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Prologue 

The article published here was written in 1944 for Timehri, the 
Journal of the Royal Agricultura! and Commercial Society of British 
Guiana, for the issue that marked the Society's centenary. On account 
of its length it was divided into two parts under the overall title: The 
Makushi of British Guiana: A Study ofCulture Contact. The first, the his
torical section, was published in Timehri November 1944: No. 26, (pp. 
66-77). and the second section, entitled "Culture Contact in the 
Present", in TimehriJuly 1946: No. 27, (pp. 16-38). 

At the time the writer was living in an isolated district and cut off 
from communication, and so it was not possible to correct the proofs 
before publication. Then unfortunately, the premises and entire stock 
of the Society were destroyed by fire in February 1945, and Timehri No. 
26 became virtually unobtainable. It was thought therefore that it 
might be of interest to present-day Carib specialists to publish a re
vised reprint. 1 The work now appears with its two sections reunited, 
with correction of typological errors; and more appropriate title and 
with sorne additional material and amplification. Many of the references 
appearing as footnotes in the original, have now been inserted into the 
text and a bibliography has been added. The photographs and negatives 
which had been submitted to illustrate it were destroyed in the 1945 
fire. 2 Sorne of the present photographs were taken in 1949, on my re
tum from Columbia University.3 These are noted. In this revision the 

1 Mrs Myers and I also felt strongly that the typologlcal errors ln the ortglnal ought not 
to be perpetua,ted through quotations and synopses. (A.B.C.) 

• No photographs were prlnted with the original publlcation ln Timehri. 
"See Biographical Note. 
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dating, unless specifically stated, refers to 1933-1944, and I have occa
sionally inserted the date 1944 in the text to clarify this point. Where I 
have additionally referred to later publications in the course of my revi
sion, this is acknowledged in the text and the footnotes. 

My study refers to the Makushi as I observed them during the pe
riod 1933-1944 and to the historical background and inter-racial con
tacts in the area. At that time, apart from the accounts of early travel
lers, the monumental work by T. Koch-Grünberg (1917, 1923, 1928), 
that of W.C. Farabee (1924), of W.E. Roth (1924) and the linguistic 
study of Makushi by James Williams (1932), little was known of the 
Carib groups of the area. There is now, however, a well-defined corpus 
of Carib ethnology, in the light of which sorne of my conjectures may 
seen naive. At the time of writing, my article was intended for the local 
reading public of British Guiana, in order to interest it in the 
Amerindians and to present them as more than the subjects of amused 
contempt, -the simple, childlike forest people lower in the scale of evo
lution, as they were then assumed to be, who appeared periodically in 
Georgetown, walking in single file, stepping high over imaginary tufts of 
grass and referred to, sometimes contemptuously and in their actual 
presence, as "bucks."4 As a psychologist and trained anthropologist, I 
was concerned to show the Makushi as an intelligent people with a 
well-developed view of the world, with valid attitudes and thought sys
tem, with an identity and culture of their own worthy of preservation, of 
admiration and respect, and with an adaptation to their environment 
superior to our own. I wanted to show "what reality looked like to them" 
and to indicate that in 1944, they were passing through a crisis of 
health, suffering neglect, exploitation and injustice, and were in need of 
succour.5 They were recovering from a number of disastrous epidemics 
and were ata very low level. 6 It is interesting to compare the very full 
enumeration of Makushi villages for the period 1907-1913 in James 

4 This term. applied in a derogatory sense to refer to Amerindians in Guyana. has 
been handed down from Dutch colonial times in the 17th and 18th centuries. lt is thought 
to derive from the Dutch word "bok", a buck or he-goat. 

5 There were no medica! services in the interior of Britlsh Guiana at that time and, as 
she describes in the text. in 1944 Mrs. Myers saw the Govemor of the Colony, Sir Gordon 
Lethem. to make a strong plea on behalf of the Makushi far a doctor to be appointed to 
work in the Rupununi. By 1947 a system of Medica! Rangers was in place and a 
Govemment Dispenser, with Dispensary, established in Lethem. An anti-malaria! campaign 
entailing DDT spraying of Amertndian settlements was underway and a series of medica! 
surveys was being carried out (see Baldwin: 41). Dr. C.R. Janes. the first Medica! Offlcer far 
the Interior, arrived at the beginning of 1949 and began a succession of tours to ali the 
Amerindian communities, maktng regular visits to the Rupununi villages. 

• "These epidemics were not only malaria, but influenza, measles and an outbreak of 
alastrim smallpox. The latter caused a medica! team to be sent from Georgetown to carry 
out a vaccinatlon programme, with the consequences described in my article.• (I.H.M.). 
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Williams' Preface (pp. 8-11) with those existing in the 1930s. By 1933 
many of these villages had disappeared, others being sadly decimated. 

I am indebted to the Editor of Antropológica for making this publi
cation possible. My underlying thanks are due also to Dr. Audr.ey Butt 
Colson for many hours of editing, discussion and encouragement ex
tending over severa! years. The suggestion of reprinting, and the ímpe
tus for its completion carne entirely from her, andina busy life she has 
given unstintingly of her time and effort. My gratitude must also go to 
her husband, Robín Colson, who has facilitated in every way the prepa
ration of the manuscript. Miss Sheila Murphy has patiently and compe
tently typed and retyped our various amendments. To her also, many 
thanks. 

I must also remember those to whom the whole article is due: my 
Makushi friends of the region, who accepted me so good-humouredly, 
revealed to me sorne of their secrets, and taught me how to survive in 
an unfamiliar and potentially hostile environment and to utilise its hid
den resources. 

In my various journeys down the Río Branco to Boa Vista and to 
Manaus, the Brazilian ranchers and officials showed me always much 
kindness and hospitality, in days when travelling was not easy. There 
were then no roads, no regular river services, no aviation, no hostelries. 
One made one's own way, and trusted to the good will of those one en
countered. This was never lacking, and I am grateful to the many 
(sometimes poor and humble, men and women) who helped me in diffi
culties and emergencies. 

Introduction 

Still one of the most numerous of the tribes of the Carib linguistic 
group, the Makushi (Macusi, Makuchi, Maeuchi, Macuxi, Macoussi) in
habit the windswept upland savanrtahs of the Guyana-Brazilian fron
tier region. They are found in an area extending from the lower reaches 
of the Rupununi River in the East, to the Ireng River and Pacaraima 
Mountains on the Northwest, South to the northern side of the Canuku 
Mountains and West to the Surumu and Cotinga rivers, and from there 
further West, to the left bank of the Uraricoera River on ornear Maracá 
Island. 

A region of distant mountains and open rolling country, where 
range the savannah deer, the peccary, the anteater and the puma, 
where the rattlesnake abounds; ~ith rivers alternately shrunk within 
their wide yellow sandy beaches, on the shores of which fish the jabiru 
and the roseate spoonbill; then in the rainy season becoming raging 
torrents whose swollen muddy waters inundate the surrounding coun
try and sweep ali before them as they rush down to join the waters of 
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the Amazon; with lakes and streams at times becoming floods, at times 
drying into small ponds and watercourses, in which fish are trapped by 
the receding waters. A land of extremes, of drought and famine, of 
prodiga! abundance; semi-arid in the long dry season, with water often 
far and scarce, 1t lies in the rains to a great extent under water, a sea of 
islands, and in places impassable swamp. 

In green brilliant groves or isolated clumps, marking watercourses, 
springs or swamps, the ite palms (Mauritiajlexuosa) are the most strik
ing and beautiful feature of the savai:inahs. They are landmarks (or the 
traveller, and shade for his rest. To the Makushi, as to the Warrau of 
the Orinoco Delta, they play an important part in material culture. Out 
in the savannah, there is very poor pasture grass, with scattered plants 
of the shrubby sandbox tree (Curatella americana) - the local sandpaper 
- wild jasmine and guava and the handsome purple-flowered pari
carana (Mimosa acacioides), all bent before the prevailing Northeast 
trade wind. This wind is hot, dry and strong, and for eight months of 
the year blows day in, day out, ceasing only after nightfall to begin 
again before dawn; the sun is fierce, and there is little shade. 

Over these savannahs, treading the burning sand and stony rises, 
men, women and children make long journeys from one settlement to 
another, to visit their fellows for pleasure or trade, or go in bands to 
dance and feast in the cashew groves, or to fish in the lakes and 
streams. Their mode of life has been largely determined by, and is won
derfully adapted to their environment; their material culture makes ad
mirable use of the products with which nature has fumisped them in 
plain and forest. But a new element has been at work modifying their 
reactions to the problems of their simple life, and it is this factor, the 
influence of a conflicting culture, the European one, that I now wish to 
trace in outline. 

Historical 

Williams visited most of the then existing Makushi villages in 1907, 
and a very good account of their locations is to be found in his "Lan
guage of the Makuchi Indians of Guiana" (1932: 5-11). Koch-Grünberg 
(1923, III: 2-3) visited the Río Branco savannahs in 1911-1913 and 
published monumental accounts of his studies of the Amerindian tribes 
of the region. He found a branch of the Makushi (the Eliang) living on 
the large island of Maracá in the Uraricoera River, completely separated 
from the main stem of the tribe further North, and mentions severa} 
other branches, differentiated by name, dialectical variations and local
ity, now thirty years afterwards (1944) most of them either vanished, or 
.surviving as a few individuals living among the main Makushi stock. 
Notable among these he names the Monoiko on the Surumu River, 
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sorne of whom Baldwin (1946: 16) states to be still living as a remnant 
among the Makushi proper of the Pacaraima Mountains. The present 
writer is acquainted with severa! individuals of Monoiko descent living 
in the Makushi villages of the Canuku foothills. Baldwin refers to them 
as "the Manaikos - miscalled Manaos," and it is interesting that he ap
parently considers that the Manaos or Maganouts of the Dutch records 
were really the Monoiko. Early Portuguese accounts, however, as 
Arthur Ferreira Reis (1931: 77 et seq.) tells us, revea! the Manaus (or 
Manau) as a powerful Río Negro trtbe, who, led by Ajuricaba in the be
ginning of the eighteenth century, were said to have been furnished 
arms by the Dutch of Guiana for their ill-fated revolt against the Portu
guese in 1723. 

The Magnouws, 7 are mentioned by Storm van 's Gravesande in bis 
despatches of 1764 (Harris and de Villiers 1911, II: 464) as living up 
the Essequibo River, and has having in 1 723 been, by a poli ti cal dodge 
of the Carib nation ~so injudiciously and childishly driven away, badly 
treated, and for ever estranged from us, that the efforts made to enter 
into communication with it have hitherto proved fruitless. • He had writ
ten in 1754 that in the previous year Portuguese were said to have de
scended8 the Río Negro with the Maganouts, and taken possession of a 
gold mine near the Orinoco, in Spanish territory (Harris and de Villiers 
1911, I: 314-315). Wé hear ofthem (Harris and de Villiers 1911, 11: 414) 
in 1 763 in a report from Post Arinda that they were dissatisfied with the 
treatment received from the Portuguese of Brazil, and that a strong 
body of them had set out to come to the Colony for the purpose of mak
ing a Treaty of Commerce with the Dutch. The Caribs, jealous of their 
own trade with the Dutch (they seem to have been middlemen for other 
tribes as well as suppliers of slaves). had assembled to prevent this. A 
sharp fight occurring. with heavy losses on both sides, the Manaos had 
postponed their visit until the next year. and had advised the 
Postholder to this effect. So that we can be certain of two things - the 
Manaos, as well as being numerous and powerful in the Río Negro, were 
also apparently visiting or already settling in the Río Branca savannahs 
in the eighteenth century. 

The present writer considers that there is no conclusive evidence to 

7 Mahanows, Maganouts, Magnauws, Magnouws, Magnouts, are forms also found in 
the literature. I remlnd readers that the Dutch •g• is asplrate, and, together with the 
Spanish T and the Engllsh "h", was probably an attempt to record the glottal stop so 
frequent in the Carlb Ianguage. On the anomalies of the orthography of the Amerindian 
Ianguages, see Tavera Acosta 1930: 16. 

• The Portuguese would, In actual fact. have ascended the Río Negro and. probably, 
entered the Orlnoco basln vla the Casslquiare Rlver, the connectlng channel between the 
two water systems. 
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enable us to decide whether the Manaos of the two localities are the 
same or two different people - one being, according to Baldwin (19449 

and 1946:14) the Monoiko, a branch, as Koch-Grünberg points out, of 
the Makushi. It is interesting and perhaps significant to state that -go, -
ko, - gong, - kong, - are Makushi and Carib sufflxes meaning "people." 
An old Makushi informed me that the Monoiko could be (though they 
are not in practice) called MonoL Monoi, manai in Makushi signifies a 
twin, one of a pair, so that Monoiko, (Manaiko) means "the twin (or 
branch) people," the name bearing out Koch-Grünberg's statement. 
Makushis of the Canukus who knew the few remaining Monoiko told 
me that their language is the same as the Makushi tengue, being pro
nounced slightly differently. 

Humboldt (vide Harris and de Villiers 1911, I: 185) may be quoted 
in this connection "The Majanaos (Maanaos?). who are still found in 
our days to the southeast of Lake Amucu, [i.e., near Pirara, I.M.] have 
been confounded with the Manaes (Manoas) of the Jurubesh" [i.e., the 
Urubaxi, a tributary of the Río Negro]. 

Personally the writer thinks that there was no confusion, and that 
the Manaes were not the Monoiko, or any other but the Río Negro tribe, 
which is known to have emigrated from the Río Negro after their unsuc
cessful revolt against the Portuguese and the death of their leader 
Ajuricaba, in 1723. They evidently reached the Río Branco savannahs, 
from which they have now completely disappeared, leaving, unlike the 
Paraviang and the Yaios, no oral tradition among the Makushi of their 
passing. A study of the migrations of the Amerindian tribes of the 
Guianas and Venezuela has yet to be exhaustively made. It is certain 
that even today the distances covered by travelling Indians are surpris
ingly great, and that there are Makushi living in the Canuku regton 
whose fathers carne from the Río Negro, and married into the tribe. 

Of the vtllages mentioned by Williams (1932: 8 et seq.) as existing 
in 1907, many have disappeared, as he predicted. A similar fate has 
overtaken many of the settlements found by Koch-Grünberg in 1911-
13. There has been a diminution in numbers, and a redistribution of 
the remaining population. Along the Canuku foothills, now one of the 
principal remaining Makushi areas, many of the original dwellers have 
died and their place has been taken by others who have come over from 
Brazilian territory. There is a continua} contact between the 
Amerindians on British soil and those on the Brazilian side of the fron
tier, where groups of Makushi are to be found still along the foothills of 
the Pacaraima Mountains, following the line of the Ireng River. For 
sorne years past, because of the pressure of increasing settlement on 

°ၑ� Flrst published as a news sheet In "The Argosy" In 1944, Baldwin's material was 
republished With additlons as The RupWUUli Record In 1946. 
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the Brazilian savannahs, the migration has tended to be one-way, to 
the British side, determined by the habitual Indian reaction of flight 
from any difficult or complicated situation. 

While sorne of the old villages have vanished, many are still in ex
istence, and in sorne instances new ones have arisen. Groups still exist 
at Annai, Korasabai, Tipuru, Echilibar, around Eupukari, on the Nappi, 
Cumu and Moco-moco creeks by the Canuku Mountains, along the 
banks of the Takutu River from its junction with the Ireng southwards 
to the Canukus: a few individuals still live at Kusad, further up the 
Takutu. Several sites were seen by the writer from the air in the Upper 
Ireng. In the Rupununi River, above and below Apoteri, there are still a 
few settlements in forest clearings10 and a few families were in recent 
years living on the Essequibo River near Kurupukari. These, however, 
were savannah Indians who had found it more convenient to live near 
their work as boat-hands of the District Commissioner. 

The Makushi are predominantly a savannah tribe, whose domain 
today is chiefly confined to the area between the Canuku Mountains on 
the South, and the Pacaraima Mountains on the North, with perhaps 
still a few families living on the outskirts of this area, in localities where 
there were formally populous villages, whose inhabitants have died out 
or retreated before advancing settlement of their ancestral territory. 

Their numbers, estimated by R.H. Schomburgk (1840: 50) in the 
first half of the 19th century as 1,500 in British Guiana and 3,000 in 
ali, and by Koch-Grünberg (1923: III: 2) and Williams (1932: 11) as still 
approximately 3,000 in the first decade of this century, were stated by 
Baldwin (1944; see also 1946: 8, 53) on the basis of the 1943 vaccina
tion records, which include Indians from both sides of the border, to be 
1,700. As not ali Makushi presented themselves for vaccination (though 
the response was surprisingly great) and as there must have been a few 
groups outside the area reached by the vaccinators, there were prob
ably about 1,800 members of the tribe at the time of writing (1944). 11 

There is no indication of sex-ratio, but in the absence of exact figures, 
it does not appear to be far from normal. In sorne groups, men complain 
of a lack of girls for wives, and preadolescent girls are taken as part
ners: in others, the girls complain of a lack of suitable husbands. (It 

10 The District Commissioner. R. Baldwin, informed me (1944) that these settlements 

were increasing and that they were formed of balata bleeders -the local Creole term for 

collectors of thé wild rubber obtained from the bulletwood tree, Manilkara bidentata. 

11 Baldwin ( 1946: 53) gtves a Makushi population of 1,576, based on the monthly reports 

of Govemment Rangers over a period of three years up to, and including, 1945. More recent 

estimates show a great increase ln population. In 1969 the Amerlndlan Lands Commisslon 

calculated 5,530 Makushl for the Rupununl District, Guyana, and Migllazza, quoting for the 

same year for the Río Branca area of Brazll, gives 3,750 (see Butt Colson 1983-84: 79). 
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must be remembered however, that choice is also restricted by the cus
tomary cross cousin marriage). There is, in any case, a serious diminu
tion in numbers, and one which gives cause fqr alarm to those inter
ested in the welfare and the future of these Amerindians. The infant 
mortality rate is high. The writer estimates it as exceeding 50% in the 
Canuku villages. There is also, as the malariologist Dr. Giglioli12 found 
on a visit of investigation, an alarming mortality among young adults. 
Malaria, one of the principal causes of death, would appear, from oral 
tradition, to have been introduced into the region since the beginning of 
the century, becoming with increased communication gradually dif
fused from the settled areas - Boa Vista in the case of Brazil, the 
coastal area in the case of British Guiana. (See Koch-Grünberg 1923, 
III: 26, 330). Respiratory diseases, chiefly bronco-pneumonia, also take 
a large toll. The fact that the death-rate is not even higher, in view of 
the absence of any treatment or control, speaks hopefully for the vital
ity and resistance of this so heavily handicapped people. 

Koch-Grünberg (1923, III: 2-3) considers that the first contact of 
the Makushi with Europeans took place about the end of the eighteenth 
century, but there is evidence to suppose that it may have occurred 
even earlier.13 Reis (1931: 57) states that the Río Branca was entered at 
the beginning of the eighteenth century by the Portuguese Francisco 
Ferreira, who explored the Urartcoera River, the Takutu and the savan
nahs on various occasions, taking down batches of Amerindian slaves 
("descimentas"), to the Portuguese settlements on the Río Negro, prtnci
pally to the village of Aracary. In 1736 Christovam Ayres Botelho suc-

12 Dr. George Glglloll was Medica! Advlser to the Brltlsh Gulana Sugar Producers' 

Assoclation and Hon. Govemment Malarlologlst. He records that the control of malaria 
through the virtual eradlcatlon of lts carrler Anopheles darlingl In coastal towns and 
vlllage, was achleved In Brltlsh Gulana wlthln four years, 1944-1948, and that equally 

spectacular effects were obtalned In the Interior, In mlnlng towns, prospectors' camps and 

lndlan vlllages. Thls was carrled out through the systematlc appllcatlon of D.D.T. to the 

Interior of houses, and not by antllarval measures as, he polnts out, surface water control 

would have been lmpractlcal In a countzy wlth such an enormous extent of surface waters (see 

Giglloll 1946: 46-52; 1948: 5-8). Toe success of the anti-malaria campalgn In the Rupununl 
Dfstrlct can be Judged from the fa.et that the Medica! Offlcer for the Interior, Dr. Cenydd Jones, 
found no malaria amongst elther the Makushl or Waplshana durtng regular vlslts between 1949 -
1956 (Personal Commwllcatlon). When however, after lndependence In 1966, the Medical Ranger 

Servlce decllned, the mosquito vector re-lnvaded the unsprayed settlements and malaria 
retumed. In 1984. 2.500 malaria cases were reported from the Rupununl and North West 

Dlstrlcts. The paraslte has unfortunately become reslstant to the drugs In present use. 
13 Martlns (1947: 5) states on the authorlty of earller records, notably Rlbelro de Sampalo, 

that there were lncurslons by the Portuguese lnto the reglon In the seventeenth century. He 

mentlons especlally, those of 1670 and 1671. 
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cessfully repeated this exploit, to be followed by José Miguel Ayres in 
the middle oí the century. We know that Horstmann passed through 
the region in 1739, but he does not report having encountered Portu
guese, though he did meet an lndian fugitive from the village of 
"Aricari," on the Río Negro, who was very probably one of the Río 
Branco Indians enslaved by these gentlemen and returning to bis own 
territory (Harris and de Villiers 1911, I: 174). 

The most notable of the Portuguese expeditions was that of 
Louren~o Belfort and Francisco Xavier de Andrade in 1740 who, leading 
a large band of raiders, ascended the Uraricoera, penetrated to the 
neigh-bourhood of the Sierra Parima, and took back many slaves to 
Maranhao (Reis 1931: 58). In 1911-1913 Koch-Grünberg, as already 
stated, found Makushi living on Maracá Island in the Uraricoera -
though Coudreau states (1887, II: 392), that in 1787 the Makushi were 
recorded from the Ireng to Makarapan Mountain only and on the same 
river to the North of the Majary, as well as on the lower right bank, and 
from there along the Takutu to the mouth of the Surumu. It may there
fore have been that the Makushi carne into contact with these early ma
rauders, self-styled "redeemers" ("resgates"). and were even included 
among the slaves. 

Im Thurn (1883: 173-17 4) considers that the Makushi were immi
grants from the Caribbean Islands, perhaps crossing over from Trinidad 
to the country about the mouth of the Orinoco, thence passing up the 
banks of the river, where they were living, as Robert Shomburgk (1970: 
78 note 1) has asserted, probably as lately as Sir Walter Raleigh's time, 
and from whence they passed inland to the savannahs. 14 

It is interesting to read in the introduction to Storm van 's 
Gravesande's Despatches (Harris and de Villiers 1911, I: 189) that "in 
Raleigh's time there was already a settlement of Indians (teste Keymis 
they were Iaos) on a great lake occasioned by the overflowing of Lake 
Amucu." Lake Amucu has been located by Horstmann, (Harris and de 
Villiers 1911, I: 168-174), Schomburgk, (Richard Schomburgk 1922, I: 
307-308), Humboldt (Harris and de Villiers 1911, I: 183-184) and other 
writers, in the periodically inundated savannah near the old site of 
Pirara, between the Rupununi and Ireng Rivers; and the "Iaos" were 
possibly Makushi, as the writer will presently show. 

Raleigh in bis description of Trinidad (1970: 4) enumerates diverse 
nations as then resident in that island, among them the laio around 
Parico. De Laet 15 in 1640 refers to a statement by Keymis that the Yaios 

14 du Val d'Abbeville's "Map of Gulana· (Paris 1654) shows "Muchikeriens· as lnhabltlng the 
country between "Lac Parime· and the head of the Essequlbo (see Harrts 1928: opposlte 140). 
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had been driven by the Spanish from Trinidad and the Orinoco, and 
speaks of them as being found in Cayenne. 

Robert Harcourt (Harria 1928: 80, 86-87, 95, 120). who in 1609 ex
plored the Guiana coast from the Oyapock to the Maroni, with expedi
tions by himself or his assistants considerable distances up these two 
rivera,_ mentlons the Yaios as inhabiting the Oyapock below the falls, 
the heádwaters of the Maróni, and other localities in what is now Cay
enne. He formed an alliance with a Yaio chief cálled Leonard, who had 
formerly been to England with Raleigh, and had aided him against the 
Caribs, thus winning his friendship. He speaks very highly of this tribe, 
naming them with the Arawaks as superior to the other Indian tribes 
with whom he carne in contact. 

In Appendix II of the Hakluyt Society's edition of Harcourt (Harria 
1928: 172 et seq., especially 177-183), we find in what is supposed to 
be a report by Harcourt's nephew, Unton Fisher, of his expedition up 
the Maroni River, an account of a conversation with an ancient Yaio, 
who had come down from the head of the Surinam River in a canoe with 
four others to trade with the Dutch for axes. The old Yaio said he had 
been born in the Orinoco region, whence he had fled after being ill
treated by the Spaniards. He had known Sir Walter Raleigh and spoke 
much of him. He gave Fisher a detailed account of the mountains and 
plains at the head of the Essequibo. He described how gold nuggets 
could be seen glistening on the ground in the savannah after the sur
face soil had been washed away during the rainy season. ·This is a phe
nomenon which has in very recent years (1940 seq.) been observed by 
prospectors exploring for gold in the same general region, but within 
the Brazilian border. In fact, in the rich finds of gold and diamonds in 
the Ireng and Cotinga areas from the late 1930s on, we have sorne con
firmation of the old Indian stories of mineral wealth in the inland sa
vannahs of the Guianas. He showed him a gold "eagle" of about eight or 
nine ounces troy weight, which he had brought to trade for axes, and 
said that at the head of the Surinam and Maroni Rivera (he lived seven 
days overland from the head of the former), there were to be had many 
of the gold "half-Moones" with which the English were apparently ac
quainted. The very interesting point is that he is reported to have called 
these half-moons Unnaton. 

Now unnaton (unato77J is a Makushi word meaning "my nasal sep
tum" and we know from travellers' reporta that such ornaments were 
worn by various Guiana tribes in the perforated nasal septum. Im 

15 In his "I'Hlstolre du Nouveau Monde o Descdptlon des lndes Occidentales" p. 580 de Laet 
states: " .. .les Yaos ... se son retlrés la l'Oronoque (l.e. a Cayennel, de l'lsle de la Trinidad. ou les 
Provlnces de l'Oronoque: chassés por les Espagnols ou cralgnans leur cruauté ... • Toe Yalo 
vocabulaxy gtven by de Laet on pp. 582-583 shows thls trtbe to belong to the Cartb UnguJstlc 
group, as do the Makushi, sorne ofthe words belng ldentlcal with present-day Makushi words for 
the sarne objects: 
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Thurn (1883: 198, Fig.4) gives an illustration of such nose ornaments, 
and says that the crescent-shaped ones were proper to the Cartb tribes, 
(among whom are the Makushi). Makushi men have told the present 
writer that when they were boys, they frequently saw these crescent
shaped ornaments used by old people, made however, no longer of gold 
(caracari) but of silver, from beaten and reshaped coins. They are now 
no longer seen. 

