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Introduction 

Alfred Döblin (1878-1957) composed his epic trilogy of South America under difficult 

circumstances of exile. It was accessible on first publication in 1937-38 only outside Germany, 

and for only a couple of years before war broke out. The first postwar edition, like others of 

Döblin’s works apart from Berlin Alexanderplatz, was little noticed in a Germany traumatised by 

Nazism and defeat. Neither the pre-war not the first post-war edition explicitly linked the 

separate volumes as parts of a unitary work. 

In the 1960s the separate novels were first brought together by Walter Muschg, editor of the 

first series of Döblin’s ‘selected works’, under the overall title Amazonas. Muschg, however, 

decided to cut Volume 3 entirely. Not until 1973 did the trilogy first appear in full, in East 

Germany. Another 15 years passed before the first complete edition in West Germany. So only in 

the past three decades has this work begun to receive the critical attention it richly deserves. 

The epic is set mainly in South America, but its true focus is Europe. The urgent guiding 

proposition is: The Nazis did not emerge from nowhere.  

Döblin first came to fame in the middle of the First World War with his ‘Chinese novel’ The 

Three Leaps of Wang Lun. He advocated the ‘epic’ as a new kind of fiction, rejecting the 

bourgeois novel with its invented individuals, cod-psychology, concocted plots, contrived 

suspense, in favour of fictions that deal with themes of universal, enduring human concern: life 

and death, power and subjection, hubris and fate, this life and the Afterlife, humans acting in and 

on the world – and often striving to conquer Nature. He published nine major works in the epic 

genre, only four of which are available in English 1. 

In several thoughtful essays and lectures,2 Döblin reflected on his imagination and how it 

was put to work to shape an epic. His creating mind absorbed huge amounts of stimuli from 

pictures, maps, encyclopedias, travelogues, ethnographies, which he transmuted into symphonic 

compositions that proceed, not so much as a linear ‘story’ (though the attentive reader, unlike 

some of Döblin’s critics, will surely perceive the underlying coherence of the narrative), but as 

motifs, scenes and moods filled with incident and images and voices, all contributing to the 

universal enduring themes. In the case of Amazonas, the theme is Europe’s worldwide 

expansion from the late 15th century, just as the Copernican revolution was overturning the 

                                                             
1 The Three Leaps of Wang Lun (1916), trans C D Godwin (2nd ed, NY Review Books 2015); Berlin Alexanderplatz 
(1929), trans Michael Hofmann (NY Review Books and Penguin, 2018); November 1918: A German Revolution 
(1949-50), trans John E Woods in two volumes (Fromm International 1983); Tales of a Long Night (1955), trans 
R & R Kimber (Fromm International 1984). Of the five epics not available in English, C D Godwin has translated 
Mountains Oceans Giants (1924); Manas (1927); Amazonas (1937-38); and is working on Wallenstein (1920). 
2 Some are translated at https://beyond-alexanderplatz.com . 

https://beyond-alexanderplatz.com/


Amazonas Page vi 
 

eternal verities of Church dogma. As every schoolchild learns, this history (apart from a few 

unfortunate aspects best glossed over) has been pretty much a good thing for the world. How, 

Döblin seeks to know, has this smug Eurocentrism and worship of Science been able to endure, 

despite the many documented horrors inflicted by every European empire on the ‘others’ of the 

world, and the existential threats posed to humanity and the globe by forces (technology, money, 

ideologies) grown beyond human control?  

And beneath these questions the deeper problem: the European concept of God and an 

idealised Hereafter vs. life and meaning in this actual world. In his 1938 essay ‘Prometheus and 

the Primitive’3 written while he was working on Amazonas, Döblin brings three thousand years 

of Western history into focus through the lens of two world views: the Promethean, which sees 

the world as a resource for humanity to exploit, and the Primitive, which sees the world as an 

endless source of wonder and meaning. The motifs ‘God’ and ‘Nature’ interplay constantly 

throughout the trilogy.  

As in Wang Lun, Döblin here evokes non-European peoples and cultures in their own terms, 

with no hint of patronising or exploitation. The ‘Land without Death’ is an ironic link between 

the Amazonian tribes, who at the start and end of the novel embark on quests to find such a 

paradise, and the European invaders, avid to find Eldorado, since gold is the answer to all the 

torments of earthly existence. 

Vol.1: Journey to the Land without Death 

Volume 1, with a masterful economy of language, presents cinematically vivid scenes and 

encounters, each gripping in its own right, and each contributing undercurrents to the narrative 

stream and its thematic coherence.  

In Part 1 the European invaders are only a rumour to tribes along the Amazon; but the 

report brought by the fugitive Inca prince Cuzumarra enables a nuanced perspective to emerge, 

in which questions of guilt and innocence are by no means clearcut. “Ah!” said the chief, “you 

became divided, and so evil spirits were able to meddle.”  

Part 2 centres on the historically-attested convergence of three conquistador bands on the 

prosperous highlands of what is now Bogotá. Two of the bands are led by Germans: Venezuela-

Colombia has been mortgaged by war-indebted Charles V to the German banking houses of 

Welser and Fugger. Here too Döblin’s narrative skill allows nuanced perspectives to emerge; for 

it is not enough just to recoil in horror from barbarities; rather the conditions (historical, social, 

cultural, economic) which nurture them need to be explored. “They were not bad men,” Döblin 

faux-disingenuously suggests; “they were what they were and could not be otherwise.”  

                                                             
3 Translated at https://beyond-alexanderplatz.com/prometheus-and-the-primitive-the-essay  

https://beyond-alexanderplatz.com/prometheus-and-the-primitive-the-essay
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Christianity of course marched proudly along with the arquebuses and hunting dogs. In Part 

3 Döblin presents the countervailing efforts of the Dominican Las Casas, whose account of 

conquistador atrocities greatly irritated the new masters of the New World and those back in 

European halls of power. The Indians he seeks to help turn the tables on him: “But we have seen 

that you are powerless among them. They just take you along when they attack us. Father Las 

Casa, either you are playing a false game, or you are seeking help from us.” 

Vol. 2: The Blue Jaguar 

In a more expansive narrative covering more than two hundred years, Volume 2 recounts the 

Jesuit enterprise in the 17th and 18th centuries which rescued the natives of Paraguay from 

European slavery by establishing ‘Reductions’: safe havens under papal and royal protection. 

Here too the themes developed by Döblin (emerging within and on the margins of episodes that 

are by turn dramatic, comic, poignant, satirical) require the reader to set aside unreflective 

prejudices, and be open to nuances. Are the Reductions a tool for keeping the natives in childlike 

subjection, for the comfort of the Jesuits at the expense of other colonists? Perhaps; but how to 

explain the disciplined and determined Guaraní cavalry that so unsettles the royal Visitor in 

Part 4? Does Renaissance Humanism represent a progress out of the medieval night of Church 

dogma? Perhaps; but isn’t Bishop Felix with his Greek statues and classical allusions (and his 

clandestine wife) a smug selfish aesthete, rather than a standard-bearer of ‘progress’ and 

humanity? Such questions are of more than passing interest, for they project forward to the 

third volume, in which the thematic undercurrents of the first two volumes burst to the surface. 

Vol. 3: A New Jungle 

The end of Volume 2 already presaged a shift of focus to Europe. Volume 3 begins by returning 

to the Europe of the 1920s and 30s - a disorienting switch even for the reader who, immersed in 

the succession of vivid scenes in the first two volumes, has kept note of the thematic 

undercurrents: humanity’s relationship to nature and the world; the chasm between the 

Promethean will to dominate and a sense of Nature; the individual ego and the environment in 

which it acts.  

In Part 1, The Polish Faust-figure Twardowski has summoned Copernicus, Galileo and 

Bruno from their graves to account for the world formed from their ideas over the past few 

hundred years. A sequence of novella-like episodes depicts the wretched material and spiritual 

conditions of prototypical early 20th century central Europeans: a poor young Berliner 

alienated from her self; a Polish Don Juan figure; a German intellectual for whom practicality is 

the only yardstick for philosophy; a middle-class seductress. As the personal dramas play out, 

the wider world exerts its ever more baleful influence: Weimar collapsing into tyranny. 
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Part 2, the final section of the trilogy, returns to South America. A group of desperate 

escaped convicts (among them the now conscience-stricken Don Juan figure) are rescued by 

indigenous Indians, whose interrogation of the Europeans echoes the meeting, four hundred 

years earlier between Cuzumarra and the Amazonian tribes. Here Döblin’s critique of the 

Europe-driven modern world is pointed and unambiguous: “Your ignorance is appalling,” 

declares the Indian chief. “You give your children any old name, you do not care for your dead, 

you have no ancestors. And then you claim to know what justice is.”  

The epic ends almost where it began: back on the Amazon with those seekers after Paradise, 

the Land without Death, that we heard of at the beginning. Nature, human yearning, life and 

death, good and evil: these are the epic undercurrents on which the multitude of incidents and 

voices are carried along.  

The reception of the South American novels 

When first published, these novels were accessible only to those German readers beyond reach 

of Hitler. Two long and respectful notices appeared in the Zurich-based journal Maß und Wert, 

founded by Thomas Mann; and two others in Moscow-based journals (Das Wort, and 

Internationale Literatur).4 Ferdinand Lion, editor of Maß und Wert, wrote of Volume 1:  

‘If Döblin were merely a Proteus, appearing now in Chinese garb, now in Baroque dress, or 

that of a modern worker, he would be a great artistic performer. But these self-

transformations of his have a solid, albeit mysterious, fulcrum, or more exactly two focal 

points of experience: …the question is always: action or non-action. … On which side does 

the author’s heart lie? His art, in depicting both those given up to Nature and those 

dominating through action, is so great because in both cases he guides us to the central 

point of experience… such that from both species real events radiate out in the most 

colourful manner.’  

And of Volume 2: 

‘The Jesuits establish a Christian state in Paraguay. Perhaps never has Döblin succeeded so 

sweetly. This anti-Hellene (for whom the human is no longer the measure of all things) and 

this anti-Roman (who acknowledges no laws) here becomes almost Classical. And with what 

gentle and profound satire: that Christianity is far better suited to these brown primitives 

than to the peoples of Europe.’  

The Moscow-based reviewers naturally took a more ideological stance. Kurt Kestern in Das 

Wort asserted that Döblin was telling us nothing new about the Conquest, but praised his  

                                                             
4 The notices are included in the invaluable collection Alfred Döblin im Spiegel der zeitgenissischen Kritik [AD as 
reflected in contemporary criticism] (Schuster & Bode, eds., Francke Verlag 1973). 
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‘unprecedentedly memorable, clear and rhythmic prose, which has become more 

disciplined, almost completely avoiding his usual diversions and predilection for 

straying down garden-paths. This has proportion, in the best sense – it is a mature, 

confident work, an achievement.’ 

Julius Hay in Internationale Literatur focused on the novels’ anti-Fascist credentials, declaring: 

‘[It] brings to us a dreadful truth and knowledge: a people can die. Peoples can be killed, 

they can commit suicide. But both novels also convey a great certainty: a people can be 

saved. … With Döblin we experience the death of an Indian people so directly, so 

tangibly, that we have to feel over our own bodies and ask: are we actually alive? … 

Thrilling, convincing, often magnificent, Döblin’s prose depicts the stages of 

development. He does not make it at all easy for his creations. Here every tiniest success 

must be hard won, every tiniest misstep paid for. This constant breathless struggle 

against a dangerous hostile environment is brought right before our eyes, and never is 

Döblin guilty of simplification. The struggle is for him the life process, which he 

perceives in all its multifariousness and complexity.’ 

The first postwar edition seems to have attracted very little critical attention: only two short 

and dismissive notices have come to light. One criticises anachronisms (e.g. references to ‘meter’ 

a century before the French Revolution), and incorrect forms of address at the Iberian royal 

courts, and labels Döblin’s prose ‘deeply unsound, trivial, careless, tangled’ – an astonishingly 

imperceptive view. The other compares Döblin with the best-selling writer Bernhard 

Kellermann, to neither’s advantage.  

Only in the last decade or two have serious monograph-length studies5 begun to appear, 

revealing the depth and complexity of Döblin’s engagement with his material and the richness of 

the ore waiting to be mined by careful reading. Dare we hope that the English translation will 

stimulate Anglophone scholars to add their perspectives to this remarkable trilogy? 

 

C D Godwin 

Stroud, UK 

June 2018  

                                                             
5
 The most thorough treatment so far is Vera Hildenbrandt: Europa in Alfred Döblin’s Amazonas-Trilogie: 

diagnose eines kranken Kontinents [Europe in AD’s Amazonas Trilogy: diagnosis of a sick continent]: V&R 
Unipress, Göttingen 2011. 
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Notes on Döblin’s Sources 

Adapted from Werner Stauffacher’s notes to his edition of Amazonas (Walter-Verlag, Olten 1988/ 
DTV, Munich 1991)  

The main sources in French and German available to Döblin in the Bibliothèque nationale were: 

Koch-Grünberg, Theodor: Zwei Jahre unter den Indianern Nordwestbrasiliens. Reise im 
Nordwesten Brasiliens 1903/1905. [Two years among the Indians of NW Brazil. Travels in 
Brazil’s Northwest 1903/1905] 2 vols, Berlin 1909. 

