together it is not the blending
of force with what Rocha called the art of verbal persuasion that results,
but a quite different conception in which the body of the Indian, in the
process of its conquest, in its debt-peonage and in its being tortured, dis-
solves those domains so that violence and ideology, power and knowledge,
become one—as with terror itself.
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The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: The Place of the Grotesque and the
Rituals of Melodrama in the War and Torture of Political Economy

As fate would have it, Hardenburg was canoeing downstream in 1907 when
Arana’s men were making their final attack along the Carparand against the
Colombian rubber traders who refused to sell out or join up. One of these,
David Serrano, told Hardenburg how but a month before a ‘‘commission’’
of Arana’s had chained him to a tree and then (in Hardenburg’s words)
‘“‘these model employees of the ‘civilizing company, as they called them-
selves, forcibly entering his wife’s room, dragged the unhappy woman out
on the porch, and there, before the tortured eyes of the helpless Serrano,
the chief of the commission outraged his unhappy victim.”” They took all his
rubber, together with his wife and son, and Serrano heard later that she
““was being used as a concubine by the criminal Loayza while his tender
son acted as a servant to the repugnant monster.”” Miguel Loayza was one
of Arana’s chief managers and what Hardenburg also found repugnant was
that he was ‘‘a copper complexioned, shifty-eyed half-breed, who spoke a
little pidgin English [and] seemed to spend most of his time taking Florida
baths and fooling around with his different concubines.”’#> Truly an objec-
tionable type.

A few weeks later Serrano was again attacked. This time he ran into the
woods leaving his little fiefdom of Indians and rubber to Arana. Elsewhere
in this expedition 140 of Arana’s men attacked twenty Colombians with a
machine gun at the rubber station of La Union. Unfurling their nation’s flag,
the Colombians defended themselves for half an hour before abandoning
their rubber and women to the Peruvians. Taken prisoner by Loayza, Hard-
enburg witnessed the fate of one of these women, who was many months
pregnant and ‘‘allotted’’ to the captain of the marauding vessel: ‘‘this human
monster, intent only on slaking his animal thirst of lasciviousness, and re-
gardless of the grave state of the unhappy woman’s health, dragged her to
a place of privacy, and, in spite of the cries of agony of the unfortunate
creature, violated her without compunction.’’46

Colombian state officials as well as rubber traders were brutalized in
various ways, confined in tiny filthy cages where Hardenburg saw them spat
upon, taunted, and, so he says, ‘‘abused daily by word and deed in a most
cowardly manner.”’ The Colombian trader Aquileo Torres was treated in this
way, trussed in chains as a wild beast for over a year. So it was said. When
released he became one of Arana’s most sadistic station managers, with an
especial proclivity for dismembering Indians’ bodies while they were still
alive.

Hardenburg evokes grotesque and melodramatic ritual as an organic part
of the rubber boom warfare along this unhappy stretch of the Putumayo
river. His form of expression matches the forms expressed. Organized as
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rites of degradation, these attacks were at one and the same time (as Case-
ment told the British House of Commons)

organized by the Arana brothers in order to dispossess the Co-
lombians, who were not only competitors, but offered refuge to
the Indians, who were flying from the persecution of the com-
pany; and as long as these independent establishments existed
on the Caraparand, Indians would fly there, and there was a
means of exit from the region.*’

What in Hardenburg’s testimony came across as appalling and senseless
brutality in a theater of sensual cruelty, in Casement’s testimony was the
logical outcome of the ‘‘competition for scarce resources’’—in this case,
those of ‘‘labor.”” Where Hardenburg fetishizes, Casement reifies; two sides
of the one coin.

Casement’s was a peculiar logic, to say the least, and one that in the final
analysis could not be torn from the theatrical rituals of warfare and terror
implied to be mere means to a more substantial end. Indeed, elsewhere
Casement commented to the effect that the violent dispossession of the
independent Colombian rubber traders made a mockery of the logic whose

“‘An incident of the Putumayo. Indian women condemned to death by hunger: on
the upper Putumayo. (The Peruvians state that this was the work of the Colombian
bandits.)’’ (From Walter E. Hardenburg, The Putumayo: The Devil’s Paradise, 1912.)
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aim it was to secure rubber through securing Indians. ‘‘Constant thefts of
Indians by one cauchero [rubber trader] from another,” he wrote in one of
his reports to Sir Edward Grey, ‘‘led to reprisals more bloody and murderous
than anything the Indian had ever wrought upon his fellow Indian. The
primary aim of rubber-getting, which could only be obtained from the labour
of the Indians, was often lost sight of in these desperate conflicts.”’*® A few
years later, watching drunken company officials dousing Indians in kerosene
and burning them alive during a birthday party, Urcenio Bucelli gave voice
to the same vicious paradox: ‘‘Estos indios traen tanto caucho y sin embargo
se les mata—these Indians bring in so much rubber but still they are killed.”’4°

It was a curious note that in 1915 the Peruvian judge Carlos Valcarcel
appended in the margin of Bucelli’s response to those burnings: “‘A few
years ago a priest of the town of Bambamarca, in the sierra of northern
Peru, burnt a woman alive because she was accused of being a witch.”” The
history of criminality, the judge went on, ‘‘reveals to us that the most
atrocious tortures, such as burning people alive, have been almost always
applied for religious or political reasons.”’>® The immortal Prescott in his
History of the Conquest of Peru addressed this question of burning in his
concern over the fate that befell Incan nobles. ‘“Why this cruel mode of
execution was so often adopted by the Spanish Conquerors is not obvious,”’
he wrote, ‘‘unless it was that the Indian was an infidel, and fire, from
ancient date, seems to have been considered the fitting doom of the infidel,
as the type of that inextinguishable flame which awaited him in the regions
of the damned.”’>!

In a Way Fabricated

Much if not most of the power of Hardenburg’s revelations came not from
what he himself experienced or saw at first hand but from what he took from
accounts published in two short-lived Iquitos ‘‘newspapers,”’ La Sancion
and La Felpa, created especially, so it appears, to attack Arana and his
company’s doings. The first number of La Sancién (The Sanction) announced
it to be a biweekly commercial, political, and literary publication dedicated
to the defense of the interests of the people. Prominently displayed in the
center of the front page was a long poem, El Socialismo, exalting the socialist
cause with hymnal passion.

The accounts in these papers seem to have been important to Hardenburg’s
mode of representing Putumayo horror because they were not merely local
and hence ‘‘authentic’’ but also because they objectified word-of-mouth
rumor in print. Furthermore, such accounts gave his limited and fragmented
personal experience a wider, even overall view.

Some of his own observations were conveyed with dreamlike power, the
same distanced death-space atmosphere as found in Heart of Darkness. For
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instance, he recalled walking around the rubber station of El Encanto, ‘‘The
Enchantment,” where he was prisoner:

But what was still more pitiful was to see the sick and the
dying lie about the house and out in the adjacent woods, una-
ble to move and without anyone to aid them in their agony.
These poor wretches, without remedies, without food, were ex-
posed to the burning rays of the vertical sun and the cold rains
and heavy dews of early morning until death released them
from their sufferings. Then their companions carried their cold
corpses—many of them in an almost complete state of putre-
faction—to the river, and the yellow, turbid waters of the Car-
parand closed silently over them.>?

This should be compared with what he construed from conversations.
Here the need to sensationalize is painfully obvious, moving from the surreal
quality of the dream, distanced, inevitable, and maudlin, to the histrionic:
‘‘Armed with machetes, the Indians penetrate the depths of the forest, gash-
ing frightfully every rubber-tree they can find, frequently cutting them so
much and so deep, in their frantic efforts to extract the last drop of milk,
that vast numbers of trees die annually.”’>* Yet could not the histrionic be
true?

For a few months from October of 1907 until they were forcibly suspended,
the Iquitos newspapers La Sancion and La Felpa contained horrific stories
of atrocities in Arana’s rubber camps. Indeed, it was the courageous pub-
lication in late 1907 of Benjamin Saldana Roca’s even more courageous
sworn denunciation to the Criminal Court judge in Iquitos that provoked (at
least the appearance of) national concern for sustained judicial inquiry, and
also facilitated shifts in reality involved in the metamorphosis of gossip into
fact and of story into truth.

In the social relation of the spoken to the published word, and of gossip
to newsprint, there often comes a time when the latter not so much dignifies,
frames, condenses, generalizes, and affirms the former as it thereby holds
up a mirror to the community as a whole—a means for making and fixing
collective self-consciousness. In the case of the Putumayo atrocities, this
type of confirmation of reality through newsprint involved the barely con-
scious tension of fascination and disgust, binding the fantastic to the credible.
Rarely do the two combine as they did so disturbingly in the Putumayo
rubber boom where, to cite Peter Singleton-Gates’s and Maurice Girodias’s
reaction to the denials of the Peruvian Legation in London alleging that La
Sancién and La Felpa were dishonest and that their published stories were
fantastic: ‘‘Fantastic they were,’ contested Singleton-Gates and Girodias,
“‘their very authenticity made them fantastic.’>*

In the first article in Truth, and as the climax to the central chapter entitled
“The Devil’s Paradise’’ of his book, Hardenburg quotes ‘‘the following
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facts,” which appear to be translated from La Sancién. Much of his further
indictment, in its individual details as taken from sworn testimony and letters
to the editor of that paper,-as well as in its overall tone, can be seen as an
elaboration of this sort of writing:

They force the Pacific Indians of the Putumayo to work day
and night at the extraction of rubber, without the slightest re-
muneration; that they give them nothing to eat; that they keep
them in complete nakedness; that they rob them of their crops,
their women, and their children to satisfy their voracity, lasci-
viousness and avarice of themselves and their employees, for
they live on the Indian’s food, keep harems and concubines,
and sell these people at wholesale and retail in Iquitos; that
they flog them inhumanly until their bones are visible; that they
give them no medical treatment, but let them die, eaten up by
maggots, or to serve as food for the chiefs’ [i.e., rubber station
managers’] dogs; that they castrate them, cut off their ears, fin-
gers, arms, legs. . . .>

And they also tortured the Indians with fire, water, and upside-down cru-
cifixion. Company employees cut the Indians to pieces with machetes and
dashed out the brains of small children by hurling them against trees and
walls. The elderly were killed when they could no longer work, and to amuse
themselves company officials practiced their marksmanship using Indians
as targets. On special occasions such as Easter Saturday, Saturday of Glory,
they shot them down in groups or, in preference, doused them with kerosene
and set them on fire to enjoy their agony.>¢

In a letter written to Hardenburg in 1909 by an employee of the company,
and subsequently published in his book, we read how a ‘‘commission’’ was
sent out by a rubber station manager to exterminate a group of Indians for
not bringing in sufficient rubber. The commission returned in four days with
fingers, ears, and several heads of Indians to prove that they had carried
out their orders.>” The writer thereafter witnessed Indian prisoners shot and
burned, the smoldering pile of flesh remaining only 150 meters from the
rubber station itself. It was on one of the days of Carnival, in 1903. The
‘“‘higher employees’’ of the company, he noted, toasted in champagne the
one who could count the greatest number of murders. On another occasion,
at the rubber station of Ultimo Retiro, ‘“The Last Retreat,”” the manager,
Inocente Fonseca, called in hundreds of Indians. He grasped his carbine and
machete and began the slaughter of these defenseless people, leaving the
ground covered with over 150 corpses of men, women, and children—so
wrote Hardenburg’s correspondent (as translated in Hardenburg’s book).
Bathed in blood and appealing for mercy, continued the letter, the survivors
were heaped with the dead and burned to death while the manager, Inocente,
shouted, *‘I want to exterminate all the Indians who do not obey my orders
about the rubber that I require them to bring in.”’%8



Culture of Terror, Space of Death 35

The writer gives no reason as to why the Indians were ‘‘called in.”” Perhaps
he did not know. Perhaps none existed. Maybe it was obvious.

The event—perhaps ritual is the correct term—most figurative of Putu-
mayo terror, quoted as fact by both Hardenburg and Casement from testi-
mony published in La Felpa in 1908, concerned the weighing-in of rubber
brought by Indians from the forest. In his report to Sir Edward Grey, Case-
ment declared that this description was repeated to him ‘‘again and again
. . . by men who had been employed in this work.”’>°

The Indian is so humble, that as soon as he sees that the
needle of the scale does not mark the ten kilos, he himself
stretches out his hands and throws himself on the ground to re-
ceive the punishment. Then the chief [of the rubber station] or
a subordinate advances, bends down, takes the Indian by his
hair, strikes him, raises his head, drops it face downwards on
the ground, and, after the face is beaten and kicked and cov-
ered with blood, the Indian is scourged. This is when they are
treated best, for often they cut them to pieces with machetes.°

There is an uncanny, overblown tone to all of this, I think, which breeds
skepticism no less than fear and revulsion. One can understand David Cazes,
British vice-consul in Iquitos from 1902 to 1911 (whose trading business was
dependent on Arana’s rubber company), when in reply to questions put to
him in 1912 by the British House of Commons Select Committee said,

I started taking the first two numbers [of La Felpa and La San-
cion], I think, but I thought they were rather fantastic in the
horrors they depicted. Such a horrible state of affairs seemed
to me incredible, and I did not have them brought up to the
house anymore. My wife was with me, and they had a rather
strong effect on her, I think . . . I suppose now that I know
things better I think I should probably have given them much
more credence, but I really thought at that time that they were
in a way fabricated.!

Stories that seem to have a strong effect on Mrs. Cazes seem to her husband,
the vice-consul, to be in a way fabricated, as if the marriage bond tightened
the vexing relations binding horror to its depiction.

We may feel obliged to ask what truth these stories had, and where in the
chain of language binding experience to its expression did the melodramatic
tone enter: in the expressing or in the events depicted—or in both?

This chain of questioning assumes a world divisible into real facts and
representations of real facts, as if the means of representation were a mere
instrument and not a source of experience. ‘‘A whole mythology is deposited
in our language,’ noted Wittgenstein, including, we might note, the my-
thology of the real and of language as transparent.
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But to the vice-consul with his strongly affected wife on one side, and on
the other his economic support, Julio César Arana, strongly contesting the
representations of terror, this commonplace notion about the divisibility of
facts from their representations must have started to appear simple-minded.
To turn from the vice-consul, caught here between a wife and an Arana, to
Consul-General Casement’s evaluation, is to begin to appreciate the power
of espistemic murk in the politics of representations.




TWO
Casement to Grey

Casement’s report to Sir Edward Grey is
staid and sober, like a lawyer arguing a case,
in marked contrast to his diary covering the
same experience. According to Casement’s
biographer, Brian Inglis, however, the
manuscript that Casement forwarded to the
Foreign Office had to be changed because
its ‘“‘tone’’ in ‘‘some places’’ lacked the
‘“‘studiously moderate’’ language deemed
fitting. The Foreign Office removed what
Inglis terms ‘‘indignant asides’’ so as to cre-
ate a report that would (again in Inglis’s
words) ‘‘seem more objective than it really
had been’’'—a pointed illustration not only
of the problems involved in the depiction of
terror but also of what we could call the
‘‘objectivist fiction,”” namely, the contrived
manner by which objectivity is created, and
its profound dependence on the magic of
style to make this trick of truth work.

Much of the report—can we still call it
Casement’s report?—relied on the testi-
mony of thirty blacks from Barbados, ‘‘that
ghastly little island,”” Casement elsewhere
wrote, ‘‘of princes and paupers.”’2 They had
been contracted by the rubber company in
1903 and 1904 together with 166 others to
act as overseers in the Putumayo. By the
time of Casement’s arrival, many of them
could speak an Indian language.

37
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The power of the report is overwhelmingly indebted to their testimony as
summarized by Casement, who rarely used their own words and was at pains
to forestall criticism of his informants’ veracity. After all, it had been said
in the Foreign Office concerning these very men that ‘‘all West Indian negroes
were liars.”’? Casement took pains to argue that by cross-checking testimony
he could overcome the weakness of memory and inarticulateness to which,
he said, illiterate men such as these Barbadians were prone, despite their
obvious sincerity. Most of the testimony was delivered in hostile conditions
on company territory with company officials in attendance, offering bribes
as well as threats. Yet against these forces and despite their fear, the Bar-
badians seemed by and large to have had an almost physical need to talk to
their consul-general.

The Barbadian Stanley Lewis told what happened to him when he refused
to kill an Indian who was being held hostage in the ‘‘black hole’’ under the
main house in Ultimo Retiro, because the people attached to this Indian had
run away from working rubber. The station manager threatened to kill Lewis
for his refusal and had him put down in the black hole and contained in the
stocks for two days and nights without water or food. The entire house
would often smell foul, Lewis said, because the bodies of the Indians who
were flogged, staked out naked on the ground, would fester and fill with
maggots. Each lash of the whip opened flesh. He was but fifteen years old
when he arrived in these fearsome forests from Barbados, and the consul-

—

‘The rubber station ‘‘The Last Retreat.”” (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el Putumayo
y sus afluentes, 1907.)
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general had no doubts about his truthfulness, ‘‘in so far as his recollection
held good.”” Since leaving the rubber camps four years before giving evi-
dence, Lewis had sought, wrote Casement (on his behalf) ‘‘to forget as much
as he could or wipe out from his mind the recollection of the many crimes
he had witnessed’’—not to mention the ones he had committed.4

The unreal atmosphere of ordinariness evoked in the reports—of the or-
dinariness of the extraordinary—makes the atrocities less startling than un-
canny, like watching a sunken world underwater. To get to this world,
Casement’s launch had to pass through the mouth of the Putumayo. His
diary records at that moment of transition mosquitoes, his being ill with
fever, long delays, a few miserable Indians and, holding them in the river’s
mouth from 4:00 A.M., a prolonged white mist. Then, in the report,

the employees at all the stations passed the time when not
hunting Indians either lying in their hammocks or gambling.

[p. 17]

At some of the stations the principal flogger was the station
cook—two such men were directly named to me, and I ate the
food they prepared, while many of their victims carried my
baggage from station to station, and showed often terrible scars
on their limbs inflicted at the hands of these men.[p. 34]

From the evidence of scarring, Casement found that the ‘‘great majority,”’
perhaps up to ninety percent, of the large number of Indians he saw had
been flogged. (The reports are a little inconsistent about the surprisingly
large number of Indians he saw; in one instance the figure given is 1,500, in
another 1,600. But what is missing in consistency is made up in roundness.)
Some of those affected were small boys aged ten to twelve, and deaths due
to floggings were frequent, either under the lash or, more frequently, a few
days later when the wounds became infested with maggots. Indians were
flogged when they brought in insufficient rubber and, with the most severe
brutality, for daring to flee. Flogging supplemented other tortures, such as
near drowning and choking, designed, as Casement points out, to create a
space of death, in his words: ‘‘to just stop short of taking life while inspiring
the acute mental fear and inflicting much of the physical agony of death.”’s
People were flogged suspended above the ground by chains around their
necks, according to the Barbadian Frederick Bishop, but the ‘‘general
method,”” wrote Casement, was to whip the bare buttocks ‘‘while the victim,
male or female, was forcibly extended on the ground, sometimes pegged
out.”” ‘‘Needless to say,”’ added Casement, ‘‘I did not witness any of the
executions.”’

He was informed by a ‘‘British subject’” who had himself flogged Indians
that he had seen mothers flogged because their little sons had not brought
enough rubber and were held to be too small to chastise. While the little
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boy stood terrified and crying at the sight, his mother would be beaten ‘‘just
a few strokes’’ to make him a better worker.¢

Confirming allegations in Truth, Westerman Leavine stated that children
were often burned alive to make them reveal where their parents were
hidden. Children who were too small to whip, according to one testimony,
were not too small to burn alive, according to another.”

Deliberate starvation was resorted to repeatedly, declared Casement,
sometimes to frighten, more often to kill, and prisoners were kept in the
stocks until they died of hunger. One Barbadian related how he had seen
Indians in this situation ‘‘scrapping up the dirt with their fingertips and eating
it.”” Another stated he had seen Indians eating the maggots in their wounds.?

The stocks were the instrument central to what was in effect a massive
staging of punishment in a theater of cruelty, a spectacular on the proscenium
of the open space cleared in the forest. Sometimes, as in the Ultimo Retiro
rubber station, the stocks were placed on the veranda of the second story of
the main dwelling so that those confined would be under the direct gaze of the
chief and his subordinates and close to the cellar or what the Barbadians calied
the ‘‘black hole’’ (in which some of them, themselves, had been held).

In other rubber stations the stocks were placed in the large space below
the raised living quarters of the main house. These houses were similar to
stockades, and this military character had stirred the suspicions of the

The rubber station ‘‘The Enchanted.”” (From Carlos Rey de Castro, Los pobladores
del Putumayo, 1914.)
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members of Parliament who sat on the Select Committee on Putumayo
when they looked at photographs from the book purported to be the work
of the French explorer Eugenio Robuchon, who mysteriously disappeared
in the Putumayo.

Children, women, and men could be confined in the stocks for months,
said Casement, and some of the Barbadians told him that they had seen
women raped while in them.® Casement felt it necessary to emphasize that
such usage of the stocks was abnormal. He drew upon Lieutenant Herndon’s
report of his travels in 1851 through the montaria, south of the Putumayo.
The lieutenant dwelled on the importance of the stocks for the missionaries
in their attempts to civilize Indians, but nowhere, stressed Casement, did
he speak of cruel abuses. It was important to Casement to isolate the means
of terror in the rubber boom from their history and wider cultural context.

He related a story he had been told about the use of stocks with a Punchana
Indian close to Iquitos at the time of his visit. The man had been drunk and
had hit his wife. The local schoolmistress ordered him placed in the stocks
by his fellow villagers. As the sun rose, his wife had built for him a shelter
of palm fronds and she ‘‘sat with him throughout the day to console with
him and receive his apologies.”’

“The story was told to me,”” Casement went on ‘‘in illustration of the
friendly and affectionate character of the Indians, and stocks as thus em-
ployed, merely to reprove, are not objectionable instruments of correction.”’ 10

Edouard André’s reaction to the use of stocks by the Church was not
quite so sanguine. He was a botanist collecting plant specimens for the
French government and in 1876 he traveled down the Andes, from Pasto to
Mocoa. Near Lake Cocha in what he described as the ‘‘Indian village’’ of
La Laguna, he was shocked at coming across stocks—‘‘an instrument of
torture,” he later wrote, ‘‘which I believed relegated to the dawn of Spanish
history, but which is still employed in La Laguna.” He supplied a drawing
of these stocks. They were notable for their size, serving for more than one
victim at a time, and for the crucifixes suspended above, giving them the
appearance of a sort of altar.!!

In the foothill town of Mocoa, to the east and over the mountains, he
found that not only the legs but also the head of the prisoner was clamped
between the beams of the stocks. Sometimes flogging accompanied this
punishment as well. Poor André. He lost his appetite for lunch.

Yet the enormous increase of this form of torture during the rubber boom
down the Putumayo river thirty years later, with or without crucifixes, made
such usage as had offended André’s stomach appear routine and unobjec-
tionable, soaked in custom if not eternal wisdom. At least that is what
Casement implied.

The Colombian explorer, Miguel Triana, a member of the country’s ar-
istocracy, was also impressed by the traditional character of this form of
punishment in Putumayo Indian life when he passed through Mocoa around

(3
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The punishment of the stocks, applied in Laguna. (From Edouard André, ‘‘América
Equinoccial,”’ 1884.)

1905 and at the invitation of a Capuchin monk stayed to watch an Indian
festival.

The Indians wound their way from the site of their dancing to the church
for the mass, and then back again. They had been dancing all night, and
drinking. One man ‘‘forgot,”” in Triana’s words, ‘‘the composure that the
situation required.”” ‘‘I’m going to give that Indian a fright,”’ said the monk,
and he ordered that the Indian be caught by other Indians and jailed—where
three whip strokes would be applied, segun costumbre. Everything is pro-
hibited here, noted Triana, by using the phrase ‘‘no es costumbre’—*‘it’s
not custom.”’

Whether or not this phrase let alone the very notion of ‘‘custom’’ were
present before colonization we will never know. What seems certain is the
viewpoint of the colonists that Indians have ‘‘custom,”’ that custom is the
primitive equivalent of law, and that to rule Indians it is advisable to transmit
colonial law not merely in the language of custom but by affixing to it the
title and concept of custom.

Contrariwise, Indians under colonial rule could deploy the colonized sense
of custom to defend themselves. The Capuchin monk cited examples of this
for Triana. Indians would say they couldn’t do this or they couldn’t do that
because it was not costumbre.

““‘Surely the punishment of whipping is not a custom that the Indians would
wish to conserve?’’ asked Triana.

“Don’t you believe it,”’ threw back the priest, continuing:

The punishment of whipping is probably the most difficult of all
their customs to uproot. You’ve got to understand that the pain
has a mysterious efficacy making people want it. I myself have
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The church in Laguna. (From Edouard André, ‘‘América Equinoccial,”” 1884.)

noted that the Indians become very tranquil, even joyful and
festive, after a whipping. It is obligatory that after the whipping
the person whipped says ‘‘Dios le pague’’ (God pays you/God
be praised). If that is not said then the Governor [who is an
Indian, agreeable to the Capuchins] orders three lashes more,
and so on, until the punished person loses anger and displays
gratitude. Flogging thus maintains the principle of authority,
docility, and the purity of custom. Flogging is the basis of
custom.!?

The terrible irony of the Barbadians, themselves descendants of slaves,
being used to enslave others and in the process being virtually enslaved
themselves, is pathetically evoked in the testimony Casement collected. The
Barbadians were in effect indebted peons who were not only used to torture
and hunt down Indians but were themselves subject to torture.

From their testimony it seems that life in the rubber camps for all ranks
of employees most of the time was exceedingly mean and sordid with little
trace of companionship. What is conveyed is a Hobbesian world, brutish
and short, in which rites such as torturing the wild but defenseless Indians
were what held the camp personnel together. Otherwise they fought over
food, women, and Indians.

Clifford Quintin, for example, had been twice severely flogged during his
first two years of service. On the first occasion all the employees in the camp
were, as was frequent, short of food and forced to steal it from the Indians
or from their plantings in the forest. In his testimony he is alleged to have
said that when he tried to buy some cassava bread from an Indian girl, a
Colombian employee interfered and a fight ensued, whereupon the station
manager had Quintin’s wrists tied behind his back and had him hung from
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a pole by his arms, which had been lashed behind his body. He was given
fifty lashes with a twisted thong of tapir hide wielded by the station manager
and by Armando Normand, a Bolivian English-speaking interpreter (edu-
cated in England) who accompanied the group of blacks. The scars were
clearly visible to Casement five years later.

He was flogged again eighteen months later on a charge of immoral dealings
with Indian women, brought against him by a white Colombian employee
name Bucelli. He and Quintin had been sent with a small group to round up
Indians who had fled from working rubber. They captured eight of the In-
dians, four women, two men, and two children, put the men in chains, and
started back. In the night the two Indian men under guard of another Co-
lombian escaped. Not wishing to tell his station chief that this was due to
the negligence of another Colombian, Bucelli accused Quintin and said he
had been with the Indian women instead of performing his guard duties.
There was, said Casement, truth in this. Quintin was flogged by Bucelli and
the station manager, Sr. Normand, and became so ill that he had to be kept
at the main rubber-gathering depot of La Chorrera for three months before
he could work again. When Casement came across him four years later he
was a sick and malnourished man with a limp caused by a wound sustained
from a (probably poisoned) splinter laid by Indians to guard their homes.
He had had to walk barefoot because he could not afford the company store
shoes at their price of five soles, worth in Casement’s estimation no more
than half a sol in England. Most blacks received a salary of fifty soles a
month.13

Joshua Dyall was accused by the station manager of the Ultimo Retiro
section with having improper relations with the Indian concubine of one of
the white employees. He was hung by the neck, beaten with machetes, and
then placed in the stocks. The legholes were so small that two men had to
sit on the upper beam to force it onto his legs. Although three years had
passed by the time the consul-general saw him, he was deeply scarred where
the wood had cut into the sinews of his ankles, which had been affixed three
to four feet apart. Suffering terrible pain, he had been left all night. Freed
the next day, he could not move other than by crawling on his belly. After
six years of employment he had no savings and owed the company store
440 soles. He had had nine Indian women given to him as ‘‘wives’’ by the
station managers from the supply kept by the company.4

These young men had barely arrived from Barbados when they were sent
on ‘‘commissions,”’ generally into the territories of the Bora and Andoke
Indians on the northern extremity of the company’s operation, where the
Indians were said to be very fierce. According to Captain Thomas Whiffen,
a British soldier who was on sick leave because of wounds received in the
Boer War and who spent a year traveling through the lower Putumayo area
in 1908, these northern Indians were of lighter complexion than the nations
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to the south along the Putumayo River, and despised the darker people as
inferior and as savages.!> Among the latter, Captain Whiffen included not
only Huitotos but also Macti—of whom Irving Goldman reminds us of Theo-
dor Koch-Grunberg’s observation, also made at the turn of the century, that
in their being defined as inferior in this way, as ‘‘not people,”’ and as tame
animals and slaves, these dark people were also held by the other Indians,
the lighter ones, to be gifted sorcerers.!¢

Captain Whiffen had the good luck to procure as his personal servant a
Barbadian, John Brown, who had worked for the rubber company and mar-
ried a Huitoto, an attachment, the captain said, from which he was able to
derive valuable information. A year after escorting the British captain through
the forests, John Brown was giving evidence to the British consul-general.
He had gone on many commissions and his first had been in 1905 to catch
Bora Indians to make them work rubber. The Boras were the wildest and
fiercest of the Indians, many of whom had not been conquered, according
to Frederick Bishop, another Barbadian witness.'”” Brown’s commission
caught six women, three men, and three children. In so doing, they killed
six other Indians: a little boy shot through the bowels while trying to escape,
the captain, whom they shot, and three men and women whom they decap-
itated—held by their hair while their heads were hacked off with machetes.
This hacking was done by the muchachos, the armed Indians working for
the company and there at the orders of Sefior Aguero.!8

The prisoners were brought in and placed in the stocks. One was later
shot dead by Aguero. The rest escaped, some when working in the fields
around the house, one other while in Brown’s charge, carrying rice up from
the port on a two-day journey. Brown thought the women escaped too.
During his stay at this rubber station of Abisinia, Brown was mainly engaged
in commissions after Indians. He saw hundreds killed.

They were shot, they were beheaded; there were men, women,
and children killed. He has seen a woman suckling a small
baby at her breast have her head cut off and the baby killed,
cut to pieces. This was done by a man called Esteban Angulo,
chief of the actual commission on which this crime occurred.!®

During the two years he spent in Andoke territory, Clifford Quintin’s work
was to hunt Indians. He saw plenty of them killed. They were killed by the
station manager, Ramoén Sinchez, and by Normand too. In Casement’s words,
summarizing Quintin’s,

They were tied up and chains put around their necks; and they
were hung up, and he, Sanchez, would take a ‘sword,” or
machete, and stick it right through them. He saw Ramon San-
chez do this to plenty of Indians—men, not women. One day
Sanchez killed twenty-five men—he shot some, others he cut
their heads off—and some he hanged slowly with a chain
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around their necks till their tongues came out, and they died
like that. Altogether he saw Sanchez kill with his own hards
some thirty’Indians, and this in two months.??

 And this in a political economy supposedly defined by labor scarcity.
Toward the end of 1904 Edward Crichlow was with thirty-six Barbadians
dispatched to Matanzas, ‘‘The Massacres,”’ under the command of two com-
pany officials, Ramén Sanchez and Armando Normand. They found nothing
but a rude hut in the forest. They cleared ground and built a house. ‘“Then
we had to make expeditions with guns to hunt Indians, like hunting wild
beasts. They came in quietly at first but then Sanchez tied them up.”

“Did the Indians not resist?’’ asked the Consul-General.

““They were tied up and killed.”

“You saw them killed?”’

“Yes! I saw several shot, chiefly those that had run away.
They burnt down their own house and ran away as far as they
could go. We had to go out on expeditions and catch them. We
got a few at that time and brought them in chained up. . . .
There were about twenty-five of them chained like this. They
worked during the day with the chains round them. There were
women, and men and children—little children at the breast.’’2!

The consul-general asked him what he meant by ‘‘calling Indians,” while
engaged in an ‘‘ordinary’’ commission.

“You go to the [Indian] ‘capitan’s’ house with your ‘mu-
chachos.” We all sit in the ‘capitan’s’ house and send out the
‘muchachos’ who are armed to call Indians. The ‘capitan’ is
kept guarded, because if all the Indians do not come in he will
be flogged.”

‘‘Have you ever seen the ‘capitan’ flogged thus?’’

““Oh yes, often. The ‘capitan’ would be flogged out in the
forest-house, and he would be flogged in the section-house too;
tied out on all fours and flogged. Senor Velarde himself would
flog Indians sometimes with his own hands. All would obey
him because they had to. They ordered us to flog the Indians
and we had to obey.”’??

Next year Crichlow worked as a carpenter and Aurelio Rodriguez, the
section manager, had him construct special stocks that would hold the neck
and arms as well as clamping the legs. Designed so that the two parts were
movable, people of very different heights could be placed face down and
flogged in it, small children as well as adults. In May of 1908 Crichlow had
a quarrel with another employee, a white Peruvian, who appealed to the
station manager, also a white Peruvian. The manager struck Crichlow over
the head with his loaded revolver and called other white employees to seize
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him. Crichlow defended himself with a stick but was overpowered, beaten,
and put into stocks, presumably the ones he himself had built, being released
when he needed to urinate and defecate. Next day he was led to the O¢ccidente
station and again put in the stocks overnight with his legs wide apart. The
day following he was sent downstream to the La Chorrera station and again
confined in the stocks. At the time of his giving testimony, he owed the
company 150 soles, mainly for food for himself and his Indian wife.

Every company employee had what the consul-general called ‘‘a large
staff of unfortunate Indian women for immoral purposes—termed by a eu-
phemism their ‘wives.” ’2 They were nearly always unmarried girls when
first acquired because men whose wives were taken would, according to the
testimony of more than one Barbadian, die before gathering rubber for the
abductors.