The old Yaio spoke also of Manoa, which he described as being by a 
salt lake which the author of the report says he called "Parroowan 
Parrocare Monoan." Makushi to whom the present writer read the 
phrase immediately translated it "There is plenty of paracarí in Manoa." 
Paracarí is the fermented cassava drink used by the 'Makushi especially 
on their more important festive occasions. 16 Parroowan is obsolete but 
still at once comprehended for moroman, "there is." Monoan (accented 
on the last syllable) is the place name. There is to the present day - not 
far from the Canuku Mountains - a Makushi village called Manawá 
near ·the left (Brazilian) bank of the Takutu, on the Igarape do Milho, 
and strangely enough, sorne miles to the South, near the Igarape do 
Arrala, a lake called Mucu (from mucu, a semi-aquatic plant growing 
nearby) the water of which, my informants tell me, is salt in the dry 
season, being the only one nearby with this property. In the rainy sea
son it extends enormously, and is no longer salt. 17 

The Makushi of the Canukus have oral traditions of the former 
presence in the district of a tribe called Afos (pronounced by them ai'os, 
as in English "eye"), They told the writer that the word aio signifies a 
large black hunting ant, the bite of which is used as a charm (mura71J, 
to give prowess in hunting. They also point out that part of the treat
ment for hunting prowess consists in the scoring of a deep crisscross ofV
pattems on chest, back, nape of neck and arms of the candidate, so deep 
that visible scars are left, and into which magical plant juices are rubbed. lt 
is perhaps significant that the Yaios are mentioned by early writers as dis
tinguished by cicatrices on face and body, and that my Makushi informants 
had no doubt that the name Yaio indicates skill in hunting. 

Whether the Yaios (Iaios) were Makushi, ora related branch of the 

16 Paracari Is rnade of speclal, thlck cassava cakes, soaked in water and laid on a !ayer 
of wood ashes, wlth a fresh layer of pounded leaf sprinkled between the cakes. A sweet 
stage is followed by a ferrnented, strong one, when the rnass is broken up, diluted with 
water and put in gourd contalners and left a day or two to get stronger. Thls is a drlnk 
rnuch used in feasts. 

17 Various earller writers, includlng Lobo d'Alrnada (see MarUns 1947: 7) have 
rnentioned these salt lakes and ponds, whlch are occasloned by the drying out of the 
wldespread inundatlon of the ralny season, the recedlng water belng trapped In 
depresslons In the land surface. Many of these evaporate cornpletely in the dry season, 
leaving areas of salt earth from whlch salt was forrnerly extracted by the lndlans. Others 
rernaln as rnarshy areas, fringed by stands of mucu-mucu (Caladium arborescens Vent. 
Montrlchardia aculeatum Cruea). Such an area at Pirara, on a trlbutary of the Ireng In 
Guyanese terrltory, has tradltionally been ldentifled as the site of Lake Arnucu, Raleigh's 
locatlon for the rnythical El Dorado. (See Humboldt In Robert Schornburgk 1931: vl1-vll1.) 
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Carib stock, as they seem at least to have been, must apparently st111 
remain a mystery, but it is certain that they were in contact in the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries with the English, Spanish and Dutch, 
and that they already prized iron implements so highly that they made 
long and perilous joumeys to trade for them. 

Whether or not the Makushi had any actual contact with Europe
ans as early as Raleigh's time, it is at least very probable that iron 
implements must soon have reached them by trade with tribes who 
were in touch with the coastal regions, and certainly from the begin
ning of the eighteenth century onward there was increasing direct con
tact with both the Portuguese of the Amazon basin and the Dutch of 
Guiana. 

In 1739 Horstmann passed through what is now Makushi territory, 
and though he does not speak of this tribe by name, he does record 
Parahans (Paravilhanas) on the Essequibo sorne days paddling distance 
below the Rupununi mouth. Present-day Makushi informed me that ac
cording to tradition, the Paraviang (Paravia7J) were a branch of the 
Makushi tribe living in the Pacaraima Mountains, who as renowned 
runners used to run to plant their fields in the Canuku Mountains, re
tuming to their homes on the same day, a feat which seems impossible 
except in legend. My Makushi informants told me that the word 
Paraviang "meant" ("quer dizer" - Portuguese) "great runner", but here 
we encounter the semantic problem of the meaning of meaning, 18 and 
the pitfalls which await the field-worker in attempting to translate from 
one language to another based on a completely different background 
and attitudes to experience (vide Carson 1979: 60). Certainly the idea of 
running skill seemed to be the first attribute associated with the 
Paraviang in Makushi minds and their reputation in this respect was 
confirmed by Neil Hawkins, an American Protestant Missionary among 
the Waiwai in the Upper Essequibo and among the Makushi of the 
Surumu Valley, who stated in the early 1940s "Our Indians in the 
Surumu tell of the Paraviang from nearby Mt. Marari, who were great 
runners, lion-like men" (Prívate Comm.). 

Of course, as in the case of the Yaios, we cannot be sure that oral 
tradition of tribal identity means more than that they were related 
peoples of Carib lingu.istic stock. Koch-Grünberg ( 1923, III: 11 O) refers 
to the "Paravilyána" ("Palawiyáng") as a Carib tribe formerly widespread 
in the Río Branco area, but now extinct. He reminds us that the 
Schomburgk brothers encountered a few at Waraputa Mission on the 
Essequibo in the period 1840-44. In fact, one of them was Sororeng, the 

•• However, the Makushl word parawi means capyvara (Hydrochaerus capybara). Does 
this mean that the Paravlang are "the Capyvara people, • and that they are posslbly Carlb 
lmmlgrants who at sorne earller stage arrlved by the waterways? 
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Paravilhano who had accompanied Robert Schomburgk to London in 
1839. Richard Schomburgk (1922, I: 246) says: usororeng was one of 
the few survivors of the once very powerful tribe of Paravilhanos whose 
district extended into the environs of the Río Branca." They must have 
been formerly quite numerous, for Antonio Martins (1947: 5) tells us 
that the Río Branca region was at one stage called Paraviana. First 
recognised by the Portuguese in the early 17th century, by the early 
18th century slave raids ("descimentas") were in operation and settle
ment had begun. Reis (1931: 140 note 21) records that in 1798 in the 
time of the governorship of Lobo d'Almada, there was a serious uprising 
of the Paravtaná and Wapishana agatnst the settlers and the Carmelite 
Missions, which was put down by a military expeditio·n in 1799.19 What 
happened to the rebels is not clear, but Koch-Grünberg (lll; 110 note 2) 
quotes von Martius, as saying that Paravilhanas and other Indians 
were taken by the Portuguese to their new colonies in the Río Negro and 
Ainaz~n from early in the 18th century. Since the Taulipang told Koch
Grünberg that the Palawiyáng were all forcibly taken away by the 
Whites, perhaps this also happened in 1799, and in large part explains 
their virtual disappearance between 1 799 and 1835, when Robert 
Schomburgk was first in the area. 

Storm van 's Gravesande (Harris and de Villiers 1911, II: 616-617) 
mentions the Makushi on severa} occasions, writing in 1769 that 
Jansse, the Postholder of Arinda, then at its final site at the mouth of 
the Rupununi River, had hired a Macoussi interpreter to accompany 
him to the Wapishana tribe living near the Crystal Mine (the Calikko 
[Canuku] Mountains). 

Cattle ranching was begun by the Portuguese at the mouth of the 
Uraricoera River in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, and 
seems to have developed rapidly. In 1776 the Portuguese, alarmed by 
Spanish incursions into the Sierra Parima, and as a measure against 
Dutch penetration of which there were continua} apparently unfounded 
rumours, inaugurated colonies at several points along the banks of the 
Uraricoera, Branca and Takutu rivers, in the same year founding Fort 
Sáo Joaquim on the left bank of the Takutu just opposite the mouth of 
the Uraricoera Reis 1931: 125, 136). This fort was visited by Richard 
Schomburgk nearly seventy years la ter, by which time there must have 
been numbers of cattle ranches spreading up the Uraricoera, the first 
river to be extensively settled. Schomburgk, when he visited Pirara after 
Youd's Mission had been seized by the Brazilians, found Makushis liv
ing there in contact with the soldiery from the Fort, and records a case 
of miscegenation which hada dire sequel (Richard Schomburgk 1923, 

'º In fact there were two uprislngs: that of 1780 also lnvolvlng the Cannellte Mlsslon 
(see Dlnlz 1972: 29-31) and that of 1798. 
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II:249). 
D11ring the whole of the nineteenth century there was growing 

settlement on the Brazilian side of the frontier, and increasing acquain
tance with the region by travellers and explorers of both British and 
Brazilian territory. This subject has been discussed by Baldwin (1946: 
35-36) and the present writer will pause only to emphasize special 
mention in the literature relating to contact with the Makushi tribe. 

Barrington Brown (1876) in 1868 and succeeding years, and im 
Thurn (1883: chap. 2) in 1878, travelled in tribal territory. The latter 
records Makushi as working on the cattle ranch attached to Fort Sao 
Joaquim, and says that the last Brazilian ranch lay at the junction of 
the Takutu and Cotinga (i.e., the present Surumu), rivers in what we 
know to have been Makushi country. Coudreau, severa! years later, in 
1884, visited the Río Branco, and in the Atlas (Plate VI) accompanying 
his account of his journeys shows the Uraricoera considerably settled, 
with a Makushi village far up the river above its junction with the 
Majary; a ranch (presumably the one visited by im Thurn), at the mouth 
of the Surumu River, and Makushi territory along the left bank of this 
latter river. This means that Makushi must have had dealings with the 
owners of this ranch, as well as with the settlers further South on the 
Uraricoera. 

At the time of im Thurn's visit there were, though he does not refer 
to them, severa! British settlers in the savannahs (Harris and de Villiers 
1911, 1:121). In 1860 John Bracey, a Creole, settled at Dar-awow 
among the Wapishanas, perhaps the "James Percy" referred to by 
Coudreau (1887, 11:291) as living at the same place. Barrington Brown 
(1876: 314) mentions him as residing in this village. Barrington Brown 
also encountered a white man named Christy trading for hammocks in 
the area (Barrington Brown 1876: 303, 316). In 1870 a Negro, Christo
pher Davis (commonly known as Christy, but evidently not the person 
mentioned above). settled near the Ireng (Mahu) River, and married a 
Makushi woman. He was still alive in 1944, and has a number of de
scendants. An extremely religious man, of the mystic type, he had al
ways strenuously endeavQured to impart Christian principies to the 
surrounding Makushi, but with what success is doubtful, as he told 
Evelyn Waugh in 1933 (Waugh 1985: 65). 

There are two settlers mentioned by Coudreau (1887, II:291) as liv
ing in the Canuku Mountains, but he adds that they had not had any 
noticeable effect on the lives of the Makushi and Wapishana of the 
Takutu, whom he describes as much less civilised than those of the 
banks of the Río Branco who were in contact with the Brazilians. I am 
indebted to the late John Ogilvie, 20 resident in the Southern Rupununi 
savannah for many years. for information which clarifies these scat-

""See BaldWin (1946: 37) far detalls concemlng Ogllvie·s assoclatlon With the Rupununl. 
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tered references in the literature. In a prívate communication of 19th 
December 1944, he wrote: "in 1860(?) Mr. and Mrs. de Roy, Creoles of 
Dutch extraction settled at Ruru-wow. John Bracey, English, settled at 
Sand Creek [i.e., Southern Canukus): coconuts planted by him still 
growing in 1927: a prospector-trader, could not get a foothold in 
Wap[ishana) country owing to de Roy competition. He and Holmes -
white creole - were in partnership at times in prospecting. Both died 
and are buried at Quimatta where I saw the remains of their old house 
in 1900. Neither had much influence in Rup[ununi] - I fancy these are 
the men who Coudreau mentions 1887 in the Kanakus." 

It is noticeable up to the present day that the influence of Brazilian 
culture contact has been much more profound and far-reaching than 
that of the Anglo-Saxon culture-complex, and this has been due to a 
fundamental difference in attitude of the two peoples to the subject 
race. Influenced by the early Jesuit policy of uniting Indians in village 
groups ("aldeiamentos") for civilising and catechising purposes, the 
Portuguese in their colonisation of the Amazon Basin consistently pur
sued the same method. This method was joined to another, at first in 
the hands of the Church but la ter taken over by the civil authorities, of 
bringing Indians down from the interior to the growing towns, nomi
nally for a period of ten years to "civilise them," in reality to permanent 
enslavement. 

The practice of "aldeiamento" gave so much trouble to the Portuguese 
in the Río Negro, that they do not seem to have adopted it to any extent in 
the Río Branco, save that from 1941 to 1944, the Protector oflndians inau
gurated an attempt to concentrate and civilise the remaining lndians of the 
region, already full citlzens and Hable to military service, the place chosen 
being the National Fazenda of Sao Marcos at the mouth of the Uraricoera 
River. Another policy, that of taking lndians into households for training 
and service, seems to have been the one adopted in the Río Branco, though 
since the abolitlon of slavery in the Province of Amazonas in 1884 there can 
have been no question of enslavement.21 A system of guardianship of Indian 
children is pursued, the parents being encouIJlged to place their offspring 
at an early age in sorne Brazilian household, thus isolating them from tribal 
influences and ensuring that they are brought up in Brazilian ways. The 
householders become the "godparents," or the foster parents ("paes de 
criac;:ao"),22 and in after years, when the children have reached maturity and 
retumed, as often, to their own people and the Indian way of life, are given 
surprising loyalty and affection. This training has such deeply modifying ef-

21 A law of 1755 had prohlbited the so-called "resgates·, In reallty slave-taklng 
expedltlons, but In practlce these contlnued illegally well lnto the nlneteenth century, as 
the Schomburgk brnthers testify (Robert Schomburgk 1931: 130-131). 

22 This lngenlous practlce Is stlll In operatlon. see Dlnlz 1972: 123. 
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fects o.q the Indian psyche Uiat many of the individuals so brought up are 
more akin to the simple Brazilian ranchers of the region than to their own 
folk, speaking Portuguese much better than their own tongue and prefer
ring the civilised way of life to that of the "maloca." It must always be re
membered however, that contact of two peoples is a two-way process, and 
that here, while the Indian has taken over sorne of the ideas and customs of 
the "civilizado", the Iatter has greatly modified his own way oflife because of 
association with the indigenous race. This applies equally to the 
Amerindian, the Brazilian and the British settler, ali of whom live in fre
quent communication modifying each other's ideas and material culture. 
Each adopts what is found to be useful in the systems of the others, using 
one language, Portuguese, as a "lingua geral",23 becoming acquainted with 
each other's way of life and, especially in the case of children, being pro
foundly influenced. It might be added here that without the cooperation, 
willing or coerced, of the savannah tribes, with their skills, their knowledge 
of the area and its resources, the European invaders would never have been 
able to establish themselves in these upland plains. We owe a great debt of 
esteem to these peoples, among whom the Makushi have often been given 
special mention by earlier travellers (e.g., Koch-Grünberg 1923, III: 111). 

Notwithstanding this interplay, the predominant factor modifying 
the Makushi world view has been the Brazilian one, as in Coudreau's 
time. The British, except where there has been definite proselytising by 
missions, have because of their settled policy of interfering as little as 
possible with aboriginal modes oflife, caused less specific change in 
the ideology and habits of this people (Appun 1871, 11: 41). However, 
there is constant coming and going of the Indians across the border ex
actly as in pre-Columban days, without any regard to a boundary 
which is less real to them than that between their own and Arecuna or 
Wapishana country. Consequently, the Makushi, even those on the 
British side of the border in so far as they have adopted European 
ideas, are on the whole more Brazilian than English in outlook, though 
they prefer for the moment to live under British rule, finding the doc
trine of "laissez faire" more comfortable.24 

So far as we have seen, until the time of Coudreau's visit in 1884, 
there was practically no Brazilian settlement recorded in Makushi terri
tory (in the region from the mouth of the Surumu East and South as far 
as the Canuku mountains, then territory contested by Great Britain 
and Brazil). 25 In 1878 Michael McTurk had been appointed Special Mag-

"'' Lingua geral (nheengatuJ. surprisingly, though in general use In the Río Negro In 
the nineteenth century. does not seem to have been used in the Río Branco. Hamllton Rice 
(1928: 117, footnote) also records this. 

24 Since the Rupununi uprising in January 1969 this trend has been reversed. with 
Makushi from Guyana gotng to live across the border in Brazll. 
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istrate and Superintendent of Crown Lands and Forests of Essequibo 
(Harris and de Villiers 1911 I: 125), hís jurisdiction including what is 
now the Rupununi District, to which he made various expeditions. In 
the ten years following Coudreau's report, settlement of the Surumu, 
Ireng and Takutu rivers seems to have developed rapidly. In 1896 carne 
complaints that the Brazilians had established cattle ranches on the 
East (British) bank of the Takutu. In 1900, John Ogilvie informed me, 
there was already a Brazilian ranch at the present Government station 
at Bon Success (see also Baldwin 1946:37). There were Makushi, years 
later, living in the District who had worked as boys on this ranch, when 
it was still in Brazilian hands. 

Friction arose between the rival national claimants, and it became 
necessary to define the frontier. The question was submitted to the 
King of Italy for arbitration, who gave a decision in 1904, allocating to 
Brazil the lands between the Surumu and the right bank of the Ireng, 
together with the whole of the left bank of the Takutu, and to Great 
Britain those between the right bank of the Takutu and the left bank of 
the Ireng to the Rupununi River. Of the Brazilian ranches on the now
declared British territory, sorne were abandoned and their lands incor
porated within the bounds of existing grazing sections; others were ac
quired by British owners (see Baldwin 1946: 37). lncreasing settlement 
continued on the Brazilian side of the frontier, and many Makushi en
tered the households as servants. On the British side settlement has 
not been so intensive, and the individual grants of land cover much 
greater areas so that the population potentially affecting the 
Amerindians is less, and its standard of life higher - extreme poverty 
sometimes being encountered on sorne of the smaller Brazilian hold
ings. Meanwhile, from about 188826 (Williams 1932: 391) H.P.C. 
Melville had been gradually acquiring interests in the District, increas
ing the stock on the British side, and most of the existing ranches were, 
(in 1944). ·in the hands of his descendants. Created Land Officer and 
Travelling Magistrate for the District in 1905, and District Commis
sioner in 1911, he was energetic in protecting the local Indians against 
the abuses of settlers and vagabonds. 

We might say that from 1890 onwards the influence of colonisation 

25 Accordlng to Coudreau (1887, II: 394) there exlsted two groups of Makushl in 1884. 
They were those of the East who inhabited the Mahu (lreng). the Takutu and Cuandu 
Cuandu (Canuku Mountains). and those of the West who lnhabited the Urarlcoera, the 
Arnajari and the Maracas. 

26 It has so far proved impossible to give an exact date for the arrival of H.P.C. Melville 
in the Rupununl. However. John, the eldest child by Melville's first Waplshana wlfe Janet, 
was born In 1888. so that 1887 is most likely the latest date for his arrlval; (Private 
Communication from Mr. Edward Melvllle). H.P.C. Melvllle first settled In the lreng area 
and later at Dadanawa. 
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on the Makushi of the Rupununi District and adjoining Brazilian terri
tory has been bearing with increasing force, modifying and 
disorganising their mode of life. With the foundation of the two local 
Missions, the Anglican Mission at Eupukari in 1908, (Williaml!> 1932: 
3)27 and the Catholic Mission at St. Ignatius on the Takutu in 1909, 
(Baldwin 1946: 25)28 a conscious and directed effort to modify their be
liefs and customs may be said to have been re-initiated. 

Culture contact in the present (1944) 

Primitive man is a being delicately adjusted to his environment 
both physical and social, and if the balance is disturbed by any new 
factor, the repercussions are wide, and often deletertous. 

The adoption of the white man's tools has sometimes led to a seri
ous deterioration in native art and craftsmanship through the very fact 
of the added facility brought to the process of manufacture; while the 
extra time afforded neolithic Man by the use of iron implements in agri
culture is often no longer purposefully employed because of the confu
sion occasioned in h,is mind by the clash of conflictlng ideologies. The 
force of the current is overwhelming, and preliterate man, unable to 
evaluate or understand the influences bearing on him, except in the 
light of his own limited experience, goes down before the stream.29 His 
ideological and social disorientation adversely affect his will-to-live. He 
has no acquired immunity to introduced diseases, which take terrible 
toll, and so his numbers diminish, as much from psychological as from 
physiological causes. 

This seems to be true of the present-day ( 1944) .Makushi who have 
been, for sorne unknown reason, less able to adapt themselves suc~ess
fully to ~hanging conditlons in the savannahs than their neighbours 
the Wapishana, now seemingly increasing and prospering. 

The infant mortality rate is high. The writer estimates it as exceed
ing 50% in the Canuku villages, and, as before stated, the malartologist 
Dr. Giglioli found on a visit of investigatlon, there is an alarming mor-

27 An earlier Anglican mlsslon. founded by the Rev. Thomas Youd In 1838. had been 
selzed by a Brazlllan mllltary expedltlon In 1839 [see Robert Shomburgk 1931: 187). lt was 
reoccupled In 1842 (see Richard Schomburgk 1922, I: 300-305) and then abandoned owlng 
to an Agreement between Brazll and Brltlsh Guiana not to colonlze the dlsputed zone untll 
a settlement of the position of the frontler should have been achleved. 

•• An account of the expedltlon made l:>y the Roman Cathollc Blshop Galton and Fr. 
Cuthbert Cary-Elwes to the Rupununl at the end of 1909. the choice of slte for the mlsslon 
at St. Ignatlus and Fr. Cary-Elwes' declslon to stay on and begln the lnltlal works, Is gtven 
In the latter's book Ms. entltled: "Among the Amazon Valley Indlans." 

"" Students of social psychology mlght well comment that nelther does Western. llterate 
man fully understand or evaluate the extent to which hls own Individual and mass behavlor are 
determined by ldeologlcal and technologlcal change. 
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tality among adults.30 

Life is becoming increasingly a difficult and irksome business to 
the Makushi, saddened by their awareness of what is happening to 
them, and by their frequently expressed sense of being a doomed 
people, continually restricted in their activities by the decrease in their 
numbers, and the loss of the most effective members of their small 
communities. The fall in numbers by at least 50% since the beginning 
of the century, should stir us to action if we do not intend to allow this 
interesting and still potentially valuable element of our populat.ion to 
become extinct. 

In the following pages the writer aims to indicate sorne of the mate
rial and psychological factors which have modified the life of this 
people, and to show sorne of their reactions to these factors. 

Gordon Childe (1964:28) reminds us that "material culture is 
.. .largely a response toan environment.· This is strikingly so ofthe ma
terial culture of the Guiana Amerindians, among them the Makushi, 
who make ingenious and admirable use of the predominant plants of 
savannah and forest and of other accessible natural products in the 
manufacture of objects to supply their chief needs (see Roth 1924). In 
many cases these have been replaced by European articles serving the 
same purpose, causing their manufacture to be abandoned: for in
stance, the introducti.on of the now indispensable cloth has led to the 
virtual disappearance of the beautiful basket trays and mats used for 
holding cassava bread, a piece of cloth now being used instead. At 
times the occasion for the making of an object has disappeared with 
changing habits and the falling into disuse of old customs- as the use 
of clothes has caused the making of the bead apron to be ali but forgot
ten, and the beautiful headdresses and ornaments have passed with 
the passing of the old ceremonies and dances. Concomitant with the in
creasing social disorganisation. there is a degeneration in the art and 
skill with which objects still in daily use are made. The bow and arrow, 
still the preferred weapons, are rarely so exquisitely made and deco
rated as formerly; the trays. sieves and baskets, essential for domestic 
use by Indians and settlers alike, are not so neatly finished. This falling 
off in craftsmanship is partly due to a displacement of these objects in 

30 When the present wnter fll"st arrived in the Savanna in 1933, there had been a recent 
virulent outbreak of malignant tertian malaria which, apparently new to the district, had 
assumed epidemic proportions. rt is not clear how this was tntroduced tnto the Canuku area, 
though of course the Río Branca reglan was known to be wldely malarial (see Braz Dias de 
Aguiar. map factng p. 125). The lndlans had no lmmunlty (though the malariologist Dr. Giglloll 
considered that a certain amount was bullt up in ensulng years). and there were many deaths. 
Toe survivors, themselves debllltated by recurrent attacks, were grteving the loss of many 
relatlves, among them heads of famllles and key figures in the communlty. and there was 
wldespread mourntng and a feellng of doom. 
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the scale of values, European objects apart from indispensable ones, 
such as knives, which are used as a matter of course, being regarded as 
articles of wealth and display, and a sign of modernism (the writer has 
heard a Makushi boast of being "modernM). and the indigenous things 
as old-fashioned. 

There are certain introduced things which have been at once 
adopted because they representan evolutionary step upwards in man's 
methods of confronting his environment, and have since prehistoric 
times always supplanted or complemented any other methods with 
which they have come into contact. Such are the use of iron and steel 
implements, and the employment of pack and draught animals. 

A neolithic people at the time of the discovery, the Amerindians at 
once saw the advantages of iron, and it at once became an article of 
value for trade- so rapidly in fact that Columbus on discovering the is
land of Guadeloupe on his second voyage in 1493, recorded the finding 
of an iron pan in the island, supposed to have been obtained in a raid 
on Hispaniola, where he had left settlers the year before (Churchill 
1704, 2: 607). Knives and axes must have soon become diffused 
through the islands and have rapidly reached the mainland. In 
Harcourt's time, one hundred and sixteen years later, we find that an 
old Yaio had come down to the coast from seven days beyond the sa
vannahs to trade for axes (Harris 1928: 1 77-181. See above). 