Koch-Grünberg, Theodor: Indianermärchen aus Südamerika [S American Indian Fables]. Jena 
1927. (cited below as Indian Fables.) 

Krause, Fritz: In den Wildnissen Brasiliens. Bericht und Ergebnisse der Leipziger Araguaya-
Expedition 1908 [In the Brazilian Wilderness. Report and findings of the 1908 Leipzig 
Araguaya expedition]. Leipzig 1911. 

Métraux, Alfred: La religion des Tupinamba et ses rapports avec celles des autres tribus Tupi-
Guarani [The religion of the Tupinamba and its relation to those of the other Tupi-Guarani 
tribes]. Paris 1928. 

Charlevoix, R P Pierre François-Xavier de, SJ: Histoire du Paraguay [History of Paraguay]. 3 vols, 
Paris 1756. 

Murr, Christoph Gottlieb von: Geschichte der Jesuiten in Portugal unter der Staatsverwaltung des 
Marquis von Pombal [History of the Jesuits in Portugal under the the Marquis of Pombal].  

Anon. Histoire de Nicolas 1er Roi du Paraguai et Empereur des Mamelus. [History of Nicolas I 
King of Paraguay and Emperor of the Mamelus] 1756. 

 

Vol 1 p 5  Women People: reports of a matriarchal society along the Amazon go back to Dominican 
friar Gaspar de Carvajal (c. 1500-1584), survivor of Orellana’s voyage down the Amazon.  

Vol 1 p 7:  Toeza, Walyarina: from Indian Fables No 34. Slow Sun: from Indian Fables No 72.  

Vol 1 p 10  Land without Death: From Métraux p 211 ff. (‘The myth of the “Land without Illness” 
and belief in a better world among S. American Indians’.) 

Vol 1 p 100  turtle, tapir: Indian Fables No 57.  

 

See Volumes 2 and 3 for respective further sources. 
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Chronology 

Döblin’s text – ‘poetological ethnology’ rather than ‘history’ – provides not a single date, but many 

characters and events can be linked to historically attested counterparts. This table lists significant 

events. The more obscure facts are from Charlevoix (Ch.) or Alberto Armani, Citta di Dio e Citta del 

sole. Lo ‘Stato’ gesuita dei Guarani [City of God and City of the Sun: the Jesuit ‘state’ of the Guarani] 

Rome 1977 (A.): 

1492  Columbus’ first landfall in the New World (probably the Bahamas). 

1493  Treaty of Tordesillas defines Spanish and Portuguese spheres of interest. 

1498  Columbus reaches South America, at the Orinoco. 

1500  Cabral explores the Brazilian coast, claims it for Portugal. 

1519-21 Cortes conquers Mexico. 

1526  Sebastian Cabot begins securing the River Plate region for Spain. (A.) 

1527 End of Huayna Capac’s reign in Peru. Charles V mortgages ‘Venezuela’ (= Venezuela 
and Colombia) to the Welsers. 

1531-34 Pizarro conquers Peru. 

1532  Death of Ambrosius Dalfinger (or Alfinger, born c. 1500 in Ulm).  

1533-37 Conquests of Sebastian de Benalcazar (= Belalcazar) in Ecuador/Colombia. 

1534 Ignatius de Loyola founds the Jesuit Order. 

1535 Founding of Buenos Aires. 

1536-37 2nd expedition of Nicolaus Federman (c. 1505-42) in Venezuela/Colombia 

1536-39 Expedition of Gonzalo Jimenez de Quesada (c. 1500-1579) in Colombian highlands; 
conquers Chibcha kingdom, encounters Federmann, Belalcazar. 

1538 Founding of Asuncion (=Assomption). Founding of Santa Fe (= Bogota) by Quesada. 

1539-41 Francisco Orellana is first European to travel down to the Amazon mouth. 

1542 Charles V issues the ‘Nuevas Leyes’ (New Laws) for protection of the Indians, at the 
urging of Father Las Casas. 

1543 Alvaro Nuñes Cabeça de Vaca, governor of the Rio de la Plata Province, sends first 
expedition upriver. (Ch.) 

1543 Las Casas becomes Bishop of Chiapas (in Guatemala/Mexico). 

1547 Asuncion becomes a diocese. 

1547 Las Casas returns to Spain to defend himself against a charge of instigating uprisings. 

1549 Jesuit Manuel de Nobrega (1517-1570) is sent to Brazil; start of his fruitful 
missionary work in Bahia, Pernambuco, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paolo. 

1553 Founding of Jesuit College in Sao Paolo de Piratininga. (A.) 

1555-59 Paul IV is Pope. 

1556-98 Philipp II is King of Spain. 

1556 Letter from Nobrega to Loyola on missionising Paraguay from Brazil. (A.) 

1566 Las Casas dies in Spain. 

1580 Union of Spanish and Portuguese crowns in the person of Philipp II.  

1586 Bishop of Tucuman invites first Jesuit missionaries to Paraguay (Arminio, Salonio, 
Ortega, Fields). (Ch.) 

1587 Jesuits Salonio, Ortega, Fields reach Asuncion via Brazil. (A.) 

1588 Ortega and Fields begin work in Guaira. (Ch.) 
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1598-1621 Philipp III is King of Spain. 

1604 Founding of the Jesuit Province of Paraguay. (A.) 

1609 The governor of Paraguay authorises the Jesuit Provincial Diego de Torres (=Torrez) 
to send missionaries to Guaira. (Ch.) 

1609 Decree of Philipp III on the founding of Native Reductions. San Ignacio Guazu is the 
first Reduction. (A.) 

1610 Cataldini and Maschetti (Ch. = Cataldino, Maceta) found Reductions of Loreto and 
San Ignacio Mini. (A.) 

1612 Antonio Ruiz de Montoya (born c. 1585 in Lima) begins work in Guaira.  

1615 Founding of Reductions of Santa Ana and Itapua. (A.) 

1616 Governor Arias de Saavedra reports on inspection trip to the Reductions. (A.) 

After 1620 Montoya becomes Superior of the Guaira Reductions.  

1621-65 Philipp IV is King of Spain. 

1623-44 Urban VIII is Pope. 

1627 Founding of San Nicolas, San Javier and Yapeyu. (A.) 

1628 The Jesuit Provincial authorises armed defence against incursions by ‘Bandeirantes’ 
and ‘Mamelucos’ from Sao Paolo. (A.) 

1631 Evacuation of Guaira Reductions led by Montoya. (Ch.) 

1633 Decree of Philipp IV on the treatment of Indians in S. America, quoted in vol 2. (Ch.) 

1635 Matryrdom of Father Mendoza. (Ch.) 

1638 Montoya visits Spain to urge arming of the Indians (A.); circulates among Jesuits his 
pamphlet on ‘spiritual conquest’.  

1639 Taño is received by Urban VIII; the Pope sends presents to Orighi in Paraguay. (Ch.) 

1641 Battle of Mborore between Paolistas and Guarani led by de Torres. (A.) 

1642 Montoya returns from Spain with favourable decrees from Philipp IV.  

1649 Montoya receives a renewed decree on the rights of the Jesuits in Paraguay. (A.) 

1652 Death of Montoya. 

1660 Taño is sent to Madrid to sort out new difficulties. (Ch.) 

1665-1700 Charles II is King of Spain. 

1680 Portuguese colony San Sacramento brings new difficulties for Spanish colonists. (Ch.) 

1700-46 Philipp V is King of Spain. 

1746-59 Ferdinand VI is King of Spain. 

1747 Latest date in Charlevoix’s History of Paraguay.  

1750 Spain-Portugal treaty requires ceding seven Reductions east of the Uruguay river. (A.) 

1753-56 ‘War of the Seven Missions’. 

1755 Lisbon earthquake. 

1756 Sebastiao Jose de Carvalho, Marquis of Pombal, becomes Prime Minister of Portugal.  

 History of Nicolas I King of Paraguay (i.e. Riubuni) appears in Sao Paolo.  

1758 Attempted assassination of King Joseph I of Portugal. 

1759 Incarceration of Portuguese Jesuits; the Order is banned from Portuguese territories.  

1773 Pope Clement XIV proscribes the Jesuits.  
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Departure of the Women People 

THE OLD WOMAN woke up to the udu’s call in the forest: tru tru, udu udu. She went from 

hut to hut. Women came out, thirty women and grown girls. The old woman stayed by the 

clan house. They went down from the mound into the forest in single file, one behind the 

other, leaving plenty of space between them. The forest began to lighten, an early mist was 

rising. From its tree the udu kept calling: tru tru, udu udu. The path made a bend, a rock 

thrust out of the grass. Then they came to the little watercourse. They had eaten nothing, 

drunk nothing, were unpainted, without ornament. They wore only hipstring and loincloth. It 

was damp underfoot, dew lay. But on their shoulders they wore no matting, so as not to 

burden their menfolk away on the warpath. They tried not to shiver, so that their men would 

not tremble. The vegetation along the trickling water separated them, nobody spoke. They 

had walked slowly, so as not to tire their men. They stood in dark water among the reeds. 

Why did they not speak, why did they not call, why creep so furtively out of the village? 

Each held in her hand a strip of silvery bast. None looked at the others, they crouched low in 

the reeds. And each whispered into her little strip of bast, some closed their eyes, some smiled, 

each spoke a name, the name of a man she’d had something with apart from husband or 

favourite. She tied a knot around her infidelity, locked it up inside. She crumpled the bast in 

her hand, parted the reeds in front of her. From thirty hands the knots flew into the little river. 

Now it was done, they had made their men easier. Silently they walked back through the reeds, 

around the rock, one behind the other.  

The village was called Toadhole. As the sun rose higher, women roasted manioc outside 

the huts and the clan house, others toiled in the gardens, some climbed down to the river with 

nets. When the old woman at the great fireplace in front of the maloca, the clan house, looked 

around for a young woman who had been grating meal into a pot with water, she was gone, 

and the children said she had run into the house. The old woman found her behind the house, 

where the forest began. She vomited there and ran away. The old woman caught her: “Why are 

you hiding?” Because the young woman was sick, a medicine man who had stayed behind in 

the village was summoned. She was taken to a little hut, somewhat secluded. They all talked 

about the sick woman: she was newly married. Next day she was hot. The sorcerer took his 

rattle and strutted around her. In the village they talked about the sick woman, dared not say 

what they thought. When another woman and a child fell ill before evening, there was great 

fear. Next morning the medicine man fetched an even older sorcerer from the nearest village. 

They told everyone to rub ochre on their bodies for protection, then they began to investigate 

who in the village had done something bad. They pointed to two old women, but no one in 

the village believed it. Still none dared say what they feared.  
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During the third night a loud wailing arose. Shrieks came from the clan house, they came 

running from the huts with blazing torches. A woman in the clan house had dreamed that her 

man had returned, there was a spear in his chest, the spear wasn’t in deep, he couldn’t pull it 

out, he asked for a drink. As the woman whimpered, another woke up in her hammock. They 

heard knocking on the wall. Now they knew their men were lying out there unburied and had 

come to fetch their things. They had been gone five time ten suns. Wailing spread through the 

village. Parrots flew up from roofs and squawked. In the grey dawn a boat with four women 

came from nearby, at once turned back in fear, their men too were away at war, five times ten 

suns, and had sent no sign. They drummed the news into the surrounding country.  

≈≈≈ 

The river by the village was called Yari-yari. Its waters emptied into the Rio Negro, which 

carried them past hills, sandy plains, forests to the mighty Amazon. Mists swathed hill, forest 

and plain.  

Women squatted beneath mat awnings. The seeds of the urucu bush were red and yellow, 

they grated them with palm oil, colour dissolved from the seeds, they scraped it from their 

hands into the bowl. They fetched cooking pots from the fireplace, scraped soot into the bowl. 

All the while they talked. A woman suckled her child, an older woman spurted milk from her 

breast into the mouth of a protesting baby monkey, another oiled her baby’s hair. The women 

said: “Why don’t the men come back. We’ve done nothing to drive them away. We must dance 

to bring them back.” The nursing mother let tears trickle down her little face. They slapped 

her: “Why are you crying? Didn’t we wail enough in the night? We’ll upset the men.” So the 

woman laughed. 

Beside the water lay a boat that the men had left half finished. It rested on two wooden 

runners. They fetched palm leaves, in the afternoon burnt it away from the inside, fetched 

palm leaves, burnt it from the outside. They did this so that their men could travel. In the 

evening a thunderstorm broke. The old women kept the manioc mash until everyone was back 

from fishing, grilled the fish. Then there was loud laughter, children stayed by the fire in front 

of the clan house, young women and grown girls disappeared into the huts. They painted 

themselves a beautiful black with soot and red with urucu, they oiled their hair, the almond 

eyes of the young ones glinted with pleasure, they hung necklaces of black seeds around their 

necks, tied threads of red cotton on arm and calf.  