These women were considered company property, to be alloted and with-
drawn at the whim of the station manager. Casement expressed more con-
tempt than sorrow at their plight; they were generally fat and sleek, he noted
more than once, while their kinsmen toiled on the edge of starvation. He
also discerned a connection between sexual license with such women and
what he called ‘‘the murderous instinct which led these men to torture and
kill the very parents and kinsmen of those they cohabited with. %

This instinct could be turned onto the concubines, too. Westerman Leavine
said that the station manager at Matanzas, ‘‘The Massacres,” Armando
Normand, set fire to an Indian woman because she refused to live with one
of his men. They shrouded her in a Peruvian flag soaked in kerosene and
ignited her. There were days then in Matanzas, in 1907, said Leavine, when
you couldn’t eat your food because of the dead Indians lying around the
house. And he remembered often seeing dogs eating these Indians and drag-
ging their limbs around.?’

Frederick Bishop was witness to the anger of the station manager at
Atenas, Elias Martinengui. After sleeping with one of his Indian girls, Don
Elias discovered, so he said, that she was infected with a venereal disease.
In the morning he had her tied up and flogged and then made one of the
muchachos, the Indian guards, insert burning firebrands into her vagina.

It was Frederick Bishop who told the consul-general this. He had seen
much. He had done terrible things. Yet with what coyness he alluded to the
woman. He did not like to say where, wrote the consul-general, the firebrands
were put, but indicated with his hand. As for the muchacho who was ordered
to do this? He ran away. We never saw him again, said Bishop.2¢

These Indian guards were referred to as ‘‘the boys,”’ the muchachos or
muchachos de confianza. Armed with the weapon of greatest repute, the
infamous Winchester rifle, they were recruited and trained by the company
at an early age to bully other Indians into gathering rubber—usually Indians
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Muchachos, 1908. (Courtesy of the Whiffen Collection, Cambridge University Mu-
seum of Archaeology and Anthropology.)

“from tribes hostile to which the boys belonged, ’?” according to Thomas
Whiffen of the British army, who procured eight as personal carriers from
the rubber company.

For every armed supervisor, there were between sixteen and fifty wild
Indians of the forest gathering rubber. Of these supervisors, the muchachos
(whom Captain Whiffen typed as ‘‘semi-civilized’’) outnumbered the
“‘whites,”’ that is the civilized, by two to one.?® Casement thought the mu-
chachos every bit as evil as their civilized masters.

Indian men could be the target of overtly sexual sadism as well as the
women. James Chase testified to the consul-general that Fonseca put an
Indian man in the stocks ‘‘saying ‘I am going to kill you.” The man protested
and said he had done no harm. He had not killed a White, he had not injured
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anyone or killed anyone and could not be killed for running away. Fonseca
laughed at him and had him hung by the neck first with a chain drawn tight.”’
He was then lowered and put in the stocks, one leg only, and Fonseca came
at him with a club, placed his own leg against the Indian’s free leg, pulled
off his loincloth of beaten bark, and proceeded to smash his genitals. In a
short time the man died.?®

With a thick stick James Chase beat an Indian to death in the same way,
while the station manager, Armando Normand, held the man’s legs apart.

“You did that?’ asked the consul-general (one imagines with some
emotion).

““Wait, Sir, you do not know how we do things here. If we
do not do what the chief tells us he beats us. He puts us in the
cepo [stocks] and then he sends us down with a letter to Senor
Macedo, and he say: ‘You have failed—you have not done your
work,” and sends us back again where we are flogged. This In-
dian we beat to death—Normand tell me to do it, and he, too,
helped. He said, ‘Take a stick and beat him to death,” and I
refuse at first, and then I say, ‘All right; up here you can do it,
and we smashed him all up, as I have said, and killed him.”

‘““What had this Indian done?”’

‘“‘He would not walk. He did not want to go along with us
and carry the tula [clothes sack].”’30

James Mapp told the consul-general that, although he himself had never
seen it, he had heard several of the Barbadian men speak of competitions
between two station managers, Aguero and Jiménez, the aim and prize of
the competition being the shooting off of an Indian prisoner’s *‘——."’31

When Barbadian men were present they were frequently assigned the task
of flogging, but, Casement emphasizes, ‘‘no monopoly of flogging was en-
joyed by any employee as a right. The chief of the section himself frequently
took the lash, which in turn might be wielded by every member of the
civilized or ‘rational’ staff.”’32 ““Such men,” wrote the consul-general, ‘‘had
lost all sight or sense of rubber gathering—they were simply beasts of prey
who lived upon the Indians and delighted in shedding their blood.”” Moreover,
with only one exception, the station managers were in debt. Despite their
handsome rates of commission on rubber, they were running their operations
at a loss to the company, in some stations amounting to many thousands of
pounds sterling.33

As for the Indians? He became convinced that those remaining would
soon die. ‘‘A Peruvian who spoke good English, having spent some years in
England, confessed as much to me days before I left La Chorrera. I said to
this man that under the actual regime I feared the entire Indian population
would be gone in ten years, and he answered ‘I give it six years—not ten.” ’’34
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(Writing in the mid-1920s, some fifteen years later, the Capuchin father
Gaspar de Pinell thought that there was probably nobody left in the core
area of Arana’s operation between the Igaraparand and Caraparand rivers. )3’
It was at first sight a strange and even confusing observation that Casement
had made with respect to one of the rubber station managers, Andreas
O’Donnell, but perhaps now we can see how its very strangeness and con-
fusion summed up the situation: he was the best of a bad lot, the consul-
general had written, because he Kkilled for rubber rather than for sport.
And the others?



THREE
The Economy of Terror

He was the best of a bad lot because he
killed for rubber rather than for sport. We
recall Urcenio Bucelli’s exclamation on
seeing company officials burning Indians
alive to celebrate a birthday: ‘‘They bring
in so much rubber and still they are killed!”’
Where was the sense in that?

One way of finding it was to make it with
the cleaver of reason, splitting the morass
of viciousness into two distinct parts, di-
viding the rational from the irrational, the
economically sensible from the frivolous, as
if by this ordering procedure the analyst and
commentator was still, so to speak, on top
of things, understanding, taming, coping if
not dealing with the horror. Thus Charles
Reginal Enock, F.R.G.S., in his introduc-
tion to Hardenburg’s book could write:

There is yet a further trait of the
Latin American which to the Anglo-
Saxon mind is almost inexplicable.
This is the pleasure in the torture of
the Indian as a diversion, not merely
as a vengeance or ‘‘punishment.”’” As
has been shown on the Putumayo,
and as happened on other occasions
elsewhere, the Indians have been
abused, tortured, and killed por mo-
tivos frivolos—that is to say, for
merely frivolous reasons, or for di-
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version. Thus Indians are shot at in sport to make them run or
as exercise in tirar al blanco or target practice, and burnt by
pouring petroleum over them and setting it on fire in order to
watch their agonies. This love of inflicting agony for sport is a
curious psychic attribute of the Spanish race.!

‘‘In Matanzas,”’ notes the anonymous letter writer published by La Felpa
and quoted by Hardenburg, ‘‘I have seen Indians tied to a tree, their feet
about half a yard above the ground. Fuel is then placed below, and they are
burnt alive. This is done to pass the time.’?

Casement recorded the Barbadian Stanley Lewis as saying:

I have seen Indians killed for sport, tied up to trees and shot at
by Fonseca [the station manager]| and others. After they were
drinking they would sometimes do this. They would take a man
out of the ‘‘cepo’’ [stocks] and tie him to a tree, and shoot at
him for a target. I have often seen Indians killed thus, and also
shot after they had been flogged and their flesh was rotten
through with maggots. . . .3

Aquileo Torres was one of Arana’s station managers. Before working for
the company he had been an independent Colombian rubber trader. He had
been captured by the company and placed in a cage, tortured for over a
year, some said. A Peruvian employee of the company told Casement that
Torres ‘‘had from sheer brutality or sport, according to Pinedo, killed this
man. He had put his rifle to the Indian’s face, and had told him ‘as a joke’
to blow down the barrel. The Indian obeyed; then Torres pulled the trigger
and blew his head off.”’*

Earlier Torres ‘‘for wanton sport’’ had shot an Indian woman. The Bar-
badian overseer told Casement that Torres had taken his knife to cut off the
ears of living Indians for sport. Chase saw him do this several times. ‘‘Once
he cut of a man’s ears and then burnt his wife alive before his eyes.”” Chase
also described how Fonseca used his long rifle, a Mannlicher, from the
veranda to shoot Indians in the stocks. The last time Chase saw this was
when a young girl had her mouth, ears, and eyes covered over by Fonseca
and was then made to walk away, blindfolded, while Fonseca shot her ‘‘as
sport for his friends.”’’

But in the wantonness of the sport and in the sheerness of the brutality
lies an excess of meaning that undermines the very separation of reasonable
torture from the unreasonable—which poses a block to explanation.

Yet the consul-general had his job to do and that was to write a report
that made sense to Sir Edward Grey and, through him, Parliament and public
opinion. On the surface it seemed straightforward: the creation of a searing
indictment of a searingly awful situation, just like his earlier report on the
Congo atrocities. But there he had already felt the problem, as he had put
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it to his friend Alice Green, that he was struggling with opposed ways of
making sense of the situation. There was the way with which the Foreign
Office felt familiar, the market-price way of understanding social events,
political economy as official common sense, and then the other way, which
was Casement’s way, seeing with ‘‘the eyes of another race of people once
hunted themselves, whose heart was based on affection as the root principle
of contact with their fellow men, and whose estimate of life was not some-
thing eternally to be appraised at its market price.”’® The eyes of the hunted
were many; the Congolese mutilated for rubber, the Irish and Putumayan
Indians, and the homosexual, too.

But it was into the official common sense of political economy that the
author, willy-nilly, had to squeeze reality. It was this that created the con-
tradictions in the official report where so much sense-making was made
dependent on market rationality to produce the following type of argument:
It was not rubber but labor that was scarce in the Putumayo. This scarcity
was the basic cause of the terror. Putumayo rubber was of the lowest quality,
its remoteness made its transport expensive relative to most other rubber
zones, and wages on the open market were very high. Hence the company
coerced labor by means of debt-peonage and terror.

It was, then, a mode of interpretation that created capitalist sense from
the raw material of the terrible cruelty meted out to the Indians. Unlike the
Capital of Karl Marx, for instance, subtitled A Critique of Political Economy,
this cost-accounting way of building sense presupposed and hence reinforced
as eternal verities the notions of market pressure, the capital-logic of com-
modities, and the rationality of business. Thus even in blaming the market,
its mode of appropriating reality and creating intelligibility was upheld.

Yet there was neither a commodity form of labor nor a market for it; only
Indians with their quite different modes of exchange and evaluation, coex-
isting with various forms of colonial domination; patronage, concubinage,
slavery, and debt-peonage. Indeed, this was the initiating point of Casement’s
analysis—that free labor barely existed on the Putumayo. There was no
labor market. As for the rationality of the business in the Putumayo, surely
that was what most needed explanation?

Casement argued that terror was efficacious for the needs of the labor
system, and this heightens the most significant contradiction to emerge from
this report, namely, that the slaughter of this previous labor was vast beyond
belief and that, as Casement himself stated, not only were the station man-
agers costing the company large sums of money but that ‘‘such men had
lost all sight of rubber-gathering—they were beasts of prey who lived upon
the Indians and delighted in shedding their blood.”” To claim the rationality
of business for this is unwittingly to claim and sustain an illusory rationality,
obscuring our understanding of the way business can transform terror from
a means to an end in itself. This sort of rationality is hallucinatory, like the
veil that Conrad and Casement faced earlier in the Congo, where, as Fred-
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erick Karl points out, Conrad abandoned the realism practiced by Casement
for a technique that worked through the veil while retaining its hallucinatory
quality.

As for the labor scarcity belabored by Casement, it needs to be pointed
out that this ‘‘scarcity’’ can hardly have meant a scarcity of local Indians,
who were to all accounts in surprising abundance,but rather that they would
scarcely labor. They would not work appropriately, and this is a sociopolitical
and cultural issue, not a demographic one. Casement avoided this feature,
now often referred to as the ‘‘backward-sloping supply curve of labor’’ (even
though he had himself complained in the Congo that the problem there was
that the natives would not work), and confidently stated that if paid with
more goods, the Indians would work to the level required by the company
without force or torture.

There is in this confident assumption that curious and fundamental opti-
mism of liberal decency that, when confronted by the brutality of labor
exploitation in the tropics, proposes higher wages as a substitute for coer-
cion. Higher wages would also prevent the short-sighted creoles from de-
stroying tropical labor supplies—supplies that were then considered by some
people as important if not vital to the future of the world economy. Viscount
Bryce wrote in 1915, for instance, in his ‘‘Foreword on the Latin American
Indian’’ (for Joseph Woodroffe’s book, The Rubber Industry of the Amazon)
that an effort should be made to protect the tribes of the Amazon forest and
preserve their labor. ‘‘Some of them are docile and industrious in their own
way and capable of being educated,”” he went on, and

it is the unjust oppression practised by so many of the whites
which has turned these tribes against us, the European races,
kept them at a low level, and made their work of no benefit
except when given under compulsion, and of much less value
even then that it would be under conditions of freedom. Owing
to this I am glad to see that you pointed out nearly three years
ago, just after the publication of [Casement’s] Putumayo Re-
port, that, however uncertain and unsatisfactory the Brazilian
native labourer may be, if Latin America is to be of permanent
value as a producer of foodstuffs and raw materials to herself,
to ourselves, and to others, steps must be taken at once, not
only to stop the atrocious policy of cruelty and decimation
which went on in the Putumayo region, but also to enable the
number of natives to increase [and] if this is not done, trouble
of a serious character will befall the regions mentioned, as well
as Europe, as far as it depends on Latin America for supplies
and a return on money invested out there.”

The Putumayo terror was like an omen of an impending disaster. Bryce
was British ambassador in Washington and played an effective part in bring-
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ing Casement and his report to the attention of the U.S. government and to
President Taft himself. Bryce concluded his foreword by quoting from his
own editor’s article:

When our investments in Latin America suffer by their rail-
ways being still and their docks are deserted and idle for want
of freight and traffic through the absence of labour; when many
of our factories have almost ceased work for want of orders
from overseas, or through lack of tropical products at home,
then perhaps John Bull and Uncle Sam will wake up to a sense
that all is not well—wake up, that is, to cure the disease only
to find the patient already dead.?

There was thus a high value attached to aboriginal labor supplies. The
horror occasioned by the Putumayo atrocities was in part due to the strange
but pervasive fantasy current at that time that the tropics would breed forth
an endless supply of wealth-creating colored labor, provided it was not choked
off in its infancy by the unbusinesslike predilections of creole entrepeneurs.
That was long before all the talk about overpopulation in the third world
that we hear today.

Harold Hamel Smith warned in his introduction to Woodroffe’s book on
rubber in the Amazon that

if something is not achieved very soon in this way the ‘‘white”’
continents will soon be calling out for supplies of foodstuffs for
their homes, and raw materials for their factories, and they will
call in vain, for being totally unfitted to stand the life of toil
under the tropical sun that is the lot of the dark-skinned peo-
ple, we have no one to take the place of the latter, who will
soon practically disappear off the face of the earth if steps are
not taken to conserve what we have and then to increase their
numbers. The marvel is that such wanton destruction of this,
the most valuable of all the tropical ‘‘products,”’ has been toler-
ated so long. If Formosa were to burn out her camphor forests,
India or Java their bark trees, or Ecuador, Malaya, and other
centres their cacao, rubber, and coco-nut plantations, we
should indeed think that they were bereft of their senses, and
perhaps (needing the produce) take concerted action to stop
such wanton destruction. To destroy these crops, however, in
such a fashion, stupid as it would be, cannot be compared, so
far as the welfare of the universe is concerned, for sheer crimi-
nal wantonness to the mania that has always existed with the
whites, and the colored half-breeds under them, to work or
otherwise ill-use out of existence the darker-skinned people
with whom they have come into contact. Such conduct, slowly
but surely, removes for all time that which we can never re-
place. To replant the forests may be costly, but it is compara-
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tively easily done, but to replace an exterminated race is
beyond our powers, at any rate up to the present. Synthetic la-
bour has still to come; its arrival, I fear will not be just yet.®

While Hamel Smith singled out the mania of the whites and the colored
halfbreeds serving under them as the basic cause of the extermination of the
human life of the tropics, Casement’s report was ordered by the concept of
the businesslike rationality behind the slaughter. What was grossly irrational
from the business point of view of one man, was rational from the business
point of view of the other. In his official report, at least.

People with longer and more practical day-to-day experience in the Pu-
tumayo than Casement denied his naive opinion that Indians would gather
rubber without force, and did so from various points of view. The Barbadian
Joseph Labadie thought that if ‘‘Indians were not flogged they would not
bring in rubber; some might if they were well paid, but many would not.”’1°
A month later the consul-general asked another Barbadian overseer, Edward
Crichlow, ‘“Would the Indians come in voluntarily to work rubber in ex-
change for goods if simply invited—if they were promised bartered goods
in return for their rubber and were not flogged?’’ Crichlow replied that ‘‘he
did not think that any would so come in, for they would not come near the
section for anything the White man offered them if they were not forced—
that they would stay away because they were terrified.”’ 11

Jules Crévaux explored the Putumayo river in 1879 and had this to say
about Indian consumerism there:

Sometimes these children of nature enter into relationship with
somebody searching for sarsaparilla or for cacao, but this does
not last long. As soon as they have exchanged their stone axe
for a knife or for a machete, they find the connection with the
Whiteman insupportable and they isolate themselves in the for-
est. The problem in civilizing the Indians of South America is
that they lack ambition. The Indian that has one knife will give
nothing, absolutely nothing, to possess another.!?

In his compilation of statements on Indian economies (published in 1924,
based on field research begun in 1907), the unsurpassable Walter Roth re-
ferred to another observation of Crévaux’s: ‘“When I give a knife,” he says,
‘‘they always ask me, ‘What do you want?’ ”’

The converse is equally true, Roth went on to point out, citing Coudreau’s
as well as his own perplexity about what seemed to be the Indian’s confusion
between gifts and commodities, between presents and business. If the Vaupés
Indians show one hospitality in the way of cassava and smoked fish, wrote
the Frenchman in 1887, they expect something in exchange, and often show
themselves very exacting in this respect. At the Patamona village of Kari-
~ kaparu, relates Roth, referring to his own experiences in Guiana, the chief’s
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brother, seeing Roth arrive lame and weak, gave him a stick to help sustain
himself, saying it was a present and rejecting Roth’s attempts to pay for it.
A week later when Roth opened up his ‘‘trade’’ (sic), this man saw an item
that he liked and asked for it, reminding Roth of his present.!® ‘‘In trade
and barter,”” Roth claimed, ‘‘the value of an article to an Indian depends
upon his temporary want of it and not upon its intrinsic worth.”

Leaving aside the puzzling question of how we, in a capitalist economy,
distinguish between ‘‘temporary want’’ and ‘‘intrinsic worth,”’ let alone the
unsolved mysteries of intrinsic worth, it is worth our while to follow Roth’s
examples because they bear on the problem of trading that must have faced
the rubber traders and their political economy of frontier capitalism up the
Putumayo. ,

There were some amazing stories to whet the appetites of the traders.
Hadn’t the Indians of Santo Domingo (according to Diego Alvarez Chanca’s
letter of 1494 relating to Columbus’s second voyage) bartered gold for tags,
nails, broken pieces of darning needles, beads, pins, laces, and broken sau-
cers? But on the other hand, this very same Indian profligacy, if that’s the
word, could frustrate the white man. Edward Bancroft observed from his
stay in Guiana in the mid-eighteenth century that an Indian would at one
time require an axe in exchange for that which at another time a mere
fishhook would be demanded, ‘‘without regarding any disproportion between
their value.”” And not only at different times, but at the same time with
different Indians; thus Richard Schomburgk (from his travels in Guiana in
the mid-nineteenth century): ‘‘For what one Indian would want a gun or an
axe, another for the same thing, would want a couple of fishhooks, some
beads, or a comb.”’

But, as usual, Roth’s stories were the best: ‘‘One Makusi woman offered
me a cow for two ‘flash’ finger rings, of a value under 16 cents, whereas at
Samarang, on the Brazilian side of the border, I had to part with my trousers
for two hindquarters of fresh beef.’’* And he began his chapter on trade
and barter by quoting approvingly from George Pinckard’s Notes on the West
Indians (1816), to the effect that the Indians, those of Guiana in general as
well as the Arawaks,

have no interest in the accumulation of property, and therefore
do not labour to obtain wealth. They live under the most per-
fect equality, and hence are not impelled to industry by that
spirit of emulation which, in society, leads to great and unwear-
ied exertion. Content with their simple means, they evince no
desire to emulate the habits or the occupations of the colonists;
but on the contrary, seem to regard their toils and customs with
a sense of pity or contempt.?

To Joaquin Rocha, who journeyed through the area just before Arana’s
company attained total control, it was a straightforward fact that the Indians
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there were ‘‘naturally loafers’’ and that because they postponed paying off
the advances they received from the rubber traders the latter were compelled
to use violence.!¢ (Rocha also pointed out, incidentally, that although the
rubber in the Igaraparani-Caraparana region of the Putumayo was of poor
quality, profits could be high because in that region *‘there are abundant and
cheap ‘arms’—those of the Huitotos—whereas in the Caquetd, where only
white wage laborers can be obtained, brought from far-away and paid very
high wages; it is useless to think of working that sort of rubber.””)!”

While terror seemed to some people to be the logical response to the
political economy of ‘‘scarcity,”’ to others a quite contrary solution seemed
logical and natural. Charles C. Eberhardt, who was the U.S. consul in Iquitos
in 1906 (and envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary in Nicaragua
from 1925 to 1930, the years that saw the rise of the Sandinista resistance
to the U.S. marines), reported to his government that the Indian enters the
employ of some rubber gatherer ‘‘often unwillingly’’ though not infrequently
by force and immediately becomes indebted to him for food, and so on.
However,

the scarcity of labor and the ease with which the Indians can
usually escape and live on the natural products of the forest
oblige the owners to treat them with some consideration. The
Indians realize this and their work is not at all satisfactory,
judging from our standards. This was particularly noticeable
during a recent visit I made to a mill where ‘‘cachasa’’ or
aguardiente is extracted from cane. The men seemed to work
when and how they chose, requiring a liberal amount of the lig-
uor each day (of which they are particularly fond), and if this is
not forthcoming or they are treated harshly in any way they
run to the forests. The employer has the law on his side, and if
he can find the runaway he is at liberty to bring him back; but
the time lost and the almost useless task of trying to track the
Indian through the dense forests and small streams makes it far
more practical that the servant be treated with consideration in
the first place.!®

Hence, while the British consul-general, against the evidence of his labor-
supervising Barbadian informants, stated that the Indians would work sat-
isfactorily without flogging and with better pay, and that the cruelty of the
Putumayo rubber boom was due to scarcity of labor, the U.S. consul drew
the opposite conclusion; namely, that ‘‘scarcity’’ made it wiser not to treat
Indians harshly, but with consideration. (Twenty years later, in Nicaragua,
with the marines installed, the U.S. consul’s liberal sentiments may not have
been so forthcoming.)

It should also be observed that there is plenty to suggest that, because of
terrorization, Indians did run away from Arana’s control. I have already
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cited, for instance, John Brown’s testimony regarding the commission in
which he participated in Boras country. They got twelve Indians. They killed
six of them. No reason given, except in the case of a little boy trying to
escape. The Indians were brought in, put in stocks, and one more was killed.
The rest, says Brown, escaped while working.!® When James Mapp was out
hunting Andokes for two months with Sdnchez and Normand, they brought
in 180 Indians to work. They were often flogged. It says in the report that
owing to the treatment they got they ran away.?°

The laborers on the company’s plantation close to Iquitos were normally
placed under lock and key in rooms beneath the house after six o’clock in
the evening. They were Indians from the surroundings and two Huitoto
women. ‘I had seen the whip used on several occasions on these unfortun-
ates,” wrote Joseph Woodroffe, an Englishman employed by the company
in 1908.

They had made several attempts to run away, owing to their
treatment at the hands of the manager, who, when under the
influence of drink was one of the most intolerant and inhuman
men I have ever known.

The last occasion on which I saw the whip used was upon
the girl who attended to the domestic duties, and she, for some
slight misdemeanour, was cruelly flogged. This must have irri-
tated the Indians to the utmost degree, for, although they were
locked up as usual that evening, the next morning they had all
disappeared. . . . They did however leave one small canoe, suf-
ficient for two persons, knowing that two men dare not attempt
to follow them. I may say that not one of them was ever
caught again, and, as they numbered more than forty, they
ought to have been able to do well in their new condition. At
least, it has always been my hope that they would.?!

A few days later Mr. Woodroffe was called to the river by blasts from a
steam whistle. There he found an English army officer in pursuit of a canoe
that had been stolen by two young Indians under his ‘‘care,”’ it being his
desire to carry them to England.

Indians could run away. Indians could be stolen from somebody else’s
‘‘care.”” And they could be caught if they ran away.

The muchachos at El Encanto rubber station were armed with shotguns
and rifles, noted Mr. Woodroffe, ‘‘owing to the confidence shown in them
as fairly reliable instruments in the pursuit of Indians running away from the
district, a duty in which these men rarely failed, and the reader can readily
imagine what happens when any runaway shows resistance.’’?2

In any event, however, with or without terror, it seems that the produc-
tivity of Indian labor fell far short of what employers wanted.

Casement himself provided a picture of the Indian as averse to work. In
an article on the Putumayo Indians for The Contemporary Review he wrote:
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While he abstained from providing himself with a stronghold,
or abiding place, or even cultivating beyond his most immedi-
ate needs, he was always ready for a dance, a game, or a hunt-
ing expedition. His dances, his songs, were a more important
part of his life than the satisfaction of his material wants. These
might have been much better provided for had he bent all his
energies in that direction. . . . Everything but his music, his
dance, and songs was temporary.?

And these were the people the rubber company tried to harness as diligent
laborers, the same people Casement stated in his report would bring in rubber
if paid higher wages.

Debt-Peonage: Is It Slavery? Can a Man Be a Debt?

Things make even less sense when we pause to look at the debt-peonage
““system,” which Casement regarded as slavery. It was a pretext, he said,
that the Indian in such a relation was in debt, because the Indian was bound
by physical force to work for the company and could not escape. But then
one has to ask why the company persisted with this pretext, especially given
the whips, stocks, Winchester rifles—and slaving customs—at its disposal.
For in a variety of forms slavery was well known in the Putumayo and clearly
distinguishable from the institution of debt-peonage, with which it could fuse
and with which foreign critics, like Casement, confused it.

The Putmayo rubber boom rested on and stimulated the further devel-
opment of three quite different forms of control over the human body: the
forced labor associated with the debt-peonage system of Indian men working
rubber; the concubinage of young and usually unmarried Indian women, of
whom many if not most of Arana’s employees were said to have between
five and fifteen at a time; and the acquisition through force or barter of Indian
children for sale as servants in Iquitos at prices ranging between 200 and
800 Peruvian soles (£20 to £ 80) each. These three forms of domination clearly
differ in the ways that they dovetail degrees of freedom with degrees of
slavery.

To some early European observers, the institution of slavery among the
Indians themselves was a notable gentle affair—so much so that one cannot
but wonder why it was called slavery and how the power that entered it
came to function. Father Cristobal de Acufia wrote from Quito in 1639, for
instance, after his historic voyage down the Amazon, that the Omaguas or
Aguas supplied the slaves that they captured in battle with all they wanted,
becoming so fond of them that they ate with them out of a common plate.
While the Omaguas would trade many things with Acufia’s companions, they
would not part with their slaves. ‘‘Here was the point of disagreement,”’
wrote the good Father, ‘‘here was the subject which made them sorrowful;
then appeared arrangements for concealing them.”” And that was not—most
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definitely not, he stressed—because they ate their slaves. While it was true
that there were other Indians who practiced cannibalism and did fatten up
their captives before eating them, this practice, he said, had been greatly
exaggerated by the Portuguese in order to legitimate their taking Indians as
slaves.?*

The Jesuit missionary Samuel Fritz spent thirty-seven self-abnegating years
indoctrinating Indians along the upper reaches of the Amazon in the late
seventeenth century and has left us this vivid description of slavery among
the Omaguas:

Everyone has ordinarily in his house one or two slaves or ser-
vants of some tribe of the main-land that he acquired in the
course of war, or bartered in exchange for iron implements or
clothing, or some other like way. The Omagua haughtily
stretched in a hammock in a lordly fashion dispatches his ser-
vant or serving-maid, his slave or slave-girl, to provide his
food, bring his drink and other similar things. In other respects
they regard their servants with much affection, as if they were
their own children, provide them with clothing, eat from the
same dish, and sleep with them beneath the same awning, with-
out causing them the slightest annoyance. In their heathen days
they were accustomed to make raids into the interior of the for-
ests in quest of these slaves, to assault the houses with armed
hand, to kill cruelly the old men and women, and to carry off
as captives the young people for their service. Such is the un-
just custom that they have always practiced, and that many
Portuguese practice even today among the Indians that are sub-
ject to their sovereignty, offering them iron implements or other
commodities, and compelling them with threats to carry on war
with savage tribes so as to obtain slaves to give them.?’

Almost two centuries later Jules Crévaux asked how it was that the Hui-
totos he was among in 1879 had more trade goods than the savages who
lived two hundred leagues away on the banks of the Amazon itself? The
Carijona chief he was staying with, for example, had at least ten rifles and
a similar number of cutlasses, together with four boxes of Western goods.

The answer was the trading in slaves whom the chiefs sold to itinerant
Portuguese. For an infant they paid an ‘‘American’’ knife. For a girl of six
years, a cutlass or at times an axe. And for an adult, female or male, a rifle
or a shotgun:

Thus armed the Indians raid neighbouring rivers, attacking peo-
ple armed only with arrows, kill those who resist, make pris-
oners of the others, and go downstream to the buyers of human
flesh. This trade, however, is not without risk. Often they dis-
like the prices offered by the trader and seeing that they are
stronger than he, they then rob and kill him.?¢
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Thirty years later, in 1908, that veteran of African campaigns, Captain
Whiffen of the Fourteenth Hussars, on sick leave and, as he put it, ‘‘wearying
not only of enforced inactivity but also perhaps of civilization,”’ spent a year
traveling through the lower Putumayo area, through what he called ‘‘the
rubber belt.”’ In his opinion, slavery

among the Indians themselves is little more than a name for a
slave belongs to a chief, and soon becomes identified with his
family. Though slaves frequently have a chance to run away
they seldom do so, for they are usually treated with kindness,
and probably are nearly as well off in the house of their victors
as in their own.?’

Yet if such slavery among the Indians was frequent, so was that to which
the whites subjected the Indians. It was a common source of amusement on
the Amazon River, wrote Captain Whiffen, how whites lured and stole slaves
from one another, although ‘‘stealing’’ was not at all difficult given the
curious character of the Indian: ‘‘He will always leave one white man to go
to another. He is always on the alert to run, to go elsewhere. . . . The matter
is hard to explain. It is simply in their blood. It is Pia, as Brown remarked.
It is their custom.’’28

Indeed, enslavement of Indians by whites was so routine that even pro-
gressive antislavery-minded foreigners from the civilized shores and social
classes of Great Britain could quite unself-consciously take advantage of
it—or be taken advantage of. Alfred Simson, whose journey in 1875 to what
he called the ‘‘almost mystical’’ Provincia del Oriente of Ecuador ended
with his skippering the first steam launch up the Putumayo, was shocked
by the many signs of Indian enslavement he encountered, such as those Coto
Indians who hid themselves to prevent their children from being taken away
by whites, ‘‘whose shameless kidnapping,”’ he wrote, ‘‘is not only condoned
by the authorities, but is also taken part in by them.”’?® Ascending the Pu-
tumayo he noted that the Indians there were ‘‘undergoing practical slavery
under unscrupulous masters.”’ Descending the same river on his homeward
journey he interpolates into his chronicle the fact that he himself somewhere
along the way acquired two Indian boys:

Before leaving. . . I gave two boys I had become possessed of
to Fernando. . . I know these two boys would be better off
with him than with anyone else, and that he would treat them
kindly. One of them was the boy I had taken from Firmin
whilst the other was obtained from the Orejones [Indians] and
was given to me as a present. He belonged to a tribe of Indians
called Monrois who dwelt somewhere far away from the river,
and with whom the Orejones have some transactions of
barter.The boy was very small, probably about seven years
old, and the language he spoke was not known to any of us,



The Economy of Terror 63

Whites or Indians. He was christened by the corregidor as
Yasotoaré Ponio Pilato [Pontius Pilate].3°

And this was some fifteen to twenty years before the rubber boom.
Six weeks after passing into the misty mouth of the Putumayo, Casement
noted in his diary:

I sent to the store for a case of salmon and distributed galore
to men, women, boys and mites. I picked one dear little chap
out and asked if he would come with me. He clasped both of
my hands and backed up to me, and cuddled between my legs
and said, Yes. . . . After much conversation and crowding
round of Indians it is fully agreed on—he will go home with
me. The Indian Capitan asked for a present on the agreement,
virtually the sale of this child for a shirt and pair of trousers
which I gave him and Macedo [the station superintendent] with
great unction made me a present of the boy. The child’s name
is Omarion. . . 3!

And Casement took him, with another boy, back to London.

With Casement, as with Alfred Simson, Putumayo realities made a mock-
ery of principles, suggesting that there was a good deal more to understand
about slavery and debt-peonage than what at first met and offended the liberal
eye. The debt-peonage system was deceptively transparent, and the casually
authoritative way that it was and is still today referred to by outsiders,
whether ‘‘mere’’ travelers or sociologically astute historians and anthro-
pologists, helped mystify even more the network of histories, moral obli-
gations,and coercions ensuring that, just as indebtedness ensured peonage,
so peonage ensured advances of credit.