The Makushi must have been using these implements 250 to 300 
years ago if, as the writer supposes, they were related to the Yaios, or if 
they were by any chance the Muchikeriens shown in d'Abbeville's map 
of Guiana, Paris, 1654, (Harris 1928: facing 140). as inhabiting the sa
vannahs around Lake Parime at the head of the Essequibo River. They 
have been thoroughly incorporated into the Jndian economy, and this 
introduction, when one thinks of the laboriousness of cutting with 
stone knives and axes, can only have been beneficia!. Stone implements 
(knives, scrapers and axes) are plentifully found at certain sites, appar
ently factories, in the Rupununi District, and it is probable that they 
continued in use alongside the imported tools until fairly recent times, 
except perhaps axes. Iron axes were so important and revolutionary an 
innovation for the cutting of timber for field-making and building, that 
the stone o_nes were probably discarded as soon as possible. Especially 
is it likely that the women continued to use stone scrapers and knives 
for domestic purposes, and the writer has picked them up on an old 
house site, their purpose being at once evident. These objects, axes, 
hoes, hammers and saws, are so valuable to the Makushi that they are 
rarely displayed or traded, but kept out of sight, and bequeathed at 
death from father to son. 

In the early eighteenth century we hear of trading with the Dutch 
for firearms. This is a trade which has continued to the present day, 
lndians of one tribe obtaining from trading partners of another tribe 
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when not directly from European sources. The hoe is now indispensable 
in cultivation. The iron griddle or pan has replaced the old stone or 
earthenware one in the manufacture of cassava products. Wartime 
scarcity of these articles was, in 1944, causing considerable difficulty 
to the Makushi in the cultivation and preparation of their principal 
foods. 

Cloth has usually been obtained by the sale oí cassava mea! to the 
settlers, there being a traditional price of five yards per basket oí 56 
lbs. This trading dates from the not far distant time when there were no 
shops in the region, and each rancher was obliged to be his own shop
keeper, importing suitable goods by river from Manaos or Georgetown. 
Since the severe drought and famine of 1939-1940 the settlers have íelt 
it more secure to plant their own cassava fields, usually in manured 
corrals. In addition the great rise in price of cloth and other goods due 
to World War 11, has made trading with the Indians an unsatisfactory 
business to both sides - the European feeling that he has to pay too 
much for cassava and other provisions, as well as for services: the In
dian that the white man has for sorne obscure reason suddenly become 
parsimonious. Consequently, money payments are rapidly replacing 
barter in the District. However, at the height of the dry season, when 
the stock of goods at the only store in the Takutu is running out, the 
Makushi will not acc.ept money, saying contemptuously: "I don't want 
'lea ves'," ("folhas" - Portuguese). 

The problem of food supply has become a very pressing one to the 
Makushi, who is practically always in a state of semi-starvation. The 
cultivation of the fields is interfered with by periods oí sérvice for the 
settler, who usually calls for help at the times vital for tribal agricul
tura! operations. Ill-health, especially chronic malaria, saps the energy 
of the cultivators and leaves them more inclined to lie in a hammock at 
home than to walk long distances to their forest fields to weed and 
plant. The despair felt at overwhelming circumstances which they are 
powerless to control, and the rapid dying out of the tribe, has led to an 
increase in "paiwarri" drinking, which means that a large portian of the 
cassava goes in its manufacture. One frequently hears asan excuse:- "I 
am not going to leave my field to be enjoyed by others. I shall at least 
have sorne pleasure from it before I die." The appearance of praedial 
larceny among this formerly so honest people is also a large factor in 
the increasing unwillingness to plant, as also the ineffectiveness oí the 
rough wooden fences which now need to be erected in forest clearings 
far the purpose of keeping out cattle. A vicious circle is formed - sick
ness and despair leading to hunger and malnutrition predisposing to 
disease. 

Game and fish, apparently adequate before the white man brought 
with him his more exhaustive methods of the chase, are becoming 
scarce in regions where tradition says there was formerly plenty. In the 
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general degeneration and forsaking of old practices, the careful training 
of the valuable hunting dogs, who formerly slept tied on platforrns and 
were carefully rationed and treated with rnagical remedies, has been 
abandoned. The Makushi dog is usually now a rnangy thieving cur, 
whose staple diet is human and animal excrernent, and against whose 
depredations a continua} war rnust be waged. A valiant aid in the battle 
for food has thus been lost; though there are still a few noted dogs who 
go out regularly alone and return with armadillos and agutis to supply 
their owner's larder. 

With the difficulty in obtaining animal food, except when strearns 
and lakes are drying, and fish is cut off and trapped, there is increasing 
protein hunger, and the writer thinks that this is one of the factors un
derlying cattle stealing. Another such factor is the resentrnent of what 
is felt to be usurpation of Makushi rights to unrestricted possession of 
their ancestral dornains. 

For the treatrnent of sickness and disease, the Makushi have a 
wealth of herbs, roots an.d barks frorn which infusions were, and still in 
sorne cases are rnade. These, as far as the present writer has seen (and 
used) thern, seern to contain the sarne principies as our cornrnon rem
edies, balsarnic barks and seeds for coughs, astringents of tannin type 
for intestinal troubles, bitter barks (probably cinchona?) for malaria, a 
nurnber of stirnulants and rnind-altering drugs as well as sedatives, 
teas having diuretic action for the bladder cornplaints so frequently a 
concornitant of malaria. Wood ash is used as a styptic and disinfectant 
for wounds, and drunk rnixed with water as an aid in expulsion of the 
afterbirth. The wornen also know various contraceptive plants (Koch
Grünberg, 1923, III: 132) and have rnany plant remedies for children's 
ailrnents. Sorne of these medicines also have rnagic properties apart 
frorn their definite remedia} ones. A bark used for colds is also itself a 
"piairnan" (piatzán). 31 as was explained to me by an old follower of the 
profession. The great rnagic rernedy is of course pepper (Capsicum 
spp.). which is still used for rnany prophylactic purposes. It is used in 
the eyes for instance when passing pictographs in certain falls in the 
Essequibo River, lest these rnaleficent drawings should inadvertently be 

'" "Plalman· Is Guyanese creole for the Makushl (Pemon) piatzán), the shaman. The 
bark in questlon Is maipaimá (Mespilodaphne pretiosa). referred to also as amapaima, 
mapeima. andas the "casca pretlosa· ofthe Brazillans (see W!lllams 1932: 334 and Appun 
1871. 11: 440-441). Maipaimá Is lnvoked by the piatzán Úl hls heallng ceremonles. In a 
rhythmlcal chant accompanled by beatlng on the ground bundles of leafy twlgs and taklng 
coplous draughts of tobacco julce, until a state of trance Is achleved. In sesslons I have 
attended, the piatzán then enters lnto supposed communicatlon wlth departed splrtts who. 
speaklng through hlm ventrtloqulstlcally. give a diagnosis and recommend treatment. Dlnlz 
(1972: 104) cites several other plants, notably mororó (Pauhinlafo,jicata), as belng used In 
the ceremony of "bate folha" or "leaf beatlng"). 
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seen; it is rubbed into longitudinal cuts on legs and arms as a magical 
disinfectant (literally "frightenerff) for any kind of sickness, and applied 
in the anus as a corrective charm (mura71) for lazy or unmanageable 
children. 32 The effect of the latter use is doubtless more mechanical 
than magical, and after a few such terrible applications all but the most 
incorrigible children become alert and obedient; but it is the magical 
power of the pepper which is believed to bring this about. 

In common with other American Indians in both North and South 
America, the Makushi have a widespread knowledge of mind-altering 
plant drugs, intoxicant, aphrodisiac and sedative. They know and uti
lize various fish and animal poisons and stupefacients which in recent 
years have been of exciting interest in the West, and which it is increas
ingly urgent to study before both habitat and experts in their use disap
pear. In the present mad rush for "development" and "assimilation" 
much is already falling into disuse. The Canuku Makushi had appar
ently a reputation in the past as poisoners, and told the present writer 
of hallucinogenic and even lethal drugs being secretly administered for 
revenge, but I heard of only one specific case rumoured to have oc
curred within living memory. Most remarkable is their technical skill in 
the manufacture of curare, still in 1944 made by the Ireng Makushi. 
And of course, there is always tobacco (kawoi}. grown in their fields, 
used in their shamanistic ceremonies, and smoked by the men in all 
their pow-wows, in cigarettes still often wrapped in the inner bark of a 
tree, (Lecythis ollaria Linn.). Most of the men carry round with them the 
apparatus for cigarette-making, but they do not appear to smoke to ex
cess. There is no chain-smoking. A cigarette is made, lit and handed 
round among a group of men. The younger men, when they have wages, 
often buy cigarette papers and sometimes matches, though they prefer 
the simple, familiar "isqueiroff (Port.), a flint-type lighter, which, in their 
rough working conditions is more reliable than matches. Unlike sorne of 
the other tribes they do not appear to chew tobacco; and they do not 
seem to suffer dire effects attributed to tobacco smoking in the West. 

In the light of subsequent developments in Western medicine fol
lowing the discovery of penicillin, it is interesting that a copious use of 
the fermented cassava drink, paracari, in whose production the growth 
of a mould is essential, is a rapid restorative of health and strength af
ter severely debilitating malaria! attacks. Fermentation is also an im
portant step in the manufacture of "farinha d'agua," the type of cassava 
meal preferred by the Makushi, who complain that the commercial fac
tory-made "farinha seca," which has no fermented component, and 
which is often supplied them when working for the "civilizados," does 

'12 Contrary to European practlce, the Makushi do not beat thelr children. though a 
ceremonial whlpplng of pubescent glrls was formerly used as a "rite de passage." 
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not s:q.stain them. This is. no doubt due to a lack of the B group vita
mins, giving rise to B- deficiency symptoms with continued use in a re
stricted diet, as Braz Días de Aguiar found when the Brazilian Bound
ary Commission was working in the Guiana-Amazon hinterland (Aguiar 
1943, 126-128). Living in his own village, and with a succession of 
palm and other fruits, many of which are prepared by partial fermenta
tion, with nuts and fish oils, the Makushi has usually an adequate sup
ply of vitamins. It is when he is employed for a period by the settlers 
that he often suffers from malnutrition. 

The psychological side of medicine is provided for by the activities 
of the "piaiman" (piatzán) whose ceremonies do sometimes, as the 
writer has witnessed, have a marked beneficia} effect on the patient -
causing an acceleration of the physiological processes leading to recov
ery, in two observed cases as rapid as the results gained in modern 
medicine by the use of drugs of the sulphanilamide group.33 Evidently 
we are here in the presence of phenomena analogous to those described 
by Alexis Carrel in "Man the Unknown" (1948: 142) as organic modifica
tions due to certain pyschological states such as extreme degrees of 
concentration in prayer. These interesting practices, because of propa
ganda and pressure by the authorities and because of the spasmodic 
application of the strange Regulation 9 of the Aboriginal Indians Protec
tion Regulations, 1911, which states: "Any Indian practising as a pui
man or sorcerer on any Indian reservation ... may be required to leave 
the same by order of the Governor on report from the Protector ... " are 
falling into disuse. Outspoken men of the tribe at times lament this, 
saying: "You white men have forbidden us to resort to the 'piajé', who 
was after all our doctor, and are allowing us to die out for want of one 
ofyour doctors, long promised us." In the ceremonies of the "piaiman", 
who has to undergo a long and very severe training, there is no doubt 
sometimes juggling and ventriloquism (see Eliade 1977: 87 quoting 
Bogoraz). but the author is convinced from her experience that trance 
and dissociation are at least sometimes produced, and that we are here 
in the presence of sorne of those borderline phenomena which the psy
chologist William McDougall (a noted pioneer in the study of the 
paranormal), maintained could, and should, be scientifically investi
gated.34 

The attitude ofthe Makushi to European remedies is contradictory. 

"" In 1944. these had recently been introduced in Amazonas. Though penicillin was 
already In use In the ciUes (Manaes and Georgetown) 1t could not be employed In the 
hinterland because of the need at the time for refrlgerat!on. 

34 Since the above was wrttten In 1944. there has been a dramatic change In the cllmate of 
op!nion In the West. with the development of psychosomatic medicine and parapsychology. and 
many workers In the field are now prepared to concede the value of shamanistlc practlces. 
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Many of the older men, and most of the women, who are generally more 
conservative, will flatly refuse to take them, even when life might possi
bly be saved by their use. The writer remembers a scornful old man 
who died of an intestinal complaint, saying when a specific was offered 
him that he preferred to die a natural death than to be poisoned by the 
paranaghieri's medicines. If a death occurs, and European remedies 
were being taken, the unfortunate donar is Hable to be suspected of 
maliciously causing the death. Sorne take the medicines under protest, 
and the householder who issues quinine may later find caches of re
jected tablets in sorne dusty corner. Even when the precaution of seeing 
the dose taken is observed, the victim will often go through the motions 
of swallowing, really retaining it in the mouth to be later got rid of. 
Many Makushi have however, learned to appreciate and ask for our 
medicines - and many of those in closer contact with settlers have be
come very up-to-date in their requests for more recent drugs such as 
Atebrin and the Sulpha drugs. Tolerance to our remedies is less, and 
smaller doses are required, while conversely they seem to have a cer
tain immunity to sorne of their own drugs which cause us symptoms of 
violent poisoning. Settlers often find the Makushi remedies more effec
tive than Western ones for the local complaints. 

Though the use of various drugs for differing symptoms is quickly 
appreciated, the underlying malady is never for an instant thought of 
as the cause of death, which is always attributed to the action of 
kenaimt, the secret avenger, and there are always definite post-mortem 
signs cited as evidence of manhandling by these malevolent beings 
(sorne of these apparently merely normal signs of the beginning of de
composition). Though a Makushi may say "He died of fever," he almost 
invariably adds "kenaimi killed him." 

Belief dies hard in the existence of kenaimi, a mysterious embodi
ment of active evil, always by the Makushi personified as human beings 
(in their own words: "Kenaimi are people, those of other tribes, espe
cially Ingariko, and Arecunas "). who for their nefarious purposes of ma -
licious sport or revenge take animal or other shape at will, and wreak 
harm on the unwary and unsuspecting. A widespread belief among the 
Guiana Amerindians, it is their own peculiar contribution to the phi
losophy of cause and effect, and seems to be a projection onto their 
universe of the uncertainties of a harsh environment and of the malevo
lence often .displayed by human beings towards each other in the fric
tions and resentments of daily life. With racial memories of Carib ag
gression, of Portuguese "descimentes" and Spanish "reducciones", of 
slave raiding instigated by the Dutch, with human agency precipitating 
battle, murder, and sudden death, - it is not surprising that a 
preliterate people should have come to see human i1l will as the causal 
factor in all untoward happenings. So strong is this conception that in-
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variáble sequences which would at once be interpreted by us as causal, 
are passed over in favour of antecedent events which might on reason
ing backwards fit into the Makushi theory, the immediate cause being 
looked on as a concomitant effect of the action of the kenaimi'. In a 
world in which young children must be taught to fear and be on the 
alert for the very real dangers of rattlesnakes, alligators, and boa-con
strictors, not to mention pumas, electric eels, and foraging herds of 
"caitetu" (bush hogs, Dicotyles spp.). piranhas and sting rays, the fear 
motive from early childhood is one of the most important determinants 
of behaviour, and finds its most powerful manifestation in the fear of 
kenaimi. This most basic of the primary emotions is actively cultivated 
in the young, no doubt because of its survival value, and must be taken 
seriously into account in attempting to understand the Makushi men
tality. We find here a group-persecution-complex which in a civilised 
people would be pathological, but which in this simple social environ
ment does not seem to be abnormal (though the Makushi is a very 
proud and touchy person, and always ready to take offence).35 It is sig
nificant and perhaps depressing that it is the fear element in doctrinal 
teaching which has most impressed the Makushi, and that the idea of 
"Hell-fire" is the one Christian conception most readily incorporated 
into their world view. 

The economy of the Makushi has been considerably influenced by 
the introduction of cattle, said to have been first sent to the Río Branca 
by Lobo d'Almada between 1787 and 1793, during which time he 
founded the "Fazenda Nacional" of Sao Bento (Reis 1931: 136) on the 
left bank of the Takutu, opposite its junction with the Uraricoera - to be 
followed soon by those of Sao José and Sao Marcos. The cattle in
creased enormously and more ranches were founded. They spread first 
up the Uraricoera River, where there were probably even then sorne 
Makushi living, and sorne of these must soon have been employed as 
cowboys. im Thurn (1883: 45) visited the ranch attached to Fort Sao 
Joaquim (probably Sao José). which he found in "joint charge of a 
rough-looking Venezuelan, and the most highly civilised Makusi I ever 
saw; and these two were assisted by the son of the latter." But these 
ranches do not seem to have been in Makushi country proper, (though 
further research into Mission archives may yield information on the 
distribution of the Río ~ranco tribes in Colonial times). However, the 
ranch both im Thurn and Coudreau record on the Surumu (Catinga} 
was in Makushi land, and by 1897 there were already Brazilian ranches 
established on the East (British) bank of the Takutu above the mouth of 

35 The questlon ofwhat constltutes a normal or dlsturbed personality must be determ!ned 
largely by reference to group standards of behav!or. Ideas and actlons wh!ch have group 
approval cannot be cons!dered abnormal for that group. It Is the same w!th crlm!nal!ty. 

29 



e,:, 
o 

1 1 ~ .Qu/inm 
BRAZIL " - • BRIT!SH ) i ,,_.,. 

) 1 ' ' l \ 1 3º.30• N . , ~ r 

e~~ 
\)'to-\) 

~ $· 

~ 1 NORTHERN 

RUPUNUNI 

SAVANNAS 

1944 
Scalc i• Milca 

O 5 JO 



the Ireng (Mahu), - sorne doubtless also in the contested territory be
tween the mouths of the Surumu and the Ireng, now adjudicated to 
Brazil. One ranch at least, in 1900, on the authority of John Oglivie 
(Personal Communication) who carne to the District in 1899, existed in 
1900 at Bon Success, the present Govemment Station of the District 
(see Baldwin 1946: 37). Many Makushi were employed on these 
ranches, becoming skilled cowboys ("vaqueiros"). There are still men 
living near the Canuku Mountains who worked at Bon Success36 or on 
other nearby ranches as young boys, and these are, as in im Thurn's 
time, "the most highly civilised Makushis" and the most excellent 
stockmen we have. Oral tradition among Makushi of the District relates 
that the fathers and grandfathers of sorne of these worked on the boats 
which each year made the long and laborious trip to Manaos to sell 
cattle and bring up supplies, rowing down, and pulling themselves up 
along the banks on the return journey by means of forked poles 
("forquilhas") and hooks ("pés de gancho"). These men, at the end of the 
last century, spoke Portuguese reasonably well, and were well ac
quainted with civilised ways. Sorne of them, accompanying their mas
ters, lived at times for periods of months or years in the city, and sorne 
even settled there, becoming merged in the general population of Ama
zonas, predominantly Amerindian in racial type. Others brought back 
tales and traditions, modified ways of living which were handed on to 
their children and woven into the Makushi pattern of life, into which 
the men on retuming to the tribe and marrying had to fit. This influ
ence is more marked in the Makushi living near or within the Brazilian 
frontier, less so in those on the Rupununi River, who have been more 
entirely in contact, first with the Dutch and then with the British, and 
speak little or no Portuguese. Most of the Makushi living along the 
Canuku foothills are said by tradition to be immigrants from Brazil, 
fleeing before the occupation of their lands. The original Makushi in
habitants of the Canukus have disappeared except for one or two indi
viduals, who relate that in their youth, yearly trading trips were made 
to Georgetown to huy necessities such as shotguns, axes, hoes, knives, 
cloth and salt, there being no commerce with Brazil until Brazilian set
tlers entered the district and brought trade goods with them. As the 
ranches extended into this area, the ranchers brought back goods each 
year from Manaos, and trade with them replaced the expeditions to 
Georgetown. Evidence frC>m tradition makes this round about 1890, 
and this tallies with the historical records.37 

From refusing in im Thurn's time to eat beef, the Makushi have 

"" Bon Success is now known as Lethem. after the then Governor of Britlsh Gulana. Sir 
Gordon Lethem. 

" 7 The Brazilian township of Boa Vista do Río Branco, declared in 1943 capital of the 
Territólio do Río Branco, was at this time (1944) also developing as an administratlve and 
tradlng centre, but was severa! days down river, and rarely visited by the lndians who pre-
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come to find it an almost indispensable article of diet, and when em
ployed by Europeans will, if asked whether they have already eaten, re
ply often in the negative, meaning that they have not eaten beef and 
farine, though in reality quite a substantial meal of sorne other food 
may have been consumed. Indians passing through a ranch invariably 
beg a strip of jerked beefl8 - and a great deal of surreptious killing goes 
on. Milk and curds are also much appreciated, though normally consti
tuting no part even of the children's diet. These continue to suckle until 
they are three or four years of age, thus having human milk along with 
their food. However, a man with a young child will sometimes purchase 
a milch cow to supplement the human milk. 

Cattle and horses, the latter more recently introduced, have be
come highly prized though not all Makushi own them. Very few possess 
more than severa} head. An inveterate passion for trading and frequent 
sudden longing to eat beef prevent any increase, and unlike the Wapis
hana in the Southern savannah, who Uve in the midst of large herds of 
wild and sometimes unbranded cattle, they have not great opportuni
ties for replenishing their stock. Sorne Makushi, after their immediate 
simple needs for clothing, a knife, and sorne salt39 are satisfied, prefer 
to receive cattle and horses rather than money or trade goods for ser
vices or for articles of value such as hammocks. They tame these ani
mals as pack and riding animals. Even the women, usually wary, fre
quently become expert in handling tame cattle, and many of them now 
take a pack bull, cow, or bullock to the field to bring back the load 
which formerly they themselves would have carried in back quakes. 
Makushi men (though not to the same extent as the Wapishanas) fre
quently ride tame cattle but prefer to walk, or to ride on horseback. The 
younger women and children are often seen mounted on tame bullocks. 
A man with a wife and young children will often put them to ride on a 
journey, though I have sometimes seen a man riding comfortably on a 
bullock, with his wife, a baby in a sling, a huge back-load, and severa} 
young children trailing after, patiently and unquestioningly coming 
along far behind. No one would dream of criticising this since, though 
the women are very independent and have a great deal of influence with 
their husbands, the men have precedence, and take the initiative in all 

ferred a Portuguese store whlch had establlshed itselí on the Brazllian bank oí the Takutu 
opposlte Bon Success (Lethem). and where men would often draw payment for servlces on a 
wrltten order from an employer. 

38 Sararu, that Is. "salgado.· the salted. dried beef whlch. wlth farlnha (cassava meal) 
forms the staple -and deficlent- dlet oí the settlers on both sldes oí the border (see 
Hamllton Rice 1928: 124, 126). 

"" Salt was formerly extracted by the Indlans from numerous drled pond beds (see 
note 17). Antonio Martlns (1947: 7) quotes Lobo d"Almada who reíers to ·1numerávels lagos 
de que se tira quantldade de sal montanum" as an lnducement for cattle rearlng. Salt is 
hlghly prlzed and Is one of the most lmportant trade artlcles. no doubt especlally necessary 
In a tropical cllmate. and even seems at times to be used as a tlt-blt. a plnch belng treated 
wlth an expresslon of the greatest pleasure. 
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but domestic undertakings.40 

Most of the men, and a few of the younger women are experts at 
milking and corral work, while probably every man and hoy is skilled in 
killing and salting beef, partly because many fathers like to put their 
young sons on the ranches for several years to learn ranching, partly 
because of illicit practice in this art. On festive occasions the height of 
a Makushi's ambition is to regale himself with his own or the ranchers' 
beef;41 and young men with a few head of cattle are much sought after 
by match-making fathers. Cattle in a family are often owned by hus
band, wife, and children separately, though the same brand may for 
convenience sake be used by the family group. This leads to no diffi
culty, since the Indian knows each of his very tame animals individu
ally, and considers them almost as members of the family. Befare 
death, if a man wishes to secure his animals to his wife or children, he 
wills them verbally. On the occasion of his death, a man of my acquain
tance bequeathed his few horses and cattle to his wife. This was con
tested, fiercely and with fisticuffs, by his widowed sister and her son, 
who considered themselves as the rightful heirs, and promptly seized 
sorne of the cows, eating them as the safest method of keeping them. 

• 0 There Is a well-deflned dlvision of labour between the sexes. Wlthln the cross 
cousln marrlage system. men have tradltlonally been chosen for thelr skill In huntlng and 
flshlng, and llfe Is geared to leavlng them free for these pursuits. Early Western travellers 
have commented adversely on the fact that they have observed the men lylng around In 
hammocks, belng walted on by the women. But it must be remembered that these men 
have probably been away for days on arduous huntlng expedltions. or out al! nlght flshlng. 
on very short ratlons as hunger is supposed to make them keener. The care and 
manufacture of thelr weapons is also very Importan!. and much time Is expended on 
sharpenlng and alignlng arrows. polishing and testing bows. and cleaning and olllng guns. 
The women have an lnvestment in their male proteln providers. and make preparations for 
thelr return, of whlch they are often advised by smoke slgnals in the savanna. greeting 
them with specially brewed casslrl. and drinks of xibe (farinha mixed with water). Any game 
or fish caught ls then cooked. and a huge meal eaten to make up for the fast. In their 
Journeys In single file over the savanna trails, one notes thc men walking at the head of the 
file, weapons In hand. while the women lacten with chilc!ren and impedimenta follow. Thls 
Is also a protection, since wild animals may be encountered. e.g .. the puma or herds of 
peccary, and rattlesnakes often sun themselves In the paths. Of the deaths from 
rattlesnake bite the writer knows of. all were men bitten on the trail. On long Journeys. 
hostlle trlbes or fear of them could also be a danger. and the men were ready to flght lf 
necessary. 

41 No doubt partly because the settler is so dependent on lndlan cooperation and 
goodwill for survlval In the Savanna. for labour and many necessary articles. (those used in 
the preparation of cassava. hammocks which are universally used. field produce brought in 
from forest clearings, wild frults and nuts collected In season). and partly because there Is 
an almost paternal attitude to the lndians. lt Is more or less philosophically accepted that 
sorne cattle wlll dlsappear In thls way. lt is not, however, a serlous handicap to ranching. 
and quite often the person lnvolved will come and state what he has done and offer 
approprlate payment. Only In very flagrant cases will the matter be reported to the 
authorltles, usually absent In distant areas. Nothing more Is done than a posslble 
reprimand, though there are storles of lncredlbly brutal punishment in the past. 