Then one of them leapt from her hut, she was the first, she swung the dance-rattle and 

whooped, she wore a net shawl over her shoulders, a little red parrot sat on her head. The 

others ran out, they looked beautiful and happy. They formed a line one behind the other, 

arms crossed at the breast, swayed left, swayed right, they sang a dancing song, filed past the 

clan house. The children and old women stood up.  



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 5 

 

Two lines in the dirt – it was a river, the young women leapt along the bank, they wanted 

to cross, they were the men. One rowed on the river, his back covered in palm leaves – the 

river spirit. They bowed down to him, he let them cross. They greeted the old women and the 

others. Then they faced each other, two by two, heads lowered, hands covering their eyes, man 

and wife, and wept greetings.  

The dance ended, darkness fell. They laughed and ate, radiant in the firelight.  

≈≈≈ 

Gallinules honked in the forest, cicadas chirped, monkey-cries fell silent, toads set up their 

croaking. It was night, starlight hung over forest, plain, rivers. 

In the dark an arrow flew close to the fire. It planted itself quivering in the dirt. Nothing 

moved in the village. Two longboats lay in the reeds, people crept crouching up the slope, they 

croaked like toads, waited for daybreak. Now the stars went out one by one. They ran, uttered 

warcries like the raging of howler monkeys. As women and children screamed and tried to flee, 

the raiders set fire to the clan house. By the light of the flames they separated old women from 

the younger and the children. They threw spears after the old women. The young women and 

children were herded together.  

The village burned, drums sounded from the next village, the fire had been seen. The raiders, 

Maku, painted black with red stripes from ear to ear, armed with clubs, spears, bows and 

arrows, beat their prizes, drove them down to the boats. Into the boats climbed all the young 

women and girls, still in yesterday’s festive markings. The boat they had burned out for their 

men came with them. Up above the village smoked. They were carried away into the dripping 

forest. 

≈≈≈ 

Among the Duck people, not far off on the Vaupes river, the headman’s wife was Toeza. It was 

a large village close by the water. In this village, women were strong. They did not yearn for 

their men. Some women could throw spears and shoot arrows. But women were excluded 

from counsel and were never taken on campaign. The men left them just one old boat for 

fishing. But the women knew how to make dugouts, they paddled across the water to islands 

and lakes. Toeza wore many threads at her throat, on arms and legs. Her husband had two 

other wives, she was dominant. She went hunting in the forest. By the fire she dismembered 

the deer she had killed, skewered pieces to grill, and said: “We catch what we can. We eat 

what we like. The work is hard, but easier than when the men are here. We can rest whenever 

we want. And the children thrive too.” An older woman came, took her child from the hip-

sling and placed it near the fire, saying: “We bend our backs in the gardens. No man ever helps. 

When we’re young it’s easy. But us old ones.” The children at the fire giggled and pointed. 

Everyone ate. The old woman told a story: 
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“A young girl married a rich man. Everyone congratulated her and brought presents. Her 

parents pretended to weep. After the feast she followed him across the little lake. He set her to 

work in the fields, cutting and weeding. When she finished she had to prepare mash, bake 

flatbread. There was no firewood. He sent her into the forest. It was the rainy season, she 

didn’t find much, the river had carried it all away. The day was ending, she didn’t have enough. 

Back home her husband scolded her. 

“Next morning she rose, had to go deep into the forest, the howlers pitied her, broke 

kindling. She went home, her husband was still not satisfied, she’d taken so long. Next day she 

went even earlier into the forest, the monkeys sat among cocoa-pods, threw some down to her, 

she refreshed herself, gathered firewood, the monkeys helped. Then she went home, her 

husband was still angry, she was out of breath, it displeased him. And when the firewood was 

used up and she had to go back into the forest she wept: ‘Oh why did I marry a rich man, 

when all he does is set me to work? When I rest I’m pretty, but then I must go into the forest. 

When I bring firewood I’m ugly, he doesn’t look at me.’ 

“She ran around the lake to her mother. ‘Why did you marry me to a rich man, when all he 

ever does is force me to work? Better you had given me to a howler monkey. They threw 

cocoa-pods down and broke twigs for me.’ The mother was afraid her daughter would go to 

the howler monkeys. 

“The girl had a brother. The mother summoned him. He broke one of the Sun’s legs. So 

the Sun moved slower. The day lasted longer. The young woman managed to gather enough 

wood, her husband was satisfied.” 

The women ate, glanced at the sun, looked at one another, said nothing. One told the old 

woman: “Eat now. What’s all this about your mother? You’re no longer young yourself.” 

Where the rapids flow between rocky banks, there the black jaguar has his cave. Walyarina 

is his name. He, they say, is the source of the water’s dull roaring. Nearby was the women’s 

bathing place. Toeza cried out: “The men are away. Why did they leave with bow and arrow, 

shield and blowpipe and with the best canoes? They told nobody. They think our little sons 

are cleverer than us. What will they do? Catch men and women to slave for them. They attack 

men in the forest and steal their women and children. They will grow richer and we shall toil 

harder than ever. Better for us to take up spears and confront them when they come home.” 

The women splashed around in the water. Toeza uprooted a lily and threw it towards the 

waterfall: “The black jaguar, my bridegroom, lives there.” 

With ten young women she made herself up, took weapons, went hunting again. She led 

them from the north to the waterfall where the forest growth was stunted. They stood before 

the jaguar’s cave above the rapids, the others ran into the trees when the black jaguar strolled 

out. He blew yellow foam. Toeza laid her weapons on the rock and crouched beside the beast; 

it slavered and stroked its whiskers and purred. Slowly she settled beside him. Then he 
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stretched and looked straight ahead. Later Toeza returned with her weapons. The women 

swore to keep the secret. Toeza confided to them: “Walyarina, the black jaguar, is my lover. 

Walyarina is our watchword.” Every day they went to the waterfall, the women ate, hunted in 

the forest, and waited for Toeza to emerge from the jaguar’s cave.  

The men returned from war, not all of them, they were unhappy. They brought no spoils. 

For three days they kept to the men’s lodge. They ordered the women to fish, tend the gardens 

and prepare meals for them. But Toeza continued to hunt, she had hidden spears, bows and 

arrows in the forest. When the chief appeared in his hut the other two wives said: “Toeza’s in 

the forest.” The chief said nothing. He sent a young man out. He reported: “They’re sitting by 

the waterfall, guzzling.” Next day the youth said: “They summon the black jaguar, Walyarina.” 

The chief waited for dusk, when all the women were back in the village. He watched Toeza 

to see if she ate, and when she ate nothing asked her why not. She said she had eaten in the 

forest. “And cooked as well?” She said: “Yes.” And as he lay in his hammock in the gloom he 

called her, but she would not come, he dragged her by the hair and was stronger than her, she 

pressed her hands to her face and wept. 

But very early, while everyone slept, the chief slipped into the forest with ten men, upriver 

to the falls. He had told Toeza he would go hunting, she was to gather cassava roots for bread. 

At the waterfall the men dropped to the ground, the youth called out “Walyarina” just as he 

had heard. The black jaguar was sleeping, it took many calls before he came out of the cave, 

looked around, and when the youth again called “Walyarina” he raised his head and exposed 

his chest. The chief’s spear caught him in the throat, the jaguar tumbled into the falls, they 

shot arrows after him and hauled him from the water. They loaded him onto branches and 

dragged him to the village, his head dangled and dripped blood and foam. 

At noon the women filed back and saw him lying there. The chief said: “We’ll have a 

hunting feast, bake lots of bread and prepare strong beer.” Toeza ate with him, she could not 

speak for grief. The women followed her into the forest. “The men have dealt us a cruel injury. 

They have killed Walyarina. We must have revenge, today, before they can attack us in the 

night.” The men hunted all afternoon, brought back game and fowl, the women baked and 

roasted. Then the men demanded pavari beer to drink. Humbly each wife presented a gourd 

to her man. They had put cassava poison in the beer. The men drank. And with the poison in 

their bellies they grew pale and anxious, they looked at one another, looked at the mat, looked 

up at the sky, looked at the women. The women asked: “Do you need something?” They 

groaned: “What did you put in the beer?” They called for the medicine man. His head too was 

slumped on his chest. The women hastened to empty the gourds behind the house. The men 

turned over on their mats, twitched and died. 

Toeza danced with her women before the clan house. “The men are gone. Don’t grieve. No 

one shall ever beat us again.” They ran into the huts and brought out weapons. They loaded up 
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with mats, cooking gear, food and trekked into the forest, children alongside and at the hip. 

“Walyarina” was their war-cry. They called themselves the Women People. When they came to 

a village they fought the men and called the women to their side. They let them follow with 

their children.  

When the neighbouring village drummed and received no reply from the village of the 

dead, boats came across. Vultures were feeding on corpses. After funeral ceremonies they set 

off in pursuit of the women. These concealed themselves in a dense thicket. The men 

outnumbered the women. They surrounded the thicket and threw spears. The women 

responded. Some women fell, some men fell. The men discussed firing the thicket.  

But they had seen so many corpses in the village, their friends who had returned with 

them from the warpath. Now more men were lying here, and women over there. They said: 

“What good to us are women who kill their men? If they want to go into the forest, let them.” 

So the Women People withdrew. They wandered through the forest, kept this side of the 

Yapura, came to the mighty river of the Amazons. They were subject to no man. And men 

feared them. From the men they stole even the black monkey pelt of the great spirit Yurupari 

and his voice, the trumpet.  

They took men as consorts, tolerated their presence only as outsiders and slaves. 

≈≈≈ 

Thus, in two places, ended that campaign conducted so stealthily along the trails, which had 

lasted five times ten suns.  

And it was in truth a stealthy campaign, and the men who came together to pursue it had 

every reason to keep at a distance any they were unsure of. For it was the first attempt, later so 

often undertaken, to find the Land without Death. 

In the forests, drums pounded endlessly. 

There was a big drum called the Man, deep-toned, and a smaller called the Woman. They 

throbbed with beats short and long, deep- and high-toned, across lakes small and large, over 

swamps, rivers and streams, through forest and savannah. The drums lamented: “Take care! 

Great danger. None shall survive. Towards sunset the Great Spirit who holds up the earth 

made the mountains tremble. Wild beasts have attacked people. Whole tribes are perishing. 

Look at the sky: the Dog Star is approaching the moon. He will devour it.” 

Thus the two drums lamented through the endless dark forest. And the dusky people ran 

out, paddled out onto lakes. There in the sky stood the evil star Yaouare, Jaguar, already close 

to the moon. And in the villages they gathered, waved sticks, yelled, beat on pots, drummed 

and cried to heaven: “O great father, o my great father, are you well? Are you well? O great 

father, o my great father, are you well? Are you well?” 
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Envoys came to chiefs, they were to assemble their warriors swiftly and in secret. And one 

day, without naming their goal, the men slipped away from the villages, men of the Tariana, 

Opaina, Carijona, Incuna, from the Vaupes river, Yapura and Caqueta. The call to arms ran 

thus: “Towards sunrise lies the Land without Death. There is a tree that provides all kinds of 

fruit, it is the father of all beasts and people. If you climb the tree it draws its branches 

together and lifts them up and anyone sitting there is borne higher and higher, above the 

mountain peaks, up into the sky. And there the ancestors dwell, the great spirits.” The men 

were away a long time on their quest for the Land without Death, five times ten suns.  

Calm settled again over the people of the forests. The mound of Toadhole with its burned 

huts remained deserted. No one visited the mound where Toeza and the women had killed the 

men. Everyone avoided looking at the sky, so that the stars would not notice them. Sometimes 

in the forest, hunting for honey, a man would peer between branches to see if perhaps a 

strange bird would show itself, from that distant land they had sought in vain. And women 

sang to their children: “Far away towards the sunrise is a huge water. In it there’s a land where 

people live forever and never grow old. No one does bad things. In this land a tree grows that 

bears fruit of all kinds, the father of beasts and people. No one has to work.” 

 

Three weird strangers 

THE SUN BURNS hot on the mountains to the west. Their mass is riven by gorges. Rivers 

gouge their way through the gorges. 

Such colossal mountains. Their peaks are skittles, spearpoints. They are ice-clad, some 

open up and from their craters fire spills from the Earth’s insides.  

Waters tumble from the peaks down the mountain flanks. The waters know their way. 

They fall from the sky to the icy peaks down into gorges. They fill the gorges and gnaw them 

away. They invade side valleys. From springs and streams, rivers grow.  

Lauricocha, Quiquiacocha are the names of source lakes. The Marañon plunges from its 

lake headlong into an abyss. Its water strikes like a chisel. The valley walls are bare, heights 

glow like a furnace. It follows the valley from south to north. Towards the east high passes 

lead out of this land, beyond the river’s reach. Furious winds howl from the east over the 

passes. They snatch birds that fly up from below, snipe, ibis, heron, the wind whirls them up, 

dashes them to the ground, drives them with hail and snow against cliffs down into the lakes. 