As with the word conquest, the House of Commons Select Committee on
the Putumayo found it difficult to understand what was meant by debt-
peonage, although no doubt, as Mr. Charles Enock did, clear definitions
could be attempted. ‘It is mainly what one might call debt-bondage,”’ he
told the Committee in response to their appeal for a definite idea of the
system of peonage in the Peruvian montaria—‘‘the system of employing
natives to do work and purposely getting them into your debt by advancing
them goods so that you can retain their labour by that means.”” Correrias,
on the other hand, were ‘‘nothing but pure slave raids for the purpose of
capturing and making use of Indians—men and women.”’

““And when they had them subjected, or whatever the word is,”” broke in
the chairman of the Committee, ‘‘then they were under the system of peon-
age, which is a much milder system and a system legalized in Peru?’’32

““Yes,” replied Mr. Enock who was then asked to comment on a letter
read by the chairman from Consul Mitchell in Iquitos, Peru, advising the
Foreign Office as to the true meaning of those words causing it and the Select
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Consul Mitchell eyeing Huitoto drums. (From Carlos Rey de Castro, Los pobladores
del Putumayo, 1914.)

Committee so much bother: conquistar, reducir, rescatar. In those gracious
yet stern gothic buildings overlooking the Thames (this had also been one
of the dark places of the earth) the chairman read: ‘‘It must be remembered
that Peru was originally ‘conquered’ by the Spaniards in exactly the way in
which Britain was conquered by Julius Caesar, and ‘reduced’ by the followers
of Pizarro in exactly the way the British were reduced by the Romans.”
That certainly sounded like Julio César Arana. But is was only a prelude,
might eventually giving way to right. Continued Mr. Mitchell: ‘‘The complete
subjection and the docility of the Indians has made the process of conquest
and reduction more a matter of moral domination and force by forms of law,
more or less strained, in places where Indians have already been subdued.’’3?
It was a story accounting for debt-peonage whose plot moved, in Gramscian
terms, from dominio and egemonia, from the opening blast of brute force
(the correria or slave hunt) to the succeeding phase of debt-peonage and the
subculture of mutually respected obligations it assumed. Perhaps the testi-
mony of the Barbadian Westerman Leavine (as presented by the consul-
general) was useful in illustrating this process, as he had himself participated
in correrias, as had Edward Crichlow, some of whose testimony on this
matter has been cited above. Leavine had been stationed in the district of
Matanzas, from where his group would go out and catch Indians, tying them
up to prevent flight. Other Indians, as we have already heard from Brown
and Crichlow, were shot dead, while still others died from flogging.
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When the Indians agreed to work rubber, after being caught,
they would get things given to them, i.e., cloth etc., a shirt, a
pair of pantaloons, a cutlass, axe, powder and shot, and per-
haps trade guns. When the Indians had finished paying for
these things and carried the rubber to La Chorrera, they would
get more goods given to them.34

Yet the consul-general presented a quite different story about the genesis
of debt-peonage than that implied in the official dialogue going on by the
Thames about laboring conditions along the Putumayo. Casement’s story
flows in a direction opposite to theirs, like a melodramatic seduction, from
a magically and instantly achieved egemonia, a trance of conquest, to a
succeeding stage of dominio—social control by brute force at the end of a
trail of betrayal. At first the rubber traders are generous and kind, and the
Indian, whom Casement advises the reader to regard as a ‘‘grown-up child,”’
delights in the new goods, accepts the trader’s terms of exchange and brings
him ‘‘india-rubber.”” But having thus swallowed the bait, the Indian to his
dismay finds the relation hardening into one of a slave to a master. In his
own (or the Foreign Office’s?) words, in the introduction to the main report,
Casement states:

The Indian, who may correctly be termed ‘‘a grown-up child,”
was at first delighted to have a white man with attractive arti-
cles to give away settling in his neighbourhood, and to bring in
exchange india-rubber for these tempting trifles seemed easy.
Moreover the Amazonian Indian is by nature docile and obedi-
ent. His weakness of character and docility of temperament are
no match for the dominating ability of those with European
blood in their veins. Yielding himself, first, perhaps voluntarily,
to the domination of these uninvited guests, he soon finds he
has entered into relations which can only be described as those
of a slave to a master. . . .3’

But the Indian is not a child, grown-up or otherwise, and it is worse than
mindless to invoke such an assumption. Moreover, if it was a slave ‘‘system,”
then why did the slavemasters persist in going through the motions, ritual
or otherwise, of paying something, no matter how little or unfairly? By the
same token, doesn’t it appear strange in Leavine’s account how the Indians
are lured, not into slavery, but trading!

Everything in this ‘‘system’ depends upon the appearance of trade in
which the debtor is neither slave nor wagelaborer but a trader with an iron-
clad obligation to pay back the advance. Why this fiction of trade should
exercise so much power is one of the great oddities of political economy
and to this day there has been no way of disentangling the paradox that the
rubber traders, although they strove tirelessly to create and maintain this
fictional reality, were just as ready to claim the flesh of a debtor’s body. And
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as often as the relation came into focus as one between traders, only to blur
into enslavement, so its terminology was peculiarly prone to somersaulting.
In this topsy-turvy semiosis, who was to say who was creditor and who was
debtor, let alone what made a man a debtor and a debt a man?

On the Propriety of Terms and the Deforming of Good Speech

Even an Englishman could be bound by debt-peonage and become a living
debt. That disturbingly simple and straightforward author, Joseph Wood-
roffe, who spent, he said, eight years trying his hand at making money from
rubber in the Amazon, had a deeply ironic relationship with the strange
institution of debt-peonage.

In 1906 in the little settlement of Nauta, seventy miles upstream from
Iquitos, he ran a store and was on good terms with the local officials. Through
the kind offices of the local governor he acquired many Indians, buying them
as ‘‘debts.”

In time I was enabled to strike out as an employer of labour. It
came about in the following manner: The Governor, with whom
I was very friendly, visited my store and inquired if I could do
with two or three or even more native labourers, and upon my
acquiescing, suggested a plan which would entail the sinking of
all the capital at my command. It was arranged that I should
give employment to any labourers who cared to work for me,
in which case I would assume responsibility for their debts.
When their accounts were presented to me for payment, and as
is the rule with an insignificant amount placed to the credit of
the labourer, I arranged that the man’s account was to be sub-
mitted to the Governor for registration. The Governor ordered
the man to be questioned in his presence respecting the length
of time he had been working, the amount paid by him in any
ordinary store for articles of clothing, provisions, etc., which
composed the greater part of his debt. He was able in every
case to cancel the man’s debt owing to shortage of credit for
work performed, and the excessive debit for purchases made
by him.36

Obviously the ‘‘economic’’ was highly manipulable and dependent upon
‘“‘the political.”

Gathering together in this way a troop of Indians, Woodroffe left Nauta
to collect rubber up the sparsely inhabited Rio Tigre. He took some fifty-
eight men and fourteen women, leaving the remaining women and children
to care for his store and fields. After close to a year gathering rubber by the
technique standard for the montaria region and for these expeditions—felling
each tree and extracting its sap in the one operation, thus destroying the
rubber forests—he returned to find that the price of rubber on the world
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markets had fallen dramatically and that nobody would, even at the reduced
price, pay in cash. Furthermore, the man in charge of his store had run away
with all the money and goods.

Now Woodroffe was himself in debt. He had to refuse advances to his
Indians. Several ran away even though their indebtedness to him was over
£200. But who was in debt to who?

He found the run-away Indians months later working an isolated river for
rubber with a new patron. They told Woodroffe that now they only recog-
nized this patron as their master and creditor ‘‘and that, in so far as their
indebtedness to me was concerned, I must look to my partner for payment;
as they would deliver their caucho [rubber] to him to cover his disbursements
on their account.”

The total amount of their indebtedness to Woodroffe, was about £900, and
the Peruvian gave him a bill of exchange to draw against on the Inquitos
houses. But the bill was scorned when he presented it there. Forlorn and
beaten, Woodroffe paid off those Indians who had returned with him from
the Tigre and had ‘‘credit balances.”’

This done, I told all those who remained in debt that they
could look for a new patron to guarantee for them, and that
same evening they all had arranged with a very decent young
Peruvian named Rengifo to accompany him to work caucho in
the higher reaches of the Purus. He came the following day to
arrange with me the payment of the debt, and, having checked
the statements, he made me the offer of an immediate liquida-
tion in cash if I would agree to allow him a discount of 20 per
cent on the total of each account, to which I agreed.?”

A year later Woodroffe was again in debt. But this time he was not just
in debt but in debt-peonage—to none other than Arana’s Peruvian Amazon
Company. He had gone to work for them as some sort of accountant in the
El Encanto (‘‘The Enchantment’’) station. While there he received news
that his rubber from the Tigre river expedition had been finally cashed in,
but at a price even lower than the lowest he had expected.

This had the effect of placing me heavily in debt, to the extent
of several hundreds of pounds sterling, and my creditors,
knowing of my presence in the Putumayo with the firm of Ar-
ana, applied to the Iquitos branch for payment of my debt, a
demand which was acceded to without any reference to myself,
though no money changed hands, as the Iquitos traders were
debtors to Arana, and the amounts were simply placed to my
debit and their credit. Consequently, I personally became heav-
ily in debt to my patrons, for an amount which would require
months of patience and self-denial.

I was now a victim of peonage; from this day on my life was
a living hell. . . .38
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“Cleared ground and compounds at El Encanto.”” (From Joseph Froude Woodroffe,
The Upper Reaches of the Amazon, 1914.)

One gets the feeling that it was not the rivers that bound the Amazon
basin into a unit but these countless bonds of credit and debit wound round
people like the vines of the forest around the great rubber trees themselves.
But while the vines were things you could see, even when overgrown with
mosses and fungi and obscured by the dark hollows of shade in the forest,
the bonds of credit and debit were not all that visible. Their effects were
certainly clear. You could see the scars on the bodies. But the bonds of debt-
peonage? Listening to Woodroffe after a while it becomes very difficult, even
impossible, to follow who is the debtor and who is the creditor.

He underwent amazing adventures one after the other as if there were
nothing strange about an Englishman walking barefoot through the Ama-
zonian forests, one moment indebting Indians to his year-long rubber ex-
pedition, another moment being an indebted peon himself, then escaping,
becoming shipwrecked and then being picked up by the S.S. Hilda steaming
upriver with Sir Roger Casement on board with a pretty and affectionate
blue macaw perched on his shoulder, returning to Iquitos after writing his
report in Dublin for the Foreign Office. Woodroffe presented the unfamilar
as no more remarkable than a stroll through a London park, and this applied
no less to his rendering of the institution of debt-peonage.
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But what he was talking about was no less deceptive than the simplicity
with which he rendered it. He was the speaking subject determined by
signifiers, no longer the transcendental producer of them, no longer able to
alienate them as strangely normal.

‘““Power-knowledge relations’’ are to be analyzed, writes Michel Foucault,

not on the basis of a subject of knowledge who is or is not free
in relation to the power system, but, on the contrary, the sub-
ject who knows, the objects to be known and the modalities of
knowledge must be regarded as so many effects of these funda-
mental implications of power-knowledge and their historical
transformations. In short, it is not the activity of the subject of
knowledge that produces a corpus of knowledge, useful or re-
sistant to power, but power-knowledge, the processes and
struggles that traverse it and of which it is made up, that deter-
mines the forms and possible domains of knowledge.>®

In contrast to the debt-peoned English rubber trader, the Colombian trav-
eler Joaquin Rocha did dwell on the switch-about in meanings and on the
rampant confusion constituting debt-peonage. Something like amazement
guided his pen. He thought the lists of Indian ‘‘debtors’’ sold between rubber
traders gave a far more reliable figure of the Huitoto population than what
he called ‘‘the wild estimates of geographers,”’ but, he went on in perplexity,

we have spoken here incidentally of the selling of debts of the
Indians, and in expressing ourselves thereby we thus respect
the propriety of the terms. But in the language of the Caqueta
this propriety is not observed. There they talk of the selling of
Indians or, if talking of white workers, of the selling of peons,
as if they were slaves.40

To his perplexity was added horror, he said, when he heard that the manager
of the Guepi rubber agency had gone downriver to the Caraparana to sell
his peons, and that a young friend of his, who had gone to Iquitos as an
employee of a rubber firm, had been sold by this firm to another. ‘‘It was
neither the peons nor my friend that were sold, but the value of their debts;
it is sad how they thus err in the Caqueta and in this deplorable manner
deform good speech.”’4!

Was it perhaps the historic occasion for a new language, another mani-
festation of Amazonian multilingualism but this time created by the trans-
position of nonmarket principles of economics into the discourse of creditors
and debtors within the capitalist system of signifying?

It was with savage irony that Karl Marx derided the language of the
capitalist market, where value and the generation of profit were encased not
only in the shrine of the free wage-labor contract with capital, but also in
the discourse of ‘‘commodity fetishism,”’ a discourse that, as it drained life
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from human beings, engaged in the production and exchange of commodities,
so it endowed those commodities with a spiritual life force, mystifying, if
not dominating their creators. It was a diabolically mischievous language,
in which signifiers became signifieds. In the debt-peonage system, as befits
a system built around the fiction of traders and not commodities, it is the
debt and not the commodity that is fetishized—so that in answer to the
question, What makes a man a man?, the answer lying closest to hand is
his debt. And if one asks, What is a debt? in a situation in which goods
called advances or even gifts are forced onto unwilling recipients, the answer
is a man, or, failing that, an Indian or a peon. As commodity fetishism was
to the discourse of the political economists of Marx’s England and France
and to the folklore of capitalism there in the heartlands of empires, so we
might say ‘‘debt fetishism’’” was to the discourse of the colonizers and the
colonized of the Putumayo rubber boom.

The deformation of good speech is further evident in Casement’s report,
where the terms ‘‘payment’’ and ‘‘advance’’ not so much lose as compromise
their propriety, so that ‘‘payments’’ are called ‘‘advances,”’ and the Indians
had no option but to accept a ‘‘payment,”’ meaning an ‘‘advance.”

Payments for rubber were not made at a ‘puesta’ but only on
completion of a ‘fabrico’ [usually every three or four months]
and these payments were termed advances, i.e., advances for
the next ‘fabrico.” The principle here is that the Indian having
accepted an advance must work it off. He is a ‘debtor’; on the
Putumayo a compulsory debtor, for he could not evade the
next ‘fabrico’ by rejecting the advance.4?

Accounts were meant to be kept for each Indian debtor (i.e., ‘‘debtor’’)
and of the payment (i.e., advance) made to that Indian. At one point while
it was wading through the morass of confusing ‘‘facts,”” the House of Com-
mons Select Committee calculated that in 1910 each Indian rubber gatherer
got goods the equivalent of five British pence for every pound of rubber
which then fetched nine times as much on the London market. (In West
Africa, so the Committee was informed by Edmund Morel, natives were
being paid five to six times as much as the Huitotos per pound of ‘‘Ibi Red
Niggers’’ rubber, a type equal in quality to the ‘‘india-rubber’’ of the Pu-
tumayo.) But Casement saw no sign of accounts during his visit to the
Putumayo, although the pathetic-sounding Henry Parr, who worked as a
bookkeeper in the outlying rubber stations for three years (1910-12), in-
formed the Committee that each Indian had a separate account, although
there was no fixed rate of payment (meaning advancement).43

Casement found that the storehouses meant to contain the goods consti-
tuting ‘‘advances’’ were generally empty of ‘‘almost all save of very few
things the white employees might need for their personal wants.”” Sometimes
a station manager would give (‘‘advance’’ or ‘‘pay’’) a very inferior type of
shotgun for thirty-five kilograms of rubber, other times for seventy-five kilos.
The Barbadian Frederick Bishop said he had seen payments where a single
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coin, the Peruvian sol (meaning ‘‘sun’’) or a British florin, was exchanged
for seventy or eighty kilos of rubber. Casement met numbers of Indian
women wearing necklaces of these coins. Joaquin Rocha wrote that the
Indians of the Tres Esquinas rubber station valued coins not as a means of
exchange but as precious objects-in-themselves—or almost-so-in-them-
selves, because first they had to work them over, not being content with
their form in the white economy. They would beat the coins into smooth,
shiny triangles to wear as nose rings or as ear pendants.

Yet who could assert that the Indians lacked interest in the terms of trade
or that their vision was not enlarged by what the whites got for rubber in
the outside world? ‘“You buy these with the rubber we produce,”’ said an
Indian chief, like one entranced, while looking through Casement’s
binoculars.4

““Of course, you cannot tell us how the cost of goods to the Indians would
appear in the company’s accounts—you did not happen to see that?’’ the
chairman of the Select Committee was asking Sir Roger Casement.

“I could not tell you that,” he replied. ‘‘The so-called payment to the
Indians never, so far as I could see, took place openly. I could not definitely
at any time find what an Indian got. I asked when I was up in the sections
in the forest, and I was told that was a question that could only be answered
in La Chorrera, at the headquarters; and if I asked in LLa Chorrera, I was
told that the payment was always made in the sections. . . .”

Then Mr. Swift MacNeill spoke up: *‘I take it the general system was by
hook or by crook to get the Indians into debt and keep them there?”’

“Yes,” replied Casement. He then showed the Committee some of the
things he had bought in the company store at LLa Chorrera, a gun, for ex-
ample, for which he paid forty-five shillings, allegedly cost the company
twenty-nine, and for which an Indian would be charged around about 100
kilos of rubber, worth roughly (because the price of rubber fluctuated so
much) £16 or £17. Going back and forth over the factors affecting trade
equivalents and prices, in reply to a question put by Lord Alexander Thynne,
Casement concluded: ‘‘It was that system I declined to accept as commerce
apart altogether from questions of ill-treatment, because the Indian was not
a free agent, and I do not think he would voluntarily and willingly have
worked for this trash except under compulsion.”

““The hold on him was, was it, that he was supposed to be in debt to the
company?’’ asked the chairman.

“No,” replied Casement. ‘‘That would relate to the more civilized regions.
The hold on the Indian in the Putumayo was that he could not escape. It
was a pretext altogether that he was in debt.”’43

As regards this pretext, Father Gridilla related an episode of interest when
he traveled up the Caraparana in 1912, two years after Casement had first
been there and at a time when Arana’s power was well consolidated. It was
the occasion when thousands of Indians came to the rubber station of La
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Pith-helmeted Consul Mitchell surrounded by dancing Indians (Occidente rubber
station). (From Carlos Rey de Castro, Los pobladores del Putumayo, 1914.)

Occidente to deliver rubber. First there was a great dance lasting five days
(the sort of event Joaquin Rocha a decade earlier likened to a harvest festival,
when he, at a time before Arana had consolidated his dominion, witnessed
the ceremonial delivery of rubber by Indians to their Colombian patrén).
Then the rubber was handed over and goods were advanced, Father Gridilla
commenting that ‘‘the savages don’t know money, their needs are very
limited, and they ask only for shotguns, ammunition, axes, machetes, mir-
rors, and occasionally hammocks.”” An Indian he described as a corpulent
and ugly savage declined to accept anything. On being pressed he replied,
“I don’t want anything. I’ve got everything.”’

The whites insisted again that he must ask for something. Finally he
retorted, ‘‘I want a black dog!”’

‘“‘And where am I going to find a black dog or even a white one if there
aren’t any in all of Putumayo?’’ asked the rubber station manager.

‘““You ask me for rubber,’”’ replied the savage, ‘‘and I bring rubber. If I ask
for a black dog you have to give me one.’’%6

““The Indian took his advance and made off—glad to escape,” Casement
had written two years earlier,” while Hardenburg wrote that the Indians
received their advances with great pleasure, because if they did not, they
were flogged to death*®—all of which casts light on Captain Whiffen’s finding



The Economy of Terror 73

that in 1908 there were tribes of Indians on the northern margins of Arana’s
territory who hated and mistrusted whites and would not receive presents
from them.#

Pretext as it was, the ‘‘debt’’ that ensured peonage was nonetheless real,
and as a pretense its magical realism was essential not only to the labor
organization of the Putumayo rubber boom, but to its terror as well. To
understand how these fictional realities killed and maimed so many thousands
of Indians we need now to turn to some of their more obviously mythic
features, enclosed as they are in the synergistic relation of savagery and
business, cannibalism and capitalism. Interrogated by the British parlia-
mentary Select Committee on Putumayo in 1913, Julio César Arana, said to
be the ‘‘soul and creator’’ of the rubber company, was asked to clarify what
he meant when he stated that the Indians had resisted the establishment of
civilization in their districts, that they had been resisting for many years,
and had practiced cannibalism.

‘““What I meant by that,”” he replied, ‘‘is that they did not admit of ex-
change, or anybody to do business with them—whites, for example.’’>°




“The jungle is a degeneration
of the human spirit in a swoon
of improbable but real
circumstances.”’
Father Francisco de Vilanova,
describing Capuchin endeavors
in the Putumayo
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FOUR
Jungle and Savagery

Asked by the Select Committee on Putu-
mayo what he himself saw of actual cruelties
to Indians, Walter Hardenburg replied: ‘‘Of
actual crimes being committed I did not see
anything, practically; all I saw was that the
Indians in [the rubber station of] El Encanto
were nearly naked and very thin and ca-
daverous-looking; I saw several scores of
them, and I saw what they were being fed
on.!

His information consisted generally of an
incident as related by another person. “‘In
fact, I think I might say that most of the
people came through others. They would
say, ‘I know another man who could state
this and that,” and they would bring them.”’

“In addition to the sworn statements in
your book,” asked the Committee, ‘‘did you
question the people in detail about a good
many of their statements?”’

‘I cannot say I did much of that,”’ replied
Hardenburg. It was, he said, ‘‘common
knowledge” and ‘‘common talk’ in the
streets of Iquitos that terrible things were
going on up there along the Putumayo.?

Faced with the unbelievable nature of this
common talk and common knowledge, it
might have been wise for Hardenburg to
question the people in detail about a good
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many of their statements. But Hardenburg was no fool; perhaps there were
reasons why he didn’t. In any event what we are given are stories, vignettes,
depictions, rumors—in sum, webworks and fragments of narratives woven
around, permeated by, and chiseled into mythic ones. Casement’s stories
were far more numerous than Hardenburg’s and seemed better substantiated.
Certainly they were put down on paper in a steady dripping of fact after
chilling fact, unlike the melodramatic mode frantically worked by Harden-
burg. But despite and because of its studied facticity, Casement’s Foreign
Office report served not so much to puncture the mythic character of the
situation as to render its terrific reality.

The meticulous historian might seize upon the stories and fragments of
stories, such as they are, to winnow out truth from distortion, reality from
illusion, fact from myth. A whole field opens out here for tabulating, ty-
pologizing, and cross-checking, but what ‘‘truth’’ is it that is assumed and
reproduced by such procedures? Surely it is a truth that begs the question
raised by history, in this case the history of terror and atrocity in the Pu-
tumayo rubber boom wherein the intimate codependence of truth on illusion
and myth on reality was what the metabolism of power, let alone ‘‘truth,”
was all about. To cross-check truth in this field is necessary and necessarily
Sisyphean, ratifying an illusory objectivity, a power-prone objectivity which
in authorizing the split between truth and fiction secures power’s fabulous
reach. Alternatively we can listen to these stories neither as fiction nor as
disguised signs of truth, but as real.

Two interlacing motifs stand out in these stories: horror of the jungle and
horror of savagery. Truth here lay as if contrived in accord with Conrad’s
theory of art (as formulated in The Nigger of the Narcissus) with the appeal
to the imagination aroused by the sense impressions evoked by the story-
teller. Here the image of stark opposition and of otherness in the primeval
jungle comes forth as the colonially intensified metaphor for the great space
of terror and cruelty, and we think here of Europe of the late nineteenth
century, working its way in the ancient forests of the tropics. Carlos Fuentes
says that Latin American literature is woven between the poles formed by
Nature and the Dictator, such that the brutal destructiveness imputed to the
natural world serves to embody even more destructive relations in human
society. A renowned Colombian author, José Eustasio Rivera, illustrated
this embodiment when he wrote in the 1920s as a debt-trapped white peon
in the Putumayo:

I have been a cauchero [rubber gatherer] and I will always be a
cauchero. 1 live in the slimy mire in the solitude of the forests
with my gang of malarial men, piercing the bark of trees whose
blood runs white, like that of gods. . . . I have been and always
will be a cauchero. And what my hand inflicts on the trees, it
can also inflict on men.?
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Some twenty years earlier the same sadomasochistic appeal to a violent
struggle between good and evil in the dark despair of the jungle was made
by another Colombian, Joaquin Rocha, when he descended the Andes to
the hotlands of the Caquetd and the Putumayo. He was carried on the back
of a man, a white man named Miguel Velasco who had come to the region
with the quinine boom and been stranded when the price of quinine fell,
leaving him a sort of lordship over the Indians through his being appointed
magistrate of the mountain villages of Santa Rosa and Descanse. He shuffled
slowly forward at the pace of a bullock, wrote Rocha, who was carried
astride Velasco’s back as the two descended the mountains. It was his steed’s
‘‘amiable obsequiousness’’ that caught Rocha’s attention; a man elevated
by race and state authority above the local populace, and Rocha elevated
by him.

Poised on the brink of the mountains overlooking the jungle below, Rocha’s
thoughts fixed on gold, the washing of rubies, and then to the way that, in
the breast of this craggy solitude (the figures of speech come from his pen),
the fates had secreted unfathomable treasure. From the imagining of treasure
hidden in the bosom of the wilderness he was led ineluctably to the image
of treasure buried in hell—and of the lonely descent a man makes into the
underworld for it. And we who come after him see this as figurative speech,
this moralized, sexualized Dantean topography of going down and into the
bosom of solitude, treasure, and wildness. We can see the self-satisfied male
buttressing in this mock-surreal colonial picture, one man astride another,
wending their way down into the murk. ‘‘The silence hangs heavy,”’ he wrote,

broken only by the clanging clamor of the torrents, the growl-
ing of tigers, and the swarming of infinite vipers and venomous
insects. In [the mountain village of] Descanse begins the plague
of vampire bats that extends until Brazil, treacherously sucking
in the hours of dreams the blood of men and animals. There
also, by the side of the Brossymum galactodendron whose
trunk when incised yields milk as delicious and nutritive as the
cow’s, grows the Rhus juglande folia whose mere shade puffs
up and scars the careless wanderer. There one begins to suffer
the privations and calamities of the wilderness, that in the Ca-
quetd and the Putumayo grow so as to at times make of life
there scenes whose horror could figure in the Dantean pages of
Purgatory and Hell .4

The savagery of the forest is contagious.

The wilderness of the Territory of the Caquetd, similar to the
goddess Kali of the Hindus, displays at one and the same time
the grandeur of its beauty and its murderous treacherous po-
tency. There the person in perpetual contact with this savage
wilderness becomes just as savage. Far from moral and social
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sanctions, humanity succumbs to the empire of the passions
which in their overflowing are no less formidable than those of
death and extermination.?

Like a sponge the succulent jungle absorbs and magnifies human passion.
‘““And what my hand inflicts on the trees,”’” Rivera came to write, ‘‘it can
also inflict on man.”” But between the world of man and that of the steaming
jungle there is a powerful mediator—the jaguar that was also a man, an
Indian man and a witch. Not only the Indians but many of the whites hold
this to be true, noted Joaquin Rocha, and these are not just the ignorant
whites but also those who have traveled, have come to know the world and
have some education. The soul of the Indian witch passes into the body of
a jaguar. They call that jaguar a tigre mojano. This jaguar differs from the
real animal in that the real one, as is well known, emphasizes Rocha, ‘‘only
attacks weak and unarmed people when the odds are in its favor, when it
can use treachery, or when it is persecuted and harrassed by hunters.”’¢ The
tigre mojano, the jaguar that is possessed by the spirit of the Indian witch,
however, is very different, for this will attack humans without provocation,
against all odds.

It can be a startling thing, this tigre mogano, and just as it mediates
between the domain of the forest and that of wild humanity so as to magnify
the mystery of both, so it emphasizes the doubleness and quintessentially
hybrid nature of the forest people, their treachery and timidity on one side
and their boundlessly open aggressiveness, mystically empowered, on the
other. Some colonists have told me that this jaguar can be identified because
it has the testicles of a man. It cannot be killed.

Yet it was not as an Indian but as a white peon, working for Arana, that
Rivera’s narrator in The Vortex warned: ‘‘What my hand inflicts on the trees,
it can also inflict on man.”” And it was Joaquin Rocha’s opinion, in 1903,
just before Arana’s thugs cleaned out the small-scale independent Colombian
rubber traders along the Igaraparani and Caraparand, that although localized
Indian rebellions against one or the other rubber trader were a frightening
possibility, the greatest threat to the lives of the whites lay with themselves.

He described several such assassinations triggered by disputes over money
and rubber. It seemed to him that the basic cause was the atmosphere of
brooding suspicion that hung as heavily over human affairs as did the jungle
itself.” In Rivera’s Vortex, the monstrous fears and uncanniness evoked by
the jungle are as nothing compared to the reality of Arana’s rubber camps.
Yet it is always the colonial view of the jungle that provides the means for
representing and trying to make sense of the colonial situation. Emptiness
and absence become assailing presences. The nebulous becomes corporeal
and tangible. And in this dreadful object-making, as shadows of things ac-
quire substance, a veil of lifelessness, if not of death, is drawn apart to reveal
the forest not merely as animated but as human.
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“The air,”” wrote Captain Whiffen, ‘‘is heavy with the fumes of fallen veg-
etation slowly steaming to decay.”” The silence and stillness made one feel
that nothing lived there, that silence and stillness were themselves objects,
and that the very bush was not merely human but ‘‘a horrible, a most evil-
disposed enemy.”” These ‘‘High Woods’’ were ‘‘innately malevolent’’—*‘in
truth there is nothing in nature more cruel than the unconquered vegetation
of a tropical South American forest. The Amazonian forest brings no con-
solation. It is silent, inhospitable, cynical.”’ It was a simple but eventful feat,
he wrote, to pass from one’s canoe to part the bushes and pass beyond,
““into the obscurity of barbarism.’’8

But it was not just cruelty. It was something more specifically vague, a
miasmic subspecies of terror, the pressing in of somethingness in the noth-
ingness. Whiffen goes on:

The eternal sludge, sludge of travel without a stone or honest
yard of solid ground makes one long for the lesser strain of
more definite dangers or of more obtrusive horrors. The horror
of Amazonian travel is the horror of the unseen. It is not the
presence of unfriendly natives that wears one down, it is the
absence of all signs of human life. One happens upon an Indian
house or settlement, but it is deserted, empty, in ruins. The na-
tives have vanished, and it is only the silent message of a poi-
soned arrow or a leaf-roofed pitfall that tells of their existence
somewhere in the tangled undergrowth of the neighbourhood.®

It is not the presence of unfriendly natives that wears one down. It is the
presence of their absence, their presence in their absence.

But something else is absent, too: Arana’s rubber company. Perhaps the
decenteredness of the sludge without an honest yard of solid ground and
this miasmic cruelty slowly steaming to decay, emptiness, absence, ruin . . .
this positively absent presence is the absence of the rubber company, their
presence in their absence? In which case not only the jungle but the Indians
themselves would bear the burden of being the figures that represented the
rubber company, barely a glimpse of which appears in the entirety of Whif-
fen’s lengthy description of the Putumayo at a time when the company was
extremely active in the region. And when he does on a few occasions mention
the existence of the company, it is in a measuredly neutral tone, as if the
company were a fact of nature beyond all anthropomorphism, tropes, and
imaginative figuration, a thing-in-itself, gray, shut off from fancy, yet really
very big. It was from the company that the captain got his armed bodyguards.
It is into nature, on the other hand, that fancy pours; into the forest and
into the Indians—not things-in-themselves but things-for-us. And who can
say even now, eighty years after Whiffen’s studies, that anthropology has
been able to cease creating such things-for-us so that other things can stay
in the grayness of in-themselves? But then the captain was not really a trained
anthropologist—just an amateur and a military man.



Jungle and Savagery 79

And he went on to recommend that the number of persons making up a
party pushing through the forest be no more than twenty-five because of the
way that the forest impeded movement. ‘‘On this principle,’ he noted, ‘‘it
will be seen that the smaller the quantity of baggage carried the greater will
be the number of rifles available for the security of the expedition.”’10

“It’s an unfinished country. It’s still prehistorical,”’ intones the voice of
the German filmmaker Werner Herzog in Burden of Dreams, the film of his
filming Fitzcarraldo in the montaria west of Iquitos. There is a curse on the
landscape and he feels cursed with what he is doing there. It is a land that
God, if he exists, created in anger and where creation is unfinished and
therefore tensed in untoward patterns of opposites, harmony and chaos, hate
and love.

There is some kind of harmony. It is the harmony of over-
whelming and collective murder. And we in comparison to the
articulate vileness and baseness and obscenity of all this jungle.
. We in comparison to that enormous articulation, we only
sound and look like badly pronounced and half-finished sen-
tences out of a stupid suburban novel, a cheap novel. . . .

And we have to become humble in front of this overwhelm-
ing misery and overwhelming fornication, overwhelming growth
and overwhelming lack of order. Even the . . . stars up here in
the sky look like a mess. There is no harmony in the universe.
We have to get acquainted to this idea that there is no real har-
mony as we have conceived it. But when I say this, I say this
all full of admiration for the jungle. It is not that I hate it. I
love it. I love it very much. But I love it against my better
judgment.!!

Earlier Herzog speaks of what he saw in the jungle: ‘‘fornication and
asphyxiation and choking and fighting for survival and growing and just
rotting away. . . .’ Misery everywhere. ‘‘The trees here are in misery and
the birds are in misery. I don’t think they sing, they just screech in pain.

. J’12 A symphony of birds known as wistwinchis, insects, and frogs fills
the screaming screen around what in the script are called ‘‘images of nature”’
consisting of a dead parrot, an ant carrying a feather, colorful insects, a red
flower, and a green treefrog. It is a nature conceived as pitting extremes of
meaning, a deconstructing tropicality that implodes oppositions in the pro-
fusion of their rank decay and proliferating disordered growth. The center
is man and the center ceases to exist. What takes its place is dread, from
which the word no less than the image arises and to which each returns.