33 



The nephew also disputed the sale of a horse which had promptly been 
disposed of by the widow, and carne to the buyer to claim payment. The 
latter however, withheld payment until the two rivals should decide 
who was the owner, and in the meantime the animal disappeared, in ali 
probability prudently crossed to Brazil by the widow, and there quietly 
tumed into cash. 

In the event of a woman's death, her cattle and other property 
would not descend to her husband and children, but would have to be 
divided between them and her brothers and sisters. There was an inter
esting example of this when a Makushi woman married to a Brazilian 
died, and her husband appropriated her cattle, having received permis
sion from the Brazilian authorities on falsely representing that there 
were no other heirs. Her uncle and brother made a longjoumey to com
plain to the Brazilian Protector of Indians resident at Sao Marcos, on 
the Uraricoera River, who readjudicated and awarded them an equal 
share with the husband, authorising them to seize, by force if neces
sary, what belonged to them. This is a very interesting example of the 
attitude to cattle-owning of a people who, though until recent years 
cattle did not enter into their economy, have now apparently come to 
regard it as the chief property for inheritance, and as one their most 
prized possessions. Contact with European peoples of patrilineal de
scent has not greatly modified the old system of dividing property.42 A 
man may befare death, wishing to provide for his wife and children, be
queath to them verbally his more important property such as guns, 
axes, tools, and farine pan (interestingly enough, ali introduced items), 
but this is always acrimoniously disputed by his blood relations, who 
claim they are the rightful heirs: and there is usually an unseemly 
scramble to secure the more valuable objects, these sometimes being 
carried off by stealth. In one case, a farine pan, a very essential object 
for the manufacture of the staple cassava meal, was seized from the 
widow by the deceased's half-sister by another father: in another case 
the widow decamped with everything of value, refusing to share with 
the man's son by a previous union. This was considered highly im
proper, especially as the widow, cutlass in hand, defended the property 
of the deceased from the lawful heirs who politely retired, since the 
Makushi will not use force as a rule unless under the influence of 
strong drink. 

Marriage is still predominantly matrilocal, the young husband go
ing to live for at least a year after marriage with the girl's parents, or 
owing service to her father, of if he is dead to her father's brothers. 43 In 

42 But a certaln amount of amblvalence wlth respect to attrtbution of descent Is evident In 

these examples. See also Dlnlz 1972: 88. 
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general, all a girl's male relatives think they have during this probation
ary time, a right to demand service of the young man, and if he does not 
prove willing and able, will very often in the process of the year say they 
do not want him in the family, thus. putting an end to the match. In 
sorne cases, if a girl is an orphan, the marriage may be arranged by the 
young man's mother, and becomes patrilocal, the girl coming to reside 
with her mother-in-law and being under her dominion for a time. This 
however is not the normal pattern. After a time the young couple, usu
ally after the birth of a child, may make a house apart, often near the 
girl's father's house, though if the demands on the young husband are 
too irksome, he may migrate with his newly-found family to his own 
parents. The matrilocal pattern is still so strong that if a Makushi girl 
marries a man of another tribe, he is expected to live in Makushi terri
tory, and children of the union are counted as Makushi. 

The attitude to the European marriage ceremony is ambivalent. 
The Makushi is a realist and would not dream of going to church with a 
woman of whose wifely qualities he had no experience. Effective mar
riage is still (1944) contracted in the old Makushi way, which is still 
looked on as the only necessary condition for matrimony, in spite of 
sacerdotal admonishments. During a drinking feast a young man will 
more or less publicly en ter the hammock of the girl of his choice, 44 with 
the approval of her male relations, or alternatively, the girl's parents or 
other interested parties will watch for the auspicious moment when the 

"' Dinlz (1972: 88) equating the word "service· with the Portuguese word "servida.o· (servitude). 
prefers to interpret this as collaboratlon, which of course it Is. but the lnvitatlon by the glrl's father 
to help cut a field, and lts acceptance, are the essentlal part of the marnage agreement. From that 
moment. the young man becomes a son-in-law, a pairo, at least on probatlon for ayear. Makushl 
men do not arder each other about. and resent belng ordered about, but lt is lnterestlng that the word 
paito (poito, paitoriu and vartants). is widely used In the Carib languages to indicate a man In a 
subordlnate posltlon. Shomburgk (1922-3.11: 343) mentlons Caribs having slaves called "poltls.· 
Toe Makushi refer to rnale servants in settlers' houses as paitoru. 

44 Choice is lirnited by the rule of cross cousln rnarnage. and this was stlll observed In 1949 
(when 1 rnade a short retum vislt), though gradually Íalling into dlsuse, partly through the break
up of cornmunitles. partly through externa! pressure to adopt a Christian forrn of rnarnage and lts 
"prohibited degrees.· Toe Makushl chlld grows up knowtng who arnong hls or her relations are 
potentlal marnage partners, slnce this is ernbodled in the terrn of address. Chlldren of siblings of 
llke sex address each other by a different set of relatlonshlp terrns frorn children of those of opposlte 
sex. Thls is relnforced by the practlce ofrnatrllocality. bywhlch a man on marnage leaves the farnily 
group to reside In hls father-ln-law's village. so lhat hls chlldren will growup lhere. while his sister's 
chlldren will grow up in a separate locallty. In lhe village (maloca) of her father. along wilh the 
children of her rnarrled sisters, who are classed as brothers and sisters. and may not 
lnterrnarry. (This is interesting in the light of theorles of comrnensallty, sexual attraction and 
the developrnent of the lncest tabu.J Through the fall in nurnbers, and the factors mentioned 
above, lt was often not easy to find a cross cousin to marry, but social altitudes wen, so deeply 
engrained that "modern" young men told me that to be on the safe slde. lt was better to choose 
a wlfe frorn "far away.· 
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young people are sufficiently intoxicated, to engineer them into a ham
mock together. If the young man is found in the morning still in the 
hammock, or even if he has left it and the parents desire the match, the 
girl's father, elder brother, or mother (if the father is dead), will issue a 
formal invitation to him to cut a field. If he accepts, he remains in the 
house. If he declines, he must give sorne small present to the girl, and 
the matter is closed. 

After the union is arranged, the young man lives for a probationary 
period with the girl in the house of her parents and must help the fa
ther cut a field, or do any building or other service required. If the 
young couple live amicably together, and he is industrious, the match 
holds. If he is lazy or proves to have habits unpleasant to the house
hold, the girl or her relations may turn him out. This may be done by 
the father thanking him very pointedly for his help, and the implication 
of this is immediately understood. If he finds that on closer acquain
tance he does not care for the girl or her people, or if she does not be
come pregnant, he may make sorne pretext to go away and fail to re
turn. 

In no case, is social disapproval ever shown among the members of 
the tribe towards any union which conforms to Makushi tradition, i.e. 
open life in common (see White n.d.: 46). with one or more partners of 
the prescribed group, and with immediate separation and division of 
children and property on the wish of either of the parties. Missionary 
disapproval and vigorous suppression of the tribal marriage system in 
favour oí church marriage and vows of eternal fidelity to one partner 
have however caused resentment, uncertainty and weakening of val
ues.45 Though "common law" marriage is perfectly adequate still, sorne 
of the younger and more "civilised" men now feel that they have no 
binding obligations to a woman to whom they are not legally married, 
and will excuse infidelities and ill-treatment on this score; while many 
of the younger women, seeing that the legally married woman's lot is a 
hard and irrevocable one. (an awareness which has been strengthened 
by contact with European and Brazilian women). refuse the church cer
emony, preferring eíther the Makushi marriage which allows them to 
separate without social disapproval. or else secret temporary unions. 
The Makushi woman has more independence and a higher standing 

45 Sororal polygyny, formerly customary, was called lnto question, and sternly 
prohibited, on the establishment of the Jesult mlsslon In 1909. Older men stlll living In 
1944, remembered wlth regret thc grief and disruplion caused on belng forced to glve up 
the younger of thcir two wives. usually a sister of the first wlfe, with her young children. 
Widow inheritance also dlsappeared, though the selective term of address for a man's 
brother's wife sUII existed, and was the one used for any female cross cousln and therefore, 
posslble partner. 
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than women under a patrilineal system. Though like men the world 
over, the men take great pride in their sons and take great pains in 
their education, their daughters also have status as the ones who will 
bring sons-in-law into the household as assistants and allies. As all 
earlier accounts agree, Makushi men are noticeably kind to their 
women; but it is cleverly built into the system that it is to their advan
tage to be so. Apart from natural affection, since daughters are assets, 
a man will protect them; a son-in-law, initially on probation, has to 
reckon with him and the girl's other male relations, who will back her 
up in any difficulty. In the case of divorce, it is the man who must leave 
the household. This need not even be by agreement. since the Makushi 
woman can herself termínate a union simply by putting the man's ham
mock and bows and arrows outside the door of the house. This still oc
casionally occurs, when the man will go away without question. The 
women are very fond and proud of their men, and willingly fulfil their 
domestic role, on which the men are utterly dependent also, but it 
never occurs to them that they are not free in their own right. 

After about a year of life in cornmon, if they are very much in !ove, 
or if the girl's relatiohs press for it, as they sometimes do because of in
doctrination, and for greater security. the young couple may go to 
church and have the legal ceremony performed. But many of the 
younger men and women who have been more in contact with Europe
ans and appreciate the permanence of the legal ceremony, fear to bind 
themselves by it. The old Makushi custom of divorce by mutual agree
ment. in which the couple agrees to separate and divide the children, 
girls to the mother, boys to the father, is still in force as well as the 
simple lapsing of unions in which there are no children. YQung 
Makushi have seen the unhappiness caused by the stern disapproval of 
the authorities when separated couples have taken other partners. 
Many have been frankly surprised to find that they cannot be legally re
married after such separation. Others are amused at the simplicity of 
their more unsophisticated fellows, and think by refusing the marriage 
ceremony, to escape such a contretemps. It will be seen how the clash 
of two systems each valid in its own context. confuses an issue very vi

tal to the survival of the tribe. In seeking to impose our marriage laws 
on the Makushi we have introduced into his life unnecessary and 
uncomprehended complications, which are helping directly in keeping 
down the birth rate. 

The drinking spree continues to play an increasingly important 
part in Makushi life. It is the occasion for meeting. conversing, making 
business deals, arranging marriages. Nearly all of diversion and of 
colour in their very hard lives is contained here, even for the youngest 
children. The beautiful songs and rhythmic movements of the parishara 
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dance, the dance of the wild hog, karawata, (White n.d.: 18-19) and the 
accompanying dramatic wordplay between these performers and the 
tukui (humming bird) dancers who compete in humorous and friendly 
rivalry, embody the highest expression of Makushi art. The fine feather 
crowns and tippets, the tooth necklaces and bone and cotton armlets 
were sorne of the most exquisite examples of their handicraft. The old 
long-distance races which preceded the feasts, performed by famed 
runners, were an inducement to the cultivation of physical fitness and 
endurance. 

These paracarí festivals were formerly special occasions, performed 
at intervals for definite purposes such as the application of the ant 
frames as a manhood test for the young men, to inaugurate a new 
house, to return hospitality to neighbouring groups, on the occasion of 
a big running contest, or as a compliment to a distant chief. Great 
numbers of people formerly carne long distances to attend them, and 
great quantities of paracarí were consumed. 

Nowadays, with the great decrease in numbers of the tribe, and the 
sadness and social disorganisation which has fallen upon them, the old 
dances are passing. Men, women and children still take part in them on 
rare occasions, but more and more frequently the younger folk call 
loudly for a cessation of what they consider the "old-fashioned" dances, 
which with their strange rhythms and melodies, their wealth of lore and 
poetic feeling, give place to the sounds of the harmonica reeling out in
sidious plaints of desire and repression, to the strains of the la test car
nival hits from Río, and the tight embrace of inebriated cou.ples turning 
in the pantomimic posturings of the waltz, the foxtrot, the scotsch and 
the samba. 

The Makushi reaction to the disintegration and despair following 
on the rapid and alarming decrease in numbers within the present gen
eration seems to have been an Epicurean one. The "paiwarri" spree has 
become almost continual, in a very degenerated form. As long as there 
is cassava in the fields, it is made into paracarí, with no thought for the 
morrow; and in every house small groups regularly gather to drink and 
to dance "Brazilian" dances. Cowboys from the neighbouring ranches 
will attend, often taking bottles of cheap spirits, to dance and secure a 
girl for the night, and though marrtages are still made, sprees are now 
more often occasions for temporary amorous adventures. The mania 
has become so strong that many individuals seem to live only for plea
sure, and the excessive drinking and fatigue caused by hunger on these 
occasions help to swell the death-rate.46 

46 See Note 30 on malignant tertlan malaria. 
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Whatever the defects of the ffpaiwarri" spree may be, it is however 
an important motivator of effort. Even the catharsis of drunkenness 
may occasionally be beneficia} to a predominantly introvert people. The 
drinking feast is certainly one of the remaining inducements to agricul
tura} work and also a method of securing cooperative aid in field cut
ting, planting and weeding. The pride in display reaches its optimum in 
the troughs full of paracarí, the fish caught and the game brought in, 
the cattle killed for the large events, the dresses and ornaments worn, 
the new hats and shoes, the perfume, hair oil and powder lavishly 
used. From the white man's point of view of the necessity of creating 
new economic wants, the drinking feast is a godsend. As a consolidator 
of what still remains of Makushi culture, and a spur to activity, its 
value is not to be underestimated, and its disappearance before there is 
something to take its place as a substitute means of satisfying sorne of 
the important instinctive urges, would accelerate the disintegration and 
help to kill the will-to-live of these people. The remedy for the present 
overindulgence in the spree is to enable the Makushi once more to feel 
that their life has at least sorne of the normal satisfactions, instead of 
the frustration and powerlessness they at present feel in the presence 
of the overwhelming processes of death and degeneration. 

The Makushi pay great attention to the education of their children, 
and from birth and even before, the small being is set about with tabus 
and prescribed actions, all aimed at securing first, his or her physical 
normality and healthy development; secondly, his or her growing into a 
skilled and industrious member of the group. The mother is the teacher 
of the girls. and the father, after the babyhood period is over, of the 
boys. The small girl baby, as soon as she can toddle, is given miniature 
editions of the mother's work-things, and accompanies her in her.do
mestic tasks. At two years she will fan the fire, carry a minute gourd of 
water. cry for a knife to scrape tiny roots of. cassava, be taught to bring 
small things on command and be obedient. This is to be her life, and 
her training, begun before she can speak, is pursued with good humour 
and patience, and becomes her chief play. 

By the time she is eleven or twelve, at least when puberty is 
reached, when she would formerly have had to undergo extremely se
vere initiation ordeals, 47 and then be eligible for marriage, a well-taught 
girl knows all her mother can teach her. Often nowadays, the parents 
will put her to work with a settler's family, to learn Portuguese (the lan-

47 She would be confined In lsolation on a hlgh platfonn for a considerable perlod, on a 
restrlcted dlet. after whlch she would be subjected to the extraordlnary whlpplng ceremony. 
In whlch the whole communlty belleved lt was thelr duty to her future to rain blows u pon her. 
Thls, along wlth the excruclatlng ant-frame manhood ordeal for the youths, has fallen lnto 
abeyance. I did however, come across a vestlge of it In symbolic form. 

39 



guage spoken even in British households near the frontier), sewing and 
European cooking, since the modern young man takes a wife who can 
do such things. There she will also learn something of cleanliness and 
hygiene, 48 simple remedies and the care of children, before she finally 
leaves to marry and settle down. or decides that a free life is more at
tractive. 

Unfortunately nowadays, many Makushi women have been seized 
with the universal craving for excitement, and no longer work very hard 
themselves nor teach their daughters. They go from one spree to an
other with their little daughters in their train. Quite small tots learn 
very early to dance the white man's dances, often with adult men as 
partners, and soon become very worldly wise. They realise that girls no 
longer need to have the old accomplishments to secure husbands. Girls 
are scarce and those who dance the best samba, and wear the bright
est, newest clothes, are more likely to secure an up-and-coming mod
ern young man than one who merely knows the traditional woman's 
arts. 

Though a man's daughters, because of the custom of matrilocality 
and the system of service by the sons-in-law, have as stated above, 
their own value and status, and in no way feel themselves as inferior, it 
seems to an outside observer that the boy in the Makushi family is far 
more important than the girl. The man is the head of the family, anda 
household will consist of the father and bis wife, bis married daughters 
and adjuvant sons-in-law, children and elderly dependent. relatives. In 
contacts with the outside world, it is he who will receive the visitors.49 

From the time a hoy is born, he rules bis mother, suckling when he 
wishes, having bis slightest wants attended to. The father Jealously 
watches to see that the mother runs at bis slightest cry, and sternly re-

•• That Is, our system of cleanllness. Toe Makushl are very careful In the preparatlon of 
faod, washlng ali utenslls befare use and scrubblng wfth leaves of the sandbox tree (Curatella) 
whlch grows ali around In the savanna, rlnslng meat and fish several times befare addlng lt to the 
pepper pot, which must never have a used spoon put lnto lt, far fear of contamlnatlon. Contrary 
to travellers· tales, thelr houses and the yard around them are frequently swept. partly because of 
the danger of lurklng rattlesnakes and smaller plt·vipers. whlch are attracted to the warmth 
durlng the cold upland nlghts. As long as there Is an available water supply. they wfll bathe 
several times a day, changlng thelr worklng clothes alter the evenlng dip far clean ones. To what 
extent this Is native or acqulred one cannot say, but as a vain and fastldlous people they attach 
great lmportance to belng presentable. 

'" lt may be that contact with Western patrlllneals has relnforced this. Govemment officials 
have always sought out sorne key male figure wfth whom to confer. On the other hand, lt may be 
that we are lnterpretlng what we see entlrely through Western eyes, and projectlng our perceptlve 
pattems onto the material. lt Is lndubltably advlsable to take lnto account the cultural 
provenance and even the sex of the observer, and to allow far unconsclous bias In our fieldwork. 
Far thls reason, Margaret Mead in later years preferred her graduate students to undergo a 
personal analysis as part of thelr trainlng. See also Ruth Benedlct, Abram Kardlner, et aL 
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proves her if she is not on the spot even befare the cry is out. The baby 
soon learns with speech to give her orders and she is always his de
lighted and willing slave. I have seen quite a small boy bring in fish he 
has caught, throw them in front of his mother and order her perempto
rily to cook them.50 In a very short time the food will be placed before 
the young lord of creation. As soon as-the baby can stagger about the 
father makes him a little bow and blunt-headed arrows. He learns to 
make use of these between two and three years of age, and from then 
on is practising continually, encouraged by the praise of admiring rela
tives. A small boy's bow and arrows are never far from hand, and bis 
chief diversion from a tender age is aiming at all sorts of targets. Be
tween three and four years of age he begins accompanying bis father on 
fishing expeditions and is soon shooting tiny fish and small birds. The 
father consciously and proudly tries to barden bis little son, training 
him in endurance by making him bear fatigue until he is really very 
tired, when he will ride high on bis parent's shoulders. The Makushi 
man is careful to obtain magical plants (mura77). to give his son prowess 
in hunting and skill in catching different species of fish, each kind hav
ing its special treatment. His arms are cut in longitudinal lines, skin 
deep, and the mura77 are rubbed into the cuts. He is treated with pepper 
juice to make him strong, keen and industrious, a good hunter and a 
good agriculturalist. If he or his sister should be lazy, the drastic treat
ment of pepper (Capsicum spp.) applied in the anus may be resorted to. 
It is extremely rare for a Makushi to strike his children, and the pepper 
treatment is not used as a punishment but as a magical and remedia} 
conditioning, inducing alertness by the violent physical response, both 
active and involuntary, which it provokes, and by the fear of further ap
plications. The Makushi has his own particular psychology of educa
tion, and fully understands habit formation. 

As he grows older the boy is increasingly bis father's constant com
panion, and learns all the latter knows, helping him at an early age in 
clearing and cutting a field- the smaller trees at first being given to him 
to cut down - in planting and w~eding and in house-building. He de
lights to make arrows when his father is doing so, and learns to manu
facture the simple basketry objects in present domestic use. Often 
nowadays, when he is about ten years of age he will go to work on a 
ranch as a corral boy, and so he learns to milk, to manage cattle and to 
make lassoes, hobbles, halters, and other simple but necessary articles 
of raw hide or leather, improves his Portuguese, and learns the way of 
the cowboy ("vaqueiro"). 

50 Akawaio males also do thls "throwing down of food". and sometimes lt is a compllment pald 
by a competent hunter to a member of the opposlte sex. (Personal Communlcation from Audrey Butt 
Colson). 
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A number of parents, because they have been taught by the Mis
sions the desirability of schooling, and because they have seen that the 
"civilizado" has a facility which sometimes enables him to get the better 
of them in business deals, to add up quickly and give change which 
sometimes afterwards proves to be short, and to send written messages 
which are obviously more effe.ctive than verbal ones, very naturally 
wish their sons, and often also daughters, to have the advantage of this 
education.51 They make great sacrifices to place them in local schools, 
pathetically imagining that the desired skill is thus automatically as
sured, but the results up to 1944 were disappointing. The new knowl
edge is not made sufficiently automatic to be serviceable, and the excel
lent training normally received from the parents is foregone because of 
residence away from home during the formative years. Speaking 
Makushi, with Portuguese as a second language, the children acquire 
in the third and often quite unfamiliar medium of English only a par
rot-like ability to reproduce auditory and visual patterns, (a facility to 
which their tribal inheritance of rhythmic and visual patterns in song, 
dance, and handicrafts disposes them). usually soon lost, with the En
glish they never really fully understand nor learn to use. Teaching is in
effectual because unskilled. With great practica} and artistic abilities so 
that in all kinds of handicraft they soon outstrip their teachers, the 
Makushi find very difficult the more abstract mental processes involved 
in calculation and reading, and they probably require special educa
tional methods. 

We are creating a class of detribalised younger people who know 
nothing of value, have not acquired the habit of work relevant to daily 
life, and desire only the unimportant externals of what they imagine to 
be the white man's civilisation, without having a glimpse of the funda
mentals common to all societies. They tend to despise their own culture 
and their own language, without attaining fluency in another. Their 
idea of the good life is plenty of dances, plenty of perfume, brilliantine 
and new clothes, which the girls at least soon discover how to obtain 
without working or marrying. The process of social disorganisation has 
now gane so far far a tribe like the Makushi, where the effect of culture 
contact has been so marked, that there is an urgent need far a wide 

5 ' The lot of the orphan arnong the Makushi is very dlfferent from that of the farn!ly ch!ld 
as described here. Whatever may have been hls or her fate in more prosperous days for the 
trlbe. an orphan is now scrambled for by the relatives. and usually rnade a household drudge 
dolng ali the thankless tasks, and receiving hard words and blows. No pride Is taken In 
chooslng the tasks for thelr tralnlng. but work is merely for the convenlence of the foster 
parents. An orphan glr! w!11 do nothlng but eternally carry a baby in a sllng, recelving a sharp 
reprlrnand or even a cuff every time the chlld crtes. and so when she grows up rnay have no 
other domestlc sklll. A boy w!ll often be put to rnenlal household tasks. (See Koch-Grünberg 
1923. III: 329 on an Ihuruána orphan.) 
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and effective education incorporating the best of the old Makushi cul
ture, and based partly on Makushi traditions, but also fitting to cope 
with the changed and rapidly changing conditions of life in the savan
nah. In other words, the Makushi must now be taught to understand 
his own problems, and be equipped by education·to meet them. Sorne 
more serviceable type of education has a great part to play in the future 
orientation of this people, bewildered by the influences we have unwit
tingly or deliberately brought to bear on them. 

The attitude of the Makushi to the Government and the local ad
ministration is traditionally friendly. Relations with the Dutch are re
corded by Storm van 's Gravesande (Harris and de Villiers 1911, 11: 
616-617, 620), who enjoined his postholder to exercise great careto 
preserve the friendship of the savannah tribes. Friendly contact with 
the English goes back further than this, for there is reason to suppose 
that members of this tribe knew and liked Sir Walter Raleigh (Harris 
1928, 179-181). After the British took over the Colony, the Dutch policy 
of friendliness to the Amerindians was continued, and both from tradi
tion and from experience the Makushi are favourably disposed to the 
authorities. This was very noticeable on the occasion of the visit of Lord 
Moyne and other members of the Royal Commission in 1939. when the 
Makushi and Wapishana gathered at Bon Success, and fearlessly 
stated their needs. The old tradition surviving from Dutch days, when 
presents were made to the Indian tribes, cropped up when, on hearing 
that the Governor of the Colony was expecting to visit the District, the 
Makushi said they hoped he would bring guns and salt, two highly 
prized commodities which had become scarce under wartime condi
tions. 

The activities of the local administration in imprisoning cattle 
thieves are viewed philosophically, and no ill-will is borne the Govern
ment. though the unfortunate officer who has the task of arrest may oc
casionally be marked out for reprisals. The Makushi has no aversion to 
an enforced stay at Government expense, for he eáts well and is not 
harshly treated. No social disapproval is manifested towards law-break
ers by other members of the tribe, for the law is imposed by what is 
looked on as an externa} power, and as far as the Makushi are con
cerned has no inner sanction. Disputes between members of the tribe 
practically never come to court. They are concealed from the white 
man. 

But though friendliness is marked towards the Government, there 
have lately been signs of dissatisfaction and criticism, notably because 
of the lack of medica} care and of adequate supplies of medicine. In 
1938 the Amerindians of the District were promised a doctor by the 
Royal Commission, and they have not forgotten. Especially when a 
member of the family group dies, as all too frequently happens. their 
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acrid comments do not fall very pleasantly on European ears. There is 
great discontent over the scarcity and high prices of necessary com
modities, due to war conditions, and there was great and irritated im
patience for the setting up of a promised Government canteen, now for
tunately functioning. Though this has not relieved the price situation, it 
is highly approved of by both Makushi and Wapishana on account of 
the better quality of the goods than of those obtainable in Brazilian lo
cal stores. 

A great deal of adverse comment could be heard on all sides after 
the mass vaccination for smallpox in 1943, when a devastating epi
demic of alastrim was sweeping through the whole of the Río Branco re
gion. Very violent symptoms were experienced by almost all individuals 
after vaccination: many became acutely ill, and a few died from the ef
fects. Perhaps even a European population might have been excused 
under such conditions for expressing, as many Makushi did, a determi
nation never to be vaccinated again. 