The river must break through the mountains. It finds the gate. Pongo de Mansariche is the 

gate, here it will go through, leave the mountains behind. It shoots narrowed through the gate 

and ahead lies open land. The land sinks from the craggy west where ice-crowns glow and 

volcanoes flaunt their plumes, eastward to the one immense plain. The river’s own plain.  

And like a monster with flowing mane the Amazon leaps from the mountains down into 

its plain. From left and right, as if they had awaited its coming, waters are drawn to merge 
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with its stream. Its coming affects vast tracts. The tributaries turn, follow entranced and sink 

themselves into its water, where they disappear.  

The Amazon has broken through the mountains and carries them along. What once 

hemmed it in, what it seized and ground to fragments, now it hoards before it and below as 

spoil, mud and silt, spreads it over the plain as it surges on. Once the plain was a broad gulf, 

the sea filled it, the river drives back the sea and with the waters brought by a hundred 

streams from left and right becomes a flowing freshwater sea.  

Those rivers are white and black. Amazon itself is white. 

A hundred meters deep it flows; twice that at start and end.  

When at last it leaves the plain behind it is strong enough to drive ships back, miles out to 

sea. It carries away tree trunks. It colours the sea white.  

The hot sun hangs over this land. Primeval forest spreads across the plain, animals teem. 

Palms, bamboo, rubber trees, ferns, vines, eucalyptus shoot up. Swamps, forest canopies along 

the river, floating mangroves.  

Bright hummingbirds flash across the water. Crocodiles drift lazily with the current. The 

sloth complains from the trees. The anaconda goes hunting for monkeys. 

And in the pulsing waters a thousand kinds of fish are born and die.  

≈≈≈ 

To the northwest, on clustered hills and mountain chains deep in the forest, and lower down 

around the Yapura and the Vaupes, lived the tribes of the Duck people, Jaguar people, higher 

towards the source there were the Armadillo people. They had fixed settlements. Their 

dwellings on the hills were of timber, stood on tall piles, were roofed with palm leaves, they 

had communal houses where several families lived, and smaller huts. The chief’s house was 

sheathed in bark and decorated with pictures. Outside the mask house stood the tribal spirit 

carved from wood, coloured black, yellow and red and covered with secret lines that kenned 

the good and evil spirits of swamp and forest. It was the rainy season. 

The old net was torn, they had woven a new net, the family was at peace, they were at 

peace with their neighbours, it was a good net, it would see lots of fish, they would approach 

and not be afraid. The days were hot, nothing of note was happening in forest or village, they 

could try out the net. The man, his brother, a friend and his wife determined the day. Then 

the rains came earlier than usual, they waited with the new net. They went down to fish in the 

lake beyond the fence. As they reached the shore a swarm of wild bees came and settled on a 

tree on the wooded bank. Two took up paddles and beat the still water, the third stood tall on 

the seat and steered. Hills glided past, the banks rose high, they travelled a long way, turned 

into a narrow channel, then came to a lake, they could hear monkeys, these lived on an island 

in the lake, they had swum across on driftwood. The people glided into a little cove, the water 

was muddy from rain, they could see no fish. At the forest edge piles had been rammed into 
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the lake and covered with bamboo leaves, they guided the boat through. Then they ran into 

the forest and bent down, timbo grew here, they broke off long stems, made a big heap and 

beat the stems with branches until they were soft. Thick dark juice oozed out, they waded into 

the lake and swirled the stems around. And as they swirled, one man stood in the boat and 

stirred the water with a paddle. The water grew blacker and blacker, the poisonous sap spread, 

the fish were paralysed.  

No sound came from the forest. Then one of the men in the lake grabbed the other by the 

arm and held him fast. He stared into the trees. The man in the boat stared into the trees. A 

distant crackle, something was moving. In an instant the two men were hidden in the reeds, 

the man in the boat dipped his paddle twice and vanished with a single leap.  

The crackling, rustling came nearer, stopped, silence reigned, the crackling and rustling 

came out of the forest towards the lake. A call, a human voice, another. 

And as the three men in the dense reeds, feet in water, stood side by side unmoving, they 

saw, stepping from the forest into the clearing, figures that froze them to the spot. They had 

the appearance of men, but the bodies, legs and arms were draped in colourful cloth, the faces 

and hands were white as fishscales, and dark hair hung from the cheeks and chin of the 

biggest. Each wore a belt from which hung a slender stick, each had a club peeping over his 

shoulder. What the three ghastly figures who emerged from the forest were saying, the men in 

the reeds could not understand. These were unknown spirits. The strangers threw themselves 

down, laid their thin sticks aside, rasped, growled, snarled, acted like humans who were tired 

out. Then the one with the black beard stood up, another followed, they stepped down 

through scrub to the lakeside, the water drew them. They stood side by side, knelt, lay on their 

bellies and – the fishermen in the reeds still transfixed with fear – began to drink the lake 

water, slurping as if they were dying of thirst. They dare to drink poisoned water, they can 

drink poisoned water, maybe they’re looking out for the fish, want to render the sap harmless.  

Now the two at the lakeside jumped back, spat in the water, stood up, groaned, retched, 

stumbled, tried to run away. But they were caught fast. Before they reached the nearest bushes 

they twisted around, writhed on the ground. There they lay, motionless in their bright 

clothing, the one with the beard face down, the other on his side. As the third stranger ran 

down, the fishermen rose as quietly as they could from the reeds. One after another they 

hurtled into the boat. The stranger on the bank saw phantoms: dark people paddling just 

offshore, through the palisade and away.  

In the village there was alarm, the chief came, they described the place. Thirty warriors 

seized weapons and climbed into boats, the medicine man had to come along. At the lake, 

below the bushes, Alonzo sat on sand between the two lifeless bodies and cried so loud they 

could hear him from the channel. His knee breeches were split, he had loosened his 

breastplate, his arms were bleeding, his right cheek was a flaming sore, he cried and laughed, 
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implored Our Lady of Guadalupe, drew his sword. Then he sobbed into the cavity of his 

breastplate and called to his mother in Biscay. Boats with armed natives were approaching. He 

stood, shook himself, buckled his armour, swore at them. Though unsteady on his feet he 

dragged himself to the edge of the dark water, waved his arms, brandished his sword, his eyes 

rolled. The boats halted at the palisade, the chief’s boat pushed through, on the black surface a 

mass of paralysed fish floated with red and white bellies, the boat ploughed through them, the 

men in the boat stood and readied spears for throwing. The creature on the shore was brightly 

clothed, white like a fish, the shape of a man, they were all much afraid, the medicine man was 

trembling.  

Then Alonzo grew quiet, sat on the sand and rested his head. The men climbed ashore. 

The medicine man nudged the big bearded one, yes, he was flesh and bones, water dribbled 

from his mouth, poisonous sap. The chief and the medicine man conferred. They hauled them 

all into one boat, the young fellow offered no resistance. 

Women and children thronged the village mound, they were forbidden to look at the 

strangers and were driven into the huts. They carried the three past the village to an old mask 

hut. There the medicine man treated them so that they yielded up the poison, and by next day 

were better. Then food was brought. They ate, drank, and slept a long time. 

When they were restored to their senses they looked around for their weapons, found 

them on the floor and were puzzled. When they stepped from the hut, there among the trees 

was the village. Close by stood young painted warriors with shields, bows and arrows and 

spears. The Whites wore their rags and felt powerful. The bearded one nodded: 

“Here’s the end of our song. We swore: to Hell with a green grave, a green grave! We’ll 

soon find out if a Carib’s belly makes a better grave.”  

Alonzo stared straight ahead: “How they watch us. They won’t let us escape. First the 

brutes poison us, now they fatten us for a feast.”  

“And what say you, Pedro?”  

“We won’t be the first these animals have tried it on. They do it not out of hunger, but just 

because they are animals.”  

Young Alonzo began to cry, he had a fever, he spoke of Odysseus of old who came to a 

witch, she turned his companions into swine. Pedro the bearded one stroked Alonzo’s swollen 

cheek: “You must chew grass and press it to your wound, then the fever will abate. Buck up, 

Alonzo. Better we’d never come down from Peru and were still in Spain. We’ll find no gold 

here. These brutes, look at them, how they paint themselves. For each of them we kill we earn 

a grace. Look at them. They knew we were coming from the west. What do they do? Poison 

the water.”  

Alonzo: “Why did they save us?”  
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The bearded man glowered: “They want to eat us, you heard. By the Virgin’s grace we’ll 

escape their clutches. I’d like to return to our people and lead them back here. They’ll pay for 

that water. I command you: pray to St Michael and St James.”  

They did so. Then they sang, the guards heard the words without understanding: “Armed 

with my virtue I find rest in battle, rocks are my bed, waking is my sleep.”  

Neighbouring chiefs arrived. They inspected the strangers, their nature was unclear, they 

might be ghosts, perhaps departed ones since their skin was colourless, perhaps strange great 

sea fish. The warriors on guard must keep them away from the village. Unnoticed by the weird 

strangers, magical lines of raffia were laid outside their hut to prevent them from walking 

across to the village. To improve their mood and encourage them to leave, gifts were brought 

of bananas, manioc, dried fish, beer in gourds. The chief and the medicine man sought to 

explain through gestures that the dance was in honour of their departure, and that more 

presents would be brought.  

The three bided their time for one night. 

The villagers decided to hold the feast next day, no one knew what misfortune the three 

weird visitors might bring. They would take them to the water, put them in a boat and row 

them far away. Then they would see what direction they took, and who they were.  

That evening when the fire was lit and the guards were drinking, the three Whites raised 

their fire-tubes and took aim from the darkness of the hut. They had already bundled up and 

shouldered the food. They shot to right and left of the camp fire, the noise was tremendous, 

two guards fell, the rest ran like the wind. A few breaths later a wild exodus began, away from 

the village downhill into the forest, with loud screams. Quite soon the village lay deadly quiet. 

The fire burned down. 

The three Whites fired another round as a frightener. Then in the dark they climbed down 

to the river. The sky was clear, at first they had the light of the camp fire, then the moon, and 

always there were flies flickering above the path, gold-yellow and green, sunflies and 

moonflies. They marched through the night as far as they could. They even passed the lake 

where the fishermen had surprised them, by moonlight they overturned the rammed piles of 

the palisade, scattered the leaves. Big toads croaked. They kicked at them.  

When the villagers sent scouts up the hill next morning they found it empty, the strangers 

were gone. The two guards lay in pools of blood by the cold fire beyond the houses. The 

villagers trudged back. No one dared move the two corpses. There was discussion of what to 

do. They were placed on branches, and as the families cowered indoors were carried down to 

the forest, buried side by side; stones were heaped on the graves as a warning. On the hill the 

medicine man struggled with ghosts for two hot midday hours. He leapt, whispered, swung his 

rattle.  

≈≈≈ 
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The trio, led by unflagging Pedro, came upon their captain north of the Yapura in the 

company of thirty Whites and as many native warriors. Young Alonzo died. They tried to 

persuade the little band to undertake retribution against the savage tribes of the region. The 

captain mocked them: had they thought to find the Land of Gold all by themselves? They 

turned towards the mountains. They meant to skirt the cursed flood plain with its swamps and 

snakes and crocodiles, and march north through mountain defiles.  

So the troop marched and paddled its way back. They waded through rivers, no crocodile 

could be seen, but suddenly a swimmer would shriek horribly, heartrendingly, and was already 

under, and when they rowed to his aid and pulled him out, instead of a man they had a 

skeleton in their hands, little fishes clung to it, thousands more roiling the water snapping at 

meat. Blood stained the water red. What they pulled out, with its gaping grin and hands 

clutching an excavated breast, was a corpse.  

They saw giant beetles like cockroaches fly past, occasionally one had a fat spider riding on 

its back, the frightened beetle flew to a plant, sat there, the spider kept hold, swelled, and now 

the beetle was an empty shell. No covering protected from swarms of mosquitoes. When they 

could they climbed ashore, buried themselves to the neck in sand and mud leaving only the 

head free. Fifty strong men had come down from the mountains, now just twenty limped back 

from the green hell.  

When they came to the first hills along the Putumayo they rested. Each had a pack of 

cards and a relic at his breast. They took out the holy relic and kissed it. Then they lay up in 

the ruins of a post station of the former Inca empire until their wounds healed. They 

wandered with many others north to the coast. There a great army was being assembled, and 

ships built for the conquering of new lands.  

St Michael and St James! Weapons my ornament. In battle I find repose. The rocks my bed. 

I know not sleep, only wakefulness.  

 

Refugees from the western mountains 

RIVERS SHRANK IN the middle of the year and then rose again for a short while, there came a 

time of cold rain and south winds, later there were thunderstorms that swelled the rivers anew, 

at year’s end they were at their lowest and began slowly to rise again. Almost every day 

brought rain and thunder, and by the middle of the year the rivers were at their highest.  