Eighty years before Herzog, the Englishman Captain Whiffen wrote at
some length about dread in its aspect of being abandoned and lost in the
jungle. Desertion by one’s Indian carriers was common, even when they
forsook their pay and probably, he added, their lives as well. “‘In a watch
of the night they depart,”’ he said, ‘‘and although the country be swarming
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with their blood-enemies, they vanish into the forest and are no more seen.”’
But even if they didn’t desert there came a time when one wished they
would—‘‘nauseated by their bestiality.”” One wanders away. One is lost. And
being lost from oneself, it would appear, is the worst of all. Then one panics.
The silence, he says, casts one back on oneself. Perhaps, however, there is
no such self. ‘““‘He recovers his perspective, replaces the comrades of his
bush-life in their proper places—the glass-fronted cupboards of an anthro-
pological museum. His self-respect regained, he pauses to admire his new-
found horizon.”’13

But to Casement the crucially important aesthetic-political principle was
the sensation of alienated memory clinging to the Indians, separating them
decisively as creatures of beauty and capable of great artistry from the dark
despair of the forest. They were creatures in the wild, not of it: ‘“While
Nature in her garb of lofty trees was gloomy, overclothed and silent, the
Indian was laughing, naked, and ready to sing and dance on the slightest
provocation.”’'* They were like the spirit in W. H. Hudson’s Green Man-
sions. They were wild, but unlike the forest their wildness was ethereal. The
violent harshness of the materiality of the jungle provided the contrasting
backdrop to the spritelike delicacy with which they played with the bars of
their forest prison:

While there was no way out of the forest for the body, turn his
eyes where he might, he found a way out for his mind. While
he lived in shadow mostly, he delighted in brightness, and even
in beautiful things. His naked limbs he stained with vivid hues,
and he rejoiced in the gloriously beautiful feathers of the forest
birds, and decorated himself with these. To his dances he
brought a graceful frond of some plant plucked by the track as
he came to the meeting-place, and in the movements of the
dance these varied staves of delicate leaves were waved in obe-
dience to the movement of his limbs that themselves obeyed
some carefully-remembered cult of motion he had not picked
up by the wayside.!’

Another Englishman by the name of Marlow, a sailor and ex-captain of a
Congolese river steamer, sits back introducing his yarn of pushing that boat
into the land of wild men. And behind him swirling in the tide’s race runs
not merely the Thames, once one of the dark places of the earth, too, but
the narrator’s narrator, like a Putumayo shaman in some respects, drawing
out the hallucinatory reality of the colonial vision, now fascinated by its
fascination, trying to exorcize its spell with the play of oppositions, fasci-
nation and abomination. He finds this in the image of the soldier (like Captain
Whiffen) of imperial Rome wading through the marshes of the Thames (the
eternal sludge without a stone or honest yard of solid ground) marching into
the high woods '
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and in some inland post feel the savagery, had closed around
him—all that mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the
forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men. There’s no ini-
tiation either into such mysteries. He has to live in the midst of
the incomprehensible, which is also detestable. And it has a
fascination, too, that goes to work upon him. The fascination
of the abomination—you know, imagine the growing regrets,
the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the
hate.16

And there in the obscurity of the pitch darkness of the vast communal
house of the Indians rushed the frenzied figure of the medicine man. Never
had Captain Whiffen seen a person so excited. Stuffing coca leaves into his
mouth he stooped over the woman stricken with fever. Placing his lips to
hers he sucked, exorcizing the evil spirit, dispelling it into the forest. Next
morning she was well. Fascinated by the abomination, the captain went on
to write, almost as an afterthought, perhaps in belated self-consciousness,
that ‘‘faith in the healing power of the medicine-man is not confined to the
tribesman.”’1”

And when Father Gaspar de Pinell made the first of his glorious apostolic
excursions in the 1920s down the Andes from Sibundoy into the forests of
the Putumayo, exorcizing with the spells of Pope Leo XII the demon who
had for so long dwelt there, he too found that even among his band there
was alive a faith in the healing power of the Indian medicine man. It was
his guide, no less—a white by the name of Plinio Montenegro, well accus-
tomed to those torrid forests, who when he sickened spurned the expedition’s
pharmacy and sought out an Indian healer. Such healers have different names.
Anthropologists often call them shamans. Father Gaspar said it was a witch,
an act of naming that a little later must have seemed inspired when the guide
died, providing Father Gaspar with an opportunity to expound upon the
moral dilemma of colonization. ‘‘This shows,”’ he wrote, as if chiseling an
epitaph,

it is more likely that the civilized man will become a savage on
mixing with the Indians than the Indians are likely to be civi-
lized through the actions of the civilized.!®

It was the Baroque stage all over again, like the conquest. Twentieth-
century La vida es sueno. Play and replay of the savagery within civilization
wherein everything was allegorical, each falling leaf a token to dark passions,
the Fall, the Resurrection, alone in those infernal crypts of the lugubrious
forest with its rotting undergrowth.

That’s how Father Pinell portrayed it, a godsend ceaselessly reproducing
the malevolence necessitated by Christianity. But it was touch and go which
aspect would finally triumph. It had to be, otherwise it would be unreal.
The jungle had a magical attraction. It was a vortex, he wrote, that consumed
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the person not born in it. There was sorcery at work by which the senses
of the body and the powers of the soul are so affected by the sadness and
the beauty of the forest that the pain it causes is soon forgotten. Suffering
is transcended by its own beauty and strength. The jungle is the sorcerer.
““It is here that death comes smiling and people die without realizing that
they are dying,”’ concluded the good Father.'®

On a more mundane level, he noted something of this very sorcery pen-
etrating his own self, working its way in through the chink in his Christian
armor opened by disease. Because he had been drenched on the trail leading
to a camp of runaway Huitotos, savages all, rheumatism flared acutely in
his left arm. The Indians advised him to apply the claw of an iguana and
gave him one to try out. It was spectacularly successful.??

Joaquin Rocha had his story to tell of civilization seduced by the sorcery
of savagery, too. Not only had the Huitotos persisted with cannibalism de-
spite the presence of the rubber traders, but there were whites, Christian
and civilized, who had partaken of human flesh also. He cited the story of
such a man, ‘‘syndicated with Huitoto cannibalism,”” who hailed from the
province of Tolima and had been arrested by the prefect in Mocoa in 1882.
But as he had not actually killed anyone, only eaten human flesh when invited
by the Huitotos, and as cannibalism was not a crime according to Colombian
statutes, the prefect set the Christian cannibal free.?!

With a torrent of phenomenological virtuosity, Father Gaspar’s Capuchin
colleague, Francisco de Vilanova, addressed the same vexing problem. In
a book devoted to Capuchin endeavors with the Huitotos from the 1920s
on, he wrote:

It is almost unbelievable to those who are unacquainted with
it, yet the jungle is an irrational fact, enslaving those who go
into it—a whirlwind of savage passions conquering the civilized
person possessed with too much self-confidence. The jungle is
a degeneration of the human spirit in a swoon of improbable
but real circumstances. The rational civilized man loses self-
respect and respect for his home. He throws his heritage into
the mire from where who knows when it will be retrieved.
One’s heart becomes morbid, filling with the sentiment of sav-
agery, insensible to the pure and great things of humanity.
Even cultivated spirits, finely formed and well-educated, have
succumbed.??

But of course it is not the jungle but the sentiments colonizing men project
onto it that are decisive in filling their hearts with savagery. And what the
jungle can accomplish, so much more can its native inhabitants, the wild
Indians who had been tortured and scared into gathering rubber. It must not
be overlooked that the colonially construed image of the wild Indian was a
powerfully ambiguous image, a seesawing, bifocalized and hazy composite
of the animal and the human—Ilike Nietzche’s satyr in The Birth of Tragedy.
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In their human or humanlike form, the wild Indians could all the better
reflect back to the colonists vast and baroque projections of human wildness.
And it was only because the wild Indians were human that they were able
to serve as labor—and as subjects of torture; for it is not the victim as animal
that gratifies the torturer, but the fact that the victim is human, thus enabling
the torturer to become the savage.

Which raises a question.

How Savage Are the Huitotos?

The Indian had been travelling with two others along the Arara
river when the Huitotos surprised them and took them pris-
oner. One of his companions was tied hand and foot to a tree
and then Kkilled with a poisoned dart. During the torture the
poor man cried like a child. ‘““Why are you Kkilling me?”’ he
asked. ‘“We want to eat you because yours have eaten ours,”’
came the reply. They passed a stake through the tied hands and
feet and carried the body to the beach as if it were a peccary.
The chief then distributed the meat and sent some chunks to
neighbouring tribes. The spectator to the horrible scene man-
aged to escape during the night and floated downstream on a
tree he had felled with a stone axe. The third prisoner was the
young man whom the Huitotos wanted to sell. What would be
his fate? It’s more than likely that they split his skull. [Dr.
Jules Crévaux writing about his journey to the Putumayo re-
gion in 1879. This was published in Paris in 1880—-81 in Le Tour
du Monde. One year later Crévaux was killed by Toba Indians
of the Gran Chaco plain, south of the Amazon basin.]

The savagery of the wild Indians was important to the propaganda of the
rubber company. The Huitotos ‘‘are hospitable to a marked degree,”” wrote
Hardenburg, and while the Church improves their morals, since the time
that the company has monopolized the region, priests have been carefully
excluded. ‘‘Indeed,”’ he continued, ‘‘in order to frighten people and thus
prevent them from entering the region, the company has circulated the most
blood curdling reports of the ferocity and cannibalism of these helpless
Indians, whom other travellers as well as Perkins and myself have found to
be timid, peaceful, mild, industrious, and humble.?3

Father Pinnell published a document from Peru describing a film com-
missioned by Arana’s company in 1917. Shown in the cinemas in Lima, it
portrayed the civilizing effects of the company ‘‘on these savage regions that
as recent as 25 years ago were peopled entirely by cannibals. Owing to the
energy of this tireless struggler [Arana] they have been converted into useful
elements of labor.”’%4

One wonders why, if the company ‘‘monopolized the region,”’ it had to
bother waging war on the propaganda front; why this zeal to label the savages
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as savage? Casement found that ‘‘from the first to last I met no authority of
the Peruvian government, and could appeal for no assistance in my mission
save to the agents of the Peruvian Amazon Company, who were in absolute
control not only of the persons and lives of the surrounding Indians, but of
all means of transport and, it might be said, of ingress to or egress from that
region.”” Every manager of a section, he wrote, was a law unto himself.?5
Again the question asserts itself. Given such absoluteness of control, why
the need for propaganda?

Hardenburg derided as propaganda the notion that the Indians were can-
nibals. Yet the U.S. consul in Iquitos, Charles Eberhardt, had informed his
government that ‘‘cannibalism is practised among certain tribes of the Pu-
tumayo River district, who not only enjoy the flavor of human flesh well
prepared, but also believe that they assume the strength both physical and
intellectual of their victims.”” This was read to Hardenburg by Raymond
Asquith as part of the inquiry of the Select Committee.

‘““You yourself came across, I think, some instances of belief in canni-
balism, did you not?”’

“I do not recall it now,”’ answered Hardenburg.

““‘I was looking at your book,” went on Mr. Asquith, ‘‘and I see on page
73 you refer to a youth whom you tried to employ and who refused to go
with you because people had told him stories about cannibalism?’’

““That is correct.”

““So there were stories of that kind going about?”’

“Yes.”

‘‘And they were believed?”’

‘““Yes, but at the same time we were told by better informed people that
there was no such thing or we would not have gone down there. It seems
to have occurred only among the ignorant people.”

*“Still, Consul Eberhardt was not an ignorant person?’’

*“Oh, no.”

And Asquith went on to ask him about the rifle he carried in the Putumayo.
He was glad he had the weapon, Hardenburg agreed, but looking back he
thought he would have got on all right without one.

“But you felt much more comfortable with it, did you not?’’ pressed
Asquith.

“Well, I suppose I might say so,” replied Hardenburg.

Mr. Malcolm saw a connection and broke in (for rather than cannibals,
might there not have been a more real wildness against which the gun
provided comfort?). ‘‘Because of wild animals, or what?”’ he shot at
Hardenburg.

‘““No, I wanted it more to shoot game with.”’

Mr. Asquith resumed his questioning.

““I see on page 113 of your book you say this: ‘While I busied myself
preparing dinner Perkins went to work cleaning up our rifles . . . for we had
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heard the most bloodcurdling tales of the ferocity of the jaguars and tigers,
so common in this region?’ ”’

‘“That is true,” answered Hardenburg.

‘““You had heard these tales?”’

““We had heard that from similar sources as we had heard about the
cannibals.”

A few more words were passed and Asquith asked, ‘‘At the same time
you believed the stories sufficiently well to be glad of having a rifle?”’

“Yes, I think I might say that’’ said Hardenburg.26

Propaganda flowers where the soil has been well prepared, and surely
Arana’s was no exception. The profuse mythology concerning Indian sav-
agery dated from epochs long before his (and is likely to continue for many
more), and insofar as the rubber company, in Hardenburg’s words, circulated
‘“‘the most blood curdling reports of the ferocity and cannibalism of these
[to Hardenburg] helpless Indians,”’ those reports fell on ears finely tuned by
the style and imagination with which colonizing folklore had long depicted
the forest.

Who was immune? And is it not the case that people can hold alternative
views simultaneously as well as being skeptical and credulous in quick
succession? The interchange between Asquith and Hardenburg shows that
no matter how much Hardenburg strove to establish a single reality, straight,
simple, monochrome, and flat, what emerged was equivocation, possibility,
shadow, and murk—Ilike the light filtering through the forest itself, dappled
on thorn and mud. And even though Hardenburg fumed that the rumors of
savagery were baseless and emanated from Arana’s churning propaganda
mill, he was not averse to lending his ear to the grains of truth that possibly,
just possibly, lay therein. But the use to which he put his pen lay elsewhere:
in the task of simply inverting the propaganda of savagery with its counter-
imagery of the Indian as helpless, timid, and generous.

Grown-up Children

This was of course no less a time-honored and patronizing mythology than
the view it contested. Indeed, the two views were tenaciously linked and
covertly complicit, the one feeding off the other. Mr. Enock put his finger
on the mediating principle; it was the child in the savage. In the introduction
he wrote for Hardenburg’s book, with the weight of an authority earned by
many years’ residence as an engineer in Peru, he informed the reader that
the ‘‘Indians of South America are in reality grown-up children with the
qualities of such, but the Spaniards and the Portuguese have recognized in
these traits nothing more than what they term ‘animal’ qualities.’’?’

The children come naked and unadorned, as befits the bare fact, while
the ‘‘animal’’ comes with little fig leaves of quotations marks, as befits a
fiction masquerading as a fact.
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But it was Casement who most fully developed the grown-up child. Time
and again he declared that the Huitoto and all upper-Amazon Indians were
gentle and docile. He brushed aside allegations about cannibalism, stated
that the Indians were not so much cruel as thoughtless, and regarded what
he termed their docility to be a natural and remarkable characteristic. This
helped him explain the ease with which the Indians were conquered and
forced to gather rubber. It helped him explain that otherwise magical-seeming
moment of seduction of Indians by whites creating that instantly achieved
egemonia, that fleeting moment of a Golden Age of trusting children at a
first meeting before things go wrong and the allure of white commodities
pales.

An Indian would promise anything for a gun, or for some of
the other tempting things offered as inducements to help him
work rubber. Many Indians submitted to the alluring offer only
to find that once in the conquistadores’ books they had lost all
liberty, and were reduced to unending demands for more rub-
ber and varied tasks. A cacique or ‘capitan’ might be bought
over to dispose of the labour of his clan, and as the cacique’s
influence was very great and the natural docility of the Indian a
remarkable characteristic of Upper Amazon tribes, the work of
conquering a primitive people and reducing them to a continual
strain of rubber-finding was less difficult than might at first be
supposed.?®

Yet does not such natural docility make the violence of the whites even
harder to understand?

Many other points can be questioned in Casement’s account here, espe-
cially the deceptive simplicity he evokes in evaluating toughness and tend-
erness in a society so foreign to his own. It was in areas such as these,
evaluating intangible qualities of character for people whose distinctive ‘‘oth-
erness’’ lay every bit as much in colonial make-believe as ‘‘in-themselves,”’
that the mythic quality of Casement’s ethnographic realism was most ap-
parent—the story of innocent and gentle children brutalized by colonialism.
In addition, he displayed a tendency to equate the sufferings of the Irish
with those of these Indians, seeing in both of their pre-imperialist histories
a culture more humane than that of their civilizing overlords. There was
also Casement’s innate tenderness and his ability to draw that quality out
of others, as testified by numerous people. It is this aspect of his homosex-
uality and not sexual lust that should be considered here, as shown, for
example, in the fragmented impressionism of his diary entry written upriver
at the rubber station of La Occidente:

SEPTEMBER 30th. Another long talk with Tizon, he admits prac-
tically everything, the dance stopped only at 5 a.m. I was up in
night from 2.30 to a glorious sunrise. Bishop told me that Fran-
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cisco, the ‘Capitan’ of one of the ‘Racion’ and another had
come to him in the night complaining of recent grave ill-treat-
ment here. One of them having been drowned by Acosta in the
river, the new method of torture being to hold them under
water while they wash the rubber, to terrify them! Also flog-
gings and putting in guns and flogging with machetes across the
back. Told Barnes and Bell and they interrogated Francisco
and then I told Tizon at 1.30 when he came to talk to me. I
sent him and he went to B. and B. and then sent for Francisco
and will interrogate later tonight. I bathed in river, delightful,
and Andokes came down and caught butterflies for Barnes and
I. Then a Capitan embraced us laying his head against our
breasts, I never saw so touching a thing, poor soul, he felt we
were their friends. Gielgud must be told to stop calling me
Casement, it is infernal cheek. Not well. No dinner.?®

Catching butterflies for the bathers, embracing, fe/elings of friendship—
Casement’s Indians were beautiful and mysterious, never to be understood
outside of their lostness in the forest and some remote antiquity. Adept in
the ways of the forest, they were nevertheless strangers: their heart and true
home lay elsewhere. They longed for another life because of the mysterious
displacement of their true selves. That was why they succumbed with ease
to the white man, Casement explained in the ethnographic essay he wrote
for The Contemporary Review in 1912.

First he notes the mysteriousness of their alienation—in dance, mask, and
song:

The drum and the flute pipes and the masked men were a nec-
essary part of each performance, and the dancers always sepa-
rated into diverging and irregular circles, while the song that
accompanied this motion was rendered in words that none of
the Peruvian and Colombian white men, who often spoke the
native language of the tribe with extraordinary fluency, could
understand anything of. They all answered my inquiry that
when the Indians danced they sang ‘‘old, old songs’’ that no
one knew the origin of, and the very words of which were
meaningless outside the dance. No explanation was forthcom-
ing—the songs were ‘‘very old,”’ and referred to some dim, far-
off events that none of the whites could learn anything about;
the Indians only said they came down from their remote past.
That that remote past was something wholly different from
their present-day environment I became more and more con-
vinced as I studied these friendly, child-like human beings.3?

They went practically naked through the forest. Their bodies were stained
with colored dyes. For the dances they stuck down and fluff to their calves
and sometimes to their thighs. Their minds were quick. They were perceptive
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but probably not receptive. They were cheerful. They had almost no pos-
sessions,

and their surroundings depressing in the extreme—a morbid,
dense, and gloomy forest inhabited by wild beasts, serpents,
and insects, and subject to one of the heaviest rainfalls in the
world, accompanied often by the most tremendous storms of
thunder and lightning to appal the stoutest heart. . . . Such sur-
roundings as these neither offered a future nor held a past.3!

They were not of the forest.

The stars and the heavenly bodies played no part in the lives of
those sunk in this gloom of an eternal underworld of trees. To
all intents and purposes their bodily existence was on a par
with that of the wild animals around them, and if the wild
beasts were at home in the forest the wild men, it might be
thought, were equally its natural denizens. Yet nothing became
more clear the more these Indians were studied than that they
were not children of the forest, but children of elsewhere lost
in the forest—babes in the wood, grown up, it is true, and find-
ing the forest their only heritage and shelter, but remembering
always that it was not their home.32

They ‘‘were strangers come by chance amid surroundings they did not love.”’
This meant that they were in a way playing at living. Their life was a pretense
and they infinitely preferred gamboling to laboring, dancing and singing to
the satisfaction of material wants. It also meant that they were intrinsically
capricious, that they were more appearance than essence, and in their ap-
pearance they were like chameleons, collages, now this, now that, inconstant
ephemera flitting through the woods that were not theirs, children of always
another nature ‘‘whose lives were spent in an hereditary picnic rather than
in a settled occupation.”’ :
Casement felt that if he could have conveyed them away from the forest,
whole tribes would have fled with him with shouts of joy.

While naked in body, slim, beautifully shaped and propor-
tioned, colored like the very tree-trunks they flitted among like
spirits of the woods—their minds were the minds of civilized
men and women. They longed for another life—they hoped
ever for another world. And this longing was, and is, at the
bottom of much of that ease with which the first white man to
come among them was able to ‘‘conquer’’ them.3?

Yet to Captain Whiffen, who stayed twelve months with Putumayo Indians
but one year before Casement arrived, ‘‘the gentle Indian, peaceful and
loving, is a fiction of perfervid imaginations only. The Indians are innately
cruel.”’34 Just as they hated white men and were surly to them, so internecine
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strife between Indian groups was unending. The Indians have been called
docile and gentle, he observes with coarse irony, ‘‘he may be, if to fear an
enemy as much as he is hated be docility.”’*> How much more complicated
is the dialectic of toughness and tenderness made when Whiffen goes on to
point out that, in addition to their ‘‘innate cruelty,” ‘‘inter-tribal hospitality
1s without end. I have given a single biscuit to a boy and seen him religiously
divide it into twenty microscopic pieces for all and sundry.’’36

To all of which has to be added the problem of interpreting the meaning
of emotional display and techniques of the body. To Whiffen, for example,
‘‘the Indian has an extremely nervous manner, is extraordinarily negative,
never expresses violent joy or fear and will submit to much, bear greatly
but laugh easily—invariably at another Indian’s discomfort.”” But what the
English mariner Alfred Simson found worthy of mention among the ‘‘Piojes’’
along the Putumayo river in 1875 was that they were, ‘‘like most Indians,
usually taciturn and laconic with strangers, expecially white men, but amongst
themselves often chatty and merry.”” He found much to admire in their
endurance (under his jocular command) for hard labor, such as their cutting
firewood for his steam launch, and wistfully remarked that *‘I have often
thought since how desirable it would be if one could always meet with such
happy, diligent, and untiring laborers.3”

Steam Launches Required for the Marajion

Ten years after Simson steamed the first launch up the Putumayo, the fol-
lowing requirement was laid out by Senor Larrera, commander of the Pe-
ruvian Naval Station, dated Iquitos, 31 March 1885:

What is required for this department are two steam launches,
from thirty five to forty tons—one with a screw and the other
built after the stern-wheel system, made appropriate for expedi-
tions, and whose speed should be fifteen miles an hour. The
hull should be after the model of the exploring ships Napo and
Putumayo, should be constructed of steel plates, and have a
draught of water of from three and a half to four feet maxi-
mum, with all its fuel of wood and provisions for victualling fif-
teen men. The hull should be divided into three sections—the
first for seamen’s quarters and naval stores, the second for ma-
chinery and fuel, and the after-part for provisions. A teak deck,
with a small house on the poop; a wooden roof from stem to
stern, seven feet high, on iron columns, with a gunwale three
feet high, to serve to protect the crew from the arrows of the
natives and from gunshots, and should also be provided with
engines of high and low pressure, horizontal boilers, and fur-
naces for green wood four feet long, and twin screws, for im-
proved speed, would also be required.>8
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‘“River Itaya, near Iquitos.”” (From Walter E. Hardenburg, The Putumayo: The Dev-
il's Paradise, 1912.)

Betraying All the Opposite Traits of Character

Simson went into the mouth of the Putumayo thirty-five years before Case-
ment and spent about the same amount of time there as Casement did. His
assessment of Indians conflicts in many ways with that ‘‘natural docility”’
emphasized by Casement as ‘‘a remarkable characteristic of Upper Amazon
tribes,”” and which supposedly made the work of conquering them ‘less
difficult than might at first be supposed.”” Take Simson’s characterization
of the Zaparos who, like the Huitotos, Boras, and Andokes of the rubber
belt, were categorized by the whites as wild Indians. Noting that they raid
other groups whose children they abduct for sale to white traders, Simson
went on:

When unprovoked they are, like really wild Indians, very shy
and retiring, but are perfectly fearless, and will suffer no one,
either Whites or others, to employ force with them. They can
only be managed by tact, good treatment, and sometimes sim-
ple reasoning; otherwise resenting ill-treatment or an attempt to
resort to blows, with the worst of violence. . . . At all times
they are changeable and unreliable, betraying under different
circumstances, and often apparently under the same, in com-
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mon with so many of their class, all the opposite traits of char-
acter, excepting perhaps servility—a true characteristic of the
old world—and stinginess, which I have never observed in
them. The absence of servility is typical of all the independent
Indians of Ecuador.?

““They also gain great enjoyment,”’ he added, ‘‘from the destruction of life.
They are always ready to kill animals or people, and they delight in it.”’40

And the truth of the matter, the savagery of the Indians? Each person’s
opinion contradicts the next and each opinion contradicts itself in a surfeit
of ambiguous images—a montage of bits and pieces of possibility colliding
into one another, no less chaotic than a page from Casement’s diary and no
less indebted to the surreality of the colonial unconscious with its phantoms
of various shapes and guises stalking each other in the thicket of their dif-
ferences. Indeed, to Alfred Simson, the defining quality of the forest Indian
was precisely the imprecise in a wild medley of difference. ‘‘At all times
they are unchangeable and unreliable, betraying under different circum-
stances, and often apparently under the same, in common with so many of
their class, all the opposite traits of character.’”” Except stinginess and, per-
haps, servility.

Simson comes across as a perceptive and level-headed man (although we
know that any European out there, especially in the ‘‘mysterious oriente,’’
must have been a little peculiar), yet he was a creature of his time and, more
importantly, he wrote for that time—indeed, writing scientific monographs
about savages was a way of defining and even empowering that time. There
was little point generalizing about savages, he declared, ‘‘for apart from the
fickleness of the completely untutored mind, which has no faith, no abstract
reason by which to govern its apprehensions and waverings, the low savage
is essentially independent; restrained from his infancy upwards by no law,
no guiding hand, and even frequently barely by custom . . . then again, the
social bond is so weak. . . .”’4! It was this anarchy of the savage episteme
that, in his opinion, made different travelers’ accounts as different as they
were partial, a wild episteme so raw, so nakedly empiricist, untheoretical,
unabstract, and noncultured that it amounted to no more than the trembling
phenomenology of being, each head a world, each world alone and wavering.
Colonial terror could gather all that up and more, and men would strike out
at it, killing and torturing the phantoms of wild disorder they had realized.

There was also a quite different possibility buried in this colonial montage
of Indianness, and that was the possibility of magical healing, of whites going
to Indian healers, ‘‘witches,”’ as did Father Gaspar de Pinell’s guide and the
good father himself. In any event the transforming properties of the reality
constituting the savage were not made up by colonial artwork in harness
with the violence and politics of rubber gathering alone. Indian artwork
contributed to the colonial fantastic. The frontier united as much as it di-
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vided. Rocha caught it nicely with the tigre mojano, which he was told about
by the whites and in which, he said, many of them believed as much as the
Indians were said to—that magically empowered tiger that metamorphosed
back and forth from stealth and death-dealing into the quintessence of Indian
ephemerality, the shaman. It was the same colonial artistry that went into
the figure of the auca.
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The Image of the Auca:
Ur-Mythology and
Colonial Modernism

Poised between science and adventure,
Alfred Simson’s Travels in the Wilds of
Ecuador had the trappings of an epic; a jour-
ney to the unknown and wild sources of
civilization, if not of the self, too, the epic
journey into the heart of darkness, fasci-
nating because so far away, feasible because
of its advancing proximity. Marlow would
shortly go, as would Casement, and before
them went Charles Darwin. Like Darwin,
Simson would write learned papers—for the
Royal Anthropological Society and for the
Royal Geographical Society, papers about
Indian tribes and the navigability of rivers
running through forests rich with quinine
and rubber. Like Marlow, Simson took the
helm of a river steamer, one of the three
that were the first such craft to thread their
way up the Putumayo. That was in 1875.
The expedition was launched by a Colom-
bian company anxious to ascertain the
possibilities of exploiting india rubber, sar-
saparilla, and cinchona bark. One of its
members was Rafael Reyes, a leading figure
in the cinchona trade. Later he became
president of Colombia.

The forests and their inhabitants were
falling to the axe of Western business and
to the branches of Western science, its ge-

93
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ography, its anthropology, and of course its industrial sciences. From the
Congo to the Putumayo the most backward was being dragged into the maw
of the modern. With Goodyear’s discovery of vulcanization, adding hot
sulfur to hot rubber to make it more elastic and resistant, the sap oozing
from old tropical forests could be used as rubbery belts and tires to further
propel the machines of the north. There are calculations of the number of
Congolese and Putumayo bodies that went into each ton of that rubber.
Vulcan was in Roman mythology the god of fire. Both the name ‘‘volcano”’
and the name of rubber processing come from him. Walter Benjamin sug-
gested that the volcanic bursting forth of commodity production in the in-
dustrialized societies, from the nineteenth century onwards, was a bursting
forth that entailed the reactivation of latent mythic powers now charged, so
to speak, in the fetishization of commodities appearing as self-powered dream
images, the never-to-be realized realizations of desire built out of the misery
of the exploited labor of the newly industrialized workforce. Vulcan was a
blacksmith who forged weapons for gods and heroes. But in the colonies,
from where the raw materials of vulcanization came, what there?

In the colonies labor was rarely detachable from the being of the worker.
Labor was not turned into a commodity as in the industrial heartlands of
the imperial powers. Instead of a proletariat ‘‘free’’ to offer its services on
a labor market there existed a wide range of servitudes from slavery to debt-
peonage and refinements on feudal-like paternalism. Vulcan, too, had his
laborers attached to him and unfree; one-eyed giants, they were, tending his
furnace and wielding his hammers. The question to be raised, then, is, Under
such conditions, might not the laborer as much as the commodity be fetish-
ized by mythic allusion to an imagined antiquity? And if so, would it not for
the main part be a locally derived mythology, created at the frontier where
Indian and colonist came together in their reciprocating fabulation—as with
the tigre mojano and the auca?

‘‘No one with the spirit of roaming within him can live long in Ecuador,”’
began Simson’s book, ‘‘without cherishing a growing desire to explore its
unknown parts.”’ It was mysterious and romantic. Even the hard-bitten an-
archist B. Traven fell for the way it combined the real with the unreal, the
empirical sensed facticity with the tone that made it, the mystery it pointed
to and was illuminated by. Writing fifty years after Simson, he explained to
his editors about Mexico: ‘‘I must travel. I must see things, landscapes, and
people before I bring them to life in my work. I must travel to jungles and
primeval forests, to visit Indians, distant ranchos, and to unknown, secret,
mysterious lakes and rivers.”’! For Simson it was the grandeur of the moun-
tains, the terribleness of the volcanoes, the fertility of the soil and the endless
variety of its products that made the desire for closer acquaintance irre-
sistible. And what most stimulated this desire was, in his own words, the
‘‘almost mystical ‘Provincia del Oriente,” the wild easterly province of Ec-
uador of the northern headwaters of the Amazons.”” To journey there was
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to undertake the journey from civilization to hell itself: ‘“‘In the civilized
portion of the country,” he observed, ‘‘the Oriente and the Napo are looked
upon as neither more nor less than an ‘inferno,” wherein ‘he who enters
leaves hope behind.” ’ The man who went there was not normal, ‘‘almost
mad’’ is what people said, what with the ‘“‘wild and murderous tribes,”
snakes, jaguars, and diseases brought on by fatigue, bad nourishment, and
constant exposure to the damp and insect-plagued climate. It was, further-
more, a descent through the circles of race down the rungs of civilization.?

It was a strange but typically exotic note that the French explorer Dr.
Jules Crévaux inserted into the account of his journey up the Putumayo and
down the Caqueta in 1879. His canoe approached two canoes with Indians
in them, and one of the canoes, with a naked woman and a baby in a tiny

Crévaux’s guide in the Putumayo, Santa Cruz, the pirate of the Andes. (From Jules
Crévaux, ‘‘Exploracién del Inza y del Yapura,”’ 1884.)
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“Indians of the Peruvian Amazon Region: River Ucayali.”” (From Walter E. Hard-
enburg, The Putumayo: The Devil’s Paradise, 1912.)

hammock, paddled away. Crévaux’s Indian canoemen informed the strangers
that remained that they were calina, a term that Crévaux understood to be
compariero, that is, ‘‘all individuals of the Indian race.”” But why had the
other canoe fled away? Because, came the answer, the woman had just given
birth. If the newborn had seen a white it would have fallen ill and died no
matter what remedies were applied. All the Indians of Guiana think the
same, his black Guianan guide told him, and they emphatically refuse to
show their babies to either blacks or whites.3

Thirty years later the Colombian traveler Joaquin Rocha said that there
were but two classes of people in the Putumayo: whites and savage Indians.
Curiously, whites were referred to not only as Christian or rational or civ-
ilized in everyday parlance but the term blanco, meaning white, also included
people who were in no way phenotypically white—people such as negros,
mestizos, mulatos, zambos, and Indians ‘‘of those groups incorporated into
civilization since the time of the Spanish conquest and who have lost even
the memory of their ancient customs and language.’’*

Simson expands part of this classification. He tells us that those whom
he called pure Indians of the forest were divided by local whites and Spanish-
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speaking Indians into indios and infieles—Indians and infidels. While the
indios are Quechua-speaking, salt-eating, semi-Christians, the infieles, also
known as aucas, speak other languages, rarely eat salt, and know nothing
of baptism or of the Catholic Church. The term auca, ‘‘as commonly used
now in the Oriente,”’ he (foot-) noted, ‘‘seems to bear the full meaning it
did anciently in Peru under the Incas. It includes the sense of infidel, traitor,
barbarian, and is often applied in a malignant sense. In Peru it was used to
designate those who rebelled against their king, and incarnation of their
deity, the inca.”’> Several modern Ecuadorian Quechua dictionaries clearly
bring the various meanings together—savage, seditious, rebel, enemy—and
in the Colombian Putumayo today auca also connotes, to my friends at least
and with varying intensities, the unrepentantly ‘‘other’’ world of savagery
down there in the jungles of the oriente, a world quintessentially pagan,
without Christ, Spanish words, or salt, inhabited by naked, incestuous,
violent, magical, and monstrous people, even wilder, perhaps, than the tigre
mojano—animal, but also human, and unreal.