Strangely enough, any habitual hostility to Europeans that is en
countered is more marked on the frontier, and the writer considers it to 
be in part due to tribal memories of Portuguese slave-raiding expedi
tions in the 18th and early 19th centuries. The approach of a Brazilian 
visitor is still heralded by the whispered warning "Caraiwa," and he is 
greeted with a guarded reserve. The Dutch, who also used red slaves, 
obtained them through the intermediary of the Caribs, still feared in lo
cal legend, and so escaped this opprobrium. 

The Makushi men are born traders, trade being traditionally by 
barter; but lately there has been an influx of money into the District, 
and the tribe is at present in the transition stage between an economy 
based on exchange of goods and services and one based on a money 
currency. They are beginning, as have all people at sorne stage in their 
evolution, to find money a more convenient medium of exchange, with 
the local drawback that frequently there are no goods available to be 
bought with the money. They are also handicapped by the fact that few 
of them know the values of the notes and coins they are using, and can
not calculate prices or change, and so are often cheated or make mis
takes. Ridiculous prices are paid in deals among themselves, with no 
regard at all to real or monetary values. A certain unit becomes fash
ionable, thi~ at present (1944) seeming to be the dollar, and no article 
however small or great its relative value, will be sold below this price. 
Any paper money is for the purposes of the transaction counted as one 
dollar (one "leaf' as it is called), and so money rapidly changes hands 
without much trade actually being done. All this points to the need for 
sorne simple and effective instruction in figures if the replacement of 
barter by currency is not to continue to confuse Makushi economics. 

44 



The Makushi economy is not communal, though there is no perma
nent priva te ownership of land. The land is considered as occupied trib
ally; each man is free to choose any piece of available land for field or 
house, and it is then looked on as his as long as he uses or occupies it. 
When he abandons it, his ownership lapses and it may subsequently be 
occupied by another individual, though an interval is usually observed 
before this takes place, no doubt in order to be quite sure that the origi
nal occupier has no further interest in the land. There is no conception 
of common as opposed to private land. The region occupied by the 
Makushi is definitely regarded as Makushi territory, as distinct from 
the areas occupied by other tribes. The action of certain Wapishana in
dividuals in complaining of supposed infringements of their rights by 
Makushi has on severa! occasions. been defended in the hearing of the 
writer on the ground that the Wapishana in question were in Makushi 
land, and should return among their own tribesmen. The rancher is 
also considered an intruder with no territorial rights, a person who has 
come with his cattle onto tribal lands and then unjustifiably sought to 
restrict tribal activities. This opinion is freely expressed on any occa
sion upon which the rancher protests against what he considers to be 
an infringement of his own rights by members of the tribe. The rancher 
as a rule seeks to interfere as little as possible with Amerindian free
dom of action and movement, except for not wishing his livestock sto
len, or his water-holes and streams poisoned with fish-poisons. The 
Makushi point of view, however, is that they are his own ancestral sa
vannahs, ponds and streams, to do as he likes with, and that cattle are 
a destructive nuisance, which often, by destroying his fields and break
ing down the fences they make necessary, cause him severe privation. 
He naturally feels no compunction in recoupihg himself by occasionally 
slaughtering one of the rancher's animals. 

Individual property, - the immediate personal possessions, house
hold effects, cattle and horses - is lightly held, and can always be im
mediately transferred on expressing a desire to trade (that is, to ex
change for something else usually, though money enters increasingly 
into these deals). 52 This exchange is rarely refused, even when the 
owner does not wish to part with his property, as this is a serious 
breach of etiquette. The desired object is at once handed over, anda re
turn follows in due course, though delay may sometimes run into years. 

"' An exceptlon seems to be made far vital things of European origin such as a man's 
knife and his gun, which are essential to him, and which he cannot himself make. It Is 
lnterestlng that while most of the Guiana and Amazon tribes use derivatlves of Spanlsh, 
Portuguese or Dutch names for lntroduced metal objects such as knlfe, the Makushl word 
for knife is tawara. (ssee Armellada and Gutlérrez Salazar 1981:192, who consider that 
ta11ara probably derives from a11ara, a species of palm with very hard wood from whlch 
Pemon formerly made their knives.) 
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One of the great Makushi diversions is the collection of these debts, 
which are never repudiated, though payment may sometimes be de
ferred by a courteous evasion. The Makushi in his business deals is 
most scrupulously honest, and the rare defaulter calls upon himself 
strong social disapproval. 

Contact with the white man has however, taught the Makushi that 
not all desired objects can be obtained merely by proposing a deal, and 
that there are sorne things the civilised man will not part with for any 
consideration. The response to this has been the universal appearance 
of petty thieving. Experience has taught that the surest method of ob
taining is to carry off any desired object left conveniently to hand. 
Knives, cutlasses, cow-skins, cups, plates and spoons, are frequently 
missing after a party has passed through a ranch, along with occa
sional eggs, chickens, strips of dried beef and even young sucking pigs, 
which can easily be hidden in a back-quake. The practice, unheard of 
until recent decades, has extended so greatly that even in visits among 
themselves, the house owner or his wife must keep a wary eye on the 
movements of the guests and the whereabouts of domestic objects. 

The rigid doctrine of meum and tuum has here as in other societies 
given rise to the thief; but the sense of guilt has not yet developed, and 
punishment seldom comes to the offending one. Tribal solidarity pro
tects against the inquiries of the authorities, and within the tribe rigid 
etiquette prevents a direct accusation of theft. 

The results of this change due to contact with our so different type 
of society have been disastrous to the Makushi economy. Whereas 
twenty or thirty years ago Makushi houses could be left open, and 
nothing touched during the absence of the owners, now everything 
must be securely closed, in spite ofwhich houses are entered, and even 
locked trunks skilfully opened and rifled. Thus necessary and sorne
times irreplaceable tools, implements and personal articles are lost, 
causing increased poverty and cynicism towards property. 

Even at the present time of economic disorganisation for the 
Makushi, field products are willingly shared with the needy; catches of 
fish and game are always divided. A poor family wiU go and live with 
sorne relation or friend and be unquestioningly received and supported 
until their own field is bearing and their crisis over. But notwithstand
ing this open-handed generosity and the facility of trading, so that 
there is no real need to steal, the Makushis have now discovered the 
advantages of what Gordon Childe ( 1964: 167) refers to as the "oldest 
labour-saving device" of stealing, especially the labour-saving of steal
ing from each other's fields. The terrible social disadvantage, the result
ing unwillingness to plant for others to rob, with its far-reaching eco
nomic and social consequences, is appreciated by more intelligent 
members of the tribe, but in the absence of any attempt at control, 
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praedial larceny and robbery continue to be among the most potent fac
tors contributing to the degeneration in Makushi standards of subsis
tence. There are no penalties for petty theft. If a man hears that some
one has rifled his house or robbed his field, he may merely shrug his 
shoulders and feel very angry. He may go and complain, to have the 
theft just as politely denied; it may be admitted, especially if the thief is 
caught in the act, but will be explained as merely an un-negotiated pur
chase which will of course be paid for. Such an explanation must, by 
the rules of good behaviour, be accepted. 

Cattle-stealing is widespread. The cattle are stolen, in the opinion 
of the writer, partly because of hunger, especially protein hunger, as 
fish and game are scarce at certain seasons, partly in revenge for the 
trampling of fields and because oí.general annoyance or dissatisfaction 
with the rancher. The penalties of the law have so far been powerless to 
stop it, and this would point to sorne deep-seated defect in present-day 
Makushi economy, which must first be remedied, perhaps by ensuring 
ownership of sufficient and increasing livestock to family groups. 

Though profound social modifications have been caused by the 
teaching of the Church concerning such significant questions as that of 
polygamy, and by its refusal to accept tribal marriage and divorce cus
toms, and though the conflict between the two coexisting systems of 
morality is profoundly perturbing at least to the younger Makushi, in
troduced doctrinal teaching has not been incorporated to any great ex
tent into the world-view of the individual. 53 In spite of severa! decades 
of teaching, the Christian conception and way of life has been little 
comprehended. In a people so largely dominated by fear (see the belief 
in (kenatmi), it is not surprising that it is the fear motive in Christian 
doctrine, rather than the one of love, which has impressed them. The 
infrequent religious observances are performed partly from fear - of a 
literal "big fire," or of the anger of the missionaries - partly it seems 
from self- interest, and very rarely it would seem, from faith and convic
tion. The men in particular are very critica! of mission activities, and 
quite frankly admit to each other in conversation the dependence of 
their services to the Church upon an adequate supply of trade goods as 
payment. They will, on the other hand, lament the degradation of those 

5" In the 19th century th.e Makushi had evolved their own adaptatlon of Christlanity -
the Alleluia cult, a charismatlc forro built around the tribal pattem of song and dance on 
festlve occasions. This spread ali over the Río Branco savannas among neighbouring tribes 
and finally attained its highest development among the Akawalo in Guyana (see Butt 1960). 
It was sternly suppressed by the clergy among the Makushi on the British side of the 
frontler. They, however, occaslonally danced 1t still in the 1930s in the Canuku foothills. 
My lnformant swore me to the greatest secrecy. Slnce then, with the new cllmate of 
eucumenlsm in the West, the cult has been admltted as a recognlzed Church by the 
Guyanese authoritles and the Guyana Council of Churches, and the civil authorltles have 
glven it ali the facilltles of a valid sect, with lts own organisatlon. 
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members of the tri be who make a habit of hanging around the missions 
and trading on the compassion of the priests without giving any ad
equate return in goods or services. They are, of course instances of 
genuine faith, but they are very much in the minority. The writer has 
for example, recently observed a striking character-change in a turbu
lent individual who numbers homicide among his other misdeeds, a 
change attributed by the man himself to an experience which must be 
called sudden conversion. 

The categories of Makushi virtues cut across, and do not necessar
ily coincide with the Christian virtues, nor are our vices always vices to 
them. Charity and gratitude do not emerge as a Makushi reaction to the 
situations of daily life. Great courtesy, a rigid code ·of hospitality, al
ways returned, and a resignation in the face of human suffering take 
the place of these two virtues. Nothing is given or expected without pay
ment, which is always punctiliously made, and so no further obligation 
is felt. The Makushi will not nurse his sick, for it does not occur to him 
that s1ckness is curable by this means, and he has in common with 
most primitive peoples an acute fear of the magical influences suppos
edly at work in anything abnorrnal. But since he believes that all sick
ness is caused by kenaimi, he will do his best to call in a "piaiman", and 
would formerly in event of death have gone on an avenging expedition 
as himself a kenaimf. 

Truth-telling and lying seem to be in a world-picture beyond his 
ken. Words are for other purposes; they are means toan end, and lying 
is merely, in a people who normally react toan unpleasant situation by 
running away, just another convenient means of evading the pain-prin
ciple of reality. Stealing is not stealing; it is a forrn of acquiring, which 
can always be amicably adjusted by an appropriate payment. Chastity 
is unimportant beside the capability and amiability, even the sexual ca
pacity of the chosen partner. To be industrious, generous, a good pro
vider, these are important Makushi virtues for both sexes. Women must 
be patient, frugal and hard-working; men must have physical endur
ance and hunting prowess. Homicide and infanticide, crimes to us, 
have always their explanatory reasons, - the man killed was a kenaimi, 
the child exposed was born with sorne real or imaginary defect, or had 
no father (that is, the father had refused to acknowledge his responsi
bility by living openly with the mother) - and no difference is made to 
the perfect courtesy with which the perpetrators are received in 
Makushi society. 54 

54 Their rules of social lntercourse seem to be tailored to avold confrontation. They have, 
however, a strong moral sense and censure each other often in absentia for lnfringements of 
their own code. An lnterjectlon very frequently heard In conversations of Makushl men Is the 
word chia. an exclamatlon expresslng all shades of dlsapproval from falnt amusement to the 
uttermost contempt, accordlng to the length to whlch lt Is drawn out and the emphasls wlth 
whlch lt Is spoken. 
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There are serious faults - to refuse to share one's fishing catch, to 
be mean with food or other possessions, to fight in cassiri sprees, to 
beat one's wife; for the women, to let one's husband's game rot for lack 
of prompt treatment, to be lazy or a scandal-monger, to eat secretly 
from the common family store - a serious vice in adults and children 
alike, and one about which action is promptly taken on account of the 
privation it can cause in people living very near the starvation line, and 
whose fresh supplies can only be obtained with delay and great Jabour. 

The Makushi faults and virtues are their own, and have not been 
appreciably influenced by our efforts to make them over to our pattern. 
They are essentially social virtues, evolved in the course of working out 
an effective adjustment to the human and biological environment. In so 
far as the Makushi has acquired new faults, he himself attributes it to 
our emphasis on the negative aspects of the Decalogue, which he al
leges suggest to him new and unthought of ways of misbehaviour. 

Conclusion 

To sum up, it will be seen that the social organisation of these 
Amerindians has been and is increasingly being profoundly modified by 
contact with Western customs and ideas. In a few cases materially. as 
in the introduction of iron, this contact has been beneficia!. In others 
purely artificial wants have been created to the detriment of tribe and 
individual. Socially and morally, contact has led to disorganisation, dis
integration and deterioration, partly through the disruptive influence of 
conflicting standards, partly though the great decrease in numbers 
caused by introduced diseases. The old traditional virtues of endur
ance, industry, and scrupulous honesty are disappearing and their 
place has not been taken by any corresponding Christian virtues. Theo
retically the Government's intentions with regard to Indian health are 
good. Actually, far too many strong individuals in full adulthood and far 
too many young children, die for lack of simple and timely treatment. 
Education as it is available today (1944) is ineffectual, and even actu
ally harmful, since it prevents the child from gaining the practica! home 
preparation for life, and gives him no lasting or serviceable knowledge 
in its stead. 

In no way have we enabled the Makushi to be more self-supporting. 
In fact, by calling him away for labour at periods vital for field-cutting 
and planting, we contribute to his destitution. The goods he obtains 
with the proceeds of his labour are often unnecessary ones, soon 
squandered or traded away to his friends and relations. We are giving 
him false standards to suit our own convenience and our own precon
ceived ideas, and because of our need for his help we are undermining 
his social and economic life. 
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We must decide now whether we want a race of "peones,· a fate to 
which the Amerindian has never readily lent himself, or whether it is 
not our duty to these people to encourage them to be once more pros
perous and self-supporting, enabling them among other occupations to 
rear livestock on a small scale alongside of their other agricultura} ac
tivities. To divorce the Amerindian from his land will be to sign his ra
cial death-warrant; and it would seem that it will be as a small propri
etor pursuing mixed agriculture that he will finally adjust himself as a 
member of Guianese society. 

Makushi ill-health seems largely due to introduced diseases, 
chiefly malaria and worm infestation. There is no noticeable difference 
in the sex ratio, though there is an increasing aversion to the responsi
bilities of marriage, and complaints by both sexes that there is not 
enough choice of suitable marriage partners (that is, within the pre
scribed marrtage class). This is no doubt due to the fall in numbers of 
the tribe as a whole. The birth rate is high, though this is offset by the 
shockingly high child-mortality rate. It seems that with an energetic 
medical programme and instruction in hygiene and infant welfare, this 
tribe could still be saved, and put again on the road to increasing its 
numbers. 

Education on a sound psychological basis, and incorporating the 
best in tribal culture, with emphasis on practica! training, could do 
much to redeem the young from further degeneration. The stage has 
been reached when a definite policy of education is necessary to sup
plant the now disappearing education in the family group. 

With the prospect of increased opening up for settlement of the 
hinterland, there is need for a clear conception of our policy toward the 
Amerindian, especially with regard to bis tenure of land. In view of his 
propensity for moving further on before pressure of settlement, we 
should see to it that adequate territory, with sufficient water supply, 
agricultura}, hunting and fishing areas are secured to him, as well as 
land suitable for grazing for the cattle-loving tribes such as the 
Makushi and Wapishana. It must also be borne in mind, that though 
these people love to travel in groups over long distances in the savan
nahs to visit friends and relations in other villages, they are in no sense 
nomads. They have a deep affection, expressed in song and dance, for 
their own particular areas, 55 and are often very disturbed on entering 

55 A clear indlcation of the affectlon whlch they have for thelr own terrttory can be seen In 
the text of an Address drawn up by Makushl for presentatlon to the Govemor of Britlsh Guiana. 
Sir Walter Egerton (Williams 1932: 125-126). An Amerindlan Amendrnent Act of 1976 granted 
land tltles In accordance with the Amerindlan Lands Cornmisslon Report of 1969. although sorne 
groups -arnong thern the Akawato of the Upper Mazarunl and sorne Carib cornrnunltles- were 
excepted. [Toe Akawalo were finally, in 1991. glven legal title to a sector of their traditlonal lands 
In the Upper Mazarunl basln. A. Butt Colson.l 
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other territory. It must not be assumed that they can be moved around 
to suit our convenience without suffering the serious traumata of up
rooting. 

The Amerindian is a person not so very different from ourselves in 
his needs and destres, in his reactions to the fundamental situations of 
life. He differs mainly in being in the pre-literate stage, and so he can
not put his point of view before us. Nevertheless, with his intelligence 
and astuteness, his knowledge of river and forest, and his skill in agri
culture, he has a valuable contribution to make to our social pattern. 

The process of modification in a tribe like the Makushi has gone 
too far to be halted. The Amerindian in Guiana must now, with great 
urgency, be enabled to adjust himself to the rapidly changing condi
tions. With proper direction there is no reason to suppose that he can
not ultimately take his place, as the Amerindian has done in many in
stances elsewhere tl;lroughout the Continent, alongside the other ele
ments of the community, sharing with them the full rights and duties of 
citizenship. 

Postscrlpt 

Since 1930, I had travelled extensively in the Caribbean and hin
terland of the South American tropics with my husband, the entomolo
gist John Golding Myers, who had been commissioned by the British 
Government to study the possibilities of the biological control of tropi
cal insect crop pests.56 As a psychologist and trained anthropologist, a 
student of William McDougall in his Graduate seminars at Harvard, 
and of C.G. Seligman and of B. Malinowski at the London School of 
Economics, my own interests had been in the differing human groups 
we encountered.57 I had been able to do a preliminary survey of the 
Warrau Indians of the Amacura River in North West District of the Brit
ish Guiana - Venezuelan borders, but it had not been possible to con
tinue this study and I felt my material was too slight to publish.58 

I first carne to the Rupununi District in mid 1933 when, J.-eaving the 
Coast of British Guiana, I accompanied my husband up the Essequibo 

5" For an account of the research and career of Dr. J .G. Myers. see Blographical Note. 
07 Wlth respect to the London School of Economlcs Mrs. Myers notes: "Melanesia and 

Afrlca were the two prevailing fields of reference at the time. No-one (except myselO was 
lnterested In American Indlans -beca use of my American contacts and an admlratlon since 
childhood of the 'Red lndlan' heroes.· In a letter of26th September 1980 she refers to "A.R. 
Wallace's 'Travels on the Amazon and Río Negro', whlch I have loved since a chlld. Many of 
the thlngs he mentlons I have found exactly the same today In parts of the Amazon I know, 
mostly small details of dally llfe, altitudes, and so on." 

"" In another sector of her notes, Mrs. Myers records: •¡ had also met Fray Bemadino 
de Olea at the Capuchin Mlsslon on the Amacura, and he had presented me wlth a 
publlshed copy of his very complete 'Diccionario de la lengua Guarauno', whlch really made 
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and Rupununi Rivers, across the savannah. dividing the Essequibo and 
Amazon (Rio Branca) watersheds to the frontier area of the Ireng and 
Takutu Rivers, and to the Canuku Mountains which form the division 
between the northern (Makushi) and southern (Wapishana) savannahs. 
It was then a remate and isolated area, difficult of access, reached from 
Georgetown by an arduous and hazardous river journey of weeks of 
travel in open boats, during which there were numerous dangerous 
falls and rapids to be negotiated. Boats, supplies, and even lives were 
sometimes lost in the falls. 59 

We travelled up river in convoy in a number of long, narrow open 
boats with retractable outboard motors, each manned by crews of 
highly skilled and experienced river-men, able to paddle -which was 
quite often necessary, to pull the boats over the various rapids and who 
were expert in dealing with the variety of falls, cataracts and shallows 
encountered on the ascent into the hinterland. It was the very begin
ning of the wet season and the river was difficult. We camped out at 
night in suitable areas along the river banks, cooking our rations of rice 
and salt fish, slinging our hammocks under the trees. The journey 
could take a month or even more, according to the season and the 
amount of water in the rivers. Our particular journey took just under a 
month -with two capsizes in the Gold Falls near a balata station named 
Kurupukari,60 with considerable loss of valuable equipment and goods, 
both ours and of the Boundary Commissioners who were taking up 
stores for their work on the southern borders of the interior, and with 
whom we were travelling.61 Whilst boats proceeding to the southern sa-

mine unnecessary -though I think mine was more practica!, and had sorne addltlonal 
words.· 

Thls seems to be a reference to Fr. Bonifaclo de Olea who, in 1928, had published in 
Caracas his Ensayo Gramatical del Dialecto de los indios Guaraúnos, the first rnajor 
lingulst!c work on Warrau. He was resident at the Capuchln rnlsslon of San José de 
Arnacuro frorn October 1928 until February 1933. Amongst Mrs. Myers' papers is her own 
rnanuscrlpt entitled: ·warrau: A working uocabulary collected in the N. W.D. Brltish Guiana. 
June 1930. P. Jacinto main inJormant. • (33 pages). 

• 0 Mrs. Myers related how, on one occasion, a boat overtumed, pinnlng her husband 
undemeath on the river-bed. He was saved by a member of the crew dlving lnto the water and 
releaslng hlm. "Drownlng accidents were quite frequent; I arn lndebted to Canon J. Holden, 
formerly Anglican priest at Eupukari, for confirmatlon ofthls." (I.H.M.I 

"" Balata is a wild rubber, collected from the Manilkara bidentata, a forest tree. This 
lndustry was of considerable importance in British Gulana. Kurupukari Is now an irnportant. 
rnainly Arnerindlan settlement, from whlch is operated a ferry which conveys vehicles on the 
Georgetown - Lethem road across the Essequibo. 

61 Although the boundary between British Gulana and Brazil had been declded by 
intemational arbltrat!on ending in the Award of 1904, there remained the surveying and 
demarcatlon of a very long frontler which, on the West. extended from Mount Roraima, down the 
lreng and up the Takutu to its source. At the time of Mrs. Myers' arrival in the Rupununi, thls 
task was being carried out by the Departrnent of Lands and Mines. It was a great problern gettlng 
adequate supplies to the surveyors and after severa! deaths due to beriberi the Royal Englneers 
took over in 1935 (see Baldwln: 42). 
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vannah (Wapishana country) continued up the Rupununi River through 
a gorge of the Canuku Mountains to the ranches there, travellers bound 
for the British frontier post of Bon Success disembarked at Eupukari,62 

the Anglican Mission, for a further journey of fifty miles overland, on 
foot, on horseback or by ox-cart, southwestwards across the riorthem 
savannah to the banks of the Takutu River (a tributary of the Río 
Branca), which forms the Brazilian border. 

The northern Rupununi savannah is bounded by the Canuku 
Mountains to the South and the Takutu and the Ireng (Mahu) Rivers to 
the West. To the North lies the massif of the Pacaraimas and to the 
Northeast and East the forests of Essequibo. It includes Pirara, at that 
time a prosperous cattle ranch. Situated in an area which is extensively 
flooded in the wet season, Pirara has been well-known since Raleigh's 
time as one of the supposed sites of the legendary El Dorado, with the 
city of Manoa and its phantom Lake Amucu. It had been disputed by 
Brazil and Britain in the 19th century, finally being confirmed in 1904 
as British territory and part of the Rupununi District. Close to the Ireng 
and only a few miles from the confluence of that river with the Takutu, 
both of which form the boundary with Brazil, it had the intemational 
flavour of border country. With only periodic visits from an itinerant 
administrator to the British post of Bon Success (see Baldwin: 41) and 
with the Brazilian authorities sorne days away down the Río Branca, it 
was in 1933, a remate and isolated area. 

I was enchanted by this beautiful and mysterious region and its 
peoples, as my husband had been on a previous visit in 1932 when he 
had made it the base for his journey to Roraima. My hope was to re
main there for a period, to contact and má.ke an anthropological.and 
psychological study of the Makushi Indians, whilst he proceeded down 
the Río Branca on his Amazon expedition (1933-35). In the event, partly 
because of circumstances connected with the possibility and final out
break ofWorld War II, I lived for thirteen years (1933-1947) on the sa
vannah. 

As a base for my work, I was ·fortunate to be able to acquire the 
grazing rights of a cattle ranch on the British (right) bank of the Takutu 
River, which the previous owner had sadly neglected and was relin
quishing on account of ill-health, caused by the malignant malaria 
which had ravaged the district, as mentioned in my article. It became 
my home for a number ofyears (1~34-1947). Sao José do Takutu,63 an 

"" "Eupukarl" Is now more usually spelt "Yupukari. • Sltuated on the northern bank of the 
Rupununl River. lt acted as a port of enuy for travellers enterlng the Rupununl savannahs from 
the North and East, vla the Essequlbo River. 

"" Also referred to as San José. 
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old, formerly Brazilian ranch (see Baldwin: 37) covered an area of 50 
square miles of savannah land (later increased by purchase of a 
neighbouring section to 100 sq. miles). extending from the Takutu River 
which was the Brazilian - British Guiana frontier, eastwards to the 
food-hills of the Canuku Mountains.64 

An academic and city dweller, I was completely ignorant of cattle 
ranching, but within the ranch area there was a number of Makushi 
settlements with whose inhabitants I was able to establish friendly rela
tions and mutual interdependence. The old homestead of Sao <!osé do 
Takutu was unavailable65 anda new one was built forme by an entirely 
Makushi work-force of expert cattlemen, trained as boys on Brazilian 
ranches. The ranch had been neglected, but through the skill and com
petence of my Makushi workers it was rehabilitated in a relatively short 
time. They moved in with their families accompanying them and set the 
pattern of daily life. We were in effect, ourselves a Makushi village. 