There were days too of scorching sunshine, nights cool and clear. Often the sky was veiled 

in haze all day long, distant thunder could be heard but no rain fell. Now and again a tempest 

roared in from the east, the sky darkened, it became night, and a terrible storm broke. It was 

as if enemies had taken up position on all four sides of the world and were throwing heavy 

balls of stone, they exploded with a crash, and every throw was preceded by a fiery flash bright 

enough to ignite the treetops. Everything cowered silent and afraid. The croaking from the 
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swamps ceased. The mirror of the waters was lashed by rain. Then the heavens closed again, 

rain hissed in darkness, toads tried out their voices, children stopped trembling and went to 

sleep.  

Next morning the forest was filled with the tremendous shrieking of monkeys. They sat 

high in dense foliage in families, the black guariba, tails wrapped around a branch. The father 

laid his bushy body atop a strong branch. He clung to it with all fours, his body hung down at 

an angle. In this position he sang out rhythmically, females and young males responded, he 

trumpeted mightily: “Oh oh, ow, ah.” Females and young males answered in chorus: “Oh oh, 

ah, ha, ah.” 

≈≈≈ 

Across the hills the big and little drum spoke: “Men are on the move from the direction of the 

sunset, they look like us, come from the cold mountains and wear cloaks and shirts, they are 

needy, let them be welcomed, they’ll soon leave.” 

Drums asked: “Are they many?” Drums answered: “Three, five, eight, they have no 

weapons, some have died.” 

A boat came up the narrow river, women in the garden screamed, young men had already 

heard the splash of paddles and came running downhill with spears. In the boat sat men of a 

dark olive complexion. The boat halted across the river from the village, the villagers waited 

for the chief, then paddled across to them. With the strangers was a local man who 

understood their language. He said: These are refugees from the mountains, they bring a 

message. And so they brought the boat across and led the strangers to the chief’s house.  

They squatted on mats, drank, spoke little. The strangers were stocky, seemed troubled, 

each wore a short sleeveless shirt, over it a colourful cotton cloak, their faces were unpainted. 

Mussel shells ornamented the cloak of one of the strangers, and golden discs hung in his ears.  

The strangers were allowed to snooze in hammocks through the midday heat. Then there 

was a meal of roasted fish and bananas. In the evening the strangers spoke. Their leader made 

himself understood. 

“Beyond the rivers and hills and forests come big hills and mountains, and then the great 

mountain range. We live on the other side of those mountains, where the sun sinks into the 

sea, and we gaze towards the mountains to see the sun rise.” 

The chief: “Have you watched the sun sink into the sea? You are not burned!” 

The leader of the strangers: “It sinks far away, the sea is immensely big.” 

The chief wanted to be sure: “So over there in the west is the sea, and you come from the 

mountains between the great forest and the sea?”  

“That is so. There is our home.”  
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He lowered his head, the others lowered their heads. “There was our home. We are 

Quechua, which in our language means: people of knowledge. Our land is Tahuanti-suya. We 

were driven out. Our people are vanquished.” 

No one spoke. The chief whispered to the man beside him, who nodded, and the others 

who overheard also nodded. But they kept silent and their expressions were not friendly.  

The chief asked: “Your people are vanquished. How is it you are alive?” 

Cuzumarra said: “We seek revenge.” 

The fierce expressions of the villagers relaxed, but they remained thoughtful.  

When Cuzumarra said that their enemies were men from a distant kingdom across the sea 

and that they were white like fish, the villagers were seized with great excitement. They 

recalled the three strangers who had appeared in the area some months ago, who had drunk 

sap-water and killed two guards with thunderbolts. They told of this and looked anxiously at 

Cuzumarra.  

“The very same, they came to our coast by ship in their hundreds, they have big animals 

with them, four-legged, they sit on them taller than a man, they run very fast, much faster 

than the fastest runner, and tireless. To protect their chests the whiteskins wear armour of 

iron, many also have shirts of chain mail that no spear can penetrate, and under their shirts 

they carry little bones and pictures of their spirits that protect them.” 

The chief was beside himself: “And they can summon thunder!”  

“No, they cannot. They have tubes that they fill with sand and a ball. They can make the 

sand burn, then the ball kills. But they cannot summon thunder from the clouds.” 

“But they put some in their tubes.” 

“That is our ruin.” 

The villagers whispered in horror. The chief asked again: “And where are your people?” 

“They are vanquished. We are enslaved. They have killed countless of us with their tubes.” 

The chief: “And your ancestors tolerate them on your land?” 

Cuzumarra: “They frighten even our ancestors.” 

The chief was uncomprehending. “And you have fled, you forsake your ancestors and your 

people, how can you live?” 

But they did not want to talk more that day. 

≈≈≈ 

The moon rose. Older villagers recalled terrible tales of the world’s destruction, they dared not 

look up at the Dog Star. In the huts women laughed, parrots settled on rooftops, a cool breeze 

blew.  
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When the strangers met the oldest chief next morning, he regarded them apprehensively. 

“You wander about, alien spirits can attack you, you don’t know them and don’t know how to 

handle them.” He summoned the medicine man, who gave them red pigment, feathers and 

little nuts for protection. 

They continued their conversation that afternoon in the chief’s hut. Cuzumarra told his 

story again. Then he spoke of his people whom the Whites had defeated and were now 

exterminating. As he spoke, his expression stern and fixed, the chief regarded him attentively, 

leaned forward and placed a hand on his knee: “Cuzumarra, you will die soon.” 

He was unmoved. “That is happy news to me. It tells me that many of my enemies shall die 

too.” 

The chief nodded gravely, almost shocked. “Do not delay, Cuzumarra. You do wrong to 

leave your kin to their fate.” 

“I shall receive their forgiveness when they know why I have waited so long. For we cannot 

take revenge all by ourselves. We must make preparations to ensure that it happens.” Again 

the chief nodded gravely. 

“I want to tell you about our land behind the great mountains from which the rivers flow. 

Our land, Tahuanti-suya, is large and fertile, it extends across mountains and high valleys and 

along the sea coast. So many people live there they cannot be counted. They live on their land 

and do not wander about. There are no large rivers to drive them from their homes. The heat 

is not so great.” 

The chief was astonished and whispered to the others: “We have never heard of this! We 

have heard of a Land without Death where nothing evil happens. It is said to lie towards the 

sunrise.” 

“We live on the plains, in the mountains, along the coast and in cities across the great 

mountains, towards the sunset. Our greatest city is called Cuzco. It has many streets. The 

streets are paved with small stones that we carried there and tamped smooth. The houses are 

low. Families live in them. Everyone wears the same costume, you see it on my companions, 

men a brown woollen cape over their white shirt, women a long underskirt that they cover 

with a green wrap crossed at the breast and fixed with a pin. Many tribes live in our land, they 

all wear the same, but those called Canari wear a coronet of wood on their head so that people 

know they are Canari. Those called Colla wear a linen cap, the Yunca come to town with flutes 

and clappers and drums. Some of our tribes live along the fish-teeming coasts, on Lake 

Titicaca, on the high plains where fiery mountains smoke. Their leaders wear some mark of 

distinction, a silver plate at the breast, discs in the ears, sandals on the feet. And there are 

guardians at the ancient places who carry a great condor on their back or the skin of a puma 

on their head. All have their prescribed place in our city of Cuzco, when they attend to bring 

news or receive instructions and take part in ceremonies of worship.” 
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Now at the chief’s request the leader’s companions had to stand up, he asked permission 

to inspect them. One by one they showed the chief their clothes; they had thick long hair, 

deep black, their eyes were small and black, their expression did not change during the 

inspection, their faces were smooth. They sat. There was a long expectant silence.  

Cuzumarra of the big ear discs spoke: “Our great city is Cuzco, which means Navel of the 

World. We had a great chief, the last emperor, his name was Huayna Capac. He sat in Cuzco 

in the Temple of the Sun, in the great hall on his throne of pure gold. His body was clad in a 

broad cloak of vicuña wool, his feet were protected by sandals, two gold plates hung in his ears, 

a broad red band circled his head five times and hung over his brow, at his belt hung a leather 

bag filled with coca leaves. But none of us ever saw Huayna Capac, he was our last chief, he 

left us before our lives began.”  

Here the leader of the strangers had to break off, for the chief was staring at them, he 

made uneasy gestures but said nothing. He wanted to ask what this meant. As the first chief 

kept silent, after a while another said: “You spoke the name of your first chief. He is dead.” 

Cuzumarra nodded.  

“Aren’t you afraid to speak the name of your dead first chief?”  

Cuzumarra: “We are not afraid. We did everything we could to placate him, at all times he 

feels content to be with us.” They looked at him with big eyes, he should continue. “You shall 

see who he is. In the hall where he sits, a stone wall faces him. On it hangs a golden shield, 

this is the urei from which humans came, as we have been taught. Below it to the left hangs 

the silver disc of the moon, to the right the sun. That one I have seen myself, the golden sun 

with its mouth, eyes, nose and the rays which it casts. Above the golden shield the stars of the 

sky stretch away up to the roof, beneath the shield the great constellation of the Cross gleams. 

The Llama Train is there too, with its two guardians. Seven round eyes in the wall designate 

the highest deity. And along the wall in front of the king stand golden chairs where his 

mummified ancestors sit swaddled, adorned with costly jewels. All this did our last great chief 

see and understand. He was an Inca. 

“Now I have said who our Inca was. Tumbez is a city on the coast, would that it had never 

been built! From there the murderers of our kinfolk came into our land. Pachacamac is a holy 

city, and Nazca, Paramunca. Roads were built all across the land, the roadbed firm so that 

people could walk and run and no rain could loosen it. Bridges crossed streams and rivers. In 

our land no man or woman or child had to worry about food or clothing or shelter. Everyone 

had two sets of clothes: one for work and one for festivals, everyone ate twice a day, and we 

prescribed what the people should eat and it was always there. Working times and rest times 

were regulated, the same for all, and when anyone came of age he received a house, a pair of 

llamas, a strip of good land. When he grew old or sick, he would be cared for. In return 

everyone had to work on certain days for a certain time in the Inca’s fields. We ensured that 
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all were married, and tolerated no single adults. We detailed people to work in the weaving 

sheds or in the mines, and at the proper times changed them about. To preserve good order 

and supervision we had leaders and overseers for ten families, five times ten families, ten 

times ten families. They distributed feed for livestock, manure for the soil, seeds for sowing, 

took charge of the harvest and distributed it. The greatest chief took bread baked by virgins 

who had never set eyes on a man, and offered it to the highest spirits.” 

The chiefs received this report with the greatest attentiveness and pleasure, they cast 

friendly looks at their guests and wanted them to see their benevolence, but although the 

report was so pleasing the guests kept their heads lowered, even Cuzumarra, whose voice as 

he spoke had grown ever softer.  

“Well,” said the chief, “if your land was really so well organised and ordered, you did well. 

Peace must surely have prevailed.” 

Cuzumarra whispered: “You see us here.” 

“Then you must have become divided, Cuzumarra.” 

“It is true. After the great emperor there were no more. He had two sons.” 

“Ah!” The chief raised his hands, the others shook their heads. “You should have killed one 

of them.” 

“Then the whiteskins arrived in their great ships and came ashore at our city of Tumbez. 

They killed the two sons, who were fighting one another.” 

“Ah!” repeated the chief, “you became divided, and so evil spirits were able to meddle. 

How would the beasts of the forest let themselves be caught if they knew we were divided? We 

would find no honey in the trees. We would die.” All the chiefs nodded gravely. 

Cuzumarra let his arms droop slack on his knees. Back bent, he sank into himself. “We 

always kept good order. That was much. And when our great emperor left our land for his 

other home, we lost our balance. Evil spirits came. Beware of them! Never talk with them, 

never come close to them, never placate them, bring them no gifts. All that is in vain. They 

want to live in your land, they want to possess your huts, make you their slaves, they want 

everything that you gather and hunt and fish.” 

The chief smiled in disbelief. “As long as we are peaceable and our ancestors help us, that 

will not happen.” 

“Tomorrow, learn how it went with us.” 

≈≈≈ 

The strangers, whose skin was a dark yellow-green, had wooden flutes, they blew on them 

when they sat in the village and people left them alone. One sang a sad song: 

“My mother bore me in rain, in mist, so that I would cry like the rain and vanish like the 

clouds. You grow in a cradle of grief, said my mother as she fed me. The rain, the storm have 
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let me grow. When I seek friends I wander through the world and find misery. Oh cursed the 

day of my birth. Oh cursed the night when my mother conceived me. Cursed, forever cursed.” 

That afternoon Cuzumarra described the last days. The chiefs all blamed him and his 

people for the calamity. Cuzumarra said: “I know you place all the blame on us. Now hear me 

to the end. The white devils who burst upon our land at Tumbez are long since dead.”  

“Ah!” cried the chiefs in satisfaction. 

“The white leaders, whom we trusted, murdered our princes, but then they murdered each 

other.” 

“Ah!” 