Even in Simson’s studied realism it is obvious that wild Indians are con-
ceived to be so like animals that their animality partakes of the occult, thus
inspiring a paranoid vision of evil lurking in the wilderness, encircling society.
Traven gets this across in his depiction of an overseer marching Indian peons
early in the twentieth century through the mahogany forests of Chiapas,
Mexico:

However, the peons, agile as cats, and from childhood accus-
tomed to march and wander over similar ground, took short
cuts wherever feasible. In spite of their heavy packs they slid
down rocks, jumped lightly over gigantic fallen trees. El Cama-
ron [the overseer], on horseback, had to follow the entire
length of the trail. There were periods when he found himself
completely alone on the trail. It was then that he felt afraid.®

And about the so-called Zaparo Indians of the Ecuadorian montaria Simson
wrote that their preceptions of eye and ear are perfectly marvelous and
surpass the non-auca Indians considerably. Their knowledge of the forest is
so perfect, he assures us, that they travel at night in unknown parts. They
are great fighters, detecting sounds and footprints where white men discern
nothing. On the trail of their prey they out-shadow the shadows of its passage,
suddenly swerving, and then again, as if following its very scent—like the
hunted animal itself. Indeed, their motions are the same as Traven’s peons,
‘““cat-like,”’ and they move unscathed through the underwood and thorns.
To communicate with each other they generally imitate the whistle of the
toucan or partridge—and all this is in marked contrast to the non-aucas, the
civilized Indians, ‘“‘who stand in fear and respect of them, but despise or
affect to despise them as infidels behind their backs [emphasis added].”””
Today high in the Colombian Andes overlooking the Putumayo forests,
the highland shaman with whom I have worked talks of the lowland shamans
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*‘Spirit of the wild’”’—making medicine.



The Image of the Auca 99

as aucas or as auca-like: ethereal interminglings of animal and human—
presences potent with the magic of the hot forests below. With them he
makes his spiritual pact because, inferior and subhuman as they are, they
provide the power he needs to defy fate, to do battle with evil, and to cure
his patients. Farther down the mountain, in the foothills, my Ingano shaman
friend Santiago Mutumbajoy calls his curing fan of leaves waira sacha, ‘‘spirit
of the forest’’ or ‘‘brush of the wind.”” With this fan beating into the night
throughout the whole night, he sings. The hallucinogen yagé brings the
visions. With this fan of leaves imparting motion to the forest of envy and
wildness that constitutes society and its troubled relationships, those rela-
tions are healed. It is by singing with this rustling fan that he makes his
medicines and wipes the sick body clean of the sorcery or spirits that assailed
it. One form of wildness, that of the wilderness, contends with another,
usually that of envy, sometimes that of baneful spirits. In the body the battle
wages, one form of wildness circling another, disorder tripping up disorder
in its own disorderliness. Around and around darts the song, wordless,
crying, full of the pain of human hearts, of frogs croaking in the slime of the
forest. Sacha, says the son of the shaman (‘‘as in sacha gente—people of
the forest’’), and he pauses, ‘‘like aucas,’’ as if the wild auca-presence in
the leaves of the forest in the fan of the curer provided the magical force
required to expel the auca-like demons lodged in the innards of the white
folk who come to these Indian healers for cure—white folk who regard these
Indian healers in the same way that Alfred Simson one hundred years ago
said that aucas were regarded by civilized Indians ‘‘who stand in fear and
respect of them, but despise or affect to despise them as infidels behind their
backs.”’

It is crucial to grasp the dialectic of sentiments contained within the ap-
pellation auca, a dialectic enshrouded in magic composed of both fear and
contempt—similar if not identical to the mysticism, hate, and awe that Tim-
erman discerns as projected onto him in the torture chamber. In the case of
aucas, this projection, conscious or unconscious, is inseparable from the
imputation of rebellion against sacred imperial authority and the further
imputation of magical power possessed by lowland forest dwellers as a class
and by their oracles, seers, and healers—their shamans—in particular. More-
over, this indigenous (and in all likelihood pre-Hispanic) construction of
wildness blends with the late medieval European figure of the magically
savage and animal-like ‘‘wild man’’ brought to the Andes and the Amazon
by the Spaniards and the Portuguese. Today, in the upper reaches of the
Putumayo with which I am acquainted, this colonially combined mythology
of the magic of the auca and of the wild man underlies the resort to Indian
shamans by white colonists seeking cure from sorcery and hard times, while
these very same colonists despise Indians as savages. During the rubber
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boom, with its need for ‘‘wild’’ Indians to gather rubber and with its equally
desperate atmosphere of wild distrust and suspicion among the *‘civilized,”’
this same ur-mythology and magic of colonial practices of signification nour-
ished paranoia and great cruelty. Going to the Indians for their healing power
and killing them for their wildness are not so far apart. Indeed, these actions
are not only intertwined but are codependent—and it is this codependence
that looms in so startling a fashion when we consider how fine the line is
that separates the use of Indians as laborers, on the one hand, and their use
as mythic objects of torture on the other.

Putumayo terror was the terror of the fineness of that line as international
capitalism converted the ‘‘excesses’’ of torture into rituals of production no
less important than the rubber gathering itself. Torture and terror were not
simply utilitarian means of production; they were a form of life, a mode of
production, and in many ways, for many people, not least of whom were
the Indians themselves, its main and consuming product.

Fear of Indian Rebellion

Deponent often went on expeditions with Normand—always
after Indians—and very many Indians were killed by him (Nor-
mand) then. One day they came to an Indian house in the An-
dokes country and caught all the Indians in the house—there
were women, and men, and young children, some about a
month old, quite small. All were killed except the little chil-
dren—they were left alive in the house to die there—but their
mothers were killed. He cut off the heads of all these Indians,
Senor Normand himself did it. Deponent will swear it—he saw
him do it. He cut off their heads with a machete; he said,
Those were to pay for the white people they had killed. The
Andokes had killed some Colombians before this. [Casement,
Putumayo Report, 128; emphasis added.]

In addition to explaining Putumayo terror as caused by the profit motive,
Casement considered the possibility that fear of Indian attack or rebellion
prompted the whites to commit atrocities. But in keeping with the picture
he wanted to paint, of Indian docility and innocence, he vigorously presented
reasons why Indian rebellion was unlikely. The problem, however, is that
whether or not something is likely or unlikely often has little to do with its
effects on consciousness and history, in this case that of the overseers and
company officials living in the rubber stations.

Casement said that Indian rebellion was unlikely because Indian com-
munities were disunited, from times dating long before the rubber boom, he
said, and whereas the company employees were armed and well deployed,
the Indians were poorly armed and their blowpipes, bows, and lances had
been confiscated. Most important, in his opinion, was that the elders had
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been murdered for the crime of giving ‘‘bad advice.”” What that euphemism
meant was that the elders, had, in Casement’s words, gone so far as to
““‘warn the more credulous or less experienced against the white enslaver
and to exhort the Indian to flee or to resist rather than to work rubber for
the new-comers.”’ It was this that brought their doom. ‘‘I met no old Indian”’
Casement continued, ‘‘man or woman, and few had got beyond middle age.’’8
In this regard it is worth noting that, according to the Capuchins, who went
down from the Sibundoy Valley into the Putumayo forests fifteen years after
Casement was there, the company removed the shamans (desterraba a los
brujos) and sent them, as prisoners, to Iquitos.?

As regards the threat of rebellion, the Barbadian overseer Frederick Bishop
provided a different perspective. ‘‘He is sure,”” summarized Casement in
the latter part of his report reserved for the testimony of the Barbadians,
‘‘that many of the Indians hate and dread the ‘whites,” and would kill them
if they could, but they are too timid and cowed and have no arms. Sometimes
some Indian will try to do that, to get others to come and attack the whites,
so as to stop the rubber drives. That was how Bartolomé Zumaeta was killed
‘a few months before.” >’10

Bartolomé Zumaeta was no less than Arana’s brother-in-law, a syphilitic

-and repugnant wretch according to some of Hardenburg’s witnesses,!! and
one of the men alleged to have led the attack on David Serrano’s rubber
camp when the company was driving the Colombian traders away from the
Igaraparana. In reply to questioning by the Select Committee two years after
submitting his report to the Foreign Office, Casement said that, in addition
to Bartolomé, yet another brother was shot by Indians, on a separate occasion.

Thus, after his six weeks in the area, the consul-general gives us in his
report a string of logically connected cause-and-effect, sociological and ra-
tional-sounding reasons why Indian rebellion was unlikely. Yet we know that
two of Arana’s brothers-in-law were shot by Indians, and that at least one
of those shootings was fatal. Moreoever, Bishop, who was there as an over-
seer for some six years, intimated that he was not at all sure about that
propensity to rebel; he felt that the Indians hated and dreaded their masters
and would kill them if they could. To the overseer none of this was too clear,
and while he could be reasonably sure about the state of arms, he could not
be sure about the state of mind, and it is in that space of wondering between
arms and mind where doubt locks horns with fantasy—the next attack,
hidden things, the ambiguous multiplicity of signs.

A few days after Casement was hanged in London the Indians in the
Atenas rubber station rebelled and killed, so it is said, thirteen of the com-
pany’s white employees.!? Father Pinell was told of a large uprising along
the Igaraparana in 1917 that required the use of Peruvian troops to put it
down.!® The threat of revolt was real.

There were other types of Indian revolt to consider as well. Bucelli and
three other whites had all been killed by Indians for instance, and not just
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by Indians but by muchachos, the armed guards of Indians that the company
trained and depended on. It was a sordid story. They had been raiding for
Indians into Colombian territory, chasing runaways:

Bucelli’s Indian ‘wife,” who accompanied him, and who was
the mother of three children by him—two of whom I met—had
had so much sympathy with the object of the ‘muchachos’ that
she had not warned her husband of the plot against his life, al-
though, as I was assured, aware of it. The four ‘muchachos’
had subsequently fought among themselves, and two had been
killed in this way. The two survivors had after some months
given themselves up to the station of Entre Rios. They had
been flogged repeatedly and just before my visit had been con-
fined in chairs in the neighbouring station of Matanzas. Not
long before my visit to that station in October 1910 they had
escaped from the house in which they were confined, and had
got off into the forest with the chains still on them. As they
were Huitotos, and their escape had occurred in the Andokes
country, it was likely that they would meet their fate in the end
at the hands of those Indians whom they had so often been en-
gaged in maltreating.4

If we turn to Joaquin Rocha, who traveled through the area seven years
before Casement when the independent Colombian traders were still there,
the issue of Indian revolt is no clearer. On the one hand he interprets the
situation by logically deriving consequences from what he takes to be a self-
evident maxim to which the Putumayo Indians form no exception: that
conquered people hate their masters. The Indians were constantly conspiring
against their white masters, he says, until the tyrannical Criséstomo Her-
nandez, with savagery even greater than theirs, taught them the futility of
revolt. Still, the jungle was awfully big. Don Cris6stomo’s power must have
been really something if it could not only force the Indians to gather rubber
but could also prevent them from running away. Perhaps the stories about
his oratory need consideration too. It was said that he joined in with the
Indian men around the tobacco pot at night and that such was the power of
his stories, in the native language, that he could bid the Indians do his will.

But on the other hand there was never that much to fear because the
Indians, says Rocha, are like children and cannot keep a secret, thus con-
demning in advance any large-scale uprising through the loose tongues of
Indian servants and concubines. When the rubber traders—meaning, at that
time, the Colombian rubber traders—get wind of such a plan it is their custom
to arm and gather together at a suitable place of defense, at which point the
Indians retire because of their incapacity for direct and open fighting. When
the Indians made such an attempt on the eve of Rocha’s arrival it was defused
by the smooth-talking Colombian Gregorio Calderén, head of the rubber
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trading firm of Calderén & Brothers, whom the Huitotos called ‘‘Capitan
General of the Rationals.”” He explained to the Indians that the whites were
not trying to take their land and that what little they used for their food
crops they would return to the Indians as soon as they left the territory.!s
Seven years later, at Entre Rios, Casement heard about an Indian chief
named Chingamui who in 1903, the year Rocha was traveling through the
area, was said to have exercised a wide influence over all the Huitotos in
that district. ‘‘He had fallen into the hands of a Colombian named Calderén,”’
wrote Casement, ‘‘but not before he had shot at and wounded his murderer.”’16
Rocha tried to distinguish between general uprisings and partial uprisings.
While the former had failed (‘‘up till now,” he wrote), there was no doubt
that there had been ‘‘partial’’ revolts which had been fatal for the Whites
who dominated the specific area which became the theater of revolt.”’17
To the dead whites and their families it must have mattered little whether
the revolt was partial or general. To those who were not killed, this distinction
between general and partial must have offered but small relief to their worries
about what was going on in the minds of their peons and in the limitless
forest surrounding them. No matter how partial, the effect of Indian revolts
on the consciousness of the overseers in the camps in the jungle was not an
effect that could be gauged by facts clear and simple. The effects on con-
sciousness of this atmosphere of uncertainty obeyed forces other than sta-
tistical ones of general or partial.
It was an effect that depended on the circulation of stories. Traven under-
stood this from his travels through the mahogany forests of Chiapas.

Throughout the twenty years during which, up to that time, the
exploitation of hardwoods in those regions had been carried on,
only one serious mutiny had occurred. This mutiny was the ba-
sis for many terrifying narrations with which traders and agents
passed their time during the long evenings when, in their trav-
els through villages and fincas, they sat with finqueros and
rancheros, after supper, on the porches, smoking, swinging in
rocking chairs or lounging in hammocks.!®

‘‘Life for the Whites in the land of the Huitotos hangs by a thread,” wrote
Joaquin Rocha but one page after he had virtually dismissed the threat of
rebellion, and he went on to describe just what he meant.

‘“‘Not so long ago’’ Emilio Gutiérrez navigated up the Caqueta from Brazil
searching for Indians to establish a rubber station. Reaching the area he
wished to conquer, he sent the greater part of his men back to carry mer-
chandise, and while asleep he and his three companions were killed by wild
Indians. Upon hearing this, other whites prepared to retaliate when news
reached them that thirty of Gutiérrez’s Indian workforce had also been killed,
all at the same time yet in different parts of the jungle. Indians working for
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whites were sent in pursuit of the rebels, some of whom were killed outright,
some taken as prisoners for the whites, while the majority escaped. Some
were captured and eaten by these Indian mercenaries.'

Seven years later, in 1910, Casement heard of the same episode from a
Peruvian, who introduced his tale by saying that the methods used by the
Colombian conquerors ‘‘were very bad.”” He told Casement that the rebel
Indians decapitated Gutiérrez together with an unstated number of other
whites and exposed their skulls on the walls of their drum sheds, cutting off
their arms and legs and keeping the limbless bodies in water for as long as
possible so as to show them off to other Indians. Casement’s informant said
he had found the bodies of twelve others tied to stakes, assuring Casement
that (in contrast to Rocha’s account) the Indians had not eaten them because
they ‘‘had a repugnance to eating white men, whom they hated too much.”
Terrible reprisals subsequently fell upon the Indians, noted Casement.2°

Whether considered on its own or in comparison with Rocha’s account,
this story retold by Casement emphasizes the point that the uncertainty
surrounding the possibility of Indian ‘‘treachery’’ fed a colonially paranoid
mythology in which dismemberment, cannibalism, and the exposure of body
parts and skulls grinned wickedly.

Fear of Cannibalism

Three enormous Indians painted in red, their mouths full of
coca bulging their cheeks, advanced to greet us, hitting us on
the back as a form of welcome. Above us hung suspended from
the roof four human skulls. They were trophies from a recent
battle between Nonuyas and their neighbours the Ekireas. Each
skull corresponded to a victim of the cannibals. I couldn’t but
feel a swift emotion, to see us, so few in number, surrounded
by those Indians, strong and muscley, who could split us into
pieces in the twinkling of an eye from the moment we

arrived. . . .

Sometimes you see dissected arms from which the meat has
been stripped but the tendons left in place with the hands
slightly bent. Tied to a wooden handle they serve as cooking
spoons for the cahuana. In spite of all my attempts to obtain
one of these kitchen utensils, I was not able. It is with great
suspicion that the Huitotos guard their ornaments, their neck-
laces of teeth, of feathers, and so forth. The reason they hide
them is to evade the desires of the whites who often seize them
against the will of their owners, giving nothing in return. [Eu-
genio Robuchon, supposedly, En El Putumayo y sus afluentes,
““edicion oficial,”” (Lima, 1907).]

Whatever it meant to Indians, cannibalism for colonial culture functioned
as the supple sign for construing reality, the caption point without which
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otherwise free-floating signifiers wandered off into space as so many disas-
sembled limbs and organs of a corpus. Cannibalism summed up all that was
perceived as grotesquely different about the Indian as well as providing for
the colonists the allegory of colonization itself. In condemning cannibalism,
the colonists were in deep complicity with it. Otherness was not dealt with
here by simple negation, a quick finishing off.

On the contrary, everything hinged on a drawn-out, ritualized death in
which every body part took its place embellished in a memory-theater of
vengeances paid and repaid, honors upheld and denigrated, territories dis-
tinguished in a feast of difference. In eating the transgressor of those dif-
ferences, the consumption of otherness was not so much an event as a
process, from the void erupting at the moment of death to the reconstituting
of oneself, the consumer, with still-warm otherness. In this manner colo-
nization was itself effected.

Ascribed to Indians, cannibalism was taken from them as a cherished
dream image of the fears of being consumed by difference, as we see in the
case of Joaquin Rocha, who depicts the jungle and the Indians as devouring
forces. Just as important was the erotic passion this gave to the countermove
of devouring the devourer. Allegations of cannibalism served not only to
justify enslavement of Indians by the Spanish and the Portuguese from the
sixteenth century onwards; such allegations also served to flesh out the
repertoire of violence in the colonial imagination.

The interest the whites display is obsessive; again and again Rocha scents
cannibalism in the murk around him. He is frightened in the forest, not of
animals but of Indians, and it is always with what becomes in effect the
insufferably comic image of the person-eating Indian that he chooses to
represent that fear of being consumed by a wild, unknown, half-sensed
uncertainty. Among the whites, to stamp out cannibalism is an article of
faith like a crusade, he says. Cannibalism is an addictive drug; whenever
the Huitotos think they can deceive the whites, ‘‘they succumb to their
beastly appetites.”” The whites have therefore to be more like beasts, as in
the story retold by Rocha concerning Cris6stomo Hernandez killing all the
Indians of a communal house down to the children at the breast for suc-
cumbing to that addiction.

The prisoner was bound between two stakes with his arms stretched out.
His legs were stretched apart and his feet were anchored to the ground by
sharp sticks hammered into the soles of his feet. He was in a half-crouching,
half-standing position and thus was he killed with a spear or a dagger—so
Konrad Preuss, a German ethnographer, wrote on the basis of having spent
an unstated length of time with Huitotos in 1914.2!

He published two scholarly volumes on Huitoto religion and myths in
1921, including a somewhat ambiguous account of the bai or cannibal festival,
ambiguous in the sense that he never clearly distinguished between what he
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himself witnessed and what he was told about at a remove from the event
itself. (There was barely a mention of the rubber boom in his work.)

Only the men ate the victim, according to Preuss—they ate the heart,
kidneys, liver, and the marrow of the bones after it had been partially cooked
so it was still bloody. Before eating everyone took a cheekful of tobacco
juice; otherwise they would be unable to eat. After eating they went to the
river and vomited everything out. He who had eaten human flesh became a
bold and clever warrior, understood how to make war magic and could, for
instance, jump across the river or off the top of the house. Emptied of its
brain and washed in the river, the skull was hung from the roof beams and
the teeth worn as a necklace. The Muinane downstream were supposed to
have smoked and eaten the whole body.

After they had eaten the flesh of the victim the festival was held. During
the nights before it, so Preuss tells us, many stories were told—of the eating
of whole tribes by the snake, the bat, the tapir, the Rigai, the fight with the
Rigai, stories of the bai festival, and the destruction of the people by the
dyaroka tree. Only two of the myths did not mention cannibalism, and they
told of the destruction of the man in the moon. On the evening before the
festival a speech was given in which it was related how the moon, father
Buneima, the ancestor, ate members of many tribes. This story was also
told when a member of one tribe visited another tribe. Father Buneima also
ate stars, plants, and animals.

These are some of the songs that Preuss says were sung at the cannibal
festival:

Husiniamui the sun god’s song: Down there behind the chil-
dren of men before my bloody place where the sun rises, in the
middle of the blood-covered scene at the foot of my blood tree
are my Rigai sons. There they are at work full of rage. They
crush the skull of the prisoner and singe off (?) the bird (?).
[The question marks are Preuss’s.] Near heaven in the river of
blood are the rocks of my passion for fighting (i.e. enemies).
Down there on the village square of the first people they are at
work full of rage and they crush the prisoners. There they
seethe.

Song of the toad: It smells of blood! How shall I (the toad)
speak to Egaide, the son of the Caimito tribe as his widow!
When day breaks the toads go for this reason into the lake that
is red with blood.

Song of the woodpecker: ‘‘How shall I (the woodpecker)
henceforth speak as his widow to Hifaidyagido, the son of the
tribe of the Diuene!”” All woodpeckers although they are not
human will go on this account into the wood when day breaks.

Song of the great blue butterfly: 1t flutters, bringing harm.
““How shall 1, as his widow, speak to Kuraveko, the son, etc.”’
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All the butterflies that are not human, will go to the Aguacate
tree up by the old huts, at daybreak.

Song of the Dyaroka people: . . . Down river in the under-
world the headman Hitidi Muinama sleeps and looks downward
on account of Bogeiko’s face. When it is up above, he turns
himself down river to the underworld on account of the face of
the tree. Only the people of the tree of decay in the underworld
who made Bogeiko’s face can look upwards freely. (The
painted wood is war-magic which when looked at causes things
to happen, including blindness.)

To the extent that this filtered through the woods, what would the colonists
and the employees of the Peruvian Amazon Company have made of it? And
as we dwell on this world dedicated to the sun god, naming the names, the
places, the actions, the animals, and the spirits, in short this affirmation of
a world, do we not also have to consider that the company’s rites of torture
also affirmed a world and did so in ways dependent on the colonist’s un-
derstanding of Indian understandings of rites of cannibalism—of that flut-
tering forth in its heavy-winged adroitness of the great blue butterfly of
sorcery into a world of bloody fire? In their mutilating, dismembering, and
burning of Indians, and the burning of them alive in the Peruvian flag soaked
in kerosene, for instance, were not the company employees engaged in the
ritual enactment of their own colonial world? Were they not thus constantly
reproducing their world over and over again against the savagery on which
their world depended and with which, therefore, it was complicit? Were they
not thereby affirming their place as conquerors, their function in civilizing,
and their aura as whites with a magic even greater, perhaps, than the sun
god’s?

Something crucial about such complicity and the magical power of the
company employees emerges from what has been said in recent times about
Andoke Indians who claim that the rubber company had a stronger story
than the Indians’ story and this is why, for example, the armed uprising of
the Andoke Yarocamena against the company failed and failed so disastrously.

By story (rafue) is here meant something like tradition and the telling of
tradition such that (in the words of Benjamin Ypes and Roberto Pineda) the
ideological and ritual conditions guaranteeing the efficacity of work are set
in place.?? The telling of the story is a sort of necessary mediation between
concept and practice that ensures the reproduction of the everyday world.
Not just stories then but (in the Spanish phrase used by the aforementioned
authors) Historias para Nosotros—histories not of, but for us.

Yet if the story of the company employees was stronger than that of the
Indians, one wonders why, as these same Andokes told Ypes and Pineda,
that one of the tortures inflicted by the company on Yarocamena’s followers
was to cut out their tongues—and then make them talk.
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From another direction one is reminded of the colonist’s story about
Cris6stomo Herndndez, one of the first rubber traders to push his way into
the Igaraparand, slaughtering Indians only to be slaughtered by one of his
own men. It was said by the colonists that Don Criséstomo would spend
nights orating with Indian men in their communal houses around the tobacco
pot, seducing them into doing his bidding with the power of his storytelling.

It is the turn-of-the-century Colombian traveler, Joaquin Rocha, who tells
us this—or rather retells and therewith adds his part to what, I presume,
the Indians would call the colonists’ ‘‘History for Us.”” What is important
here is how Rocha strains both to blend and to distinguish the use of violence
and the use of oratory. On the one hand he says that Don Cris6stomo used
first oratory and later force, while on the other hand this distinction can only
be maintained by deploying rhetorical measures ensuring that not only are
violence and oratory codependent as a type of power/knowledge but that
both are in some way dependent upon magic as well. Indeed, it is in their
codependent difference that magic resides; Jacques Derrida’s ‘‘deconstruc-
tion’’ here applies with telling force.

Rocha tells us, after establishing that Don Cris6stomo spoke with such
power of seduction that assemblies of Huitoto captains would unanimously
adopt his proposals, that

this was before obtaining the omnipotence occassioned by ter-
ror and victories, such that he imposed his Dominion as much
by force of arms as by force of words, becoming not only for
the Indians the seductive orator and the invincible man of
arms, but also by these means something greater—because for
the Huitotos he was their king and God.??

And one should also study the epigraph to Gonzalo Paris LLozano’s book,
Guerrilleros del Tolima, about the War of One Thousand Days (1899-1901)
in southern Colombia, an event that produced many of the first rubber traders
in the Putumayo: ‘‘Those were other men, more men than those of today,
wilder in action and more seasoned in the word’’ (‘‘Aquellos eran otros
hombres, mas hombres que los de tiempos presentes, mds bravos en la accion
y méas sazonados en la palabra’’).24 Here it is not so much magic but nostalgia
that both unites and distinguishes violence and oratory.

It was a life plagued by illness, heat, hunger, and insects and there was
at least one colonial bard who set this sad litany to verse as Rocha’s canoe
drifted downstream ever deeper into the forest. It was like Purgatory, where
the seven plagues afflicting Egypt existed a thousandfold, and death took
many forms: drowning in the river, death from the sting-ray, lunch for the
boa or the tiger . . . or for the Huitoto dinner. And no sooner had Rocha
copied this down with the last line ringing when the Coreguaje Indians
manning his canoe cried out ‘‘Charucangui!’’ ‘‘We had arrived for the second
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stage of our great trip, to the singular land of the cannibals, Huitoto-land,
conquered by twelve valiant Colombians, heroic progeny of their conquis-
tador forefathers.”’?’

They were hardened foresters whose livelihood depended on outwitting
competitors and maintaining hold of Indians in a Hobbesian world, stateless
and cutthroat, where the literalization of man eating man made the otherwise
proverbial jungle of unrestrained competition a grim reality. In cannibalism
they and those who chose to represent them to the outside world found a
‘‘way station,”’ so to speak, a point of strategic convergence in the rubber
station where the assumed forms of life of the savage met the savagery
assumed by the trade.

There were several such way stations where Indian and white society
folded into the assumed otherness of each other, where what was taken to
be an Indian practice met with what was taken to be a white one, where
assumed meanings met with assumed meanings to form strange codepen-
dencies and culture itself—the culture of colonization. There were the rubber
traders living with Indian ‘“‘wives’ (who bore strangely few children, ac-
cording to Rocha); missionaries ‘‘baptizing’’ Huitotos with Christian names
while Huitotos carried out lavish rites ‘‘baptizing’’ whites with Huitoto names
(and let’s not forget titles, a doubly circulated process in which Indians
applied to whites’ titles that whites applied to them, with changes where
appropriate, of course—as with the informal leader of the Colombian rubber
traders, Gregorio Calderdn, ‘‘Captain General of the Rationals’’); whites
going to Indian medicine men; whites (so the tale goes) like Criséstomo
Hernandez out-orating the Huitoto orators and thereby bending them to the
whites’ will; the great Indian festivals where the ‘‘advances’’ of trade goods
were exchanged for rubber; and, of course, the host of interwoven Indian
and colonist assumptions about the rights and duties built into the debt-
peonage relationship itself.

These were vitally important practical affairs.

They were also ritual events.

As such they were in effect new rituals, rites of conquest and colony
formation, mystiques of race and power, little dramas of civilization tailoring
savagery which did not mix or homogenize ingredients from the two sides
of the colonial divide but instead bound Indian understandings of white
understandings of Indians to white understandings of Indian understandings
of whites.

The colonists’ appropriation of Indian cannibalism was one such metari-
tual, no less than was their fascination with the Indians’ tobacco pot.

Into this pot of thick black juice many male fingers were stuck, then licked.
From what we read it was an exciting as well as a reverential experience,
male bonding through the intoxication of polyphonic discourse and nicotine
and maybe coca as well in the dark fastness of jungle enclaves, women and
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children beyond the circle, the pot with its thick juice in the center. Its
revelation demanded a curious blend of brash scientific/ethnographic dis-
closure combined with the coyness of a voyeur strip-teasing the veil of time
from primal secrets. Author after author was enchanted by the spectacle
their texts reproduced; Indian men staying awake at night in a circle around
the pot of tobacco juice debating the issues of the day in a strange mixture
of male democracy, classical nobility, and primitive mysticism. Every now
and again at some important juncture in the debate they would dip a finger
into the tobacco and suck it—hence the name bestowed on this by the
colonists, chupe del tabaco, the sucking of tobacco—until agreement was
reached to the general satisfaction.

“This is the Huitotos’ most solemn oath,”” wrote Hardenburg, as if he
too, serious and pedantic, were under some sort of oath himself. And well
he might have been, for what followed was astounding. ‘‘“Whenever the
whites wish to enter into any important agreement with the Indians,” he
added, ‘‘they always insist on this ceremony being performed.”

It is doubtful if he himself ever witnessed such sucking. Without making
it clear whether he had or not, he went on to depict it. The captain begins
by inserting his finger into the pot, he explained, and starts a long speech
that is interrupted from time to time by the rest with an emphatic yell of
approval. The group then becomes more excited, until each one sticks his
own finger into the pot and applies it to his tongue.?¢ That’s it. Hardenburg
then went on to describe the Huitotos’ houses—ethnographic snapshots.

Twenty years later Father Gaspar de Pinell did witness the chupe del
tabaco when Huitoto Indians stayed up late to discuss the religious teachings
that he, his fellow Capuchin Father Bartolomé, and their interpreter had laid
before them by means of oil paintings. Father Gaspar wrote that the sucking
of tobacco occurs whenever the Indians have important things to discuss,
such as when the chief gives instructions to his people to gather rubber for
the whites, do agricultural work, go hunting, or attack another tribe or the
whites themselves. Squatting around the tobacco with the women and chil-
dren swaying in hammocks out of sight but within earshot, the chiefs and
the Indians of most prestige begin long discourses, as if reciting. Three or
four men may do this at the same time and they repeat, he said, the same
idea a thousand times but in different words. When a pause is reached all
the men repeat the last few words with a prolonged ‘‘mmm,”’ thus preserving,
emphasized the good father, their beliefs and customs intact from generation
to generation.??

“It is said to be administered,” wrote Casement, ‘‘when it is sought to
bind them to a solemn engagement by an irrevocable promise.”” Yet there
was something more, concealed and threatening, in the chupe, as if the very
use of it by the traders for rubber caused some vengeful spirit to emerge
from the tobacco pot itself when the suckers said ‘“No more!”’
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It was from the book purported to be the work of the mysteriously dis-
appeared French explorer, Eugenio Robuchon, that Casement retrieved that
spirit of vengeance, lifting the veil on the primal scene to reveal to Sir Edward
Grey and the British public unsuspected depths to Indian gullibility. It was
a tense situation. Robuchon had landed among some Nonuya Indians and
had seen the human skulls hanging from the roof. He didn’t feel very good.
They were strong men painted red with their cheeks puffed full of coca,
slapping him on the back. He kept his Winchester close and wrote in his
diary to keep his thoughts straight. They surrounded his hut. It was night
and the shadows from the fires projected shapes of Indians against the walls
moving in a macabre dance. It was diabolic, he said. The growling of Rob-
uchon’s great dane kept them at bay. Suddenly more Indians arrived. Now
there were some thirty all together, milling around a pot placed on the ground.
One of the Indians who seemed to be the chief stuck his finger in it and
spoke rapidly.

‘‘From the beginning the scene interested me intensely,”’ began the passage
in the edicion oficial attributed to the disappeared Frenchman,

and in order to follow it better I set my papers to one side. It
was the very chupe del tabaco, the ceremony in which the In-
dians recall their lost liberty and formulate terrible vows of
vengeance against the whites. The conversation became more
and more animated under the influence of tobacco and coca.
The Indians became overexcited, almost threatening.?®

He had been hired by Arana in 1904 as an ‘‘explorer.’”’ It was a task calling
for a geographer and an ethnologist, a sort of commercial spying of the land
and its people dignified by the appeal to civilization and science. Rumor had
it that a year or so later he was killed by the company when his sympathies
turned against it. He had married a Huitoto woman who went to live with
his family in France after he died. Captain Whiffen provided a moving elegy,
as much to the morbid spirit of the forest as to Robuchon’s disappearance,
where he describes in his book passing through the forest with John Brown,
the Barbadian overseer, and coming across derelict photographic plates and
vestiges of a camp which they presumed to be the French explorer’s last.