Many of them seemed to have come within fairly recent times from 
distant areas of the savannah to the Northwest. They called themselves 
Pemongong and were families belonging to the sub-groups of Iliang and 
Monoiko, and there was one Taulepang.66 They had relatives and trad-

84 "San José was one of three propertles we owned In the Takutu. It was the maln ranch, where 
we llved, and we had sorne cattle and planted tobacco there. I don't remember the names ofthe other 
two places. Toe second ranch was located at the foot of the mountain hllls and was not far from San 
José. To reach it we had to travel lnwards through open savannah. Thls was where we planted rice. 
corn. bananas, sweet potatoes and other land products and where the lndians got most ofthe forest 
products we used. Toe thlrd ranch was further away and close to Stanley Melville's ranch near 
mountaln hllls. This was malnly for cattle ralsing and to reach lt we had to cross a small forest rtver. 
Toe place was nearly a day's trtp from San José by ox-cart. It was beautlful, with plenty of vegetatlon 
and lots of llowery trees which we dld not see In San José. Toe foothllls were a dlstance but we could 
hear the cry of the howler monkeys and sometlmes the roar of a jaguar at nlght. • (Prívate 
Communlcatlon from Sra. Rima de Billy). 

Mrs. Myers stated (In June 1990) that Burru was hers. She had built an outsatlon there for 
spendlng the nlght in and the lndlans used to use lt sometlmes, when roundlng up cattle. lt was too 
far from water for her to make lt a permanent dwelling place.) 

" 5 Mrs. Myers related, more than once, that when her husband arranged for one of the 
ranchers, Edward Melvllle. to purchase Sáo José do Takutu, the latter purchased the grazlng 
rlghts for the Myers' family and kept the old homestead for himself. Whllst a new ranch house 
was belng built she occupied Parika. which was !ent her byTheodor Orella. a rancher derlvlng 
from Pamplona. Spain (see Brldges: 149). 

'"' Mrs. Myers asserted that. contrary to a statement by Mlgllazza (1980: 134). the lliang 
were not lreng Rlver Makushi, and she notes that at the time ofwrltlng (1944) a small sub
group of them was living on the lower reaches of the Urartcoera Rlver above Sao Marcos. 
Mlgllazza (1980: 134) and Butt Colson (1983-84: 97-99). refer to Makushl (Pemon) sub-groups. 
Observlng the name • Asepang" In these works Mrs. Myers made the followlng note: "They never 
referred to themselves as assepanggong: llterally, · the people prone to revenge·, 'the avengers· 
-le .. 'poisoners·. though sorne of the women informed me of their method of polsoning casslrl 
(the fermented manloc drlnk( offered to enemles In dance festlvals." Utlllzlng the Pemon 
Dlctlonary ofCesáreo de Armellada and Mariano GuitérrezSalazar (p. 63), Mrs. Myers derlved 
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ing par.tners in villages over the Brazilian border and were frequently 
visited by people from the Ireng, Surumu and Uraricoera Rivers. Iliang 
relatives from Maracá Island occasionally-visited, where they told me a 
few were still living, and one man known to me actually made the con
siderable joumey from the Canukus to the Uraricoera to bring back an 
Iliang wife. 67 The men w:ere acculturated and thoroughly versed in the 
ways of the "civilizado", but the women less so. We communicated in a 
mixture of Brazilian Portuguese, with its wealth of regional terms, 
which most men spoke fluently, and in Makushi which was the 
women's only language. They all had Portuguese baptismal names, as 
well as their Indian ones. 

A mixture of the two cultures -the Indians taught me ranching, but 
our lives were enriched by added Makushi ideas and customs. I shared 
their daily life, living 1t their way, and joined in their everyday activities 
and festivities, accompanying them often on their communal outings, 
visiting other groups of Indians. The men were the providers, the 
women the processors. The men fished á.nd hunted and cut and planted 
fields for me sorne miles away in the foothills of the Canuku moun
tains.68 They built houses and corrals. The women foraged for firewood 
and cooked. They made cassava bread and farinha (uw0 69 and they in
troduced me to making cassiri for the men when they had been out 
hunting and fishing. We lived on a diet of local Brazilian and Makushi 

ase-paih-go from ese-ma, to pay, to avenge oneself. and -paTJ, apt to, clever at, capable of, so 
giving the meaning ofthe "avengers", "those who take revenge.· 

67 See Koch-GrOnberg I: 151 et seq., referrlng to Makushi settlements on Maracá Island 
and the Upper Urarlcoera in 1911. 

"" "1here seemed to be cycles In the production of cassava. Planting was done In the annual 
ralny season, the fleld havlng been prevtously prepared. A sectlon of the fleld would contatñ fully 
grown cassava [mantoc) In use: another section, half-grown cassava, due to come lnto use durlng 
the year, anda third section, of newly planted cassava, propagated by stem-stock from the flrst field, 
would not be ready far another year. A rlpe field would often be taken up completely and prepared 
far replanting, which could be done twice, when lt would be abandoned and allowed to go back to 
bush. I do not think the lndlan shares our Western attitudes to reserves of faod, but he Is very careful 
to preserve seeds and other propagative stock far plantlng." [I.H.M. Letter of 19th Aug. 19801. 

••• A cereal made from toasted mantee flour. Mrs. Myers related that a blg complalnt of lndlans 
employed on the ranches was that they could not grow thelr own mantee In order to make the good 
cassava meal whlch they liked - the "farlnha d'agua •. the preparation of which lnvolved fermentation 
of the mantoc In water so that the flour contalned vitamin B. lnstead, their dlet conslsted of "farlnha 
seca·, dry farlne. lmported from the South and eaten with the local drled beef. Mrs. Myers however. 
let her Makushi employees plant gardens on her ranch so that they had a more nutrttious dlet and 
one to their llklng. She noted [In a letter of26th August 19801 that the Makushi word farfarlne, uwt. 
seems to be the same as the Llngua geral word uL Uwi ar uils slnúlarly used by the Akawalo (Kapon) 
to the North of the Makushi, and slnce there are indlcations that the maklng of farlne Is a relatively 
recent lntroduction lnto Guyana, lt mlghtseem that thls mode of preparatlon of manioc and the name 
of the product. together travelled northwards from the Amazon reglan. (See Butt Colson & Morton 
1982: 252-3 & faotnote 76.) 
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foods, prepared for me by women who in sorne instances had worked in 
Brazilian households. Sorne introduced foods, grown outside the house 
on raised platforms in order to circumvent the leaf-cutting "cushi" ants 
(Atta cephalotes). were not at all to Makushi liking, and Makushi roen, 
when they saw me eating lettuce, told me scornfully that they were not 
horses to eat grass! Our utensils were many of them lndian, and for pot 
cleaners we used sand and "caimbé" leaves (of the Curatella tree) for 
sandpaper. 

We were very isolated and needed to be self-supporting. In the dry 
season the rivers of the district were unnavigable and in the wet 0season 
the savannahs were largely impassable owing to extensive flooding. 
Thus we were completely cut off from the rest of British Guiana by the 
rains and were isolated from Manaus (at the mouth of the Río Negro). 
during the dry season. Boa Vista, on the Río Branco, then a small ad
ministrative and trading town, was several days away from Sáo José do 
Takutu by land or river, but as we were able to travel by river to 
Manaus during the wet season,70 it was there that esseritial supplies 
such as salt, cloth, implements etc., were obtained. Imports also valued 
by Makushi in trade included coffee, cacha~a, 71 white flour, fowls, soap, 
matches, shoes, guns, shot, powder and gun caps. 

In the North savannah sorne very old muzzle-loading guns were 
still in use and bags of shot, caps and flasks of powder were necessary 
articles of trade, especially if one were sending up the lreng (Mahu) 
River for urari (the famous arrow poison curare). I imagine - but now do 
not know for sure, that these old guns may have come from the Brazil
ian side and were transferred by inheritance or trade amongst the 
Makushi themselves.72 In the upper Ireng, red turkey twill cloth, pack
ets of gunpowder and bags of salt were especially sought. In their trade 

70 It was In Manaus that Mrs. Myers' children had thelr early schooling. The ranchers 
customarlly sent thelr cattle down to the clty by boat and supplies were brought up the Río 
Negro and Río Branca on the return journey. The cattle boats also took passengers. Mrs. 
Myers recalled that on one occaslon her boat stopped at Vista Alegre. on the mlddle 
reaches of the Río Branca. where Theodor Koch-Grünberg had dled of malaria In October of 
1924 and had been burled. She dlsembarked. intendlng to vlslt hls grave and pay her 
respects to the ethnographer whose works she much admlred. but was told that "Kochy" 
had recently been dug up and taken to Manaus far transport to Europe. 

She enqulred of anthropologlcal acquaintances In Manaus as to the fate of hls 
remalns. and was taken to the cemetery of Sao Joao Batista. then out of town. where In the 
chapel she saw a large Brazilian trunk with a long thlgh bone protruding from it. There. 
she was told. was Koch-Grünbergl His remalns had been dug up In 1938 but lay forgotten 
In the Port of Manaus untll redlscovered in 1944. Burla! In the cemetery of Sao Joao 
Batista occurred in 1953 when Alfred Métraux arrlved leadlng a UNESCO mlsslon to 
Manaus. [Prlvate Communlcation to Mrs. Myers from Miss Dorothee Ninck, granddaughter 
ofTheodor Koch-Grünbergl. 

71 The popular name of •aguarden te" (flre-water). a distllled and strong alcoholic drink 
made from sugar cane. 

'"'See Butt Colson & Morton 1982: footnote 81. 
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with us the Makushi followed their traditional set prices: for example, 
two baskets of farine equalled two 5 gallan tins of kerosene. 

Apart from the Makushi villages within the boundaries of Sáo José 
do Takutu, there were loase groupings of Makushi households within 
the boundaries of other Rupununi ranches, stretching eastwards along 
the northem slopes of the Canuku Mountains, along the streams and 
near to their fields in the foothills. These were family groupings, seem
ingly of the kin-affine pattem, though this was confused by the heavy 
death toll in a recent epidemic, and the loss of many heads of families 
and mothers of young children, as well as of traditional marriage part
ners. In the eastern and northeastern savannah were villages of En
glish-speaking Makushi, under the influence of the Anglican Mission 
based at Eupukari. These seemed to have litle contact with the Portu
guese-speaking Makushi of the Takutu River where, several miles up 
stream from Bon Success (Lethem) was the Jesuit Mission of San 
Ignatius, zealous in its pursuit of the Makushi who grudgingly carne to 
accept Christian baptism. The affiliations of the Takutu River Makushi 
were mostly with the groups living in the Brazilian Ria Branca area, ex
tending over the Ireng to the Uraricoera in the Northwest of the savan
nah. As I have described, those I was in daily contact with were these 
Brazilianized Makushi. We were extremely rarely visited by those from 
the Essequibo basin -which was extraordinary, I have now realizedl73 

Large cattle ranches were established on both sides of the frontier, 
and in the Makushi villages, which were scattered along the rivers and 
streams within these ranch lands, the Indians lived their own life and 
spoke their own language. There was a curious intermingling of the two 
different cultures -each profoundly modifying the other.74 The border 
Makushi had incorporated various Brazilian elements into an lndian 
whole: the Brazilians of the area had incorporated Indian elements into 
a Portuguese whole. The few ranchers on the British side were them-

73 A llngulstlc dlsjunctlon between these two groups has also been remarked on by 
Mlgllazza (1980: 138) who reíers toan eastem dlalect spoken to the East oí the lreng RJver. 
In Guyana. and a western one spoken In Brazll in the Surumu, Cotlngo and Urarlcoera RJver 
areas. There are lndlcatlons In the hlstorlcal records that thls Is a tradltlonal, territorial 
dlvlslon between those Pemon living In the Essequlbo basln and those In the Río Branca. The 
lmplngement of two dlfferent lncomlng peoples, the Dutch and Brltlsh to the E~t and the 
Portuguese Brazlllan to the West. and the movements oí Amerlndlan populatlons whlch these 
caused, have added a colonial factor to the lndlgenous ones. [A.B.C.J 

74 In her notes Mrs. Myers Usted major ltems whlch the Makushl had adopted wlth 
respect to the cattle economy. In particular these comprlse the use of pack bullocks and 
bullock carts. the practlce of rldlng bullocks as well as horses, and she reíers to the equlpment 
and management relatlng to these lntroduced anlmals and the food they provide. With respect 
to tools she notes that Makushl men were uslng carpentry tools such as files, saws. planes 
and chlsels and the women used sewing equlpment. lncludlng sewing machines. Mdltlonally, 
there were sorne gramophones. blcycles and outboard motors whlch the men were veiy good 
at managlng and malntalnlng. Durlng her resldence the aeroplane became part oí Makushl 
daily experience. 
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selves of Indian descent or married to wives of Indian descent, and so 
had Indian relatives. All had ties of kinship or affinity with the ranchers 
on the Brazilian side, with many social and trading relationships. Por
tuguese was the language in general use, and the life-style was typical 
of that in the haciendas and fazendas of Venezuela and Brazil with 
their landowners and work force (máo-de-obra). On the British side the 
life style was also Latin American in pattern and outlook. All this 
tended to facilitate the ranchers' contacts with the Indians, sorne of 
whom lived in the ranch houses as servants, while group labour was 
arranged usually in the traditional Indian way, through the chiefs 
(tuchauas), and notched pieces of wood were used as tally sticks to cal
culate the working days for which payment was due. 

The Makushi were perfectly aware of the frontiers and of the dis
tinction between Brazilian and British authority. They continually 
crossed and re-crossed, for they considered this an entirely artificial di
vision of their ancestral lands, for which they have great affection. This 
deep attachment was noted by Richard Schomburgk (II: 190) who 
speaks of the love of the Arecuna for Mt. Roraima: "All their festive 
songs have Roraima for subject matter", and on leaving Schomburgk af
ter a visit they "would always add the words, 'Matti Roraima-tau, 
Roraima-tau' (There, look at our Roraima)." Similarly when Makushi 
bearers accompanied my late husband to Roraima, they returned in a 
very black mood, surly and dejected from enemy Arecuna country 
which they had been most reluctant to enter, but when they saw the 
Canuku range in the distance, they cried out joyfully "Iramekepangl 
Iramekepangl (The peak Ilaimekepang.)75 Their mood changed, their 
whole bearing altered -and there were no more difficulties. It must be 
stressed that though they like to travel in groups over long distances to 
visit other villages ("malocas") for celebrations, or to fish in drying 
ponds76 (a group activity in which men, women and children take part) 
or to feast on wild fruit in season, they are not nomads and, as I stress 
in my article, it must not be assumed that they can be moved around to 
suit our convenience without suffering the serious traumata of uproot
ing. 

Tho1!gh in contact with "brancos" since the 17th century they still 
considered us as interlopers, and occasionally told us so. They were 
well used to seeing our ways and how to deal with us. They addressed 
the ranchers as "patrao": "Master" (I was "patroa": "Mistress"). and ex-

75 This mountaln appears on sorne maps as "lramaiklpang" and 2844' In height. 
Richard Schomburgk (I: 344-348) refers to lt as Ilamlklpang. the hlghest point of the 
mountaln (Canaku) range. He cllmbed lt early in 1842 durlng the course of being shown 
one of the specles of Strychnos growing there. used by the Makushl to make their curare 
arrow poison. 

76 Mrs. Myers left a note under the headlng of "Fishing in drying pools", whlch said 
that the "fish were often kllled with a bite at the back of the head. • 
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changed goods and services with them. There was always a stroqg am
bivalence in their attitude to the Brazilian settlers stemming from a 
deep-seated folk memory of the earlier slave raids. On the approach of 
Braztlian travellers at my ranch there was a whispered warning 
"Caraiwa" andan immediate "on guard" attitu'de. We, the British, were 
on the contrary "Paranagheri. "77 

Many of the customs observed by previous travellers were still ex
isting in 1933. Within living memory (1934) the Canuku Makushi had 
adopted clothes, but sorne of the older men still wore the red lap under 
their trousers of khaki or pano grosso, and many older women wore the 
bead apron (motza) under their print dresses. Who knows if the old 
people did not still use the Makushi dress at home. Evelyn Waugh 
thinks so (Waugh: 123).78 The women also had the lower lip perforated 
for the insertion of pins and a few had pointed, filed teeth, which sev
eral men still knew how to file, and which they jokingly referred to as 
"piranha teeth" (see Barrington Brown: 146).79 If sick they painted the 
red dye (roucou) on the cheeks. I was very touched by a Makushi 
mother who carne one day with her little girrs face painted with roucou, 

to protect against the danger of a stranger -myselfl 
Men were still busy making and caring for bows and arrows, clean

ing guns, and making a sandal called p'shaza from the leaf base of the 
ite palm (Mauritiajlexuosa), used for very rough walking. The women 

77 "Caraiwa· Is the tenn In general use to refer to a whlte Brazlllan. lt has the meanlng 
of astuteness and clevemess and the tenn was also appl!ed to shamans. "Paranagheri" has 
the meanlng of Coastal. or Sea, People and Is In general use to refer to whlte people comlng 
from the Guyanese coastlands (prevlously Dutch, then Brltlsh). (See Willlams: 152). 

•• From 2nd January to 5th Aprll 1933, Evelyn Waugh made a journey from 
Georgetown to the Rupununl savannahs and across to Boa Vista on the Río Branco. He met 
Mrs. Myers on his way back to England. when he spent Easter at Mount St. Benedict "in 
Trinidad and shared a table wlth her. Hls reference to involvement in "acrimonious 
arguments about lndian character· with "a lady anthropologtst· (Waugh: 169) was also 
recalled by Mrs. Myers, who had been equally dlsenchanted with her fellow guestl Mrs. 
Myers was highly indlgnant at any mentlon of Indlans havlng been pressurlzed to adopt 
clothes. She considered that slnce they made no assoclation between sin and nakedness, 
they had no need to cover themselves wlth unnecessary garments. However, she noted that 
during her residence In the Rupununl, Makushl women were very able at copylng 
(European-style) dresses, cuttlng them out, sewlng them and using sewlng machines whe~e 
these were avallable. She additionally remarked that they took to wearlng brassleres. They 
were also clever at copytng the latest halr styles. 

711 The piral or plranha, referred to as the cannlbal fish, Is a well-known predatory fish 
whlch attacks every klnd of living creature In the water. lts extremely sharp, triangular 
teeth can cut even through metal fish hooks. Mrs. Myers notes that lt was sometlmes said 
that the practlce of flllng the teeth was to stop decay. However, one might also speculate as 
to whether the joke she records does not refer to a uagina dentata motif whlch appears In 
the mythology of sorne of the Guiana Indians. For example, there is the account of the 
Waiwal culture hero whose anaconda wife had tlny piral fish In her vagina (see Fock: 42 & 

44) (A.B.C.J. 
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were very industrious too, spinning cotton for making hammocks and 
the very practica! baby sling (wainné). in which babies and very young 
children were carried, and when there was nothing else to do, delousing 
each other's hair. I noted a number of actions characteristic of Makushi 
girls, such as their frequently picking up things from the ground using 
their toes; the habit of pointing with their lips to indicate something at 
a distance, and whispering by inhaling the breath instead of exhaling 
as we do. I recall jokes circulated about free-living girls, and it was said 
that they gummed up the oriface to the vagina using a latex made from 
the milky juice of a plant, so as to give an impression of virginityl Con
traception was practised by drinking a plant infusion and "blowing."80 

The older women were depositories of knowledge, although occasionally 
an elderly grandmother could be seen suckling a grandchild or great 
grandchild. However, care of children was shared by both parents. At 
child-birth a man would put his Ieather belt around his wife's waist and 
tighten it "to stop the child from going upwards." There were new 
couvade practices -for example, the cattlemen on one occasion refused 
to slaughter animals affected by foot and mouth disease on the grounds 
that it would harm their young babies. There were instances of children 
eating clay, a practice which proved very difficult to deal with. An at
tempted cure was for the parents to put very hot pepper juice on the 
area of clay the child was eating.81 

Fire by percussion was made using a flint and piece of cotton for 
igniting. Long-smouldering wood of the "caimbe (Curatella tree) formed 
embers which were carried in a little pot, on trek in the savannah, to 
save striking a light -but matches were already a trade article. Setting 
fire to the savannah grass to create a smoke signal to announce the 
pending arrival of travellers, or the return of a hunting party, was still a 
frequent practice. To indicate time and distance in days of travel, the 
men extended one arm and traced a half circle which indicated the 
sun's path from dawn to dusk, whilst they beat their chest with the flat 
of the other hand. They were able to identify people by their footprints 
and could tell when people were approaching by listening through the 
ground. They retained the habit of sprucing themselves up, bathing 
and washing in a convenient stream, befare arriving at a settlement -
and even "civilised" (European-clothed) Indians did so. There was still a 
very formal etiquette for receiving visitors -1 think because these are 
rather tricky situations, which could explode if not handled very care
fully. Knowing how near their aggression is to the surface, and how 

"" "Blowing· is a form of ritual invocatlon in which a person repeatedly exhales 
breath and recites a spell -a special word formula to affect the situatlon in question. 
(A.B.C.). 

"' The conceptual basis for this cure may lle in the classification of clay as "cold". whlle 
the use of pepper julce. which is very "hot·. Is a contrary. Apart from actual taste. this would 
neutrallze the qua!ity ofthe clay. (See Butt Colson 1976). 
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easily anger becomes murderous, I think the folk wisdom had evolved 
this kid-glove approach to the "other." 

Amongst both men and women there was an awareness and a spe
cial love of animals, mammals, birds and fish, but not snakes, and 
their pets included bush peccaries, deer, savannah foxes, truinpet 
birds, the golden oriole· (Icterus sp.), and even baby howler monkeys. 
With respect to snakes, I think there is possibly sorne foundatfon in 
material fact for the widespread Indian fear of the anaconda. 82 In my 
time at Sao José, a child disappeared at the waterside, ten minutes 
from my house, said to have been taken by an anaconda. In Boa Vista I 
talked to a man who had been attacked and wounded in the leg, by one 
in the Uraricoera; we were told also of a woman who encountered one in 
the Surumu. Perhaps I was just being infected with their fearsl How
ever, on one occasion I was being paddled down the Takutu from Sao 
José to visit Frs. Mather and Keary at the Jesuit Mission, when sud
denly, at the edge of the fringing forest about two miles down river at 
the mouth of the Burru River, we saw an enormous anaconda, $WOllen 
with food, asleep on a branch overhanging the river. The Makushi were 
galvanised into activity and took up their guns to shoot it. I asked them 
to spare it. They replied emphatically: "No, Senhoral We come hunting 
here ali the time, and we are not leaving it to make a mea! of one of usl" 
They promptly shot it. It awoke with a start and dived into the water. 
When we returned up river the next day, we passed it, swollen, dead 
and floating underside upwards, its prey, a deer the Makushi said, 
clearly outlined in its middle. There are also superstitions and legends 
attached to the anaconda. 83 I felt rather sorry for it really had been hav
ing such a lovely sleepl 

There were round houses (tucuchpang) on the savannah, and at 
Maracanata, on the route between Eupukari and Pirara, a headman 
carne out of one to greet usas we passed.84 Co-existing with the family 
household units there were three tuchauas (headmen) 85 along the 
Canuku foothills. Hereditary in the male line counted through several 
generations, and virilocal. a tuchaua and his brothers continue to live 
in the headman's village, not going to the wife's father's village on mar
riage. Thus Carlos, bis brother Henrico, and his sisters and their hus
bands, lived in Nappi, the settlement founded by Carlos' father and pre
decessor, the noted tuchaua Magalhaes. Felix, tuchaua of Makushi Vil-

• 2 Eunectes murinus. A consttictlng snake, lt is cornrnonly referred to as the water 
carnudi, or water boa, in Guyana. 

83 Mrs. Myers was prornpted to recall this incident when she read of the Tarurna and 
Walwal fear of anacondas (see Butt Colson & Morton 1982: footnote l 12). 

84 Dr. and Mrs. Myers passed through this village when travelllng towards the Takutu 
River. 

85 Tuchao, tuchau, tushaua, tuchaua, a terrn deriving frorn the Lingua geral of the 
Brazillan Amazon and its tributarles. It is in general use in the Rupununi savannahs for an 
Arnerlndlan recognized as a leader or "Captaln." 
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lage (Shulinab), inherited the office from his father and continued there 
with his brothers and their families. The tuchauas seemed to be inde
pendent of the household heads and their family system, but were 
complementary and had a sphere of influence that was territorial. They 
had a politico-economic role, organising hunting, fishing and group ac
tivities, including dance festivals. The men in work-gangs were "broth
ers-in-law", classificatory or actual, (see Mentore: 204-210 for the Wai
wai). The tuchauas seemed also to have moral authority, and the power 
to reprimand for infringement of the group mores. There was the case of 
the Makushi who hanged himself from a "caimbé" tree after Tucbaua 
Felix had admonished bim for propositioning another man's wife (I do 
not know whether sbe was in the marriageable class or not). 86 Tbere 
also seemed to be the rudiments of a class consciousness. For example, 
a relative of Tu.chaua Carlos, when I told him of a minor misdemeanor, 
by a Makushi, apologised for him by saying: "He is just an ordinary 
Makushi. We relatives of the tuchaua would never act like that." Two of 
the tuchauas, Carlos and Felix, were actually living in the district. The 
tbird, the son of Bruno, and been offended by the Jesuit Fathers, who 
on account of his youtb objected to bis succeeding on his father's 
death. He had gone North to Tepequen to work in the mines87 -only re
turning at intervals to visit his wife and children, and bis office was al
lowed to lapse. The Makushi of the region told me that the assumption 
of the hereditary leadership bad come to wait on confirmation by the 
Jesuit Mission at St. Ignatius, and that the major remaining function of 
the tuchaua was to bring his people to assist at the religious festivals. 88 

'"' In a note dated June 1949 (written during her return to the Rupununi from Columbia 
Univers!ty). Mrs. Myers refers to the shaman (piazan) Eremeglldo who, having been arrested. 
committed suicide by hanging himself In hls cell at Lethem Pollee Statlon. She does not relate 
the circumstances of the case. However Canon Jack Holden. then resldent prlest at the 
Anglican mlssion of Yupukarl, recalls that Eremeglldo had been sentenced to a flogging for 
cattle steallng (Prlvate Communication). It would seem that shame was a prlmary factor In 
both suicides -in the one case caused by a publlc admlnishment from an important leader and 
the other by the demeanlng sentence to a flogging by pollee. The fate of Eremegildo was one 
in a series of events whlch led to friction between the Rupununi resldepts and the pollee force 
from the Coastlands. 

87 Tepequen, perhaps a reference to the mountaln ofTepequen (or Tepequem), North of 
Maracá Island and where there were dlamonds.) 