“Others came after them, always more. The lands beyond the great sea towards the sunset 

must have an inexhaustible supply of wicked, violent men. Their ships are bigger than any we 

had ever seen. They carry not just blowpipes that make thunder, they sit on big beasts, fast as 

the wind, that allow themselves to be steered and have an iron bit placed in their mouth.” 

“And this beast, what is it called?” asked the chief, deeply impressed. 

“They call it ‘horse’.” 

The chief: “Who knows what its real name is? They would not betray its real name to you. 

Is this animal fierce?” 

“It is gentle and lets itself be led. It goes to its stall like a llama.” 

The chief nodded doubtfully. “We would like to know its name.” 

Cuzumarra: “From the ships they bring big carts with wheels, these are gigantic thunder 

tubes. When they shoot from these, the walls of our houses collapse. They come to us to take 

the gold that grows in our mountains, and silver, that also grows in the mountains. We don’t 

know what they do with the gold. At first we thought they give it to their horses to eat, 

because the horses are always chewing on the bit in their mouth. Then we learned that the 

horses don’t even eat meat. And they send the gold on their ships back to their own land, 

where their emperor gathers it all up. We gave them all we had. In their search for gold and 

silver they plundered and ruined our palaces, and the temples where we worshipped the 

highest spirits, and the buildings of our leaders. Whole villages fled from them, then they 

ransacked and burnt the whole village, but the people were starving, so they hunted them and 

drove them into the mines to fetch gold and silver from the rocks. Most died. For in the mines 

there is no light and the air is noxious. They allow them no rest and force them to toil until 

they drop. The people fall ill and have bad food. White leaders with warriors and horses and 

thunder tubes came from the ships. They went into the land, burned cities, killed people who 

resisted and carried the rest off into slavery. They lack a human soul, but they desire 

everything that glints and beautifies. So our people on the coast had to slave for them and fish 

for pearls. Oh, how long ago was it that our parents lamented thus? We stayed quiet. We 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 21 

 

obeyed. For our empire was destroyed, our cities and villages in ruins, the people scattered, 

the whiteskins took the daughters from our houses and made them their wives. This was 

already so in our parents’ day, we have never known otherwise. But the shame they heaped on 

us, the burdens they laid on us, became unbearable. Honourable chiefs, you judge that we are 

guilty, that if we had remained peaceable the whiteskins would never have come and placed us 

under their yoke. And even if we bear much guilt for what happened before – for what 

happened next and what we have lived through, none of us can be blamed, for it is an outrage, 

you cannot imagine.” 

The chiefs grew restless at this speech, they whispered back and forth and objected: “Were 

you bewitched by a powerful enemy?” Only courtesy prevented them from leaving, but some 

were minded to distance themselves from these strangers who stood under such baleful 

influences. They exchanged troubled glances, they would have to part from these guests 

before long.  

Cuzumarra: “They prayed to their terrible god. They wanted us to pray to him too.”  

The chief, puzzled and solemn: “And you? He heard your prayers?” 

“No. It was a lie. They meant to mock us. False creatures tempt us on all sides. Many of our 

people prayed to their terrible god, in the houses the whiteskins built for him. They prostrated 

themselves, he did not free them from their bondage. Their misery grew worse, now shame 

was added to it. No, we made no pact with the evil spirit who seeks to exterminate us. Our 

land was happy and well ordered. If we want to survive we must vanquish this powerful spirit.  

“Hear what they do now. They send their recruiting agents through all the provinces, and 

every able-bodied person must assemble in that place and draw lots. And whoever is chosen 

must go to the mines under the earth. But most die there. So for us this event is treated as a 

funeral. The chosen one puts his house in order, his relatives come and follow him part of the 

way in mourning. And one of the Whites comes and holds up a cross. That is the sign of their 

spirit who is our enemy. The man splashes them with water and they must pledge faithful 

service to the king who lives beyond the sea. This they do. 

“Listen, so that you do not say: when someone has been cast down and has let himself be 

cast down, of course he must suffer greatly. I speak that you may hear what befell us there 

over the mountains. You see me and my companions, already whiteskins have been here with 

you, you shall know what they are. 

“When their leaders want to travel about our land, they sit on their horses. But they do not 

have many horses. So they have themselves carried by our wretched people. And because 

these grow weary on long journeys they have six or eight others following, to change around. 

All carry heavy loads. They are chained together. The load is often very heavy and it is very hot 

and the mountains are steep. So our people often collapse and die. And because they are fixed 

to the chain by a neck-iron they hang there and the line can’t move. But the white overseer 
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does not want to open the chain. So they just cut the head off the corpse or the dying man and 

throw the torso and head onto the road. They come to our villages and find the people placid. 

They ask about gold, and if our people have none, they beat them. But sometimes the people 

have already fled, because they saw them coming. Then the Whites set fire to the houses, 

destroy provisions, lay waste to the fields, and our people die of hunger with their families. 

Our fields and trees yield good fruit, the sea provides fish, our soil and water are fertile. But 

the Whites have no desire to breath our air, eat our fruit and fish. They grow drunk and unruly 

and look for gold. Nothing else matters to them. They only ever pray to their great god that he 

enable them to find more gold. So, as ever more of them came to our land to extort gold, the 

Tumbo gathered together at the Nieve river, in the mountains, a cliff hangs over an abyss, and 

one day all the families of the Tumbo threw themselves into the abyss. There’s a place called 

Aconcaha, the people there had no more gold, and almost all the inhabitants were doing 

forced labour on the coast or in the mines. But the Whites sent an official and wanted more 

gold. So the women ran to a neighbouring place, the people gave them a few pieces, they 

heated it and seized the official and poured the molten gold down his throat and left him 

there. Then the people of Aconcaha fled into the mountains. We don’t know what happened 

to them after that.” 

The chiefs fidgeted again, but did not speak. Cuzumarra was oblivious now to their unease. 

He thought only of his people and their cruel suffering. 

“Our faces are smooth, and when hairs grow on our skin we pluck them out. Although our 

faces are smooth and we do not grow beards, they forced our men to take sharp knives and 

salves for shaving, they had to do labour service to pay for them. The Whites cover their feet 

and legs, they brought hose made of fine fabric, we had to take them, we protested and 

showed them our costumes that we inherited from our fathers, they would not relent, they 

made marks on their tablets and made us do labour service for hose we do not wear. The 

Whites travel in their great ships across the sea and know many lands and seas and rivers and 

mountains. And because they wander and seek and never find rest or peace, they have made 

big leaves on which they have painted all the lands and seas and rivers and mountains that 

they know about and have wandered through, and have certainly subjugated and destroyed. 

That is what they do, it suits their nature and makes them proud. They showed us these 

pictures and forced us to take them. We told them we have no need of the pictures, they 

would not relent, they made marks on their tablets and for the pictures we had to do labour 

service in their fields, build their houses, while our own houses fell into ruin and the sea broke 

through our dykes.  

“I have spoken at length, esteemed chiefs, leaders of your tribes. You have been good 

enough to grant our request and guide our boat here, receive us, protect us and hear us. We 

are not strong. What is strong in us is only memory, which says: we must remain strong and 

everywhere tell of the Whites, who are starting to come down from the mountains.” 
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Cuzumarra lifted his gaze. The oldest chief stood, the others too. The strangers stood. The 

chiefs’ eyes flashed. They left the hut. Young people crowded around. The oldest chief called 

to one of the men, at which all the young men ran off, while the women and children stood 

about. They cried: There’ll be a dance! The chiefs left the strangers alone in the chief’s hut, 

with a message that they would be summoned soon. There was great excitement and much 

animated chatter.  

The dancers wore ancestor masks. After the dance they drank together deep into the night. 

The warriors sang and laughed by the fire. Then they slept far into the day. In the morning the 

chief said: “We shall prepare a parting feast for you and make presents of anything you desire. 

But we ask you please to tell us how you escaped from the whiteskins, and what paths lead 

from there to here.”  

≈≈≈ 

In the afternoon Cuzumarra spoke to the chiefs, his friends, in the chief’s hut, his seven 

companions sat to his right and left.  

“We often doubted that the Whites are human. We begged to be allowed to feel their 

swords, they let us feel their arms and legs. They only objected if we tugged at their ugly 

beards, then they hit us. When they came into our land we were fairly sure they were human, 

and our leaders advised the Inca, our chief leader, the emperor, to lay by sufficient rope to 

bind men and beasts, for when they saw our greater numbers they would run away. But then 

we learned by their cruelty that they are possessed, and we made to defend ourselves.” 

The strangers sat upright on the mat, and it was clear that they were warriors.  

“Our lord of Tangasuku,” Cuzumarra continued in a low voice, “the cacique of 

Condorcanqui, did not wait for the envoy of the Whites to flog him in order to extort his gold. 

As the white man approached from Tinta with his entourage, our cacique waylaid him and by 

his own hand hanged him from a tree. He was of the Inca’s line, the one who was beheaded. 

He took the name of his ancestor and started to make war. The people called to him. He 

became strong. They all came to him. He had no thunder tubes, no horses, our people flocked 

to him. Our land wanted to be free of these evil spirits. He was victorious even though he 

lacked weapons. Like a fire that kills wild beasts even though it has no teeth, he surrounded 

and killed the Whites. Then someone close to him betrayed him.” The strangers uttered a cry 

of rage, and twice more, their faces grew tighter, their little eyes glinted. The chiefs likewise 

sat erect, the words seethed within them.  

“They set upon our lord of Tangasuku in his sleep, carried him to the Whites, we know the 

name of their leader, Jose Antonio Areche. He condemned our lord of Tangasuku, fallen into 

his hands through treachery. The wife of our lord, his two sons and his brother in law were 

beheaded in front of him. Our lord himself was brought to stand before the whiteskin, who 

spat on him, then the executioner cut the tongue from his mouth, tied ropes to his limbs, 
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attached the ropes to four strong horses, they were whipped and tore apart our still living lord. 

Then they burned his torso, the head and limbs they sent in baskets to all the places that had 

stood with our lord because they yielded up no gold and refused to take the beard salve and 

coloured pictures. Our lord’s house was torn down, his possessions given to the Whites, his 

brother was taken from his homeland, put on a ship and carried across the sea, we don’t know 

where.  

“When the villages saw the arms, legs and head of our lord Tangasuku, they wailed, and 

then beat those who carried the baskets, seized the baskets and buried our lord’s limbs in a 

safe place. Anyone who had seen the limbs spread the news. No one remained calm. We were 

on the point of death. We suffered this. A man came from the house of our lord, Andres, and 

beside him was Catari, they showed themselves. We all wanted to die, but not by leaping into 

an abyss. Andres and Catari spoke words that warmed us: they demanded five hundred white 

heads for each of those murdered along with our lord. Then the Whites were seized with fear. 

They saw that they were found out. Sorora is a town in our mountains. Many Whites fled there 

and with them many of the wicked of our land who had let themselves become corrupted. 

They had thunder tubes in the town, big ones carried on carts pulled by horses and llamas. 

When the thunder flashed, the balls ripped through ten and ten. They relied on these and on 

the walls of Sorora. They had food. But it was our land, and our ancestors were there, and we 

had signs that they stood with us. We dug ditches above the town to collect water, and when 

the snowmelt came we guided the water and the mountain torrents against the walls of Sorora. 

The water tore a breach, we followed the water and were in the town. I was there, and these. 

We cannot tell you how many Whites and how many of the wicked of our land fell to our 

spears and swords. The whole town was surrounded and was already burning when we 

entered it. Not one of the countless wicked who hid there survived. Anyone who escaped the 

sword was burned in the fire or drowned in a mountain torrent.” 

Again they uttered their cry. The chiefs raised their right arms as if to throw a spear, and 

yelled their war cry.  

Cuzumarra concluded in a rasping voice: “Our chiefs Andres and Catari were captured at 

last. The Whites prevented us from gathering. They sent men after us into the mountains to 

catch everyone who fought against them. We escaped. We are going back. We shall tell you 

the paths that lead to and from the mountains.” 

Following the strangers’ report, the chiefs consulted the elders and witch doctors who 

were present: “Once we received a message: ‘Take care! Great danger. None shall survive. 

Towards sunset the Great Spirit that holds up the earth made the mountains tremble. Wild 

beasts have attacked people. Whole tribes are perishing. Look at the sky: the Dog Star is 

approaching the moon. He will devour it.’ Then the chiefs of that time gathered their warriors 

and went with them across the rivers to defend themselves. They learned that the Land 

without Death lies towards the sunrise. They tried to find it. When they returned they said 
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they had not found it. The cacique Cuzumarra, a stranger, has come to us across the 

mountains and we have taken him in and heard him. Whiteskinned men are in his land, they 

are destroying his people, they have fire tubes and big animals that we have never seen. Go to 

the mask hut and ask the ancestors and animals that protect us. Will the white men come to 

us? Will the great spirit who carries the mountains destroy us?” 