Robuchon had taken a lot of photographs and the book published post-
humously under his name was filled with them, many depicting waterfalls
and bends in the rivers, pretty places enthusiastically commented upon as
such by the leading newspaper of Lima, aptly named El Comercio, when
the book came out. In the photographs in which white men appeared they
invariably bore Winchester rifles, a point that impressed members of the
Select Committee of the British House of Commons and made them wonder
why such an amount of hardware had to be carried or photographed so
conspicuously. In José Eustacio Rivera’s novel of forest and rubber-peons,
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Robuchon’s wife and the Huitota Indian Maria, after the shipwreck of the steam
launch Ciryl in which they lost all their belongings. (From Eugenio Robuchon, En
el Putumayo y sus afluentes, 1907.)

The Vortex, which is more than a novel since it has passed into living my-
thology (I myself have encountered persons who said they migrated to the
Putumayo on account of the mysterious excitement it conveyed about the
jungle), there is a French explorer who, moved by the suffering of the peons,
undergoes a sudden change of heart and begins in secret to photograph the
mutilations that the company has inflicted on them. The Kodak becomes
the eye that will pierce the veil of hallucination that Arana has cast over the
Putumayo. But a short time later company men march off to rebut his
denunciations. He will never leave the forest again.

None of those sort of photos appear in the book published under Robu-
chon’s name. All we know of them are what Whiffen kicks around in the
ashes of an old fire in the forest a couple of years later—while in the book
said to be Robuchon’s there are many photographs of naked Indian women,
scientific-anthropological mugshots with an anterior view, a posterior view,
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Robuchon’s wife and his sister in Poitiers, France. (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el
Putumayo y sus afluentes, 1907.)

and an accompanying dissecting text—e.g., ‘‘In general the Huitotos have
thin and nervous members. It is rare to find among them a pronounced
abdomen.”” So begins one chapter following the abdomens with a swerve to
discuss hunting habits of the Indians. The eye here is indiscriminate: Indian
tummies, Indian hunting . . . all grist for the mill of the all-consuming eye
of scientific ethnography. Lest it be thought that this is not science but
something between pseudo- and protoscience, the reader is advised to con-
sult the six volumes of the authoritative Handbook of South American In-
dians published in the 1940s for the Smithsonian Institution’s Bureau of
American Ethnology and prepared in cooperation with that disinterested
patron of the sciences, the U.S. Department of State. In volume 3, for
example, one finds the same colonizing eye at work in the photographs of
Huitoto people, the same display of the body as artifact to be scrutinized
for the mystery of its meaning—i.e., its meaning to us. Which is the more
poignant in this respect: Susan Sontag’s notion that in capturing reality
through photography, the thing thus represented is all the more irretrievably
lost, or Michel Foucault’s notion that the modern sciences of society and
of the person depend upon a clinical way of seeing that comes close in order
to distance itself in the orbit of control??® These are the same eyes that put
Huitoto baskets and blowpipes in museums and are taught to look at them
as data in locked glass cases.
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Cannibalism in another mode? (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el Putumayo y sus
afluentes, 1907.)

There are no photographs of naked men. If the men are white they bear
a hat and carry a gun. If they’re Indian they sport a breechcloth. Are we
being invited to participate in a colonial code of seduction and violence?
While the women enchant, the men. . .

In the text of the Frenchman’s book it is said that, unlike the Indian men,
the women do not eat people (yet legend has it, in Rocha’s account, that
the fearsome Cris6stomo Herndndez had killed an entire communal house
full of people, down to the infants because the women as well as the children
were cannibalizing), and the Lima newspaper El Comercio stated concerning
Robuchon’s Huitoto widow, on the occasion of the posthumous publication
of the Frenchman’s book, that it would not be all that unusual if tomorrow
one of her Huitoto sisters were to encounter the same fate (referring, one
imagines, to her marriage and not to her widowhood). ‘‘As you can see in
one of our photographic reproductions,”’ continued the newspaper article,
‘‘it seems that the employees of the zone are not indisposed to the enchant-
ments of the Huitotas.”’3® Mourning the disappearance of the French ex-
plorer, the newspaper appealed once again to a photograph. ‘“Who knows
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““Last Retreat. A group of Huitoto Aimene women. In what respect are these women
weak? Mr. Mitchell referred to modesty? It should be noted that they disrobed
themselves in the presence of the English consul in order to be photographed.”’
(From Carlos Rey de Castro, Los escdndolos del Putumayo, 1913.)

if one of his (Huitoto) companions of such placid demeanour that surround
him in the photograph that today we reproduce did not figure among those
who killed and ate him?’’3! Male companions to be sure, dwarfed by his pith
helmet.

Another chapter of the book credited to Robuchon begins:

The Huitotos have grey-copper colored skin whose tones corre-
spond to numbers 29 and 30 of the chromatic scale of the An-
thropological Society of Paris. Their hair is long, abundant,
black, dark, and smooth. Both sexes let it grow without cut-
ting. They cut or pull out their eyelashes, eyebrows, and the
hairs from the other parts of the body. The men mutilate their
noses and lips according to the tribe. Those of the Upper Igara-
parand perforate the nasal septum, where they place a tube of
reed, the same thickness as the plume of a goose. Those of the
Central Igaraparand perforate the walls of the nose and affix
colored feathers. They also go through the lower lip with a
type of metal nail. Almost all have the ear lobe fitted out with a
piece of hardwood, adorned with the shell of mother of pearl.

The chest is broad. The breasts are elevated and flung back,
giving an air of nobility. But the superior and inferior members,
particularly the latter, are little developed.
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“Indio huitoto caniane del Alto Igaraparani.”” (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el
Putumayo y sus afluentes, 1907.)

It is interesting to note their peculiar way of walking, espe-
cially that of the women. The habit of carrying their babies on
their backs gives them an inclined position which they keep all
their lives. The feet are turned inwards so that when they walk
the muscles close against each other, giving the appearance of
modesty.

On the contrary the men walk with their feet splayed out-
wards balancing their hips. But when they try to cross a log
serving as a bridge over a river or a precipice, then they turn
their feet inwards, thus acquiring more stability and avoiding
slipping. The big toes of both feet are endowed with a great
power of adhesion and serve to pick and gather up all sorts of
objects from the ground. The genital organs of the men, cov-
ered by a belt of fiber which constrains them, never achieve
their normal development. The member is small and with a ten-
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Robuchon surrounded by Huitoto Funufas. (From Eugenio Robuchon, En el Pu-
tumayo y sus afluentes, 1907.)

dency to be always covered by the prepuce which is very large
and covers all the glans. In the women there is no anomaly.
The breasts are periform and stand out, even with the elderly,
in whose case they lose their volume but never hang.

Among the weapons of the Huitotos figures the
blowpipe. . . .32

Where does the heart of darkness lie, in the fleshy body-tearing rites of
the cannibals or in the photographing eye of the beholder exposing them
naked and deformed piece by piece to the world? It is a clinical eye and one
never so lewd as in the closeness of the distance it maintains while dissecting
the body of the Indian—assessing skin color, functionalizing, measuring
breasts, observing toes, measuring penises. In his fear of the Indians, alone
and lost in the jungle, the calming thought came to Captain Whiffen of their
proper place: in glass cases in an Anthropological museum. It was this same
eye that through the Frenchman Robuchon (whether he was real or fictional)
could both measure skin color on a standardizing anthropologizing chromatic
scale and breathlessly portray the diabolic shadows of red and black reflect-
ing the Indians moving at night around the glass case of his hut.

Speaking for the company, Arana assumed, con fundamento, that the
Frenchman had been the victim of the cannibal Indians that populate those
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parts.3? Cast as an ethnographic and geographical report, Robuchon’s book
had been compiled and edited by the able hand of one of Arana’s closest
associates, Carlos Rey de Castro, the Peruvian consul in Manaos, the fore-
most port during the Amazon rubber boom. His ingenuity was equal to the
task. In his own work, Los pobladores del Putumayo, he set out to further
Peruvian (and hence Arana’s) claims to the disputed stretches of the Putu-
mayo and its indigneous inhabitants by claiming the latter as descendants
of the orejones of the sacred Incan capital of Cuzco, far away in the Andean
mountains. (Casement argued a similar case in his beautiful and moving
article for The Contemporary Review in which he depicted the Indians as in
but not of the forest.) But that was not all. In 1909 Rey de Castro tried to
wheedle maps and notes out of Captain Whiffen when they met in Manaos
in the presence of Julio César Arana.

Whiffen was on his way back to England where reports were flying
that the company was up to no good. ‘‘I showed him the notes and my
draft maps,”” Whiffen informed the Select Committee on Putumayo. ‘‘He
was very interested in it all. He informed me that he had edited Robu-
chon’s book on the country in question, and that he would like to have
my notes in hand, to treat in the same way as he had treated Robu-
chon’s notes.”’34 7

A few months later Arana met with Whiffen in Paris at the Nouvelle Hotel
where they had lunch. Arana asked him his opinions about Hardenburg’s
revelations of atrocities in Truth. He was anxious to know if Whiffen had
been approached by Truth in order to provide further condemnation. Two
weeks later they dined at the Cafe Royal in London, on which occasion
Whiffen informed Arana that he had to prepare a report for the Foreign
Office. They drank champagne all evening. Arana suggested they stop off
at the Motor Club. The next morning Whiffen’s recollection was none too
clear. It seemed that Arana had asked him how much money he would re-
quire to write a report for the Peruvian government. Whiffen told him his
expenses had been £1,400 and started to copy down what Arana dictated to
him. It was in Spanish and Whiffen’s Spanish, he later admitted under cross-
examination by the Select Committee, was very poor. When Arana asked
for the paper Whiffen got suspicious and tore it up. ‘‘I thought he had laid
some trap for me,”’ he told the Select Committee. They were still drinking
champagne.3’

Later on in Arana’s letter to the shareholders of the Peruvian Amazon
Company this written statement of Whiffen’s appeared in English. Someone
had got hold of the pieces and stuck them together, a collage of the original.
The words ‘‘one thousand pounds’ were stuck in the wrong place. The
Spanish pronoun mis was missing from one page and placed on another. It
was grotesque. It was banal. Whiffen was supposed to have written that he
was willing to write a report for the Peruvian government saying he had not
seen any irregularities in the Putumayo.
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Certainly his book, which came out a little later, contained no mention of
ill-treatment of Indians by the rubber company—although there was a deep,
brooding, malevolent tone throughout, the tone of the primal, the forest ill
at ease. ‘‘My expenses were £1,400,” ended his note, ‘“‘but I am agreeable
and will receive £1,000 as compensation—nothing else.’’3¢ And the last two
words appeared forged, presumably by Arana or at his bidding.

It was from such dexterous hands that Eugenio Robuchon’s Putumayan
notes and photographs emerged in book form—mno less than 20,000 copies
of which, so it was said, were printed by Arana in Lima in 1907.37 And it
was from this book that Casement extracted the notion of the chupe del
tabaco as aritual in which the Indians formulated terrible vows of vengeance
against the whites—the same ritual that the whites were said to have used
to bind Indians to debt-peonage and to the collection of rubber.

Doubtless many different fingers could be stuck into the tobacco pot and
sucked. Many were the orations it facilitated. The one about itself, now that
the white man has been added to the circle, is still going on.

It was Don Criséstomo Herndndez who wrought to perfection the colonial
metaritual of the chupe, or rather, as in so many things about the Putumayo
rubber boom, it was the story about Don Criséstomo that was so perfect in
this regard, the story about his stories—which were so compelling that, for
the assemblies of Huitoto captains sitting with him, orating around the to-
bacco pot, there was nought else to do but unanimously agree to his
proposals.38 _

Moreover, stories about the chupe del tabaco could be as mystically pow-
erful as those related around it; in particular the story related by Rocha that
brought the chupe into the very center of the charmed circle of cannibalism
itself. Wildly extravagant and melodramatic, it certainly rings true, not nec-
essarily regarding the cannibalism in question but regarding the poetics of
fear and astonishment that I know from listening to colonists swapping yarns
of the forest and its people. My mind goes back, for instance, to a night I
spent in 1978 in a tiny store by the rio San Miguel, an affluent of the Putumayo
and maybe 150 miles upstream from where Rocha was absorbed in his tales
of terror while the slow chit-chat of frogs croaking entranced the jungle
night. Where I was, so many years later, the hardened men of the forest
talked to each other for hours of stories they had heard about being lost in
the forest, stories of its dangerous animals and its fearsome spirits such as
the espanta, with her hair down to the ground and her long white breasts,
a spirit so frightening that, on seeing her, all consciousness is lost. But never
in all my nights with Indians in the foothills did I hear or overhear stories
like these, spun with such fiendish and melodramatic aesthetic pleasure
derived from fear and mystery.

Traven wrote in The March to the Monteria about a Chamula Indian from
the highlands of Chiapas, Mexico, who went down into the jungle, the first
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step to enslavement as a lumberjack in debt-peonage in the mahogany in-
dustry. *‘All along the way the people he consulted told him the most ter-
rifying stories about the jungle,”” wrote Traven.

These people, however, had never been in the jungle them-
selves; they'had not even approached the thicket at the outer
edges. All of them recounted merely what others had seen or
lived through.

But the various stories related to Celso all contributed, with-
out exception, to inspire in him a terrific fear of the vast jungle.
Nobody really cared whether Celso perished in the jungle or
not. The narrations were made mostly to enjoy the changing
expressions of an interested listener, to pass the time away and
to get excited over one’s story. Ghost stories, tales of spooks,
are not told at night to make someone desist from crossing the
cemetery if that is his road home. They are told to spend a
pleasant evening by watching with delight the terror-stricken
faces of one’s audience.

Now a march through the jungle is by no means a holiday
hike. The facts came very close to the terrifying narrations of
its terrors. . . .3

Such is Traven’s story. And he, too, went down into the mahogany forests.
Joaquin Rocha tells us, presumably as he was told, that

all the individuals of the nation that has captured the prisoner
retire to an area of the bush to which women are absolutely
prohibited, except for one who acts a special role. Children are
also rigorously excluded. In the center, a pot of cooked to-
bacco juice is placed for the pleasure of the men, and in a cor-
ner seated on a little bench and firmly bound is the captive.
Clasping each others’ arms, the savages form a long line, and
to the sound of drums advance dancing very close to the vic-
tim. They retreat and advance many times, with individuals
separating to drink from the pot of tobacco. Then the drum
stops for the dancing cannibals, and so that the unfortunate
victim can see how much he is going to lose by dying, the most
beautiful girl of the tribe enters, regally attired with the most
varied and brilliant feathers of the birds of these woods. The
drum starts again, and the beautiful girl dances alone in front of
and almost touching him. She twists and advances, showering
him with passionate looks and gestures of love, turning around
and repeating this three or four times. She then leaves, termi-
nating the second act of this solemn occasion. The third act fol-
lows with the same men’s dance as before, except that each
time the line of dancers approaches the prisoner, one of the
men detaches himself and declaims something like this: ‘‘Re-
member when your people killed Jatijiko, man of our nation
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whom you couldn’t take prisoner because he knew how to die
before allowing himself to be dragged in front of your people?
We are going to take vengeance of his death in you, you cow-
ard, who doesn’t know how to die in battle like he did.”” Or
else: ‘‘remember when you and your people surprised my sister
Jifisino bathing, captured her and while alive made a party of
her flesh and tormented her until her last breath? Do you re-
member? Now you god-cursed man we are going to devour you
alive and you won’t die until all traces of your bloody flesh
have disappeared from our mouths.”

Following this is the fourth and last act of the terrifying trag-
edy. One by one the dancers come forward and with his knife
each one cuts a slice of meat off the prisoner, which they eat
half roasted to the sound of his death rattle. When he eventu-
ally dies, they finish cutting him up and continue roasting and
cooking his flesh, eating him to the last little bit.4°

Narrative Mediation: Epistemic Murk

It seems to me that stories like these were indispensable to the formation
and flowering of the colonial imagination during the Putumayo rubber boom.
““Their imagination was diseased,’ wrote the Peruvian judge Rémulo Paredes
in 1911, referring to the rubber station employees about and from whom he
obtained 3,000 handwritten pages of testimony after four months in the forest,
‘“‘and they saw everywhere attacks by Indians, conspiracies, uprisings,
treachery etc.; and in order to save themselves from these fancied perils . . .
they killed, and killed without compassion.’’4!

Far from being trivial daydreams indulged in after work was over, these
stories and the imagination they sustained were a potent political force with-
out which the work of conquest and of supervising rubber gathering could
not have been accomplished. What is crucial to understand is the way these
stories functioned to create through magical realism a culture of terror that
dominated both whites and Indians.

The importance of this colonial work of fabulation extends beyond the
nightmarish quality of its contents. Its truly crucial feature lies in the way
it creates an uncertain reality out of fiction, giving shape and voice to the
formless form of the reality in which an unstable interplay of truth and illu-
sion becomes a phantasmic social force. All societies live by fictions taken
as real. What distinguishes cultures of terror is that the epistemological,
ontological, and otherwise philosophical problem of representation—reality
and illusion, certainty and doubt—becomes infinitely more than a ‘‘merely’’
philosophical problem of epistemology, hermeneutics, and deconstruction.
It becomes a high-powered medium of domination, and during the Putumayo
rubber boom this mediium of epistemic and ontological murk was most
keenly figured and thrust into consciousness as the space of death.
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The managers lived obsessed with death, Rémulo Paredes tells us. They
saw danger everywhere. They thought solely of the fact that they live sur-
rounded by vipers, tigers, and cannibals. It was these ideas of death, he
wrote, that constantly struck their imagination, making them terrified and
capable of any action. Like children they had nightmares of witches, evil
spirits, death, treason, and blood. The only way they could live in such a
terrifying world, he observed, was to inspire terror themselves.*?

Sociological and Mythic Mediation: The Muchachos

If it was the telling of tales that mediated this inspiration of terror, then it
behooves us to inquire a little into the group of people who mediated this
mediation; namely, the corps of Indian guards trained by the company and
known as the muchachos de confianza, the ‘‘trusted boys.”” For in Rémulo
Paredes’s words, they were ‘‘constantly devising executions and continually
revealing meetings of Indians ‘licking tobacco’ [the chupel—which meant
an oath to kill white men—imaginary uprisings that never existed, and other
similar crimes.”’4> What is at stake here is in many ways the linchpin of the
company’s control, namely, the typical colonial ploy of using indigenous
culture in order to exploit it. But, of course, things are never quite so simple.
Even the manipulators have a culture and, moreover, culture is not so easily
“‘used.”

Mediating as semicivilized and semirational Indians between the savages
of the forest and the whites of the rubber camps, the muchachos embodied
the salient differences of the class and caste system in the rubber boom. Cut
off from their own kind whom they persecuted and betrayed and in whom
they often inspired envy and hatred, and now classified as semicivilized and
dependent on the whites for food, arms, and goods, the muchachos typified
all that was savage in the colonial mythology of savagery—because they
were in the perfect social and mythic space to do so. Not only did they
embellish fictions that stoked the fires of white paranoia, they also embodied
the brutality that the whites feared, created, and tried to harness to their
own ends. The muchachos traded their colonially created identity as savages
for their new colonial status as civilized Indians and guards. As Paredes
noted, they placed at the disposal of the whites *‘their special instincts, such
as sense of direction, scent, their sobriety, and their knowledge of the for-
est.”’#4 Just as they bought rubber from the wild Indians of the forest, so the
whites also bought the auca-like savage ‘‘instincts’’ of the Indian muchachos.

Yet, unlike rubber, these savage instincts were manufactured from the
whites’ imaginations. All the muchachos had to do to receive their rewards
was to objectify and through stories give back to the whites the phantoms
lying dormant in colonial culture. Given the centuries of Incan and Spanish
colonial mythology concerning the auca and the wild man, and given the
implosion of this mythology in the contradictory social being of the mu-
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chachos, this was a simple task. The muchachos’ stories were but fragments
of a more encompassing one that constituted them as objects in a colonial
discourse rather than its authors.

The debt-peonage established by the Putumayo rubber boom was more
than a trade in white commodities for india rubber. It was also a trade in
fictitious realities, pivoted on the muchachos whose storytelling bartered
betrayal of Indian realities for the confirmation of colonial fantasies.

The “Illimitable Delirium”

Joaquin Rocha’s man-eating tale ends not with the death of the prisoner but
with his being eaten ‘‘to the last little bit,”’ ingesting him so as to incorporate
his strength and augment one’s war magic, as Konrad Preuss wrote was the
case with Huitoto cannibalism, or to degrade him, as Captain Whiffen was
told.4 If the torture practiced by modern states, as in Latin America today,
is any guide, these motives by no means preclude one another. Nor does
proof of these frequently disputed contentions necessarily lie in the eating.
For now, as Captain Whiffen writes, ‘‘when the orgy of blood and gluttony
is over, the warriors must dance’’—and do so for eight days to what he
describes as the gloomy rolling of drums, breaking off every now and again
from the dance to stir great troughs of liquor with the forearms of dead
enemies. With intoxication, the captain tells us, their songs become shrieks,
demoniacal and hellish. ‘‘But the scene defies description,’’#6 he notes with
humility, and with wisdom, too. For tucked eighty pages away in the quiet
eddy of a footnote he mentions that ‘‘I never was present at a cannibal
feast. The information comes from Robuchon’s account, checked by cross-
questioning the Indians with whom I came in contact.”’4”

“Itis,” he nevertheless goes on to write in the mainstream of his narrative,
‘‘a mad festival of savagery.”

The naked men are wildly excited; their eyes glare, their nos-
trils quiver, but they are not drunk. The naked women abandon
themselves to the movement of the dance; they scream their
chorus to the tribal dance-song; but they are not lewd. There is
about it an all-pervading illimitable delirium. The wild outburst
affects even the stranger in their midst. Forgotten cells in his
brain react to the stimulus of the scene. He is no longer apart,
alien in speech and feeling. He locks arms in the line of canni-
bals, sways in rhythm with them, stamps as solemnly, and
sings the meaningless words as fervently as the best of them.
He has bridged an age of civilization, and returned to barba-
rism in the debased jetsam of the river banks. It is the strange
fascination of the Amazons.4®

And in that other rubber belt of King Leopold’s Congo, toiling slowly up-
stream ‘‘on the edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy’’ a dozen years
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before Captain Whiffen was locking arms swaying with cannibals, entering
the delirium returning to barbarism, another Englishman, Joseph Conrad’s
storyteller, the sailor Marlow, also bridged an age, if not the very genesis,
of civilization: ‘‘They howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces;
but what thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity—like yours—
the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar.”’

‘‘And you say you saw the Indians burnt?’’ the consul-general asked Au-
gustus Walcott, who had been born in the Caribbean island of Antigua twenty-
three years before.

“Yes.”

‘“‘Burnt alive?”’

“Alive.”

‘““How do you mean? Describe this?’’

““Only one I see burnt alive.”’

““Well, tell me about that one?”’

‘‘He had not work ‘caucho, he ran away and he kill a ‘mu-
chacho, a boy, and they cut off his two arms and his legs by
the knee and they burn his body . . . they drag the body and
they put plenty of wood and set fire to it, and throw the man
on it.”’

“‘Are you sure he was still alive—not dead when they threw
him on the fire?”’

““Yes, he did alive. I'm sure of it—I see him move—open his
eyes, he screamed out.”’4°

There was something else that the consul-general could not understand,
and he called Walcott back to explain what he meant by saying ‘‘because
he told the Indians that we was Indians too, and eat those—.” What he
meant was that the rubber station manager, Sefior Normand, ‘‘to frighten
the Indians told them that the negroes were cannibals, and a fierce tribe of
cannibals who eat people, and that if they did not bring in rubber these black
men would be sent to kill and eat them.”” ‘“This is what he meant to say,”’
added Casement. ‘‘Sefior Normand had so described the Barbados men on
bringing them among the Andokes Indians, in order to terrify the Indians.’’>°

James Mapp (who said that he, unlike other people, never saw or heard
of Senor Aguero killing Indians for food for his dogs) told the consul-general
he had seen Hilary Quales bite pieces out of four Indians. They were hanging
with their arms twisted behind their backs for about three hours and Quales
was playing with them, swinging them by the legs with Aguero, the station
manager, looking on. He bit the little toe off one man and spat it on the
floor. He bit the others in the calves and thighs. Aguero was laughing.>!

‘““‘Have you seen Aguero Kill Indians?’’ the consul-general asked Evelyn
Batson in the rubber collecting depot of La Chorrera.

““No, Sir; I haven’t seen him kill Indians—but I have seen
him send muchachos to kill Indians. He has taken an Indian
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man and given him to the muchachos to eat, and they have a
dance off it.”

“Did you see that?”’

‘““Yes, Sir; I seen that.”

*“You saw the man killed?”’

““Yes, Sir. They tied him to a stake and they shot him, and
they cut off his head after he was shot and his feet and hands,
and they carried him about in the section—in the yard—and
they carries them up and down singing, and they carries them
to their houses and dances. . . . They carries off the pieces of
him, and they pass in front of the manager’s house with
these—his feet and his arms and his head, and they took them
to their own house.”

‘““How do you know they ate them?”’

“‘I heard that they eat them. I have not witnessed it, Sir, but
I heard the manager Sefior Aguero, tell that they ate this man.”

*“The manager said all this?”’

“Yes, Sir, he did.’32

Katenere was a famous rebel chief whose wife was kidnapped by the

rubber company. He tried to free her and was shot dead by muchachos sent
by Evelyn Batson.

‘““What did they do with the body of Katenere?’’ the consul-
general asked Batson. ‘‘Did they bury it?”’

“Yes, Sir. Zellada [the acting manager] cut his head off, and
his feet and hands—they put these in the grave along with the
body.”

“Did they show these members to everyone in the station?’’

‘“Yes, Sir; the head they put in the river till the manager
come, that the manager could see it.”’33

Katenere had escaped from gathering rubber. He captured weapons and
shot dead Arana’s brother-in-law. He was counted, says Casement, ‘‘a brave
man and a terror to the Peruvian rubber-workers.”” Imagined terror made
men do terrible things, as Judge Rémulo Paredes observed. In hunting down
Katenere, the display was spectacular and—as with the dismembering of his
body—it was focused on the head. James Chase was on one of these hunts,
and the consul-general summarized what he said about it.

At the next house they reached they caught four Indians, one
woman and three men. Vasquez, who was in charge, ordered
one of the muchachos to cut this woman’s head off. He or-
dered this for no apparent reason that James Chase knows of,
simply because ‘‘he was in command, and could do what he
liked.”” The muchacho cut the woman’s head off; he held her
by the hair of her head, and flinging her down, hacked her head
off with a machete. It took more than one blow to sever the
head—three or four blows.
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Her remains were left on the path, as were the severed heads and truncated
bodies of other people caught in this raid; Katenere’s child, decapitated for
crying, and a woman, an adolescent boy, and three adult men—all for walking
too slowly. The company men were walking very fast because they were a
bit frightened thinking of the Indians pursuing them.*

In assuming the character of the cannibals who pursued them, as much if
not more in their fantasies than when they were pursuing Indians to gather
rubber, the whites seemed oblivious to the tale that the Indians would not
eat them. At least that’s what Casement and Judge Paredes were separately
informed. A rubber gatherer familiar for many years with the Huitotos and
their language told the judge that the Indians felt repugnance toward the
civilized, whom they called the gemuy comuine, kinsmen of the monkey,
whose nauseating smell precluded their being eaten, dead or alive. ‘“The
only case of cannibalism I became acquainted with during my mission in the
Putumayo,”” avowed the judge, ‘‘was that ordered by the civilized
themselves.”’3>

Perhaps it was their smell that made their orders to eat people that much
more compelling? For in those stories recently heard by some anthropologists
in the northernmost extremity of what was then Arana’s territory, is said by
Indians that the whites in the rubber company were immune to Indian sor-
cery. It could not enter them because they, the whites, smelled so bad. That
was why the legendary revolt of Yarocamena failed. At least that’s what
some say. But the interpreting of such things is perhaps better left alone.
For these Histories of Punishment and of Danger are for sorcerers only.
Indeed, so I've been told, it’s from the interpreting of such stories that
sorcerers gain their evil power.>¢



SIX
The Colonial Mirror
of Production

I hope by now it is obvious why I chose
what may have seemed a strange point of
departure—the mediation of terror through
narration, and the problem that raises for
effective counterrepresentations. I hope it
will later also be obvious why I have to push
on to work through the ways that shamanic
healing in the upper reaches of the Putu-
mayo, like the culture of terror, also devel-
ops its force from the colonially generated
wildness of the epistemic murk of the space
of death.

What began for me as a seaman’s yarn
aimed at cracking open the shell of other
seamen’s yarns to reveal their meaning—
the tales of Rocha, Whiffen, Hardenburg,
Casement, and so on, and the yarns their
yarns were based upon—ended up like Mar-
low’s, whose meaning lay outside, envel-
oping the tale that brought it out as a glow
brings out a haze. Meaning was elusive.
Doubt played havoc with certainty. Per-
spectives were as varied as they were de-
structive of one another. The real was
fictional and the fictional was real and the
haziness brought out by the glow could be
as powerful a force for terror as it could be
for resistance. In such a world of control,
clarity itself was deceptive, and attempts to

The yarns of seamen have a di-
rect simplicity, the whole mean-
ing of which lies within the shell
of a cracked nut. But Marlow
was not typical (if his propen-
sity to spin yarns be excepted),
and to him the meaning of an
episode was not inside like a
kernel but outside, enveloping
the tale which brought it out
only as a glow brings out a
haze, in the likeness of one of
those misty halos that some-
times are made visible by the
spectral illumination of
moonshine.!
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explain the terror could barely be distinguished from the stories contained
in those explanations—as if terror provided only inexplicable explanations
of itself and thrived by so doing.

For me the problem of interpretation grew ever larger until I realized that
this problem of interpretation is decisive for terror, not only making effective
counterdiscourse so difficult but also making the terribleness of death squads,
disappearances, and torture all the more effective in crippling of peoples’
capacity to resist. The problem of interpretation turned out to be an essential
component of what had to be interpreted, just as resistance was necessary
for control. Deeply dependent on sense and interpretation, terror nourished
itself by destroying sense. This the Putumayo texts about terror faithfully
reproduced.

Particularly wanting in this regard was the hard-bitten appeal to the logic
of business, to the rationality of market logic, viewing the terror as a means
chosen for cost-effectiveness. In making sense this view heightened the
situation’s hallucinatory quality. Cost-effectiveness and ‘‘scarcity’’ could be
computed any which way, and if rationality suggested killing off the labor
supply within a few years it was no less a sport to kill and torture Indians
as to work them. Ostensibly a means of increasing production, the torture
of Indians was also an end in itself and the region’s most enduring product.
In these outposts of progress the commodity fetishism portrayed by Karl
Marx acquired a form that was both fantastic and brutal. Here, where labor
was not free or capable of being turned into a commodity, it was not merely
rubber and European trade goods that were subject to fetishization. More
important still was the fetishization of the debt of debt-peonage that these
commodities constellated and in which the entire imaginative force, the
ritualization and viciousness, of colonial society was concentrated. A gi-
gantic piece of make-believe, the debt was where the gift economy of the
Indian meshed with the capitalist economy of the colonist. It was here in
this strategically indeterminate zone of exchange where the line between
war and peace is always so fine that the conditions were laid for an enormity
of effort no less imaginative than it was cruel and deadly. Indeed, it was in
the cultural elaboration of death and the death-space that the fine line be-
tween peace and war was maintained. They see death everywhere, wrote
the Peruvian judge Romulo Paredes, in speaking of the rubber company
employees. They think solely of the fact that they live surrounded by vipers,
tigers, and cannibals. Their imaginations are constantly struck by the idea
of death as figured by these images of the wild and the only way they could
live in such a world, he thought, after his tour through the area, was by
themselves imspiring terror.

The shrill voices of those who give orders
Are full of fear like the squeaking of
Piglets awaiting the butcher’s knife, as their fat arses
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Sweat with anxiety in their office chairs. . . .
Fear rules not only those who are ruled, but
The rulers to0o0.2

Thus wrote Brecht in exile in 1937, pondering a companion’s response
after a visit to the Third Reich, who, when asked what really ruled there,
answered, Fear. Given the immense power of the regime, its camps and
torture cellars, its well-fed policemen, Brecht asked, why do they fear the
open word?

In modern times this culture of terror depends upon primitivism, and the
revolutionary poet will appeal to the magic of primitiveness to undermine
it too.

But their Third Reich recalls

The house of Tar, the Assyrian, that mighty fortress

Which, according to the legend, could not be taken by an army,
but

When one single, distinct word was spoken inside it

Fell to dust.3

And if there was anything to that notion of Benjamin’s and T. W. Adorno’s
concerning the resurgence of primitivism along with the fetishism of com-
modities (think for a moment of Adam Smith’s invisible hand as the modern
version of animism), then it was in the theater of racist cruelty on the frontier
uniting wildness with civilization that the fetish force of the commodity was
fused with the phantoms of the space of death, to the dazzling benefit of
both. I am thinking here not of steady incremental steps toward progress
but of sudden eruptions of whitening the dark zones at the margins of the
developing nations where the commodity met the Indian and appropriated
through death the fetish power of the savagery created by and spellbinding
the European. Here the Putumayo is but a figure for a global stage of de-
velopment of the commodity fetish; think also of the Congo with its rubber
and ivory, of the enslavement of the Yaquis for the sisal plantations of the
Yucatan in Mexico, of the genocidal bloodletting in tragic Patagonia—all
around the same time.

The new science of anthropology was no less a manifestation of the mod-
ernist fascination with the primitive, and in this it was in tandem with the
new artistry: Flaubert’s realism and the sensual exoticism of his Egypt/
Cartharge, Rimbaud’s season in hell where the pagan blood returns and the
disordered mind becomes sacred, Yeats’s sixteenth-century Moorish antiself
(“*this is our modern hope’’), Conrad’s modernizing heart of darkness, Rich-
ard Huelsenbeck beating ‘‘negro rhythms’’ for Dada evenings in the Cabaret
Voltaire in Zurich at the time of World War I (we were like birds in a cage
surrounded by lions, said Hugo Ball), Apollinaire’s Paris evening turning to
dawn:
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You walk toward Auteuil you walk home on foot
To sleep among your fetishes from Oceania and Guinea
They are all Christ in another form and of another faith . . .4

And if Casement slept with his fetishes ‘‘colored like the very tree-trunks
they flitted among like spirits of the woods’’ in a dreamy world that pictured
Huitotos and all upper Amazonian Indians as naturally gentle and docile,
Captain Whiffen could write an entire book under the spell of a nature that
displayed its human inhabitants as well as its animal and plant life as innately
wild and vengeful, nasty and thrillingly so. Against these views the inland
mariner Alfred Simson portrayed the primitive as that plenitude of flitting
shadowiness of possible anything betraying all the opposite traits of character
(except, perhaps, servility) that not only constituted the wild Indian but also
constituted the misty essence of wildness on which terror seized. If the
commodity fetishism of Marx meant a wild oscillation between thing and
phantom, then these figures of wildness caught that relationship with a pre-
cision no less binding than the stocks with which the terror pinned down its
object, only to watch it writhe and die.