88 On thls lmportant subject Mrs. Myers remarked (In a letter of 19thAugust 1980) that: 
"There was sorne lndicatlon when I was there, that the Canuku Makushl regarded the head
manshlp as In sorne degree heredltary. It had been Government pollcy apparently, to appolnt 
a headman with whom to negotlate, (a famous one was John Bull. mentloned by James 
Wllllams. pp. 13 & 123), but this had lapsed. Though we had severa! prestiglous headmen in 
our area, very hlghly respected by the Makushl. at one perlod during my stay the Fathers at 
St. lgnatius were said to have named another one of thelr own chooslng. The Makushl were 
very annoyed about this, and murmured among themselves, and to me, that he was not of the 
chlefs family and was not eligible. They seemed to look on itas a kind of (bad)joke. • (I.H.M.). 
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A very isolated region in 1933, it is not to be wondered at that the 
savannah was largely neglected by the coastal authorities. Neverthe
less, things were stirring in the outside world and there was an increas
ing interest in the area on the part of the British authorities. With the 
growth of air transport and of radio communication it became easy to 
reach the interior of the colony. Major Art Williams, Guyana's first and 
most famous pilot, could fly from Georgetown to Manari ranch in the 
North Rupununi savannah in less than three hours. By boat it took ap
proximately 21 - 30 arduous days with accompanying danger in tra
versing falls and rapids. The Central Government in London was em
barking on a policy of colonial development, and from 1935, when the 
first aeroplane appeared in the northern savannah89 (bringing my hus
band at the start of his expedition across the southern savannah to the 
Waiwai Indians and down the New River), we were visited by an increas
ing number of officials and advisers. It was obvious that sorne plans 
were afoot for they were looking into the possibilities of development: of 
replacing subsistence agriculture by cash crops: responding to the age
long lure of gold which has been active since the beginning of the El 
Dorado myth, by investigating mineral resources -which led to gold 
mining in the South savannah. On the Government Station of Bon Suc
cess (an old Brazilian ranch house whose original name was Bom 
Successo and whose name was now changed to Lethem), a Government 
Store for the use of Indians was opened and the construction of a small 
township began. When I saw the Governor, Sir Gordon Lethem, in 1944 
to speak of the question of Indian health and to plead for the medical 
service the Indians were demanding, he suddenly rounded on me and 
said he could not allow the anthropologists to dictate his policy for the 
development of the interior and that he would not allow the Indians to 
be treated as "Museum pieces"I He did, however, later sanction the ap
pointment of a doctor and two Makushi medica} rangers, who were sent 
to the Hospital in Georgetown for training. When I returned to the area 
in 1949, after an absence of two years abroad, I noted the changes 
which had taken place.90 The Makushi, whom I had found ata low level 
in 1933, had noticeably improved in health and prosperity for by that 

"'' The Ireland, f!own by Art Williams, Janded John Myers on the Takutu on 16th 
September 1935. In a tape recording. Mrs. Myres describes how the Indian girls, who had been 
washlng clothes at the waterslde. carne runrung up the path from the rlver, very agltated. 
"They carne to me and threw themselves into my arms. and sald in frlghtened tones: "Patróa, 
Patróa. there is a blg wasp In the sky". They used the word kamaiwa, which is the lndlan name 
for the blg hunt!ng wasp. Immediately a small plane carne into view overhead and descended, 
behlnd the Une of trees of the fringing forest. into the rtver In the dlrect!on of our landlng. The 
englne was cut off. In ten minutes my husband walked lnto the house. • 

ºº Ref. footnote 5. See also Swan: 127-129 refen1ng to the changes taking place In the 
Rupununi under the Govemorshlp of Sir Gordon Lethem. 
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time the Govemment had responded to pressure to provide medica} ser
vices. The health programme, with its mass treatment of malaria and 
verminosis, had paid off. The region was no longer so isolated. The 
cattle which had formerly been sent to the Coast in convoys down the 
cattle trail -an arduou·s Journey of many days, with frequent losses, 
were now slaughtered in an abbatoir at the airfield and the meat sent 
out on a monthly transport plane to supply Georgetown with beef. This 
afforded employment for the Makushi men and provided them with 
money to spend on necessities and luxuries at the Government Trade 
Store. On the day of arrival of the plane there was an air of excitement 
and optimism. The men were busy, the women in their best print 
dresses, with their children -ali converged from the villages and every
one looked well and happy. 

But there were disturbing signs of developments looming on the 
horizon which gave thought to the observer, and sorne people were feel
ing rather sore at the way the place was being invaded by Coastal Cre
oles. At Lethem there was a resident District Commissioner with his 
family and an energetic, supporting Creole police force under a corpo
ral. For the first time in the history of the "Rupununi District" there 
was a Commissioner, a Creole, whose whole aim was to open up the 
area to coastal-type development, and this must have been Government 
policy since ample funds seemed to be at his disposal to this end. A 
policy of "creolization" was in being, under the assumption that "our 
way is better." 

The Creole constabulary imported from Georgetown made their 
presence increasingly felt, with growing resentment by the native popu
lation, who for historical reasons had a traditional antagonism to them 
-and being a proud people, objected to being "pushed around" by people 
of another race: (Eu nao vou ser mandado de branco" etc.). The case of 
the suicide of the shaman Eremegildo (see footnote 86). had aroused a 
lot of feeling against the pollee. There were complaints about police 
snooping -for example, when a rancher brought up a bicycle from 
Georgetown he was closely questioned by the police in Lethem as to its 
purpose and destination. Brazilians going down to Georgetown were 
questioned on the amount of money they carried. A complaint was also 
made to the District Commissioner conceming the behavior of the meat 
inspector, a Coastal Creole, at the abattoir, who shouted in English at 
the Indians killing the cattle, and then got angry because they did not 
understand him. The Makushi employees were getting fed up and 
wanted to leave -but their employment was especially valuable to them 
as they received all the entrails for food. 

There were complaints from the ranchers that the price of cattle 
was too low and sorne of them had to plant tobacco and other crops "to 
help out" the ranching economy. Leonard D'Aguiar, to whom I had sold 
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my ranch, was full of information about pricés. He was not satisfied 
with the 9 cents per lb. received at the abattoir and declared that he 
wanted 15 cents, but would take 14.5 cents (the rate when aplane was 
chartered to bring up goods and would also take clown meat). He felt 
that there was getting to be too much Government control on free en
terprise and considered that the Government Trade Store should not 
hold a monopoly in trading and that he himself should not be denied a 
trading licence. He also noted that Brazilians bought freely at the can
teen, with an exchange done secretly on the side -but there were no 
complaints from the police about these transactions. 

The township of Lethem was well under way. A hotel was projected. 
In an effort to have Indian labour readily available the Makushi were 
being persuaded to leave their "malocas" and to vacate their lands in 
the Canuku foothills, and to this end a street of small, corrugated 
roofed dwellings was being built, a shanty town in embryo, in fact. It 
was rumoured that Creole settlers from the Coast were to be allotted 
agricultural land at the head of the Mucu-mucu River in the Canuku 
foothills -a traditional Makushi village and plantation area, and the 
process had begun of re-organizing the native Indian social structure 
for administrative purposes, into coastal-type villages with elected 
headmen anda system of patrilineality. And so the undermining of the 
Indian society and economy and the conversion of the Makushi into 
"mao de obra" began. However, this attempt to peonize the Makushi 
could not, and did not, succeed. 

Up river, a half hour from Lethem, the Catholic Mission of St. 
Ignatius was buzzing with activity as a fresh attempt at "aldeiamento" 
was being made, with many new Indian houses under construction and 
Indian families virtually camping out under the roofs whilst completing 
them. It seemed that the Jesuit Fathers had also persuaded the 
Makushi to leave their homes in the Canukus, to settle round the Mis
sion -no doubt with the aim of consolidating and teaching them, and of 
protecting them from the influence of the growing border town of 
Lethem. Most of the children were now attending the Missión school. 
The Arawak teacher Bernard Price, with a number of bright-eyed little 
Makushies and Wapishanas, neatly dressed and in school, said there 
were 50 on the rolls. However, there was the greatest dilapidation 
round the Mission. Termites everywhere -even inside the church, which 
had been up only a few years, a few termite houses were springing up. 
There was a dreadful smell of bats and of sheep urine inside. The 
priests were away ill, in town, and the Mission uninhabited. 

Noticeably, there was an increased traffic of Brazilian visitors. They 
journeyed up from Boa Vista and distant parts of the Río Branca and 
were flying down to Georgetown -largely for medica! treatment, so that 
Lethem was becoming an international airport, necessitating a hospice 
of sorne sort, with its attendant risks to the indigenous population. 
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Meanwhile, in Brazil, increasing attention was being given to the 
Río Branco by the Government. When I first arrived, Boa Vista was a 
small border town, a trading and administrative post. The Território do 
Río Branco was created in 1943, with Boa Vista as its capital.91 A large 
influx of officials followed, and a great increase in administrative activ
ity was taking place. When I visited it for the last time, in July 1949, 
the town was developing fast. Many of the streets contained ditches, 
dug ready for putting in a drainage system, and all of them were in up
heaval whilst awaiting either money or material for completion. As it 
was the rainy season, they were very slippery at night. There was a 
handsome cement fence along the river front (but hiding the view), and 
a plan to make a good road there. There was a fine block of modern 
bungalows near the airport -but in the back streets great poverty, and 
"taipa" (wattle and daub) houses, many with palm thatch. The small, 
thin people sitting outside, or in windows, looked undemourished: the 
children, most of them, small and wizened. The girls have a delicate 
prettiness when adolescent, which is usually short-lived because of the 
life of privation. Yet Boa Vista was much better than when I first knew 
it. There were very few mosquitoes and the sanitary service was active, 
using DDT. One morning I saw a man with a bucket of oil, throwing it 
on pools in the streets. The Public Health Department had been very 
active and the Director, Dr. Barnabé Martinez, was said to be highly 
qualified and to have done wonders. Certainly the sanitation and the 
mosquito control of the township was 100% better and there was much 
less sickness. 

Education was going ahead, and I was told that there were 77 
teachers in the territory, a large proportion of them in the interior 
where they were putting in rural schools at focal points. Parents were 
obliged to send their children to the nearest school, under penalty of 
fines, but it was very difficult sometimes, especially in the rainy season. 
Two children nearly drowned in a swollen creek in the Mahu (Ireng) val
ley, and the father refused to send them again until the dry season. 
Children sometimes had to walk over an hour each way and, as one in
forman t said: "To walk that distance to be drowned is not good 
enoughl" An average school had about fifteen students. The doctors, 
engineers and the lawyers of the Territorial services were the lecturers 
and the standard was said to be high. 

I went to lunch with the eminent rancher Adolfo Brasil.92 Coronel 
Valois from Río, on electioneering business, was the guest of honour. 

'" A classlc descrlption of Boa Vista In 1933 is given by Evelyn Waugh In Chapter 5 of 
hls book Nínety-Two Days. The Terrltory's name was changed to Terrltór!o Federal de 
Roraima In 1962 and lt was glven statehood In the Federal Republic In 1988. 

'" A notorious character In the Río Branco area. Swan (p. 140) describes Adolfo Brasil 
as ·once the most powerful bandlt of the Río Branco territory. and now the owner of vast 
ranches and a small plateau mountaln composed, it seems. Jargely of diamonds. • 
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He had been the second Governor of the Federal Territory of the Río 
Branco and much criticised because of his administration, but he told 
me his hands had been tied then, and that now he was free and could 
do more. I told Valois that the principal wealth of Río Branco lay in ag
riculture and cattle. Adolfo Brasil was listening, and spoke heatedly 
about the situation of the big ranchers. He said he owned six fazendas, 
and could not raise a penny, nor flnd a buyer for even one. Toe ranch
ers felt that the authorities were letting the cattle disappear. On July 
9th I had lunch with Antonio Martins93 and he told me he had spoken 
very strongly in Río about the neglect of the cattle industry, and that he 
was going to make another speech in the Chamber of Deputies on the 
subject this year. In five years, he thought, there would be few cattle 
left in Río Branco. Toe Brazilian ranchers were feeling very discon
tented and ill-used because, they also said, there was favouritism and 
the money available was being spent on the city, Boa Vista. 

The electoral campaign was on. Valois made a speech_from an up
per window in the principal street. Toe populace gathered in the street 
below -sorne had carried out the tables and chairs from Bar Jackson 
and were sitting drinking beer and "guaraná" and listening.94 Most ofus 
were standing. I was with Edna Martina. Valois threw out severa} not 
very veiled criticisms of Martins -while saying what great friends they 
were. His party was the "Partido Social Progressista", of the Governor of 
Sao Paulo who was being pushed for the Presidency. After about an 
hour of very eloquent discourse, the rain carne on, and Valois termi
nated hastily. A large number of us rushed for the Bar -and we sat 
there drinking "guaraná." 

Boa Vista has today become a planned city - the capital of the 
Território Federal de Roraima. There are roads and bridges built all 
over the area. One bridge, across the Río Branco at Boa Vista, has en
abled bus servtces to the frontier area near Lethem to be established. 
There are schools · in numerous settlements and there are medica} ser
vices. There are also big mining enterprises in progress - and one fears 
that assimilation is to be the fate ofthe Indians (see Diniz: 119-131). 

Big changes in the political scene have also occurred in the 
Rupununi since my residence there. British Guiana achieved indepen
dence in 1966, to become the Socialist Republic of Guyana. In 1969 
there was a revolt of Rupununi ranchers and a few Indians against the 
new Government of Forbes Burnham. This was ruthlessly put down; 
leading ranchers and their families fled to Brazil and Venezuela and 
many Indians were taken as prisoners to Gerogetown where they were 
threatened with lynching by a hostile Creole populace (see Ridgwell: 

03 See bibliography under Martins. Antónlo. 194 7. 
•M ·ouaraná" Is a popular Brazlllan drlnk. made from the seeds of the guaraná tree 

(Paullinia cupanaJ. 
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221-230). The Rupununi District was declared a restricted area, and for 
many years little information was attainable as to the developments 
taking place there, but what is evident is that a big migration of the in
digenous peoples to the savannahs and forest areas of Venezuelan 
Guayana had followed. 

These incidents and the publicity they received in the British Press, 
as well as a dramatic exposure in the Sunday Times of abuses in the 
Amazon region of Brazil,95 led to the formation of the "Primitive Peoples' 
Fund", now "Survival International". and a worldwide growth of concern 
and effort for the rights of tribal peoples.96 

There have been many developments in anthropology since the 
publication of my article on the border Makushi as I observed them 
during the period 1933-44. Many detailed, systematic studies have 
since been made of the Carib groups -notably in the field of kinship 
patterns and in problems of social and political organization. Many of 
my tentative suggestions have been clarified; for example, Carib kin
ship clearly does not fit into the dichotomy of patrilineal - matrilineal 
which, as a student of Malinowski and Seligmen, at the London School 
of Economics in 1928-29, I then accepted -but many questions remain 
to be answered and much still remains to be done. Extremely valuable 
as these recent studies have been, enlarging and putting on record 
what we know of fast disappearing languages and cultures of the Carib 
peoples, unforttinately the aims and methods of sorne of them have not 
conformed to the strict criteria of scientific investigation -a willingness 
to follow the argument wherever it leads, and to submit hypotheses to 
the text of reality. So often the facts seem to be, no doubt uncon
sciously, manipulated to fit the classificatory framework fashionable at 
the moment, and the significance of them is missed. 

The process of acculturation both in the Brazilian territory of 
Roraima and in the Rupununi District of Guyana has now been 
speeded up, to the point where the Amerindian societies will have been 
so modified to our páttern that the younger generation will ~ave lost 
contact with their roots and it is important to gather material on their 
alternative methods of coping with the human condition and the envi
ronment, in so many ways superior to our own, before it disappears 
and is lost. We must now, urgently, while there are still living older 
people who were formed by their culture, go beyond interpreting their 
beliefs and customs in terms of our own Western conceptual systems. 
Fieldwork is needed to endeavour to see through their eyes, to make a 
psychoanalytically based study for instance. We must now go beyond 

'15 This Is a reference to the artlcle by Norrnan Lewls on ·oenoclde In Brazll", publlshed 
In the Sunday Times in 1969. whlch led to a world reactlon as regards treatrnent of 
Arnerindians In South Arnerlca. 

!J6 Mrs. Myers was a founder rnernber of the PPF and took a keen lnterest In lts 
contlnuance as "Smvlval Intematlonal" rlght up to the time oí her death. 
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form to content -to a post-structural approach. A most fertile field 
would probably be a post-structural. psychologically oriented analysis 
of the Carib languages -while they are still spoken as living languages, 
and before their meanings are forgotten, or are changed by accelerated 
acculturation and assimilation. What do their terms mean to the.speak
ers, what world outlook (Weltanschaung) do they spring from? One 
needs to study the signified (Le signifié) in depth, and its relation to the 
signifier (Le signiftcant). Kinship for example, is a vital living system, 
not just a structural scheme. Kinship terms are not merely kinship 
terms, they are emotionally charged instruments in social cohesion and 
are used as symbolic pawns in a game of social encounter. Thus, a man 
calls both mother's brother's daughter and brother's wife wirlji. 
Makushi men told me that this term is not used in ordinary encoun
ters. There seems to be an emotionally charged aspect to it. It may be 
used to address unrelated young girls by teasing young men, like our 
whistle bait -jokingly, but a man would feel sorne reserve in using it to 
address an actual mother's brother's daughter and brother's wife. As a 
rule, the general term wiri; woman, is used instead. The -Jí suffix seems 
to have sorne intensifying function.97 The woman calls her male cross 
cousin and her husband's brother simply warado -man. It seems as if 
society is structured round the sexual polarity. 

Then there are the innate physiological and psychological basic dif
ferences between maleness and femaleness. The study of women in 
these groups has been largely neglected. Makushi women seemed 
happy and independent. They prized their men highly, as those who 
"bring home the bacon." When preparing porridge for morning break
fast they made lumps in it especially, because the men said they "liked 
something to chew on. "98 They plied them with drinks and washed their 
clothes and hammocks quite cheerfully. In fact, the washing of a man's 
clothes and hammock was an act which sealed a marital union. Men, 
reclining.in their hammocks whilst the women worked, might seem to 
us to be lazy, but will probably have been ·out all night fishing, or for 
days on a hunting expedition with very little or no food. The division of 
labour is geared to the preservation of the species. Menas hunters and 
protectors always go in front in single file and, with weapons in hand, 
must be unencumbered by luggage when traveling, so that women are 
the carriers. The women must bear and rear the children, taking ac
count of the fragility of neonates in the cold savannah nights, but the 
men share in nurturing through the provisions of the couvade and 
other prohibitions which operate when they have newborn babies. 
Makushi society does not appear to be activated by power motives, and 

' 
97 In Pemon dialects -cfú. -sfú, -ji conveys the meanlng of "belonglng to.· In the case of wirt:}í 

the connotation is of a woman who is a potential wtfe or sexual partner (such as a female cross 
cousln ora woman who could be so classified), and therefore mantageable. (A.B.C.). 

!18 "Toe women made these by slightly moistening sorne of the mea!. squeezlng it lnto hard 
lumps and putting them lnto the mixture already in the pot.• (I.H.M.( 
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the idea ofwomen as political and economic currency, suggested by ob
servers of the Barama Caribs and others, and by earlier Western ob
servers (male dominated). is open to question. The system of their soci
ety seems rather to be oriented towards survival in a difficult environ
ment, and ecological factors should be taken into account. 

The Makushi have been affected by the worldwide political climate 
since World War II: the movements towards independence and self-gov
ernment, the decline of colonialism and now by the frenetic develop
ment of the multlnatlonal fortune-seekers. It is an illusion to th~nk that 
our problems will be solved by getting more and more minerals out of 
the soil, by obtaining more arable land by cutting down forests, more 
energy by inundating large areas and that peoples can safely be pushed 
around like pawns on a chessboard. These are illusions fostered by In
ternational Conferences. In a world climate of "development", environ
ment and society are being wiped out in the mistaken notion that 
"greater productivity" is the solution to all problems. The future of the 
Makushi is very problematical. What is it to be? There have been quite 
deliberate plans to integrate them into the work-force and a policy of 
creolization has been followed, with administrators and school teachers 
sent in from the Coast. They seem destined to be "integrated" to swell 
the army of the dispossessed work-slave, and although as "bugre", 
"caboc· or "buck" they managed to survive through three centuries of 
contact,99 now, with increasing facilities for change, they appear to be 
doomed as a people -on both sides of the frontier I fear. 100 

However, our own mystique is changing meanwhile, from the opti
mistic faith in "progress" to the ethic of "survival." In the l:>lind pursuit 
of the former we have deliberately destroyed a much more viable way of 
life than our "Western" one with its present day hysterical emphasis on 
G.N.P. (Gross National Product) and productivity, and many of our 
young, the heralds of future developments, are turning back to a non
materialistic, subsistence economy. We now have·to go back to our 
American Indian sources to re-discover how to live without destroying 
the planet -to learn from a people who did not destroy their environ
ment and to discover what reality looks like to them. 

00 'Bugre,' a derogatory tenn. derivlng from the French "bougre. • It is used to refer to 
any Indian and has the meanlng of "coarse" or "savage" person, or a treacherous one. Mrs. 
Myers uses the term "caboc" on more than one occasion in her notes. [The usual word Is 
"caboclo", meanlng either a civlllsed Brazlllan lndian or a half-breed, of White and Indlan. 
Private Communicatlon from Sr. Rima de Billy.[. 

""' Although extremely depressed at the prospects which the future seemed to hold for 
the Makushl, and for Amerindlans In general. Mrs. Myers thought that higher educatlon 
mlght be a means to hlgher status, a greater lnfluence In society at large and a greater 
lndependence. Hearing of a plan for educatlon grants to be awarded to Third World 
students. she wrote: "It would be deslrable lf outstandlng Amerlndlan young people could 
be lncluded in this scheme. and if sorne scholarships or grants for secondary and even 
universlty educatlon were given, wlth the alm of trainlng up responslble Amerindlan 
leadérs for the future." 11.H.M.[. 
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Editorial note 

From 1947, when she left Sao José for Columbia University, New 
York, Mrs. Myers had no permanent home. She sold her ranch and dur
ing her brief return in 1949, on the way to research in Amazonia, she 
completed details concerning the transfer of stock. On accourtt of her 
travels she left her Rupununi materials with friends in Georgetown, 
and did not take steps to retrieve them until after she had established 
herself in London, but because her friends had moved meanwhile, she 
enlisted the help of Vincent Roth, then Curator of the Georgetown Mu
seum, in order to locate her property. A letter from Roth dated 14th 
June 1955, informed her that he had managed to find it, but he also 
conveyed the tragic news that the three wooden boxes in which it had 
been stored contained little more than pulp, owing to damp penetra
tion. A trunk with Amerindian artifacts had survived (these are now in 
the Pitt Rivers Collection, Oxford -University). and her husband's note
books were found in passably good condition, having been stored in the 
steel cannister with which he had travelled. 

The detailed record of her own field research during 13 years of 
residence amongst the Makushi was effectively destroyed, the loss in
cluding her card index records and photographic negatives. Her Warrau 
vocabulary had survived and she had retained in her possession her 
Makushi kinship manuscript and the notes and photographs she had 
taken during her brief 1949 visit to the Rupununi, including the set of 
Rohrschach tests she had then also conducted. In this present publica
tion, plates 2, 13 and 19 derive from a few surviving pre-1949 negatives 
which appear to have been in her husband's possession, being pre
served with bis notebooks in an envelope on which he himself had writ
ten: "poor films, not printed but possible." 

Loss of notebooks is the worst scenario for a field researcher, and 
Mrs. Myers had to come to terms with the bitter fact that her intention 
to publish her fieldwork could never be carried out. Her original Timehri 
articles immediately assumed a special importance, being the majar re
maining testimony to her long residence amongst the Makushi.- They 
have a unique value for us. They are, so far as I can discover, the only 
professional record of the Makushi for the 1930s and 40s, on either 
side of the Río Branca divide. There are numerous travel accounts re
ferring to the Makushi, mostly dating from the famous explorations of 
the Schomburgk brothers (1831-44). and later those of Barrington 
Brown (1876). im Thum (1883) and, during the first decades of the 
present century, a cluster of useful ethnographic accounts, of which 
the work of Koch-Grünberg (1916-28). Farabee (1924) and W.E. Roth 
(1924) are the most outstanding. Finally, carne the important work on 
Makushi Grammar and Language, of the Rev. James Williams (resident 

71 



PLATE 1 

THE AUTHOR. MRS. l. H. MYERS, IN GURUPA 
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PLATE 2 

J.G. MYERS AND IRIS MYERS HOLDING RIMA 

missionary at Eupukari), published in 1932. Mrs. Myers' acquaintance 
with the Makushi began of the following year, in 1933, and her work ef
fectively f1lls the pertod to 1950. A later succession ofvisitors and offi
cials left sorne recorded material on the Makushi and their Wapishana 
neighbours, for example, see Swan (1958). Particularly noteworthy is 
the. basic information on Makushi villages recorded by the Amerindian 
Lands Commission in their 1969 Report, with their recommendations 
for community land entitlcments as 1t had been agreed would be 
granted to ali Guyanese Amerindians under the terms of the 1965 Re
port ofthe British Guiana Jndependence Conjerence (Cmnd. 2849, Annex 
C). However, after the Rupununi revolt in 1969 against the Forbes 
Burnham Government, access to the District was strictly controlled and 
only now, (1993) are studies of present-day Makushi society and cul
ture beginning again. Meanwhile, in the Río Branco area, modern 
ethnohistorical and ethnographic research began in the 1980s, notably 
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MRS. MYERS WITH OLD WOMAN AND 

GRANDDAUGHTER INFRONT OF A CHURCH 



PLATE 4 

MRS. MYERS EV ALUATING RORSACHK TEST 

by Nádia Farage and Paulo Santilli of the Universidade Estadual de 
Campinas, Sao Paulo. 1 

1 For example there are the followtng works: Nádia Farage: As Muralhas dos Sertoes: 
os povos Indígenas no rio Branco e a colonlza~i!.o. Río de Janelro; Paz e Terra; ANPOCS. 
1991. Paulo Santt!U: Os Macuxl: Historia e Polltica no Seculo XX. Masters Dlssertation 
presented to the Department of Social Sclence. Instituto de Fllosofla e Clénclas Humanas 
da Universidade Estadual de Campinas. 1989. 
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PLATE 6 

MAKUSHI WOMEN AND GIRLS 

It is not generally known that "Makushi-2 is a name which today 
embraces a number of regional groups, including the Monoiko and 
Iliang referred to by Mrs. Myers, as well as other "tri bes." The 
autodenomination used by these groups is Pemon (plural: Pemon-gong), 
and this fact immediately relates them to the regional groups to their 
North, the Taurepang, Arekuna and Kamarakoto of the Gran Sabana, 
lower Paragua River and upper Cuyuni basin in Venezuela. who also 
denote themselves Pemon. Mrs. Myers' study therefore has great rel-

• Coudreau refers to the tenn "Macuchis" as meanlng "fils de Macous. aborigenes· -
offspring of the Macous, Aborlglnes. (Coudreau: II, 378). The name needs to be further 
lnvestlgated. 