The elders and witch doctors consulted Cuzumarra, who described for them the terrible 

power of the white men, their animals and firearms. Their priests pray to an evil power beyond 

the sun, who supports them. They are murderers, robbers, liars, drunkards, cheats. Then the 

old men and witch doctors fasted and danced.  

The ancestors did not speak, dreams were unclear, birds they consulted gave differing 

answers. So the chiefs postponed their decision. Cuzumarra observed this with sorrow. 

They departed. As they left the village in two canoes, drumming could be heard. They 

reported the journey of eight strangers from the mountains, they are unarmed and friendly, 

they have important news, listen to them. The chiefs who had come from other villages 

returned home and spread the message.  

 

Southward 

THE EIGHT EMISSARIES from the Land of the Four World Regions travelled for many days 

on rivers and lakes towards the south and the sunrise. Their homeland receded farther and 

farther behind. They passed from tribe to tribe, and always they had company, people 

welcomed them, heard them, relayed their news, guided them onward. Those who died, had 

died in the first days of the great journey. The eight survivors were quiet, and grew quieter.  

It was a time of low water. Rivers, channels and lakes they traversed were all black. They 

left the hill country behind. Sometimes a few fell sick with fever, but always they found a 

medicine man to scratch their skin and blow smoke over them.  

To the east rose the blue Cupati range, the great Yapura river opened up before them, they 

felt a new wind. They skirted wild cataracts, sometimes they hauled the boat through. The 

boat they travelled in had an awning against the sun, always they were preceded by a boatful 

of young warriors who watched the forest and hunted and fished. There were clearings and 

grassy stretches, then tall trunks soared again, storey overtopping storey as if every species 

sought to clamber over all the others, trunk jostling trunk. The river was lined with grasses 

and tangled scrub, trees soared up from clinging vines, and when it let go the trunks were 

enmeshed in a new confusion of leaves, dark green and yellow and worm-eaten, then the 

trunks broke free and spread their fans and umbrellas. But even taller trees towered over them, 

and from the very tops ropes and lines dangled from plants with gaudy great flowers that had 

found no space below and so dropped roots from treetops down through the air.  
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Sometimes a scent of violets wafted from the forest. They glided over wide dark water, the 

riverbanks were bare, trees stood leafless, their branches crippled and dying. Long black-

brown and green-brown shapes protruded from the shallows, little humps, the eye hardly 

notices, but then, look, a stir in the hazy river, above them flies swarm like fogbanks, they 

stand on thick short legs sticking out at the sides, a black bony tail sweeps the surface of the 

water, they are long creatures, caiman, mouths gape wide, they appear to be sleeping, one 

swims behind the boat, then the eddy vanishes.  

When they crossed the Yapura they had already visited many tribes, all were hospitable, 

listened to them in horror and astonishment. Chiefs and elders conferred, the people showed 

fear and would not let them stay. Everywhere they described their country, their people, the 

old and new rulers, described the Whites, their malice, their weapons and animals, how they 

disregard all laws and customs and pour up from the coast into the mountains. Villages, towns 

and provinces where they appear all die. The strangers who spoke these things, and always 

spoke them anew, disturbed and agitated the tribes, they left unease in their wake but gained 

nothing. The companions asked Cuzumarra how much farther they would wander, ever 

farther from their homeland. He said, his voice barely obeying him: they should think of their 

kinfolk at home, and of what had happened to them. 

But when once again the hour came to leave a village and climb back into the boats, the 

seven companions saw their leader seized by an attack of despair. Cuzumarra knelt at dawn by 

the hut where they had slept and called to the Sun, the all-powerful father god. He cried in the 

language of their country: “Father, show yourself to us! Father, do not forsake us! However 

great our sins, do not punish us too severely. Do not destroy us utterly. Or will you yield your 

dominion?” He raised himself from the ground, glared into the fiery clouds and trembled: “Oh 

to suffer this. Let us know what you intend. Do not keep it from us, mighty father.” His friends 

crouched sullen beside him.  

People asked when they would turn around, and were afraid to guide them farther south. 

If you keep south you come to the mighty river, its forests are too thick to penetrate, along its 

banks there are mounds where wild warlike people dwell. And when the strangers asked who 

these tribes were, they learned what had already been whispered secretly in the north: a cold 

tempest blows across the great river, it buffets the water so that it becomes whirlpools and 

spray, destroys boats, so the river is called Boat Destroyer, Amazon, on it dwell the Women 

People who came from the north. The women clear strips in the forest and along small rivers. 

They call themselves after the river. They make war and steal men. Men of the Passa tribe said: 

the Women People have gone away to the south, they are turtles and armadillos, you must 

beware of them.  

At the strangers’ request they were guided through the maze of waterways around the Iça 

river, which flows into the Amazon. They passed through swamp forests. After a hunt young 

warriors painted themselves, danced around the fire with their spears, worked themselves into 
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a frenzy and threatened one another. They drummed and sang. They invoked their father, the 

Anaconda. Suddenly they threw themselves down. Two huge serpents emerged from the bush. 

They swept into the clearing, reared up and flicked their tongues. The warriors dropped their 

spears, averted their faces and covered their eyes. Suddenly one of them sprang to the fire, 

threw bloody lumps of venison, at once hid his eyes again. The two snakes emitted a hiss, 

lowered themselves to the ground and swallowed the meat. They stood stiffly side by side in 

the clearing away from the fire. Then with a crackling and rustling they vanished. The warriors 

danced again, chanted greetings and thanks to the snakes.  

They were now far to the south, lakes were more numerous, the wilderness was behind 

them, the silence was immense. Bats swarmed through the forest like ghosts in the dusk, 

occasionally a butterfly came by, parrots screeched from trees, crickets chirruped. Cuzumarra 

grew ever more silent. The sweltering heat overcame him and his companions, their skin was 

always wet. They were tired even without moving, and yet alert and full of expectation. They 

walked for hours through the forest, their guides knew little paths to the next watercourse, 

wild pigs splashed in swamps, fat opossums darted by. Then Cuzumarra said to himself: “I no 

longer know what to say. I am losing my words, I can no longer think of Vilcas Huaman where 

I was born, I still know the name of the Empire of the Four Suns, but a sorcerer has stolen 

from me all that I knew of it.” 

Thorns and jagged undergrowth had long since torn their clothing to shreds. Cuzumarra 

still wore the rags, golden discs still hung in his ears, but his companions spoke as little as he 

and had made themselves girdles of raffia. Otherwise they were as naked as the forest people. 

In fact, they had even painted their arms and legs and torsos black and red like the forest 

people.  

During the first months of their journey they grieved and could not sleep, now they 

enjoyed long sleeps, laughed, and when the forest people wrestled with each other they were 

amused. The forest people would suddenly grab each other by the throat, squeeze until the 

faces swelled and they must surely choke, then let go. They would smile and say: that was 

good. Cuzumarra wanted to pose a question to his companions: did they wish to leave him 

and return north. But they looked so placid with their moist gleaming eyes. So he said nothing. 

One day they came to a village mound. It was overgrown with crippled trees, there were 

trees with blue flowers and yellow flowers amid fallen trunks. When the forest people saw 

these trunks they were afraid and said: “We must go back.” The trees were charcoal. Even the 

grassy terrace they were walking over was charcoal. Hard by the steep slope of a new mound, 

without any warning the forest people suddenly ran away. When the strangers looked around 

for them, they had vanished into the bush under buriti palms. 

All at once arrows flew down from the mound. There was nothing to see. At Cuzumarra’s 

command his shocked companions stood up from the grass and extended empty open hands.  
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He broke a branch from a bush and waved it towards the mound. Nothing happened. They 

heard nothing. After standing there a while they squatted uneasily in the grass, afraid to move. 

Then voices came from the forest behind them, and they thought their friends were 

returning. But it was dark people running in file, garishly painted. They held up little round 

shields. At the same moment voices grew loud, and dark people with spears came running 

down the slope. Cuzumarra and the others stood. Only close up could they see that the dark 

people with the shields were women. The spear carriers too were women, with little pointed 

breasts. They ran crouching, feet turned inwards, they ran on tiptoe, leaning forward, you 

couldn’t see their sex as they ran.  

The strangers could not understand their speech. Soon Cuzumarra noticed that their 

words were curiously drawled and similar to some languages in the north. The female warriors 

surrounded them, the women were smaller than the forest people who had been their guides. 

When a warrior woman came forward, decked out in bright feathers around her body and 

forehead, Cuzumarra pointed to the forest and gave to understand that they had been led here 

by people. The woman spoke to the others, who brandished their spears and shouted threats 

into the forest.  

They started moving around the hill, the path was long and muddy, all about them was 

quiet, the women’s feet made no sound. And when at one point Cuzumarra closed his eyes 

and heard only parrots squawking overhead, he thought he was on one of the many forest 

paths he had trodden these past months. But he opened his eyes, here were the silent warriors 

of the Women People, their backs and stocky thighs painted with blue and yellow snaking 

lines, heads shaved all around leaving a black knot of hair on top, red ribbons on wrists and 

above the knee. Sometime later the path became treeless. They approached an even higher 

mound, planted to the rear with maize and manioc, great palms swayed overhead and blue 

smoke rose between them. They heard shouts and dogs barking. And having ascended a broad, 

stone-paved path up the side of the mound they came to a spacious village, bigger and more 

populous than any they had seen since coming down from the mountains. 

They walked past sturdy wide houses of wood. There were dry-season houses with mighty 

gable roofs almost to the ground, the side walls were low, the roof thatched with layers of 

palm leaves. Throngs of warlike painted women and women with infants in hip-slings moved 

to and fro among the houses. They saw darkskinned males carrying baskets, who avoided the 

strangers’ gaze and went with downcast eyes. Farther on, facing a patch of grass, stood a 

scattering of low round huts walled with leaves, vultures tied to doorposts hopped about. They 

had built shade-roofs and walls on piles. The whole village, its houses stretching away in long 

rows, was filled with loud voices, but at their approach silence fell and the women drew back. 

No one looked at them. 
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When the strangers from the land beyond the mountains came down the northern rivers 

and stopped at villages, they were received as guests, welcomed and cared for, given presents 

when they left. The village of women was richer than any of those they had seen in the north 

since their escape over the passes, but here they were escorted like prisoners. Below lay a wide, 

smooth lake, they had a good view of it, boats carried people to and fro, tall grass and clumps 

of reeds loomed over its mirror, the water gleamed very pale. The view opened up even wider 

as they were led around a bend in the hill, the lake lay behind them, in front the hill fell away 

gently, covered to its foot and beyond into the plain with fields and meadows, dotted with 

little huts and toiling people. Farther on there was scrub, then thick black forest like a frontier 

wall. But here and there breaches had been cut in this wall, and pale water, endless water 

glimmered through. Their hearts leapt into their mouths, they forgot where they were, they 

thought it was the ocean. They conferred and traded questions.  

And now one of the spearwomen grinned, pointed to the pale endless water and said 

proudly: “Amazon!” This was their river. The strangers stared at one another, incredulous.  

 

Caught 

THEN, WITHOUT A word, they were led one by one into a longhouse. It was a big empty 

structure, seemed to serve as a guesthouse. On the floor were sleeping mats with pretty 

patterns, several chairs lined the back wall, doubtless for chiefs, decorated with colourful 

strips of raffia. The chairs were shaped like animals, made of wood, you could see a black head 

with big ears, and eyes made of little mussel shells. Fat tufts of gaudy parrot feathers hung 

motionless from beams. Stout wooden rollers decorated with snaking lines lay in front of the 

chairs. These were neck rests. 

By the time the strangers were all brought inside this big empty house, the last light of 

evening was shining through the door. They walked in, no women followed, they looked about 

them, observed everything, and waited. They knocked on walls, picked up chairs, beside the 

door they found empty arrow stands. Outside, a big fire had been started to combat the 

swarms of mosquitoes that invaded the dusk. Smoke drifted through the door, red flames lit 

up the room where the strangers stood and moved about. A few women warriors crouched 

around the fire, chattering and laughing.  

Two men entered the house. They looked like men of the last tribe the strangers had come 

to. They brought gourds with a pale strong-smelling concoction. Then they brought flatbread, 

bananas and roasted ants. Cuzumarra asked what tribe they were from. They made no reply. 

When he held up a gourd and asked them what the brew was called, they glanced fearfully at 

the lighted doorway, gurgled and pointed to their mouths. The tongues were stumps. The 

shocked strangers squatted on the mats, tried to eat and drink. They feared poison, but they 

were dying of thirst. They slept only for the first part of the night, were then wakeful, fearing 
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attack. A thunderstorm rolled briefly past. The fire outside burned low. When Cuzumarra 

strode angrily to the door a woman stood up, then others, twenty women. They barred the 

way with spears. Cuzumarra stood still, said not a word. It was quite chilly. They poked up the 

fire. He went back into the house. The men wrapped themselves in mats.  

The companions spoke to Cuzumarra: “We have come far to the south. Who will listen to 

you here? These are Amazons, enemies of men. We are afraid.” 