Of course there was some safety in numbers, even though they were
diminishing. Rocha quoted anonymous authority in putting the number of
Huitotos at a quarter a million. Others gave other figures and there was a
magical number of thirty thousand Huitotos dead or fled between 1900 and
1910—numbers that were wild guesses but unacknowledged as such. Prof-
fered the reader as implicit signs of control and order, gestures of expertise
in tricky terrain, these numbers oozed epistemic tranquility as the measure
of horror and provided a stolid ambience of reality, a back-stiffening jolt of
certainty, awful as it might be, before steaming into the hermeneutic swamp
of Putumayo terror and its explanation.

Casement said that if offered decent terms of trade the Indians would work
rubber without torture, while Barbadian overseers, Rocha, and the U.S.
consul in Iquitos were not all that sure. They doubted you could get an
Indian to work intensively for long in any ‘‘system,’’ just as Casement himself
had said earlier when he was responsible for getting work done by indigenous
people in the Congo. It was an intangible, teasing, and even deadly issue—
work motivation and the evaluation of the worth and meaning of trade goods
for forest people. It was the central problem involved in the industrialization
of Europe, too; a compacted nugget of the history of civilization that lay at
the very heart of the debt-peonage relationship and the meaning of its torture.
It is not the sort of thing that is going to run away with an explanation, either
then or now.

An unacknowledged uncertainty also constituted the morass of ideas, im-
ages, hunches, and feelings about the likelihood of Indian uprisings. Against
the views of some of the overseers, Casement confidently and lucidly asserted
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that revolt was unlikely for this, that, and the other socio-logical reason. Yet
in other places in his report he provided ample signs of its occurrence. Joaquin
Rocha’s book likewise created an unacknowledged medley of possibilities,
at one point asserting that the whites had nothing to fear while at another
saying their lives hung by a thread. Reasoning confounded itself in this sit-
uation. The search for law and order led to unacknowledged disorder. The
blithe confidence of tone in the reports totally belied the uncertainty of their
contents wherein the politically crucial feature of the situation was the way
the standoff between terror and uncertainty created more of the same.

‘“The Phraseology of Conquest’’ was one of the subheadings in the intro-
duction to the published account of the hearings held by the British Parlia-
mentary Select Committee on Putumayo. The Committee members were
perplexed as they sifted the sands of contrary meanings and plots associated
with the words conquistar and reducir, conquer and reduce. In addition to
the effort to bring an Englishman’s words to bear on a sly Latin like Julio
César Arana, who equated conquest with doing business and cannibalism
with a distaste for trading, the Select Committee had before it wildly different
versions of the history of conquest—a notably mythological subject in its
authority and appeal as was nicely brought out when a letter from the British
consul of Iquitos, read to the baffled Committee, explained that the conquest
of the Indians of Peru was like the conquest of Britain by the Romans. On
the one hand the Committee was presented with a picture of the conquest
of the Putumayo as opening with death and destruction and closing with
meek submission and trading. On the other hand was Casement’s history of
smooth-talking, seductive traders who used Western commodities to woo
the Indians, ‘‘grown-up children,”’ into an act of colonial pederasty and then
into the bonds of slavery—for some reason not called slavery but dissimu-
lated as ‘‘debt-peonage.”

The source of the Committee’s perplexity with ‘‘The Phraseology of Con-
quest’’ did not simply lie in habits of legal nitpicking or the inevitable meth-
odological problem for anthropology of translating one culture’s forms into
another’s. Beyond those considerations was the active social role played by
the same sort of perplexity over what was called debt-peonage, that per-
plexity with which Joaquin Rocha observed the ‘‘deforming of good speech’’
and the failure to observe ‘‘the propriety’’ of terms. Yet on it went, day in
and day out, a deformation of this, a failure of that, disorder writ large in
the elusive opacity of social institutions that juggled floggings with ritualized
displays of double-entry bookkeeping, and gift-giving rituals of exchange
with no less ritualized practices of business—parodies of capitalist theatri-
cality on the equatorial line. Were the rubber gatherers traders or slaves or
debts? Could a person be a debt? Why were the ‘‘payments’’—or were they
‘‘advances’’ ?—forced onto Indians (‘‘I want a black dog!”’)?—Why was
there so much cruelty?
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There is an image swimming into focus here, an image of the Indian in
the stocks. The stocks hold the body tight, at least its head and its arms.
Perhaps the rubber station manager and his employees are watching from
the veranda. They are, so it has been said, the jaguars and the thunder of
commodities.” Perhaps some of them are wondering when their turn will
come to be fixed in the stocks. But for the moment the jaguar and the thunder
are free. It is the Indian who is fixed tight. Yet all around in the forest nothing
is fixed. The rain is beating. The water drips off the shining leaves in the
dark forest. Rivulets form into streams and rivers gather force to form the
muddy Amazon swirling past the Italian marble and Polish prostitutes of
rubber-rich Manaos where Arana and Rey de Castro tried to bribe Whiffen
for his ethnological notes and photographs. He accepts. He doesn’t accept.
Onward swirls the river to the sea close by where Columbus’s boats met
the heaving chop of the currents of the Orinoco, one of the four rivers of
Paradise, onward to New York and to Europe where Whiffen gets drunk on
champagne, signs a note declaring the Putumayo a paradise and then tears
it to pieces. But the note is pieced together, disjointedly as it turns out, like
the collages mocking representation with presentation that the Cubists were
inventing to replace visual illusion by mental illusion, not far from the hotel
where Arana and Whiffen were lunching, after which Whiffen wrote his book
without a mention of the torture and killing of the Indians he studied. He
may as well not have ripped the note into pieces, over in Europe where
everything is fixed and nothing is fixed and where a British Parliamentary
Select Committee is trying to get to the bottom of ‘‘The Phraseology of
Conquest.”” Little makes sense. Little can be pinned down. Only the Indian
in the stocks, being watched. And we are watching the watchers so that
with our explanation we can pin them down and then pin down the real
meaning of terror, putting it in the stocks of explanation. Yet in watching in
this way we are made blind to the way that terror makes mockery of sense-
making, how it requires sense in order to mock it, and how in that mockery
it heightens both sense and sensation.

If terror thrives on the production of epistemic murk and metamorphosis,
it nevertheless requires the hermeneutic violence that creates feeble fictions
in the guise of realism, objectivity, and the like, flattening contradiction and
systematizing chaos. The image of the Putumayo here is not so much the
smoothly vicious horror of the vortex, which is the title of Eustacio Rivera’s
novel of Putumayo rubber and savagery, but rather the world frozen in death-
dealing, as (in the story) when Don Criséstomo, who held savages spellbound
with the magic of his oratory, grasped for his gun in the frenzy of his death
throes so as to die killing—the ultimate tableau vivant.

Here time stood still in an endless movement between banality and melo-
drama reproducing the terror represented. In Casement’s rendition the Bar-
badian overseers’ testimony comes across as emotionless and unamazing—
zombies adrift in a dream world, we did this, then we did that—so different
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in its distanced remoteness from the histrionic testimony published by Hard-
enburg which included much material from Iquitos newspapers.

In both modes of representation, the banal and the melodramatic, there
is the straining to express the inexpressible, what at one stage in the struggle
on the stage of Putumayan truth was dismissed as ‘‘fantastic credibility.”’
Fantastic it was; its very credibility made it so, went the retort—pointing to
both magical (fantastic) realism (credibility) and to Brecht’s Verfremdung-
seffekt, his ‘‘alienation effect’” aimed at alienating alienation, making the
everyday strange and the credible fantastic. Perhaps either of these modes
of representation, the magically real or the Brechtian, would have succeeded
better in transmitting and transforming the hallucinatory reality of Putumayo
terror than Casement’s Foreign Office’s authoritarian realism or Harden-
burg’s lavish melodrama. But it was the latter two forms that were selected
out by the political culture for the task at hand; they were deemed truth,
factual, reportage, nonfictional, and as such they may have achieved much.
We will never really know.

But the question remains whether the banality and the melodrama were
only part of the act of representing or whether they were in the events
represented. We shake ourselves clear. We insist on the distinction between
reality and depictions of it. But the disturbing thing is that the reality seeped
through the pores of the depiction and by means of such seepage continued
what such depictions were meant only to be about.

So it was with the stories circulating during the Putumayo rubber boom
in which the colonists and rubber company employees not only feared but
themselves created through narration fearful and confusing images of sav-
agery, images that bound colonial society together through the epistemic
murk of the space of death. The terror and tortures they devised mirrored
the horror of the savagery they both feared and fictionalized.

Moreover, when we turn to the task of creating counterrepresentations
and counterdiscourses—deflectional, oppositional modes of arresting and
diverting the flow of fear—we need to pause and take stock of the ways that
the accounts reproduced by Hardenburg and by Casement, accounts that
were critical in intention, were similarly fictionalized and aestheticized,
drawing upon and fortifying the very same rituals of the colonizing imagi-
nation to which men succumbed when torturing Indians. In their imaginative
heart these critiques were complicit with what they opposed.

From the accounts of Casement and Timerman it is also obvious that
torture and terror are ritualized art forms and that, far from being sponta-
neous, sui generis, and an abandonment of what are often called the values
of civilization, such rites of terror have a deep history deriving power and
meaning from those very values.

In Whiffen’s case the sensuous interpenetration of opposites is orgiasti-
cally enshrined, as when he writes of succumbing to the illimitable delirium
of savagery in the cannibal dance, against which he defines civilization.
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Father Gaspar, the Capuchin missionary, likewise finds holiness vividly
wrought where it confronts the signs of the underworld as in the lugubrious
crypts formed by the rotting treetrunks closing off the rivers and in the
inhabitants of those crypts. On encountering what he called new and savage
tribes in the forest his first act was to exorcize the demon who had held
sway there for so long. The words of his exorcizing spell came from the
pope. But where did his power come from? From God, or from the evil
exorcized? His was a faith no less dependent on the antiself than that of the
most brutal conquistador.

What stands out here is the mimesis between the savagery attributed to
the Indians by the colonists and the savagery perpetrated by the colonists
in the name of what Julio César Arana called civilization, meaning business.

The magic of mimesis lies in the transformation wrought on reality by
rendering its image. In a postmodern age we are increasingly familiar with
this ‘‘magic’’ and no longer think of it as only ‘‘primitive.”’ In the notion of
the changes effected in the world by carving and dancing with the spirit’s
mask, in the naming and the singing of one’s enemy, in weaving into the
magical cloth the image of the wildness as auca so as to tease and gain
control over it—in all of this we see clearly how the word ‘‘magic’’ magically
contains both the art and the politics involved in representation, in the
rendering of objecthood. In the colonial mode of production of reality, as in
the Putumayo, such mimesis occurs by a colonial mirroring of otherness that
reflects back onto the colonists the barbarity of their own social relations,
but as imputed to the savagery they yearn to colonize. The power of this
colonial mirror is ensured by the way it is dialogically constructed through
storytelling, as in the colonial lore retold by Captain Whiffen, Joaquin Rocha,
and Robuchon’s ever-active ghost, among others, concerning cannibalism
and the inevitability with which the wild strives to consume as well as to
distinguish difference. And what is put into discourse through the artful
storytelling of the colonists is the same as what they practiced on the bodies
of Indians. .

Tenaciously embedded in this artful practice is a vast and vastly mysterious
Western history and iconography of evil exemplified by the imagery of the
inferno and the savage, which in turn is indissolubly welded to images of
paradise and the good. We hear the voice of Timerman, we see the torturer
and the victim coming together, ‘‘We victims and victimisers,’ he writes,
‘““‘we’re part of the same humanity, colleagues in the same endeavor to prove
the existence of ideologies, feelings, heroic deeds, religions, obsessions. And
the rest of humanity. What are they engaged in?”’

Post-Enlightenment European culture makes it difficult if not impossible
to draw apart the veil of the heart of darkness without either succumbing to
its hallucinatory quality or losing that quality. Fascist poetics succeed where
liberal rationalism self-destructs. But what might point a way out of this
impasse is precisely what is so painfully absent from the Putumayo accounts,
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namely the narrative mode of the Indians themselves. It is the ultimate
anthropological conceit, anthropology in its highest, indeed redemptive, mo-
ment, rescuing the ‘‘voice’’ of the Indian from the obscurity of pain and
time. From the represented shall come that which overturns the repre-
sentation.

But this very same anthropology tells us that we cannot take our place in
the charmed circle of men orating through the night around the tobacco pot,
chewing coca. It is said that the stories about the rubber boom are dangerous,
“‘histories of punishment’’ meant only for sorcerers who, in interpreting
such histories, gain evil power.® There is no place for us here, and anthro-
pology, the science of man, confounds itself in its very moment of under-
standing the natives’ point of view.

The lesson? Before there can be a science of man there has to be the long-
awaited demythification and reenchantment of Western man in a quite dif-
ferent confluence of self and otherness. Our way lies upstream, against the
current, upriver near the foothills of the Andes where Indian healers are
busy healing colonists of the phantoms assailing them. There in the jointness
of their construction across the colonial divide the healer desensationalizes
terror so that the mysterious side of the mysterious (to adopt Benjamin’s
formula) is indeed denied by an optic that perceives the everyday as im-
penetrable, the impenetrable as everyday. This is another history, not only
of terror, but of healing as well. (It is not meant for sorcerers, as far as I
know.)



BLANK PAGE



PART TWO
Healing
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SEVEN
A Case of Fortune
and Misfortune

I first met José Garcia in December 1975
when he joined a group of us waiting to
drink yagé with Santiago Mutumbajoy, an
Indian shaman of repute in the Putumayo
foothills where the eastern slopes of the An-
des blend with the rain forest of the upper
Amazon basin in Colombia. He was the last
to join our group of poor white colonists
and local Indians watching the dusk sharpen
the silhouette of the mountains, and he was
pointed out to me as a close friend and pupil
of the shaman’s. What struck me was that
José Garcia was a white who had under-
taken to study with an Indian healer.

I remembered how a few months earlier,
while I was staying with another shaman,
two white men had approached the house
at night, one screaming: ‘‘Thanks to God,
I know! Kill me now, with all you know—
great shithead, son of a whore! Shithole sor-
cerer, son of a whore! They can’t do any-
thing! Goddamn! But I know ... I'm
standing here. . . . They don’t know shit.
Ugly sons of whores. They can’t do any-
thing to me.” And when I had first traveled
through the town near where Santiago lived,
a drunk technician attached to the govern-
ment’s special health service had bellowed:
“We of INPES combat the curacas [sha-
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mans]. We are the vanguard of progress. Our job is to get rid of all that
quackery.” The white storeowners around the plaza assured me that the
shamans were useless—or dangerous. Only later did I learn that these very
same storeowners would approach shamans to cure their small businesses.

Years before, Santiago’s brother Alvaro, also a shaman, had been waylaid
in a ravine and hacked to death by whites who claimed he was a sorcerer.
Santiago’s other brother fled to live along the remote banks of the Caqueta.
Santiago stayed put: ‘“They’ll kill me wherever I go if they want to.”

I should also point out that yagé grows only in the rain forest of the
lowlands and foothills, and that the Indians I know in the Putumayo foothills
sometimes say it is a special gift from God for Indians and for Indians only.
““Yagé is our school,”’ *‘yagé is our study,”’ they may say, and yagé is con-
ceived as something akin to the origin of knowledge and their society. It was
yagé that taught Indians good and evil, the properties of animals, medicines,
and food plants. Some Cofan Indians just south of the Putumayo river once
told me a story about the origin of yagé that illustrates the tensions as well
as the mediations between Indian and Christian traditions: When God created
the world he plucked a hair from the crown of his head with his left hand
and planted it in the ground for the Indians only. He blessed this with his
left hand. The Indians discovered its properties and developed the yagé rites
and the entire shamanic complex. Seeing this, God was incredulous. He said
they were lying. He asked and was given some yagé brew. He trembled,
vomited, defecated, and cried profusely, overcome by the many wonderful
things he saw. In the morning he declared, ‘‘It is true what these Indians
say. The person who takes this suffers. But that person is distinguished.
That is how one learns, through suffering.”’

Although they may drink yagé with an Indian shaman to rid themselves
of evil, it would be exceptionally rare for a white seriously to consider
assuming all the dangers that accrue to the person who takes responsibility
for its preparation and ritual. José Garcia is one of the few.

Night fell and we moved inside the two-room house perched on the hill.
A candle flickered across the roof beams and swinging hammocks. Grimy
Catholic icons gazed into the wavering darkness and San Miguel, the patron
saint of the nearby town and whom Santiago Mutumbajoy claims is the
Indians’ saint who warned them of the coming of the Spanish, started to
free himself from Satan locked in combat, sinking into the fires of hell. Quiet
talk about each other’s hard times gave way to expectancy and fear, some-
what dissipated by the healer, who was clowning and teasing. Copal incense
filled the room and the night sounds of the river and wind blended with the
croaking of the forest to fill our silence. A young man helped the healer fill
a pot with yagé, which the healer then crouched over and began to sing in
rhythm to the beat of his curing fan, waira sacha—spirit of the forest, brush
of the wind.

He was curing the yagé of the evil it brings from the jungle, singing yagé
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sounds, not words, asking that it be strong and bring good pinta, painting,
visions. After ten minutes or so he drank, spitting and hawking, and then
served us all, in turn, singing over the cupful before each person drank. We
sat and waited. After half an hour someone stumbled out into the dark to
vomit, and the shaman began singing again, barely stopping until the dawn.
He called for good visions, and his voice and beating resonated with the
trembling in our bodies. Extracts from my notes on that night read:

Then the feo (ugly). My body is distorting and I'm very fright-
ened, limbs stretch out and become detached, my body no
longer belongs to me, then it does. I am an octopus, I con-
dense into smallness. The candlelight creates shapes of a new
world, animal forms and menacing. The lower half of my body
disappears. I learn to use dissociation as an advantage as a way
of escaping from the horror. I am not the person being got at;
rather I am the disembodied face-presence calmly peering in
and watching this other and unimportant me. I watch my other
self, safely now. But then this second me, this objective and
detached observer, succumbs too, and I have to dissociate into
a third and then a fourth as the relation between my-selves
breaks, creating an almost infinite series of fluttering mirrors of
watching selves and feeling others. Self-hate and paranoia is
stimulated by horrible animals—pigs with queer snouts, slither-
ing snakes gliding across one another, rodents with fish-fin
wings. I am outside trying to vomit; the stars and the wind
above, and the corral for support. It’s full of animals; moving.
My life history rolls out before me in a torrent of fear and self-
deprecation. I go back inside, and as I enter I see the shaman,
Santiago; he has become a tiger! sitting in his hammock with
José Garcia kneeling before him. The room is transformed and
I feel vomit rising. I throw up outside and shit. I feel the hate-
ful situations of the past and the fear being expelled. I rejoin
the group, calm, now floating on colors and wonderful sights. I
realize that Santiago has put on his necklace of tiger’s teeth.
His head is nestled in its bed of tiger’s teeth creating an image
of his upper body like a tiger’s. He is softly caressing José Gar-
cia, asking him if he wants more yagé. They open a cloth and
crouch down on the floor, aglow with excitement, and ask for a
knife to open a pearl. Later José Garcia asks about his cattle;
he wants them cured that night and he wants Santiago to come
to his farm and check it out. Later on I realize that he means
checking for sorcery. In the morning Santiago told me he could
barely function all night because he kept bumping into cattle;
beautiful cattle. Oh! Such beautiful cattle of all colors, mooing,
licking him, and very fat. The World Bank has financed a
cattle-raising project in these rain-forest areas since the early
1970s.
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Santiago’s son-in-law tells me that José Garcia wants to be a
shaman, that he knows a lot, and that he is having a streak of
misfortune.

Much later it became clear to me that José Garcia was learning to be a healer
as part of his being cured from a deeply disturbing affliction. In so doing he
was going through a cycle of affliction, salvation, and transformation that
seems as eternal as humanity. Yet the power of this cycle stems not from
eternity, but from the active engagement with history that affliction depends
upon for its cure. José Garcia is not to be historicized, for the past upon
which both his affliction and cure depend is an active construction of the
past original to every new present. And that applies to shamanism as well.

These Putumayo foothills of the Andes were first traversed by Europeans
in 1541, searching for the city of El Dorado—the Golden King. The jungle-
dwelling Indians around the Mocoa river (described by contemporaries as
cannibals who ferociously fought off the Spanish) assured Hernan Pérez de
Quesada and his 260 companions of conquest that the Golden Land lay close
by in the mountains rising to the west in a fabled land called Achibichi,
where the Spaniards found the tillers of the Sibundoy valley but no gold,
and beyond that the new Spanish town of Pasto. Following this vicious
expedition a few Spanish slavers and Franciscan missionaries came, a hand-
ful of embittered men who suffered mightily from the climate, and from the
hostility of the Indians of the foothills, who were said to have rebelled at
the instigation of their shamans.

Nevertheless, Christianity assumed importance in the culture of conquest.
The distinction between Christian and heathen Indian became ideologically
decisive because of its importance in facilitating the legalities of enslavement
and the use of military force. In his instruction manual for missionaries, first
published in 1668, the head of the Franciscan mission stationed at Quito,
Bishop Pefia Montenegro, provided an example of Christian rationalization
for the use of force against the Indians in the Putumayo. Conquest by means
of armed force, he wrote, was justified ‘‘to reduce those who, although not
one’s vassals, gravely injured those who were—like the heathen Indians who
in these parts being neighbors of Catholic Indians, enter their lands and their
lives and haciendas, making prisoners of the women and children, as com-
monly occurs and occurred this year of 1663 in the foothills of Mocoa.’’!
Other Franciscan reports state that Christianized Indians from the Sibundoy
valley (probably the ‘‘Catholic Indians’’ referred to by the bishop) were
being used to enslave pagans (such as those in Mocoa) in the lowlands to
work in gold mining.

With Christianity, so it seems to me, the missionaries also introduced
magic—or magia as it is called in the Putumayo today in reference to power
that stems from a pact with the devil. The missionaries believed firmly in
the efficacy of sorcery, which they supposed Indians to be especially prone
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to practice on account of their having been seduced by the devil. Bishop
Peia Montenegro asserted that in their being so brutish and ignorant, the
Indians had been conquered by the devil to the extent that he made flesh
and blood with them and his characteristics became an hereditary trait.
Through their rites and superstitions, Indians maintained the memory of
idolatry and sorcery, and when they were sick and went to shamans they
thereby furthered its hold. The bishop was further concerned about Indians
having an heretical influence on whites, because whites were also going to
Indian healers.?

The bishop instructed his priests to take care in removing the ‘‘instru-
ments’’ from the Indian sorcerers and in prohibiting their dances and songs,
‘“because in these they have the memory of idolatry and sorcery.”” To that
end it was necessary to ‘‘destroy their drums, deerheads, and feathers,
because these are the instruments of their evil and bring on the memory of
paganism.’’3

Yet was not the diabolic memory here at issue that of the Spanish and not
of the Indians? The momentous irony was that in struggling to erase these
““memories,”’ the Church was in fact creating and strengthening them as a
new social force, thereby ensuring the transmission of myth into reality and
memory into the future.

Expelled from mission work in 1767, the Franciscans left the Putumayo,
which became even more of a backwater and virtually free from white contact
for a century with the exception of a few traders seeking barniz lacquer and
medicines for highland cities. Following the cinchona (quinine) bark boom
of the 1860s and 1870s, the rubber boom ripped through the Putumayo
lowlands at the very end of the nineteenth century, causing for some twenty
years what Walter Hardenburg described as the ‘‘Devil’s Paradise’’ of Indian
enslavement and death some 200 miles southeast of where José Garcia began
to colonize half a century later. Capuchins from Spain were granted almost
total control of the Colombian Amazon in 1900, establishing their first and
major base in the highlands of the Sibundoy valley. Their schools and clinics
succeeded where the Franciscans had failed, and their rather forlorn attempt
to colonize the area with poor white peasants was greatly boosted by the
Texaco Oil Company, which built roads in the early 1950s down which poor
white and black peasants came in droves. One of these poor whites was
José Garcia.

Born in the Andean highlands of Narifio in 1925, José Garcia had come
down to the foothills of the Putumayo river drainage in 1950, together with
his mother and brother, after the death of their father. They had heard of
the beauty of Santa Marta, which they hoped would make them wealthy,
and spent arduous years clearing the land for cattle. He told me that he first
took yagé with a local Indian curer named Andrés Hinchoa. His sister had
fallen seriously ill following her spurning tne nian to whom she was be-
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trothed. She and José Garcia feared that she had been ensorcelled in revenge,
and finally they approached Andrés Hinchoa to see what he could do. José
Garcia remembers this:

Andrés Hinchoa was a compadre of mine. He was the first to
teach me to take yagé. He gave me the first pinta so that I ex-
perienced things that I had never seen before. He told me,
““Good. I am going to give you a cup of yagé for your good
fortune so that you will remember me. But you will have to be
tough, compadre!”’ So he gave me the first cup and then came
the chuma [drunkenness and visions]. But Ave Maria! . . . I
was dying. I saw another world. I was in another life. I was on
a rather narrow path, long, endlessly long. And I was in agony,
in agony. I had left for eternity. I was on this path, walking and
walking along this path, and then I came to an immense plain,
a beautiful plain like a savanna. The fields were green. And
then there was a painting of the Virgin of Carmen and I said to
myself, ‘‘“Now I am going there, to the Virgin of Carmen.”
Then I saw a tiny bridge with a hole in the middle of it; nothing
more than this tiny bridge no thicker than a finger, and I
thought to myself, ‘‘I’m afraid to cross; most Holy Virgin don’t
let me fall here! Don’t let anything bad happen here!”’ In the
name of God and of the Virgin I crossed and blessed myself
and started to traverse the bridge. But then I started to fall off.
Suddenly I was scared. Right there and then I called on the
most Holy Virgin of Carmen to help me pass. Then I reached
the most Holy Virgin of Carmen and said, ‘‘I’ve come so that
all my sins shall be pardoned!”’ Because I was dead, no? And
then she said, ‘‘I’m not going to pardon anything!”’ Then I be-
gan to cry ever so bitterly, yelping, looking for that salvation
that the most Holy Virgin was denying me, crying and crying,
imploring her for salvation. Then she told me that ‘‘Yes, I was
pardoned. Yes! I was saved!”” Then I was happy and I returned
to this world, sitting here, my face bathed in tears.

Then, as far as I can make out—for José Garcia was certainly rather
oblique on the matter—he himself became entangled in love and war, the
end of the affair being nasty and acrimonious. Indeed, the scars, or what he
considers to be the scars, are present to this day, and the young woman and
her mother, owners of the adjoining farm, are never far from his mind when
something goes wrong.

It was by taking yagé, so Santiago Mutumbajoy told me, that José Garcia
was able to choose between three women, and that was Rosario, whom he
married in 1962. Born in 1935, she had come down from the Narifio highlands
about the same time as José Garcia and lived on a nearby farm. She was
sixteen years old when the man she loved and wished to marry was killed
in a truck accident, and she was heartbroken, and cried and dreamed of him
for months.
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Eight years after their marriage they came out of the forest to live in the
foothill town of Mocoa, renting rooms from the aunt of the young woman
to whom José Garcia had been first betrothed. This aunt became the god-
mother of their first child, yet made life impossible for them, José Garcia
told me, by saying they were too proud of their daughter’s beauty and she
would soon die; thus would their pride be smashed.

Moving across the road their life assumed a downhill course of illness and
poverty. Strange sounds would frighten them at night and Rosario was haunted
by a spirit, which often sat just above her right shoulder. It would follow
her around the house, especially when José Garcia was away, she told me.
It was not clear who the spirit was. (In 1977 she told me that it was a young
man, deeply desirous of her with the appearance of a gringo, tall and hand-
some.) Her right side became heavy and unresponsive. Then it became
partially paralyzed. In despair José Garcia sought a powerful healer.

I went to take yagé in one part and then another, and then an-
other; but nothing! I saw nothing! I went to the shaman Flavio
Pefia. He knew! He knew how to cure! But not even he was
able to do anything! ‘“No!,”” he said, ‘‘this is really tough.”” He
went over me well. He prepared good yagé. He cured me like
they are meant to do. But nothing! I had no visions. The yagé
was like sugarcane juice. Nothing! Nothing!

We went to another shaman in Umbria. ‘‘This is a maleficio
[sorcery] with magia,”’ he said. ‘‘Not just anyone can cure
this. We can cure maleficio, but magia we can’t.”’

When Andrés Hinchoa died, all my visions finished. Some-
thing terrible had happened to me. I went to six shamans, but
with none did I gain success.

Then a friend asked if I knew of Santiago Mutumbajoy. ‘‘Go
there,”’ he said. ‘‘He’s a good person and one who knows,
really knows, how to take yagé.”” So one day I got some pre-
sents and visited him. He was very attentive and after chatting
a little he said: ‘‘Don José, according to what you have told
me, you want to take yagé in order to see. But I can’t promise
anything! If God and the Virgin help me, then I can help.
Come, but only on this condition.”’

The appointed day came and we took yagé. And yes! This
was what I wished! Yes! This was a clear vision of my house-
hold and I was seeing it all just like when Andrés Hinchoa used
to give me yagé. We drank yagé all night. Six cups! Finally he
said: *‘I like, I really like this José Garcia. He is made to take
yvagé. He is a good person. You are going to be rich.”” And I
was in a stupor, lying on the floor, but listening. I didn’t ask
him how or why, and stayed full of confidence in his words.
But next day doubts entered my mind. I lacked faith, no!

In the light of day Santiago told him someone else would have to cure him.
This was a terribly difficult maleficio, made with magia, and he didn’t want
to take his money for nothing.
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Later on José Garcia’s wife, Rosario, explained to me: ‘‘There are Indians
who do sorcery. Don Santiago doesn’t, only the sorcery that goes on between
Indians. Sorcery made with magia—very little! The Indians can’t cure that
because for magia, only the person who works with magia. . . . The Indians
don’t know magia. They Can’t cure it. The people who know it are the
compactados, those who have studied the book of magia, those who have
made a pact with Satan. They’re the ones who know magia!”’

“All that the Indians know,”’” she went on, ‘‘is yagé and the plants with
which they cure and carry out their own sorcery. The sorcerers place ca-
pachos—that’s what they call it. It’s very special. And the white person
makes crosses with soil from the cemetery with the soil of the dead. What
else will there be? No?”’

So José Garcia continued his search for a healer powerful enough to
combat magia. He consulted an old acquaintance, Luis Alegria, a mulatto
spirit medium who cured with the spirits of the saints and the dead and who
had previously given José Garcia advice concerning his sick brother, An-
tonio, now a spirit medium with a successful practice, so I was told, up in
the Sibundoy valley. Antonio had begun his career apprenticed to an Indian
shaman and José Garcia related his brother’s story:

Antonio was a yagecero; he knew how to serve out yagé. He
had a lot of knowledge of yagé, but he was duped by the friend
that was teaching him to cure. He was ensorcelled [dafiado] by
his teacher—an old Indian shaman living in Sibundoy. Well,
there he was and all he could say was that yagé was terrible.
He was in an awful way, fighting all the time, saying that yagé
was dreadfully dangerous. That’s what he would say. Later on
he took up as a spirit medium, with a man from Sibundoy
called Don Pedro. But then Don Pedro saw that he was pro-
gressing tremendously with spiritism and he also ensorcelled
Antonio. Thus he thrashed in his bed at night, unable to sleep,
struggling with Satan, struggling with spirits. They would am-
bush him in the forest with their traps, no?

No sooner did I tell Luis Alegria about this than he said:
““Look! Magia is very good. For example magia contains a se-
cret that involves the flower of alhecho. Look! With this flower
you can cure anything! Anything! You can cure whomever,
grant good fortune, and everything. Yes! It’s a marvel.”” That’s
what he said.

*“Go and buy the magia,’’ he told me, ‘‘and in such-and-such
a page look for the secret. With this we too can make the se-
cret, so as to ensorcel the sorcerer with the same magia he
himself used!”’

Luis Alegria set to work to cure José Garcia, demanding a high price.
Becoming suspicious, José Garcia returned to Santiago Mutumbajoy to take
yagé and divine whether or not Luis Alegria was swindling him. He had a
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vision that showed that was indeed the case, and on returning home con-
fronted Luis Alegria. ‘“You are swindling us; nobody will ever believe in
you again.”’

““That’s just a story, compadre,’’ he said. ‘‘Come again to my place and
I'll really cure you.” José Garcia told him that he was expecting a white
woman who divined with cards. Her name was Lydia. ‘‘All right,”’ he said,
“‘bring her along too. She can do the examination, and I will do the cure!”’

So it came about. Lydia first made an examination of Luis Alegria and
then of José Garcia. ‘‘Aiee!”’ she cried, ‘‘but Ave Maria it’s really hit you.
You are a complete fool! If you really want to drown why don’t you jump
into the river? Tomorrow I’'ll come to your house and arrange a cure.”

‘“‘But Luis Alegria was listening and implored us to stay and feast. I refused
but Lydia ate and became ill. His last act was to try to get her too.”