77 



PLATE 7 

ST. IGNATIUS, DECEMBER 1949 

MAKUSHI MOTHER WITH FIRST BORN BABY 

evance for all those who have researched among Pemon in Venezuela, 
and there is no doubt that by language and culture the Pemon in the 
three nation states of Brazil, Guyana and Venezuela form a unity which 
must be distinguished from those to their East who call themselves 
Kapon, who comprise the regional groups better known as the Akawaio 
and Patamona. 

As she repeatedly stressed, in her conversations as well as in her 
writings, Mrs. Myers encountered the Makushi when they were ata 
particularly low ebb, in both population numbers and morale, because 
of the impact of a series of deadly epidemics which, as Richard 
Shomburgk had forecast on the arrival of smallpox in the Rupununi in 
1842, seemed to render them and the other indigenous Guianese, 
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PLATE 8 

MAKUSHI MOTHER WITH (OWN) CHILDREN AND SISTER'S CHILDREN 

doomed people (Richard Schomburgk 11: 546, 622). However, when she 
saw them for the last time in 1949, they had begun to flourish due, as 
she notes, to the introduction of modem health measures (notably the 
anti-malaria campaign which was being pursued simultaneously in 
Brazil, British Guiana and Venezuela), and also to the application of 
Western medicine to counter Western diseases imported by the Old 
World peoples with such devastating consequences. 

Her work also has an additional importance in that, in her Post
script in particular, she describes the accommodation which had devel
oped between the ranchers (on both the British and the Brazilian sides 
of the frontier) and the indigenous Makushi, and the consequent forma
Uon of a new kind of culture which, in many respects, owed its charac-
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PLATE 10 

ST. IGNATEUS, DECEMBER 1949 

MAKUSHI CHILDREN NEAR MOTHER 
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PLATE 12 

LETHEM, 1949 

MAKUSHI INDIANS AND WHITE BOY 

ter to processes of both adoption and adaptation. A systematic history 
of the ranchers and their life-style has yet to be written, but when it is, 
the insights into this recently fonned culture presented by Mrs. Myers 
will provide a fascinating chapter.3 

3 In her 1949 notebook Mrs. Myers has sorne lnterestlng descrlptlons of the ranches 
she spent the nlght In. thelr owners and way of llfe, durlng her journey down the Takutu 
and Río Branco to Boa Vista. She also left a three page manuscrlpt and photographs of a 
well-known "curandelra" (healer) D. Machlca, whose llfe and curing techniques she deals 
with In sorne detall. Ali thls material merits separate treatment. I have not lncluded lt in 
the postscript slnce lt would have overbalanced a work whlch she intended should 
concentrate on the Makush!.) 
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PLATE 14 

LETHEM, DECEMBER 1·949 

MAKUSHI FAMILY 

FATHER (MEDICAL RANGER). WIFE, DAUGHTER AND SON 

It is fortunate for us that, despite advancing age, Mrs. Myers con
sented to make a thorough revision of her Timehri articles. What is 
printed in this number of Antropológica, is her corrected and carefully 
checked final edition, every section having been meticulously reviewed 
and discussed and the relatively few additions carefully distinguished. 
She dearly wished to take her publitation forward into the present (the 
1980s) and together we canvassed this possibility. With a lack of pub
lished data, and her own diminution of energy, she wisely decided 
against it. The great value of her original work lies in its authenticity, 
as a unique record compiled by a psychologist - anthropologist, trained 
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PLATE 17 

ST. IGNATIUS, 1949 

A YOUNG MAKUSHI FAMILY 

in particular schools of thought, both in Britain and in the United 
States. It treats of a particular situation in its historical context, which 
can never be repeated but which, for students of the present and future 
of the Makushi Indians of the Rupununi and Río Branca savannahs, 
has an inestimable value. 

After completing the revision of her Timehri articles , Mrs. Myers be
gan to write an introductory note and postscript. We both felt that 
readers would like to know something of her credentials, how· she carne 
to live among the Makushi, her daily life with them and her thoughts in 
the longer perspective on the profound changes to which they had been 
subjected since her departure from the Rupununi. Although by now in 
her nineties and suffering from ill-health, she began to read the latest 
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PLATE 18 

LETHEM, 1949 

GOVERNMENT SHOP ANO POST OFICE 

publications on the Carib peoples of the Guayanas, but when she 
wanted to investigate modern data on Makushi health, education, the 
local economy and non-Amerindian settlement, she found that either 1t 
did not exist or was not accessible in Britain. Although therefore, she 
was unable to make a modem, literary study she nevertheless was able 
to write up much of what she wanted to say, in a series of notes, obser
vations and jottings, and she left these together with a list of tapies and 
a request to me to put them together as best I could. 

My task has been to assemble her writings in a consistent and in
ter-connected narrative and to add sorne explanatory notes and com
plete her references, Mrs. Myers was insistent on the use of a particular 
spell1ng of Amerindian words, so I have kept to these throughout - for 
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PLATE 19 

ST. IGNATIUS 

MAKUSHI WOMEN AND CHILDREN 

example, Warrau is used instead of the more modern Warao for this 
particular Amerindian people, and Eupukari for this Anglican mission 
village, instead of the more usual Yupukari oí today. I have however, in 
her lntroductory Note and Postscript, changed Manaos to the standard 
Manaus. 

I have prepared a simplified version of the basic map of British 
Guiana, on which she superimposed the extent oí Makushi territory. I 
have added a second map, of the savannah region, to show the princi
pal geographical locations to which she refers. 

The photographs were mostly selected by Mrs. Myers herself and 
they derive from those negatives found with her husband's notebooks, 
as mentioned above, and from those photographs taken on her return 
visit of 1949. That, after all this lapse of time, they have reproduced so 
well, is a tribute to modern printing techniques and the great skill with 
which her son Mr. John Myers, has employed them. 

90 



Acknowledgements 

I thank Sra. Rima de Billy and Mr. John Myers for their helpful 
comments, confirmations and additional information on the Introduc
tory Note and Postscript, and I am especially grateful to Mrs. Philippa 
Wilson for biographical details on her aunt's early academic career, as 
also to colleagues who worked in the Rupununi and whose private com
munications have added to the text. They are acknowledged within the 
text and in footnotes. 

Finally I thank Mr. and Mrs. Gordon Forte, Demerara Publishers 
Ltd., Georgetown, Guyana, for their confirmation that there is no 
breach of a Timehri copyright and also for generously giving a warm 
welcome to this revised publication. 

Audrey Butt Colson 

Iris Helena Myers: A Biography 

Mrs. Myers was born 26th December 1897, in Wellington, New 
Zealand, to Mr. and Mrs. Edwin Walter Woodhouse. She was educated 
at Wellington Girl's College and from there entered the Faculty of Men
tal and Moral Philosophy, Victoria College, University of New Zealand. 
In 1919 she obtained a B.A. Hons. degree in Mental and Moral Philoso
phy (specializing in Psychology}. She was Assistant to the Professor, 
lecturing in Psychology at Victoria College and in charge of the Psychol
ogy Laboratory, when she met John Golding Myers on his return from 
the war in Europe. They married in August 1922. John Myers gradu
ated with a B.Sc. Hons. in Zoology in 1923 and Iris, having completed 
two years at the Wellington Training College for Teachers, received her 
Trained Teacher's Certificate in June of 1924. Both had their Masters 
degree before leaving. 

J.G. Myers had been awarded the Exhibition Science Research 
Scholarship by the University of New Zealand and decided to go to 
Harvard University. Whilst he was obtaining his D.Sc., there, which he 
achieved in two years (1924-25 and 1925-26) instead of the customary 
three, Iris was engaged in postgraduate studies under William 
McDougall. She studied Abnormal Psychology, Comparative Psychology 
and Social Psychology, and also Clinical Psychology under Frederick 
Lyman Wells at the Boston Psychopathic Hospital. 

John Myers began his career as an entomologist working in the 
South Kensington Museum, London, and then accepted an assignment 
in Australia. Iris Myers entered the Sorbonne, Paris, in 1927, and at 
the College de France studied Comparative Religion and Comparative 
Psychology. She attended the Conferences du Midi of Pierre Janet (the 
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Sorbonne). At the Institut Linguistique she studied Phonetics in prepa
ration for fieldwork on "the psychology of primitive peoples." She also 
did sorne translation work for Cambridge University Press. 

In London 1928-29, she enrolled as a Ph.D. student at the London 
School of Economics and Política! Science, studying Cultural Anthro
pology under C.G. Seligman and B. Malinowski. She described the lat
ter as "very active as the leader of the functionalist group." Her special 
interest was the psycho-analytical aspects of individual psychology in 
differing cultures. "It was noticed, for example, that in matrilineal soci
eties studied by Malinowski, and by Margaret Mead in the South Seas, 
the Freudian Oedipus complex did not seem to be operative, and that 
attitudes to sex and to aggression varied in differing communities." 

In 1928 John Myers, working for the Imperial Bureau of Entomol
ogy (later the Commonwealth Institue of Entymology), was seconded to 
the Empire Marketing Board. He took a research assignment to the 
West Indies and the hinterland of South America " ... to investigate the 
possibilities of biological control of insect pests of sugar-cane in the 
West Indies and Guiana. This was envisaged as involving an intensive 
ecological survey of tropical New World Graminaceae in their various 
habitats, riparian, paludal and grassland, of their associated insects, 
and of allied genera and similar patterns in the tropical forests of the 
area. He accordingly decided to make Trinidad his base, and was given 
a laboratory at the Imperial College of Tropical Agriculture." He and his 
wife travelled extensively in the Caribbean in 1929. In 1930 they visited 
Surinam and Venezuela and worked in the area of the Orinoco Delta 
and the North West District of British Guiana (now Guyana). There, 
Mrs. Myers carried out a short field study of the Warrau Indians of the 
Amacura River, and she has left an unpublished manuscript entitled: 
Warrau: a working vocabulary collected in the N. W.D. British Guiana, 
June 1930. P. Jacinto main informant. (33 pages). 

In 1932 Mrs. Myers was back in London, where she gave birth to 
her first daughter (Pauline Rima Woodhouse Myers). Meanwhile, John 
Myers was in the Rupununi, having gone up to the Amazon from Pará 
and thence up the Río Negro and Río Branca. From the Rupununi he 
made the journey northwards to Mount Roraima. in the same year. In 
May 1933, as she describes at the beginning of her Postscript. the 
Myers family travelled up the Essequibo River, from Georgetown, and 
crossed the North Rupununi Savanna to the Takutu River. Mrs. Myers 
lived in Parika ranch whilst arrangements were made to purchase the 
ranch Sao José do Takutu. Meanwhile, her husband embarked on an 
expedition down the Río Branca into Amazonia (1933-35). Residing at 
Sao José, Mrs. Myers ran the ranch with Makushi Indian employees 
and began her study of the Makushi of the British Guiana - Brazilian 
frontier region. In 1935 John Myers arrived in the Rupununi, a passen-
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ger in the first aeroplane to land there. In October that year he explored 
the Canuku Mountains in the area of the Nappi ·River, and then set out 
on a difficult and dangerous joumey which took him to the headwaters 
of the Essequibo River, to Waiwai count:ry, then across to the New River 
and down the Courantyne to the coastlands. Benita, Mrs. Myers' sec
ond daughter, was bom in Manaus at this time - as, later, was her son 
John. 

In 1936 John Myers retumed to England for treatment for malaria 
and undiagnosed tropical illness. During the Second World War he was 
in the Southern Sudan, and died tragically in a motor car accident 3rd 
Februa:ry 1942. His widow continued at Sao José, making briefvisits to 
Manaus, where her children were at school. In Nov. 1944 the Historical 
Section of her article The Makushi of British Guiana; A Study of Culture 
Contact, was published in Timehri, No. 26. In July 1946, the second 
part was published: The Makushi of British Guiana: Culture Contact in 
the Present, in Timehri, No. 27. 

In 194 7 Mrs. Myers left the field and she records: "Leaving the Río 
Branco in 1947, I went to New York at the invitation of Dr. Ruth 
Benedict to work on my material at Columbia University. On Ruth 
Benedict's death, I was assigned to study under Dr. Margaret Mead and 
Dr. Chas. Wagley (well known for bis Brazilian studies)." In common 
with most of Margaret Mead's postgraduate students she undertook a 
Jungian analysis. "The emphasis at this time was on the individual in 
society (see Abram. Kardiner's The Individual and His Society, 1939) 
and it was assumed that a personal analysis equipped the student bet
ter to interpret other cultures. My analyst was Dr. Violet de Laslo, a pu
pil of C.G. Jung in Zurich, settled and practising in New York, and a 
leading member of the Jungian group in the States. At the same time I 
joined the newly formed Post-Graduate Centre for Psychotherapy, of 
which I was a founder member. This is a Freudian-based organisation, 
where I attended seminars in psychosomatic medicine. and took further 
training in projective methods, including Rohrschach, Szonde and The
matic apperception tests." 

During the long vacation of 1949, Mrs. Myers went to Brazil to 
make a psychological study of a cross section of the population in the 
municipio in the lower Amazon being studied by Dr. Wagley and his 
team (see Amazon Town: A Study of Man in the Tropics, 1953, C. 
Wagley). During this visit to Brazil, she returned briefly to the 
Rupununi. She flew from the Coast to Lethem on 3rd June, and stayed 
at Manari ranch whilst she completed details of the sale of the stock of 
Sao José. From 2nd - 7th July she travelled down the Takutu and Río 
Branco by launch to Boa Vista. At the end of the month she flew to 
Manaus and on 28th July visited the InstitutcrGeográfico e Histórico. 
There she received great praise for her Makushi articles and gave per-

93 



mtssion for them to be translated tnto Portuguese. Her manuscript: The 
Psychodynamics of Makushi Kinship, a paper written specifically for the 
XXIX Congress of Americanists, New York 1949, dates from this period. 
However, she never submttted 1t and was unable to attend the Con
gress. 

After her stay in Brazil, Mrs. Myers decided to continue her analytt
cal work. She went to London and from there to the recently founded 
C.G. Jung Institut in Zurtch, where she continued analysis under the 
Director, Dr. C.A. Meter, attendtng lecture courses and seminars. In 
1951 she finally settled in London and began analytical practice, which 
she continued during the following thirty years an.d during the course 
of which she treated a number of Braziltan subjects and directed thetr 
study of the Jungian philosophy. In 1951 she was received tnto the 
Thtrd Order of St. Francis. 

From 1981 she was engaged in revising her Ti.mehrí articles on the 
Ma~ushi. Thereafter, sporadically, she made notes and discussed the 
form and contents of a Postscript to be published with her work, and 
she selected photographs for illustration.She died in London, 12th Feb
ruary 1991, aged 93 (See obituary in Anthropology Today: Vol. 7, No.3, 
June 1991.) 

References 

Aboriginal Indians Protection Regulations 
1911 (Government Regulations). Georgetown, British Gut

ana. 
Aguiar, Braz Dtas de 

1943 Nas fronteiras da Venezuela e Gutanas Británica e 
Neerlandesa, de 1930 a 1940. Anais do IX Congresso 
Brasileiro de Geografia, Rio de Janeiro: 1-182. 

Amertndian Lands Commission Report 
1969 Report by the Amerindian Lands Commtssion. (Gov

emment Report). Georgetown, Guyana. 
Appun, Karl Ferdinand 

1871 Unter den Tropen: Wanderungen durch Venezuela, am 
Orinoco, durch British Guyana und am Amazonen
strome in den Jabren 1849-1868. Vol. II Britisch 
Guyana. Jena: Hermann Costenoble. 

Armellada, Cesáreo de y Mariano Gutiérrez Salazar 
1981 Diccionario Pemón. Caracas: Universidad Católica 

Andrés Bello. Ediciones Corpoven. 
Ayrosa, Plinio 

1934 

94 

Diccionario Portuguez - Brasiliano e Brasiliano -
Portuguez. Reprint of Edition of 1795, Sao Paulo: 
Imprensa oficial do Estado S.P. 



Baldwin, Richard 
1943-44 Rupununi District Record Book. Section II, Historical. 

Georgetown: The Daily Argosy, Feb. 18th. 
Baldwin, Richard 

1.946 The Rupununi Record: Dis~rict Record Books No. 1. 
Published by the British Guiana Bureau of Publicity 
and Information. Barbados: The Barbados Advocate 
Company, Limited. 

Bridges, The Rev. John 
1985 Rupununi Mission. The story of Cuthbert Cary-Elwes 

S.J. among the Indians of Guiana, 1909-1923. Lon
don: Jesuit Missions. 

Brown, Charles Barrington 
1876 Canoe and Camp Life in British Guiana. London: 

Stanford. 
Butt, Audrey J. 

1960 The Birth of a Religion: the origins of a semi-Christian 
Religion among the Akawaio. Joumal of the Royal An
thropological Institute 90 (1): 66-106. 

Butt Colson, Audrey J. 
1976 Binary Oppositions and the Treatment of Sickness 

among the Akawaio. In: Social Anthropology and 
Medicine, Association o( Social Anthropologists, 
Monograph 13, Edited by J.B. Loudon: 422-499. Lon
don: Academic Press. 

Butt Colson, Audrey J. 
1983-1984 The Spatial Component in the Political Structure of 

the Carib Speakers of the Guiana Highlands: Kapon 
and Pemon .. In: Themes in Political Organization: the 
Caribs and their neighbours. Edited by A. Butt Colson 
and H. Dieter Heinen: Antropológica 59-62: 73-124. 
Caracas: Fundación La Salle. 

Butt Colson, Audrey J. and John Morton 
1982 Early Missionary Work among the Taruma and Waiwai 

of Southern Guiana: the visits of Fr. Cuthbert Cary
Elwes, S.J. in 1919, 1922 and 1923. Folk 24: 203-
261. 

Carrel, Alexis 
1948 Man, the Unknown. London: Penguin Books. 

Carson, Neusa Maria 
1979 Rela.;;oes semantico-sintaticas em Macuxi. Letras de 

Hoje, 37, Setembro, Ano 12: 53-62. Porto Alegre, R.S. 
Brazil: Pontificia Universidade -Católica do Rio Grande 
do Sul. 

95 



Childe, V. Gordon 
1964 What Happened in History. London: Penguin Books. 

Churchill, Awnsham and John (Publishers) 
1704 A collection oí voyages and travels. Vol. 11: Chapter 

XLVII°. London. "The History oí the Liíe and Actions oí 
Adm. Christopher Columbus, and oí his Discovery oí 
the West-Indies called The New World, Now in Posses
sion oí his Catholick Majesty. Written by his own Son 
D. Ferdinand Columbus: Translated from the Italian. 

Coudreau, Henri A. 
1887 La France équinoxiale. Vol. 11 and Atlas: Voyage a 

travers les Guyanes et l'Amazonie. París: Challamel. 
Diniz, Edson Soares 

1972 Os índios Makuxi do Roraima: sua instala,;ao na 
sociedade nacional. Cole,;ao Teses No. 9. Marília: 
Facultade de Filosofia, Ciencias e Letras de Marília. 

Eliade, Mircea 
1977 Myths, Dreams and Mysteries. Glasgow: Collins. 

Farabee, William C. 
1924 The Central Caribs. Anthropological Publications Vol. 

IX. Philadelphia: The University Museum, University 
oí Pennsylvania. 

Fock, Niels 
1963 Waiwai: religion and society oí an Amazonian tribe. 

Nationalmuseets Skriíter, Etnografisk Raekke VIII. 
Copenhagen: The National Museum. 

Giglioli, George 
1946 Malaria and Agriculture in British Guiana. Timehri: 

1948 

Journal oí the Royal Agricultural and Commercial So
ciety oí British Guiana, 27: 46-52. 
Immediate and Long-term Ecoriomic Effects Accruing 
from the Control oí Mosquito-transmitted Diseases in 
British Guiana. Timehre: Joumal oí the Royal Agricul
tural and Commercial Society oí British Guiana 28:5-
8. 

Harris, Sir C. Alexander (Ed.) 
1928 A Relation oí a Voyage to Guiana by Robert Harcourt, 

1613. Second Series, No. LX. London: The Hakluyt So
ciety. 

Harris, C.A. and J.A.J. de Villiers 

96 

1911 Storm van 's Gravesande: the rise oí British Guiana. 2 
Vols. Second Series, Nos. XXVI-XXVII. London: The 
Hakluyt Society. 



Kardiner. Abram 
1939 The Individual and His Society. New York: Columbia 

University Press. 
Koch-Grünberg, Theodor 

1916-1928 Vom Roraima zum Orinoco: Ergebnisse einer Reise in 
N ordbrasilien und Venezuela in den J ahren 19 11-
1913. 5 Vols. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer, Stuttgart: 

Laet, Jean de 
1640 

Martins, Antonio 

Strecker und Schroder. 

L'Histoire du Nouveau Monde ou Description des 
Indes Occidentales. Leiden: Bonaventure and Abra
ham Elseviers. 

194 7 O Território Federal do Río Branco. Discurso proferido 
na Ca.mara dos Deputados no dia 7 de Outubro. Río 
de Janeiro. 

Mentore, George P. 
1983-1984 Wai-wai Labour Relations in the Production of Cas

sava. Antropológica 59-62: 199-261. Caracas: 
Fundación La Salle, Instituto Caribe de Antropología y 
Sociología. 

Migliazza, Emest C. 
1980 Languages of the Orinoco-Amazon Basin: current sta

tus. Antropológica 53: 95-162. Caracas: Fundación La 
Salle, Instituto Caribe de Antropología y Sociología. 

Ralegh, Sir Walter 
See under Schomburgk, Sir Robert Hermann, 1970. 

Reis, Arthur Ferreira 
1931 Historia do Amazonas. Mana.os: Instituto Geográphico 

e Histórico do Amazonas. 
Rice, A Hamilton 

1928 The Rio Branco, Uraricuera, and Parima: The Geo
graphical Journal, LXXI, 2:{Feb.}. 113-143: 3: 
{March). 209-223: 4: '(April), 345-357. 

Ridgwell, W.M. 
1972 

Roth, Walter E. 

The Forgotten Tribes of Guyana. London: Tom Stacey 
Ltd. 

1924 An Introductory Study of the Arts, Crafts, and Cus
toms of the Guiana Indians. 38th Annual Report of 
the Bureau of American Ethnology ( 1916-191 7). 
Washington: Smithsonian lnstitution. 

Schomburgk, M. Richard 
1922-1923 Travels in British Guiana during the years 1840-1844. 

2 Vols. Translated and Edited by Walter E. Roth. 

97 



Georgetown: "Daily Chronicle" Office. Originally pub
lished in Leipzig by J.J. Weber in 1847 and 1848. 

Schomburgk, Sir Robert Hermann 
1931 Travels in Guiana and on the Orinoco, during the 

years 1835-1839. Translated by Walter E. Roth. 
Georgetown: "The Argosy" Company. (Originally pub
lished in Leipzig by George Wigand in 1841). 

Schomburgk, Sir Robert Hermann 
1970 Sir Walter Ralegh. The discovery of the large, ric:h and 

beautiful empire of Guiana, 1595. Published by 
Lennox Hill, New York: reprinted from First Series, No. 
III, 1848, London: The Hakluyt Society. 

Swan, Michael 
1958 The Marches of El Dorado. British Guiana, Brazil, 

Venezuela. London: Jonathan Cape. 
Tavera-Acosta, Bartholomé 

1930 Venezuela Pre-Coloniana. Contribución al estudio de 
las analogías idiomáticas y religiosas de los abo
rígenes venezolanos con los del Continente Asiático. 
Caracas: Casa de Especialidades. 

Thurn, Sir Everard F. im 
1883 Amohg the Indians of Guiana. London: Kegan Paul. 

Trench & Co. 
Wagley, Charles 

1953 Amazon Town: A study of Man in the Tr'opics. New 
York: Macmillan Co. 

Wallace, Alfred Russel 
1889 Travels on the Amazon and Rio Negro. London: Ward, 

Lock & Co., Ltd. (First published in 1853). 
Waugh, Evelyn 

1985 Ninety-Two Days. A journey in Guiana and Brazil. 
Penguin Travel Library. (First published in 1934, Lon
don: Duckworth). 

White, W. Grainge 
n.d. At Home with the Makuchis. Ipswich: W.E. Harrison & 

Sons. 
Williams, The Rev. James 

98 

1932 Grammar Notes and Vocabulary of the Language of 
the Makuchi Indians of Guiana. Anthropos, Vol. VIII. 
Vienna: St. Gabriel-Modling. 



Mrs. Iris Myers 
e/o Audrey Butt Colson 
Upper Througham, The Camp, Near Stroud 
Gloucestershire, GL6 7HG, 
Great Britain 

99 



Acknowledgements 

I thank Sra. Rima de Billy and Mr. John Myers for their helpful 
comments, confirmations and additional information on the Introduc
tory Note and Postscript, and I am especially grateful to Mrs. Philippa 
Wilson for biographical details on her aunt's early academic career, as 
also to colleagues who worked in the Rupununi and whose private com
munications have added to the text. They are acknowledged within the 
text and in footnotes. 

Finally I thank Mr. and Mrs. Gordon Forte, Demerara Publishers 
Ltd., Georgetown, Guyana, for their confirmation that there is no 
breach of a Timehri copyright and also for generously giving a warm 
welcome to this revised publication. 

Audrey Butt Colson 

Iris Helena Myers: A Biography 

Mrs. Myers was born 26th December 1897, in Wellington, New 
Zealand, to Mr. and Mrs. Edwin Walter Woodhouse. She was educated 
at Wellington Girl's College and from there entered the Faculty of Men
tal and Moral Philosophy, Victoria College, University of New Zealand. 
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