Lydia organized their cure. She took the family up the Andes to the city
of Pasto, first to a hospital for a checkup and then to a spirit medium’s house.
But that house was closed and they went to another—the thriving center of
‘“‘Sister’’ Carmela, a white woman who divined and cured by invoking the
spirit of José Gregorio Herniandez, now a tremendously popular folk saint
in Venezuela and Colombia. José Gregorio died in Caracas in 1919 where
he had been, so I’'m told, the first man to introduce the microscope. He was
exceedingly pious and charitable, a great surgeon, and was Kkilled by a car
= when he rushed across the road to get
3 remedies for a poor patient. Pictures of

- : : him, little icons, really, such as the one
depicted here, are easily obtainable in
different sizes in Colombia and Vene-
zuela. There’s no doubt about José Gre-
gorio bringing myth and legend into the
modern age, albeit a legend rendered
thoroughly bourgeois, what with him re-
plete in his three-piece suit and tie, a tip
of white kerchief protruding from his
breast pocket, and him so smugly serene
and quietly confident while in the back-
ground mountains stretch to the snowy
skies above turrets and a grassy plain on
which, snipped out of the purest surre-
alism, a figure in a white surgical gown,
with mask and cap, crouches over a near-
naked and emaciated figure lying uncon-
scious on a pallet of straw that is also
San José Gregorio Hernéndez, the Serving as a surgical operating table. ‘“The
Servant of God. servant of God,”’ reads the caption.
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Placing her hands over the patient, up there in her room in Pasto, a city
on a grassy plain amid towering mountains, Sister Carmela calls on the spirit
of José Gregorio and begins to tremble. His spirit is possessing her. Her
voice becomes raspy and masculine as she names the diseased part and
necessary treatment, which often includes major surgery, of the psychic
kind. ““‘She’s a very good friend of the bishop of Pasto,”’ José Garcia told
me. ‘‘He comes to her Spirit Center to say mass.”” She treats up to 150
patients a day. :

‘““While there, at five o’clock in the morning,”’ José Garcia informed me,
‘““‘we were lying in bed, awake but with our eyes closed, when I saw as clear
as anything along the banks of the river a priest with a huge book making
a conjuration. And it seemed as though I was seeing my own farm in Santa
Marta. I was seeing it. I was seeing the conjuration of my own cattle, and
it was with that huge book twenty centimeters thick.”’

This priest was the spirit of Francisco Montebello, a mulatto folk saint,
so he said. He began to pray. ‘“We were in a terrible situation. Someone had
placed a maleficio against us. The children were sick, very very sick, and I
and my wife also. All we had were our merits; nothing more.”

That was in 1973. Around that time the World Bank initiated its cattle-
raising project. In 1974 José Garcia bought his first farm (for around the
equivalent of 2,000 U.S. dollars), in 1975 a second, for an equal sum, and
in 1978 yet another. By 1979 he possessed around ninety hectares and slightly
more than 100 head of cattle. Adding to the children born in 1965 and 1971
were two more, born in 1973 and 1977.

Rosario was told by an Indian shaman that she was suffering from mal
aires, spirit attack, and took yagé three times. The spirit stopped haunting
her, her paralysis seemed cured, and in her visions she saw a wild confusion
of unknown persons, a church, and the Virgin. The only person she rec-
ognized, she told me, was a niece, being married. During these years José
Garcia continued to take yagé with Santiago every week or two and occa-
sionally visited Sister Carmela in the highland city of Pasto as well. In 1977
he persuaded Sister Carmela to come down from the mountains and cure
his household, and then took her to drink yagé with Santiago who was feeling
unwell. She conducted curing rites in Santiago’s home and Santiago was
impressed with the fervor of her praying. But he told me he understood noth-
ing about spirits and spirit mediums, and remained, if not dubious, perplexed.

Thus José Garcia prospered. His children flourished, Rosario was well,
and he assiduously developed his healing powers.

He attracted patients, for some of whom he acted as an intermediary,
sending them to Santiago or to Sister Carmela. His healing techniques and
the mysteries on which they were based represented, so it seems to me, not
so much the syncretism or unification of Santiago’s and Carmela’s healing
as the fact that neither of these two healers existed in isolation of each other.
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Each one in an important way presupposed the other, and figures like José
Garcia made this presupposition manifest.

His notions of what brought misfortune, or of what names to put to such
things, were similar, so it seems to me, to those of the Indian shamans I
knew: serious affliction was likely to be the result of sorcery substance
penetrating the body or, alternatively, of capricious spirits—of the dead or
of nature—apparently acting independently of human malice. Perhaps José
Garcia did differ significantly from Indian shamans in that he would give a
weightier role to the spirits of the dead. But in any case, and like the shamans,
the aim of his ritual was exorcism following divination attained through a
hallucinatory or hallucinatory-like state of being. He used a curing fan like
the shamans’, and sang somewhat like them too. The crucial opening phase
was when he consecrated his medicines with the power to transform evil
into a life-bestowing power. It is here where we see more clearly the character
of the oppositions he embodied and was empowered by, particularly when
taking yagé with Santiago.

After Santiago had sung over the yagé and served it out, José Garcia
would begin to sing quietly. Calling on God and the Virgin, he would evoke
the spirits of Catholic folk saints as well as those of the dead Indian shamans
who had helped him in his earlier quest for cure. Thus with regard to Andrés
Hinchoa, the Indian shaman who first taught him to take yagé and was now
dead: ‘‘His spirit is entering into the spirit center run by Sister Carmela. He
is now making perfect cures. He is entering into her spirit center. Tomds
Becerra [another dead Indian shaman] is also entering the center. So is
Salvador from Umbria. All with Sister Carmela. They are concentrating
there. They speak in Indian languages.”” By entering her spirit center they
are becoming purified . . . . as he sits in the candlelight at Santiago’s on the
edge of the forest. José Garcia begins to see these things—how Sister Car-
mela up in Pasto is concentrating this power of the spirits of the Indian
shamans, articulating them with the spirit of Catholic folk saints such as
José Gregorio, the dead Venezuelan surgeon, merging them all with the
Virgin of Lajas. Evoking this pantheon, articulating Indian and white, forest
with city, Indian male shaman with the white woman spirit medium, José
Garcia would sing the Magnificat, purifying and empowering the yagé that
will purify and empower him.

Thus he could see into the bodies and secret intentions of others. And
just like an Indian shaman, when he took yagé, José Garcia became delicate
and open to attack, so that when he drank his way into the yagé world he
had to be able to defend himself. He described this in the context of ex-
plaining how he combined yagé with what Carmela had taught him.

Yagé gives me the power to work, no? I’'m going to tell you a
story. Once with yagé 1 saw a neighbor of our new farm trying
to climb a very thick tree, but unable. [This woman turned out
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to be the mother of the young woman he jilted in the early
1960s.] ‘‘Poor woman . . . poor woman, she can’t climb up,”’ I
said to myself. But I couldn’t work out what it meant. ‘‘That
tree is very thick; she can’t climb up,”’ I said. ‘‘Poor old
woman.”” That was in the vision of yagé, no?

I took yagé another night after that. It was very strong. 1
was with the friend Santiago. The chuma [intoxication] of yagé
really caught me. It was very pretty. I was really under, when I
saw that old woman again. I had my back to her and she came
in and sprinkled a little water on my back. It was clear water.
A terribly strong chuma caught me up. Virgen Santisima! 1 felt
I was dying . . . what exhaustion, what terror! So much that I
had no idea what to do.

Then, as I had my own medicines, I said to myself; ‘I know
that woman, I know who she is behind me.”” I was on my farm.
I knew who was doing this evil to me. At that moment 1
grabbed alcohol and my medicines and massaged myself with
them. I wafted incense. I lit a tobacco. I caught the incense. Its
fragrance made me cough. I conjured it in the name of God.
Thus one cures.

Then I asked the friend Santiago for a branch of ortiga [the
nettles with which the healer beats the body of the patient] and
I went over my body very thoroughly striking myself with or-
tiga. The chuma left me, no? In other words, the evil had
dissipated.

And it was a pretty pinta [vision] curing myself, no? At that
time I saw they were doing evil to me that night. They tried to
kill all my cattle. That was the first thing I saw and so I
pleaded for help for my cattle. I saw the old woman that did
me evil so that one day we would all be dead. So 1 asked God
and the Virgen Santisima to help me, and I concentrated and
settled into curing myself. I gained force, but I couldn’t pene-
trate into her house so as to cure my farm.

I prayed and prayed until I could concentrate in her house.
Then I was able to carry out the cleansings of all those evil
things she had hurled at my cattle. She was empowered. She
knew all that stuff. Well, God assisted me and I performed the
curing right there in Santiago’s house; spiritual curing. I gath-
ered up the evil things, entered into her place, went back and
did it again. Thus in the curing I saw that I was not ensorcell-
ing her; I offended nobody, just made sure that nothing was left
and it was all put back with her so there it would stay, leaving
her tied up with it.

Upon returning home he told Rosario what had happened. ‘“You know that
woman?’’ he said. ‘‘Yes,” replied Rosario, ‘‘I know her. To do bad, yes!
She knows!”’ But Rosario was skeptical so José Garcia told her he would
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go to Lydia, the diviner with cards, who indeed confirmed all that he had
seen with the Indian.

A few days later, so he told me, Rosario became alarmed at the wildness
of the cattle, which made milking difficult. José Garcia said he would cure
them. In the pasture he came across signs of sorcery. Stunned, he imme-
diately got to work with his medicines and incense. In the afternoon he
hurried to Santiago’s but in such haste that he forgot to take his own med-
icines. They took yagé that night.

When the chuma arrived—what a chuma! Virgen Santisima! 1
thought I was dying! What exhaustion. Vomiting and vomiting,
and I could do nothing to stop it. I felt overwhelmed by the
sorcery substances. I could do nothing. I was about to die. So
I asked the friend Santiago, ‘‘Do you have any incense? For
God’s sake give me some.”” But he said there was none, not
even a grain. Then I felt as though I would choke to death. I
had none of my medicines; it was the end. I worked and
worked in the chuma of the yagé, but to no avail. I had lost my
power to the sorcery.

I asked Santiago for some ortiga. ‘‘Take whatever you want’’
he said. I caught hold of a good branch and I blew over it,
oosh, and cured it. I cured that ortiga really well. Then I puri-
fied myself, curing myself, singing, singing, and cleansing my-
self and praying, hitting myself with the ortiga but strongly!
Really strong!

And then I was being made clear. Things were lifting. Once
again the ugliest of visions was passing away—the force of the
sorcery. And I was seeing, most beautiful, my farm.

I had been caught in a beautiful vision. I was looking at my-
self and there was sorcery substance in three places. And that
was a force; a force to crush me, to make me abandon hope
that my farm was not worth the effort and I would do best to
give it away. That was what it was all about. But I was able to
cure. God helped me. The old woman was unable to get me.
She is a sorcerer. Soon she will kill me. But she can’t.

A year or so later, in 1978, Santiago fell ill. He lost the sight in one eye
while fishing at night, and became dizzy, unable to stand without vomiting.
His legs swelled. Death seemed imminent. He sat by himself singing curing
songs in a soft whisper but when he took yagé he either saw nothing or had
visions of porcupine quills by the hundreds, erect and sprung as when the
animal is defending itself, coming into his mouth, choking him, and into his
eyes blinding him.

And this under the influence of yagé! What exhaustion this
makes! And the snakes, frogs, lizards, alligators . . . inside my
body. . . . And nobody who could take them out! And when-
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ever I took yagé this is all that I saw. Only that.

But when one is not sick one sees beautiful things; birds of
all colors, beautiful colors like when one sees a beautiful cloth
and says, ‘“‘Oh! I like this cloth. It has wonderful colors!”’ Then

“one is truly seeing, and one hardly feels drunk.

His house was full of people, mainly Indians, drinking corn beer and
manioc beer and occasionally speculating—who had ensorcelled him and
why? Was it another shaman using yagé and yagé only? Or was it sorcery
that included magia, and hence likely to be beyond the powers of yagé?

José Garcia went up the mountain to Pasto to consult with Sister Carmela,
taking a candle that he had wiped over Santiago’s body. She confirmed the
suspicions circulating in the foothills that Esteban, a highland Indian (Ingano)
shaman from the Sibundoy valley, had ensorcelled Santiago, using yagé and
magia together.

The enmity between Santiago and Esteban seemed to me to focus and
magnify many of the tensions wrought by the expansion of the national
economy into the frontier, and to do so in an unusual sphere—namely, the
commoditization of magical power and of the magical aura of ‘‘Indianness.”
For many decades, highland Indian shamans from the Sibundoy valley, In-
ganos such as Esteban, have been recorded as making a living by wandering
through the cities and hamlets of Colombia where they sell to whites and
blacks medicinal herbs, charms, pictures of Catholic saints, books of magical
spells, and their services as folk healers. Now Sibundoy Indian shamans
travel as far as Venezuela, where money is more plentiful than in Colombia,
and some, by local peasant standards, have become wealthy. Rosario com-
pared them with the Indians of the foothills and lowlands who, she said, are
ignorant of magia and know only their plant medicines, their yagé, and their
own types of sorcery.

‘‘But the highland Indians,’ she said, referring to curers like Esteban from
the Sibundoy valley, ‘‘they know another system—that gets one more money,
no? They go and traverse the nations and wander here and there with their
berries and nuts and things saying that they can cure when really they are
swindling. They are the most cunning! With this they maintain themselves
with good money. They go to Venezuela, to Peru. . . . Their system is dif-
ferent because they get money easier and because their curing is a lie and
but a way to get rich with filth!”’

““And the Indians of the lowlands don’t do that?’’ I asked.

‘“Ha! No! No! The people from here? No! From here? No! Those others
are so given to traveling. They love traveling. They are so cunning. They
wander here and they wander there—saying they can cure. And they cure
nothing! What they do is swindle and ensorcel!”’

It is likely that Ingano Indians from the Sibundoy valley have been itinerant
medicine men for centuries. Frank Salomon has described a trial held by
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Spanish officials in 1727 concerning a highland Indian from a village close
to Pasto charged with ensorcelling six kinsmen and a Spanish official. Wit-
nesses attributed their survival to a curer from the Sibundoy who used a
vision-inducing plant, probably yagé.# In performing this role it is probable
that the Sibundoy medicine men were acting as mediators of an old, pan-
Andean system of curing and magical belief that credited the jungle Indians
of the eastern foothills and lowlands with unique shamanic powers that could
be tapped by highlanders either directly or through the mediation of Indians
living between the highlands and the lowlands, such as the Sibundoy.

Today in all the places they pass through and gain clients from, it is their
mythic image as Indians possessing occult powers that assures them success.
But not all Indians in Colombia do what the Sibundoy curers do. They have
confidence and an overweening pride because they are closed off from mag-
ical counterattack because of their skill and knowledge of yagé and yagé-
induced visions—or, more likely, because they merely intimate that this is
so. And for this they rely on the existence of the shamans of the foothills
or lowlands, not just for yagé, which only grows below the valley, but for
the allegedly superior power of the shamans otherwise beneath them, literally
and figuratively. The seeds of discord between shamans like Esteban, up in
the Sibundoy valley, and Santiago, down below in the foothills, are planted
in this peculiar yet firmly secured contradiction which has probably gathered
intensity as growing market opportunities favor the Sibundoy shamans’ ca-
pacity to gain more money and fame than the lowlanders. In the course of
their healing journeys, the Sibundoy shamans and herbalists encounter head-
on the full spectrum of prevailing healing techniques and demonological
fantasies secreted in the anxieties of people more directly integrated into
the national society than themselves. They become more cosmopolitan than
the lowland shamans isolated in a far-removed pocket of the nation; they
perfect the discourse of magia based on a pact with Satan, and they perfect
the use of their image as mystically empowered Indians.

Trapped by their image as pagans with inherent links to the occult, they
wrest a livelihood from that image, ensuring its vitality in the popular imag-
ination of the nation, and beyond. But to fully appropriate and profit from
that image, the itinerant Sibundoy shamans, such as Esteban, not only re-
quire the yagé (and perhaps the ritual services) of the lowland shamans such
as Santiago; they also require the lowland shamans as mythic objects to
fulfill the colonially inspired mythology that grants the pagan power.

Needless to say, the lowland shamans are not happy with this. By and
large they distrust and even despise the highland shamans, whom they regard
as swindlers and as inferior—except for their ability to do evil with magia
and with sorcery bundles (capachos). This all comes to a head over the issue
of supplying what is said to be increasingly scarce yagé to highland shamans.
Lowlanders such as Santiago are reluctant to sell them yagé, and he had
been adamant in his refusal of Esteban’s request. The lowlanders with whom
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I have spoken fear that with the yagé the highlanders will mix magia and
dominate them, ensuring, among other things, an assured source of yagé.
On the other hand, to refuse their request could mean being killed by their
magia—supposedly the fate now befalling Santiago.

As Santiago’s health deteriorated to the point of death, José Garcia became
involved in unprecedented ways. Up till now he had been a patient and a
sort of pupil, struggling all the time to free himself from sorcery. Now he
was called upon to cure his mentor.

I went up to his place one afternoon and he was terribly drunk
and his wife implored me to cure him saying that he was fear-
fully bad-tempered with her and with everyone else. So we sat
around talking and drinking and when night came Santiago said
we would take yagé—he, his nephew, his son-in-law, and 1.
“Good, we're all here,” he said.

He poured out the yagé and sang over it and gave each per-
son a cupful, but forgot about me. Then he remembered and
gave me the largest cupful I had ever taken. *“‘Ah!”’ I said, ‘‘in
the name of the Holy Virgin this will do something.”” And I
consecrated the yagé and called on God and the spirits of the
Indian shamans, Tomas Becerra and Andrés Hinchoa, to come
and help me, to cure this yagé in the name of Tomds Becerra
and so on because they were yagé-takers and of the best. Then
Santiago said, ‘‘But who is going to sing? Nobody? Well, you
sing Don José! Aren’t you always singing to yourself under
your poncho? All these times you’ve been taking yagé up here
you’ve been singing and curing hidden under your poncho, no?
Well come out into the public so we can see if you really know
or not!”’

“All right, sefior,”’ I replied, ‘‘that’s what we’ll do.”” And in
that instant he fell to the floor, as if dead. We jumped up and
laid him back in his hammock, but he stayed like he was dead,
with only his hands moving, mute, speaking with nothing but
his hands, mute. The others thought they were going to die.
His son-in-law implored me to try to cure them. Now the yagé
was catching me. I took up a curing fan and started to cure.
The chuma was taking me. It was beautiful and I began to see
what state the house was in. It was a cemetery. There was a
burial. It was total annihilation going on. Okay! So I got busy
with my medicines and then the chuma caught everyone and it
was terrible! His son-in-law was crying, ‘‘Don José please
please come and cure me because I am dying!”’ I bent over him
and exorcised, cleaning and sweeping and sucking. Then his
nephew, the same thing. It was awful. I went from one to the
other, and back again. Those too soon got better and then I at-
tended to the friend Santiago. I worked on him till three in the
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morning and then he began to revive, to speak again. ‘‘Ya, ha
ha ha.”” And he would whistle and scream. ‘“We’re not just
anybody, Don José,” he said. ‘‘For we know, isn’t that right,
Don José?”’ And then he would fall unconscious again. ‘‘We
know. They can’t get us! Isn’t that right, Don José?’’ He also
saw the cemetery, all of it. ‘‘Ave Maria,”’ he said, ‘‘dead people
putrefying everywhere,”’ he said. Others in agony about to die.
The whole house a graveyard. Ave Maria!

So we kept on taking yagé. And finally he said, ‘‘Good!
Come again on Tuesday. If they’re going to Kkill us, then they
too will die!”’

On Tuesday we took yagé again and he was beginning to sing
when he cried out that he had an illness deep within and that
he was going into the other room to see if he could cure it. He
took his curing fan and we could hear him singing. Suddenly
the candle went out and it was completely dark. I stayed there,
jJittering with the yagé, frightened, sure I was about to die. And
the friend Santiago became silent. He stopped singing. I cured
myself with my medicines, over my body, blowing incense, and
eventually I got better after an hour or so. When my force re-
turned I began to sing and cure the others, singing and curing,
singing and curing. ‘‘Ah, Don José,’ said Santiago, ‘‘looks like
they are trying to kill us, no? But they can’t! So, let’s take
some more and see if they can kill us. Take more yagé!”’

So we took another cup and when the chuma came,
“‘pow’’—he fell to the floor again. This time it only lasted for
half an hour. He got up and started singing and said, ‘‘On Fri-
day we’ll take some more.”” So on Friday I went again and the
chuma was good. I went to Pasto and came back with holy
water and incense. I cured cattle and went a second time to
Pasto and got medicines for Santiago from Sister Carmela. So
we finished.

Santiago’s illness abated but little, until a month later the most esteemed
shaman of the Putumayo foothills came and cured him. That was Salvador,
whose mother was a Cofan Indian and father a whiteman, a cauchero (small-
time rubber trader) from the highlands of Narifio who had left the little boy
with the Indians. We had been waiting quite a while for Salvador to show
up. He had along way to come and had to harvest some rice quickly because
of the coming rains. That was the word that came back to us as we waited
day after day with Santiago humming his curing song to himself and everyone
else drunk most of the time. But the real reason that Salvador didn’t show,
according to Santiago, was that his wife was frightened—frightened for Sal-
vador’s delicate voice and delicate health, what with all those Ingano Indians
up around Mocoa boozing away like they always do, while the Cofans barely
even drink chicha. ‘‘She knows that if he comes here he’ll get drunk, and
then he’ll get sick,” that’s the problem, sighed Santiago.
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But eventually he did come, with his wife and her mother, the mama
seriora, widow of a Siona shaman. She is very old, the mama sefiora, drinks
yagé with impunity and sings beautifully, Santiago told me. It is she and
only she who prepares the very special chicha of pineapple, corn, and manioc
that Salvador offers to the animals whom he calls for the hunters with his
yagé song. Many other people came, for three nights of yagé curing, so I
was told later, and most of them took yagé. The mama sefiora sang too; my
betrothed, mi novia, is how Santiago referred to her, with a giggle. And Don
Apolinar sang, too. He was an old Coreguaje shaman, father-in-law of one
of Santiago’s daughters, and he came from the province of Caquetd, a hard
and even dangerous trip because of the campaign being waged there by the
Colombian army against the guerillas.

Santiago improved dramatically, except for his eye. But it was never clear
what had really happened to him or what Salvador had said about the cause
of his illness. Was it yagé mixed with magia, as José Garcia said that Sister
Carmela had said? Was it really Esteban? Everyone said something different.
And as time passed so everyone would change what they said anyway.

When I returned a year later at the beginning of 1979, I found a lot had
changed. Santiago was fairly well and active, but Salvador had died and José
Garcia’s wife, Rosario, was terribly ill. Salvador’s nephew said he had died
as a result of losing his power through curing too many outsiders, especially
whites and blacks, thus becoming polluted and unable to withstand the
sorcery attacks of the Indian shamans along the Napo river in Ecuador.
Rosario was virtually paralyzed in her right arm and leg. Her right arm
shook. Her speech was slurred. She looked gaunt and sad. In a deadpan
way she said that the spirit of the man to whom she had been engaged at
the age of sixteen, who had died in the truck accident, had come to haunt
her. He would sit on her right shoulder.

This bout of illness started in 1978, she told me, when there were problems
with one of their farms. Cattle had been robbed and she had to work hard
milking while José Garcia and their son were looking for them. She caught
pneumonia in a rainstorm and was treated with antibiotics by one of the
local (university-trained) doctors. She felt a little relieved but then began to
feel heavy and developed a headache followed by the gradual onset of pa-
ralysis. She was further treated by the same doctor with tranquilizers until
their old friend, the card diviner, Lydia, persuaded them to go for medical
treatment to the capital city, Bogot4, where she was diagnosed and treated
as suffering from a stroke. She came home, unable to stop crying, her
daughter said, and returned to Bogota where she visited many doctors—and
a spirit medium who told her that her illness was partially due to God (a
natural cause) and partially due to sorcery acting in concert with the ‘‘nat-
ural’’ cause.

Then Lydia, the card diviner who had been responsible for introducing
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them to Sister Carmela in Pasto in 1973, thereby setting them on the path
to riches, set to work once more with her cards and divined that Rosario’s
illness was due to no one else than Sister Carmela! Carmela had evoked the
spirit of Rosario’s long-deceased fiancé to act as a malevolent power.

Now Rosario and José Garcia remembered how Carmela had always in-
sisted that José Garcia’s powers, as developed in association with her, were
to be for the good of mankind; that he was buying too many cattle and too
many farms and that he should give his cattle and lands to the poor, keeping
only a little for himself. Carmela had turned against them because he was
denying this, they told me with calm detachment. At the same time, José
Garcia added, Carmela was envious of his success and was acting out of
spite.

José Garcia himself understood his healing powers in terms paralleling
Carmela’s denunciation of his material success. A year or so earlier, for
example, he had delivered this pronunciamiento:

Yes! I have seen the greatness of this world, and one remem-
bers, takes account of it, and manages one’s life accordingly.
That is why God helps me. God has specially chosen me to
succeed in anything I want, but not too much; to do great
things, to perform great cures . . . according to my faith and
how I conduct myself. But do you know that it is not mine? I
am only the administrator of the goods of this world. Of pride,
I have none, not like those rich people to whom you say hello
and they don’t answer back. I am only an administrator. The
day that my Father esteems me, he calls me to account for all;
“Come mayordomo! Give me your account!”’

This Christian anticapitalist sentiment leveled against the private accumu-
lation and ownership of wealth is amply reinforced by other aspects of his
healing philosophy as well:

® The picture of the world evoked by this text refers us to a feudal hacienda
with God as the master and José Garcia as a mayordomo—a steward caring
for God’s domain and not as a private property owner of the goods of this
world. An important impulse behind the credibility of this picture or cos-
mology lies in José Garcia’s having ‘‘seen the greatness of this world’’ and
remembering and taking account of it. This has come about in the especially
potent way it has because of his taking yagé—an Indian medicine and an
Indian rite. The organic interconnectedness of this world picture presup-
poses a hierarchy of reciprocities ascending to the godhead.

® In this hierarchy, a healer like José Garcia sees himself as standing in a
gift relationship to God, the Virgin, Catholic folk saints, and the spirits of
dead Indian shamans. His power comes from this chain of reciprocating
exchanges, a chain that evokes the myth-rendered past through the gen-
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erations of saints and Indian shamans. This is the power that can cure
illness and combat sorcery, as we see when José Garcia describes his type
of singing:
I don’t sing like the shamans, but another song that comes with
yagé, for example, with a music that I hear. The very yagé

teaches you what to sing . . . low or high, or whatever. You
see prayers, but sung . . . prayers with the song of yagé. Thus
you do your curing with this; singing . . . for example, the

Magnificat. You are singing the Magnificat under the influence
of yagé, curing the sick, or under the influence of one who is
curing. The Magnificat says, ‘“My soul is full of grace from our
Lord and my spirit is lifted to God, my Saviour. In the light of
his eyes, now all the generations call me, ‘Welcome!” since in
me great things have been made and here in me is the power
almighty whose mercy extends from generation to generation to
those who fear it, and his arms from my heart extend to those
exposed. Get rid of the powerful; raise the humble. Fill the
hungry with goods and farewell the rich with nothing. In memory
of your compassion, your taking Israel for your servant, accord-
ing to your promises, that made our fathers, Abraham and all his
descendants, for the centuries of the centuries. . . . Amen.”

This is what I sing, drunk with yagé, singing the Magnificat,
curing and cleansing. With this you cure sorcery, no matter
how serious. With this you are singing, developing the Magnifi-
cat, with this, calming illness.

(Among the vulgar classes throughout Peru, wrote Hermillio Valdizan and
Angel Maldonado in their opus La medicina popular peruana, printed in
1922, there is a great series of beliefs, more common among the whites and
mestizos than the Indians, related to the restless spirits of Purgatory. When
all else fails to drive these spirits away, when, therefore, they are the truly
condemned and possibly of the devil himself, then one should sing the Mag-
nificat, and they quote the closing lines: ‘‘Dispossess the powerful; Raise
up the humble. Fill the needy with goods, leave the rich with nothing. . . .
Gloria al Padre y al Hijo.”’>)

® The Christian emphasis upon the virtue of charity and denial of worldly
goods engages with the healer’s necessity to attend the poor. A man like
Santiago would never be hypocrite enough to bother with the discourse
of denial of worldly goods. He loves worldly goods. His appetite is
Rabelaisian. The more the better, and none of this cringing sort of stuff
that José€ Garcia, the pious white spiritist, comes out with. Yet Santiago
would consider himself no less a Christian and no less prone to the
Envious Other.
The subtext to this attending to the poor is the subconscious cosmic
battlefield of vices and virtues in which the healer gains power through
the struggle with evil. The healer’s power is incumbent upon a dialectical
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relationship with disease and misfortune. Evil empowers, and that is
why a healer by necessity attends the ‘‘poor,”” meaning the economically
poor and those struck by misfortune. It is possible to understand the
relation between God and the devil in this way, for they can stand not
merely in opposition, but as a mutually empowering synergism. Dante’s
realization of paradise is only achieved by and after he has journeyed
through the inferno and encountered Satan (and for our purposes it is
apposite to note that Dante made this journey accompanied by a pagan
guide—read ‘‘healer’’ or ‘‘shaman’’—from the pre-Christian past).
But this necessity to descend and immerse oneself in the struggle with
evil can be self-destructive. A healer’s life is poised on the edge of this
dialectic, and that is why a healer always requires an alliance with a
more powerful healer—whom José Garcia’s found in Sister Carmela in
the mountain city and in the Indian shaman, Santiago, on the edge of
the lowland jungles. The more powerful healer, however, might kill you.

® Of all the reciprocities involved in this organic picture of the world with
its hierarchy of forms and dialectical mesh of good and evil, the out-
standing one is that between Christianity and paganism, equivalent to
that between God and the devil. José Garcia’s powers derive from this
reciprocation of contraries—an antiphony established in its concrete
particularity as well as its harmoniously cadenced abstractions by the
European conquest of the New World centuries before, as we witness,
for example, in the writings of the Franciscans blazing the trail for Christ
in the jungles east of Quito and Pasto. This antiphony, moreover, prob-
ably existed in trans-Andean society prior to the arrival of the Spanish,
as in the relation between the highlanders of the Incan empire and the
jungle Indians of the lowlands.

It is in what we might hesitantly call the ‘‘logic’’ of José Garcia’s
curing and life story (as he tells it) that we see this patterning of op-
positions, this billowing out of apocalyptic splendor fanned by opposi-
tions. But with other colonists to the jungle, as with an old acquaintance
of mine of the Guaymuez River, Manuel Gémez, this patterning may
take a more vividly explicit expression as in Manuel’s yagé vision, in
which the Indian shaman, dispensing the yagé, was seen as changing
into a tiger and then the devil. Then the viewer died and in the ascent
to heaven, as in Dante’s Paradiso, achieved the glory of evil transcended,
gained God’s blessing, and was cured—and something more than just
cured.

In assailing the sorcery of magia leveled against him many years ago,
José Garcia had become not only a healer, thereby transforming this
evil, he had also become a rich man in the eyes of his neighbors. In a
society where the pressures for individual capital accumulation are re-
sisted by the counter-hegemonic force of envy, his entrepreneurial career
demanded at an ever-increasingly furious pace the development of his
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spiritual healing power so as to resist the barbs of that envy. But finally,
as he had said on an earlier occasion, the day had come when his Father
called him: ‘‘Come here mayordomo! Give me your account.”

Since the beginning of Rosario’s illness, José Garcia had stopped taking
yagé and visiting Santiago. Rosario had always been skeptical and even
perhaps a little frightened of his mixing with Indians and especially of his
taking yagé. Carmela and other mediums had often warned him of overin-
dulging in yagé as well. Now he seemed frightened too.

Lydia told him to stop or take it very infrequently, because when one is
bien chumado the other yagé takers ‘‘throw’’ sorcery at one. ‘‘Once I fell
to the floor,” he told me. ‘‘Don Santiago whipped me with ortiga nettles. 1
took another cupful and I saw some Indians from way down the Putumayo,
their faces painted with achiote. It was they that had done it to me!”’ ‘‘An-
other time,”” he told me, ‘‘a fierce wind came up from nowhere. It blew out
the candle. Strange. I sang the Magnificat. I defended myself. We continued
curing.”’

Rosario got to hear of a famous physician in Popayan, a highland town
north of Pasto, and she and José Garcia went to him several times. His
treatment was painful. He injected her tongue many times, she said. He was
also outrageously expensive. A university-qualified physician, he had learned
his specialty in Russia and many other foreign countries, so Rosario would
reiterate. Then she became involved with a spirit medium new to the Pu-
tumayo, a white woman from Brazil, who would not allow face-to-face
dealings so that Rosario carried out all transactions with her through an
intermediary, a friend of both women. The brazilera was able to quit Rosario
of the spirit floating on her right shoulder. She affirmed that Carmela had
caused Rosario’s illness, using magia, and went on to say that Carmela was
also to blame for Santiago’s brush with death. That was why he still suffered
from fatigue, giddiness, and a bad eye. 1 should also add here that Carmela
(a great friend of the bishop, as José Garcia said) had but a few months
earlier been driven out of Pasto by the combined efforts of medical doctors,
police, and the Church, and was struggling to maintain herself in a small
village a few miles from the city. Truly her star had fallen, at least for the
moment.

I tried to persuade José Garcia to come with me and visit Santiago, but
he declined and so his son, Pedro, accompanied me along the trail and into
the forest as night was falling. He was fourteen, and had taken yagé since
the age of eight. We passed his father’s farm. He told me how their cattle,
as well as plantains and other crops, were always at risk of being stolen.
His father had been attacked recently by a laborer demanding higher wages,
and fought back with his machete. The laborer went away, then stole their
favorite dog, castrated it, and cut off its ears. Pedro feared sorcery constantly,
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so it seemed. Why did he take yagé? He said that one took it to see who
was ensorcelling you, to clarify one’s situation, and at the same time to
clean oneself of the evil (the males or bad things) that have been inflicted.
He was afraid to walk along this road at night. We branched off to take the
trail into the jungle. It was dusk. We reached the river and crossed the bridge
made of bamboo and wire slung thirty feet over a cataract of rushing water
and rocks. It was about ten inches wide and swaye<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>