Another: “They cut out the men’s tongues. Why did you lead us here? Do you know what 

they will do to us? They won’t spare you.” 

Cuzumarra could give no answer. Like them he complained: “We have come too far south. 

People did not listen to us. We should have turned back. Don’t scold me. We must gather our 

courage. Perhaps we can sleep again.” 

“It’s too cold, Cuzumarra. We’d rather sit and talk. We’ve been meaning to talk with you.” 

“Then talk.” 

“We had no courage, because you are the leader and we the led. Cuzumarra, we beg you, 

let us go. We are bewitched and cannot follow you.” 

He sighed: “What do you propose?” Now they would say what he did not trust himself to 

say. 

“We fled from the Whites over the passes with our clothes and weapons. Our weapons we 

lost long ago. The forests stripped our clothing from us. Our skin is covered in sores. We have 

been too long away from our country, we have come too far south through this steaming 

forest, to this terrible river. It lies just over there, we feel it even in the night. It sends up a cold 

mist. We have no thoughts of home any more. We have lost everything, and everything has 

been taken from us by witchcraft. Sometimes we speak about the whiteskins and what they 

have done to us and our families, then we forget it again, laugh, and are different men. We 

follow you, Cuzumarra, but we no longer know why we follow. Help us.” 

Another said quickly: “We are bewitched. We speak of the whiteskins but without anger, 

as if they were just agoutis that dogs hunt in hollow trees, or dolphins. The Whites don’t hurt 

us. Why do we no longer hate them, Cuzumarra? It was because of them we made this terrible 

journey, and now we laugh and drink and sleep.”  

Cuzumarra hid his face in the mat so they would not see by the light of the fire how he 

rubbed his forehead. “We shall turn back. We shall go back.” 

One said: “But I – I am not going back. Never.” 

Another said loudly: “I – I am not going back. I shall never go back.” 

A third: “I shall never, never go back. Never again shall we go back up into the mountains.” 

Cuzumarra listened in horror from under the mat, not showing his face, they were 

speaking his thoughts. “And you would betray your kinfolk?” 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 31 

 

They did not respond, it grew chillier, one smiled, one yawned, they stretched out. They 

snuggled into the mats. They slept. 

Next morning two elderly women came behind the two captive men, stood outside the 

door and called to them: They would soon be brought before the queen.  

They entered a big finely decorated house. On the mats many women sat with legs tucked 

under them, fists anchored at their hips. Some were young, some older. Along the wall three 

sturdy older women sat on the wide animal chairs and gazed sternly back at them. Nobody 

spoke. No one indicated that they should sit. 

The woman in the middle had yellow circles on her cheeks. She asked Cuzumarra who 

they were. He replied. She asked want they wanted. He replied. When he spoke of the Whites 

she whispered to her neighbours. She bade Cuzumarra approach, stared at his ragged clothing, 

stroked the skin of his face, touched his golden ear discs. Then she turned to the companions. 

One by one they stood before her. She whispered about the strangers’ hairstyle and skin 

colour. Cuzumarra was invited to speak to her in his own language. After he had done so the 

women engaged in rapid conversation. Finally the queen invited the men to take their place 

on the mats. Then everyone ate hot mash.  

Following this interview they were allowed to wander as they liked through the village, 

alone or together. They were assigned an escort so they would know where they were welcome 

and where not. They saw the extensive village and its gardens, and not far off on a 

neighbouring mound was one even larger, and across the river there were supposedly many 

more villages of women. They were allowed to talk to men, only a few had been rendered 

dumb, most were crippled by the wounding of a leg, an arm or an eye. There were many 

children and nursing mothers. The men who were these women’s lovers were nowhere to be 

seen. The women demanded of Cuzumarra and his companions more stories of their 

homeland and the Whites than had any of the northern tribes. And after Cuzumarra’s first 

comprehensive account of the cruelty of the Whites, and the women, like the men of the 

north, had danced their spear dance and the women of the next village had answered their 

war cries, Cuzumarra beamed at his companions:  

“Are you content? Are you still afraid? They will lead us back. We have done what we had 

to do. The Whites will come down into this land and die in a trap.”  

They were not content. He realised with a shock that they really had no desire to go back. 

In the guesthouse where they lodged they turned on Cuzumarra: “What did you say to the 

queen? Again and again about the Tumbo and how they leaped into the abyss and about the 

defeat of our lord Tangasuku. We beg you, stop telling these stories. We believed them once. 

Now we don’t believe them.”  

Cuzumarra thought them mad: “All right, so we tell the queens and the women that the 

Tumbo are still alive and we live in peace with the Whites and we deserved what happened.”  
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Cuzumarra grasped their hands and regarded them one by one. “It won’t do any good,” 

they said, “to gaze at us one by one and hold our hands. We told you we no longer want to go 

back. We’ll never wear the white shirt and coloured cloak again. You go to Cuzco, if you yearn 

for the Son of the Sun on his golden chair. We thank you for leading us over the passes. 

Otherwise we would have stayed the same as our parents.” 

“You are bewitched, my dear companions, can you not sense it?”  

“Thank you. Once we were bewitched and now we are no longer. Cuzumarra, recall what 

they told us in the north and along the dark river? They said we must have been divided for 

the Whites to cast us down like that. They saw things more clearly than we did. For there is 

more to the story than what you tell, Cuzumarra: that the last great lord with his fivefold red 

headband had two sons and they allowed the country to fall into the hands of the Whites. 

Division was among us long before that, during the time when our parents and grandparents 

toiled and order reigned and leaders of five families and ten families were set over us.” 

Cuzumarra could not bear to listen, and wept. But when they tried to leave he held them 

back and asked: how had he injured them? For they were his good companions at home and in 

war and they had faced so many deadly perils together and who knew what more lay ahead, he 

had always understood them and did not want to misunderstand now and leave them 

abandoned to the wilderness.  

So they continued, and said words that broke his heart: “We do not blame you, Cuzumarra. 

If we are to speak, please let us speak without causing you pain. We have all toiled in the 

saltpans, as long as we had gold we made golden vessels, fetched red cinnabar from the earth 

for pigment, tended coca bushes and brought home the harvest three times a year. We never 

disobeyed. You say we were happy. We were neither happy nor unhappy. We hate the Whites, 

those wild jaguars, just as much as you, but they only destroyed what we too did not wish to 

keep.” 

Cuzumarra groaned in horror: “You summoned them! Your spirits invited them to our 

country!” 

“Understand, Cuzumarra, we do not mean to wound you, don’t hurt us, we don’t hate you.”  

“You hate your country.” 

That roused them, they surrounded Cuzumarra and shouted: “Not true! We blame the 

princes, and if you number yourself among them, then you too. It is your fault that the Whites 

have conquered our land and murder us and burn our villages. What you did with the land 

was not good. No, Cuzumarra, all those roads and granaries, welfare for the old and sick and 

the apportioning of seed and harvest, all those things you speak of, none of it was good. Were 

we ever allowed to say a word that was not already approved by the Inca and the princes and 

the leaders he set over us? We never donned a garment that you had not accounted for. You 

tallied every mouthful that we ate. Are we bewitched when we say: that was not good? We 
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suspected it already back in our homeland. You curse us as traitors. But Cuzumarra, you 

princes knew how to raise traitors among us so that we could never prevail. For there was 

nothing that bound the traitors to you. They could find nothing to honour. So they became 

wretches, criminals and traitors. You led them along this path, because you trained them to be 

parrots and monkeys.” 

“Were you not happy, were your parents not happy, was the empire not happy?” Tears 

were coursing down Cuzumarra’s face, and he sobbed aloud: “Why did you not say this earlier? 

Why did you come with me over the mountains? Why did you let me wander this way and 

that through the forest, and most of those who came with me perished in the swamps, why, 

for what? Oh, if only you had taken pity on me at the right time. Now I am here, alone, and 

curse my life.” 

So they all sat around him on the mats and tried to console him. They said: he’d asked 

them to speak out, they’d stay with him and bring him as far as he wanted to go. He lay on the 

ground and would not be comforted. They feared that the women would become suspicious 

and accuse them. So they sat for long hours with Cuzumarra in the house. Then Cuzumarra 

roused himself again and for the first time heard and saw his companions speak and act with 

him as friends. They combed him. They made him cast aside his filthy rags and put on a skirt 

of raffia and a belt like them. They took him down to the lake to bathe. They danced around 

him in the water. He allowed himself to be led back up, where they painted him yellow and 

red. They drew snake lines over his arms, they said the women liked it.  

That evening as they sat drinking with the warrior women around the big fire, there was 

peace among them. Cuzumarra desired to sleep. And as he slept he dreamed that he was ill 

again, and was being lifted from a healing spring in the old country. Men manipulated and 

massaged his limbs. But when they stopped the limbs grew stiff again, finally the attendants 

walked one by one out of the room with their cloths and salves. But as soon as they left the 

room, he felt himself lifted off the ground, he flew and bowed down to the sun that rose over 

the mountain peaks. And because he was still bound around with bandages like a corpse, he 

flew on ever higher. The sun began to burn terribly. The heat was beyond measure. In fear he 

tried to stop. But the impetus of his flight did not abate. Smoke poured from his body, the 

bandages loosened and smouldered. Now he knew he was an offering and would be sacrificed. 

He was enveloped in hideous pain, suffocating.  

He awoke. He stood up. It was dark. Ah yes, they were with the Women People. Oh woe, 

what did the companions say to me. He lay down again, pulled the mat over him and fell 

asleep at once.  

Dreaming, he landed on a big jagged leaf, next to it grew a huge flower, he flew into the 

flower, he was a hummingbird, he stuck his long beak in, the flower wouldn’t let him, he 

stabbed and stabbed and then it held him fast, and he sucked honey, sweet cool honey, sweet 
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honey flowed without cease into his beak, the beak was glued to the flower, he sucked and 

sucked, it was heavenly. 

When he awoke the fires were out, dawn was breaking. He lay there. His companions slept 

on.  

 

Inti Cussi the queen 

CUZUMARRA HAD SPOKEN with Inti Cussi, the queen of this place. Through two of his 

companions he informed her that he wished to travel on. She requested that he and his party 

stay. He consulted his men, they were afraid to refuse, but the sight of the men in this place 

discomfited them. Two of these men, toiling in a field of maize, had explained they were 

prisoners of war, and had to serve as slaves, each had had a foot broken to hinder escape. 

Women often stole secretly to some of the companions in their hut and lay with them in their 

hammocks, afterwards the women gave them some gift, but otherwise everyone kept away 

from them. They led a sad life.  

The captives asked the strangers where they came from, whether their tribes still lived in 

the old places. And when the olive-skinned strangers said they would soon travel back, the 

slaves were astonished. They did not say it in so many words, but they emphasised their 

doubts: whoever comes here, stays here.  

Cuzumarra grew insistent. He sent word to Inti Cussi that he would leave soon: would she 

tell him along which paths and how far towards sunset she could supply guides for him and 

his companions. Two days later, instead of a reply from the queen he received an invitation to 

come to her. He went with two men. They found her in the chief’s house with a few women, 

seated like her on mats. Inti Cussi was a stocky woman of mature years, with round cheeks 

and full breasts, the women around her were young warriors. When they finished eating mash 

and roasted fish, they talked.  

The queen wanted to know more about the lay of their land. Cuzumarra spoke of the high 

wide plateaus with their fiery mountains that shake the earth, there are many towns, llama 

herds graze in the meadows, maize needs long periods of cold in order to ripen. He thought he 

should talk about the Whites as he had done before. He said: “On these high plateaus no 

mountain and no valley is without its sad memories. Once the towns of Pancerolla and 

Chuquita bloomed here, now the strangers have emptied them. Whoever follows in the war 

train of the Whites finds mountains and valleys full of the corpses of our people. They froze to 

death there.” 

But the queen was not interested in this. She asked attentively about weapons and the 

spirits that the Whites invoked to their aid when they set off to war.  

Cuzumarra remarked: their strongest god was a man who was tied to a cross, they bewail 

his fate and demand that everyone join with them to weep for this god. They can bewitch you 
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with just some wood from this cross, and everyone makes sure to have his picture always on 

their person.  

Queen: Could you not have stolen such a picture? 

Guest: They happily give them out, they force them on you. 

The queen was ecstatic: “And you? You have one?” 

“And they sprinkle us with magic water when they hand out the pictures, and we must 

repeat magic words. Many of my own relatives tried this. But the god does not help us out of 

our servitude. Men who followed the Whites into war accepted the pictures and allowed 

themselves to be splashed with the water. They thought they could return to their fields and 

their families. And those who rose against the Whites took the pictures and let themselves be 

splashed with magic water. It did no good. The former froze and starved on the high plateaus, 

the latter enjoyed no support from the god in battle, even though they were brave and went 

into the fight with favourable auguries. None of our priests or medicine men has enough 

experience or power to win the god to our side.” 

“Then you will all be defeated for sure. So, Cuzumarra, how do you plan to resist the 

Whites?” 

“We must try to win over one of their magic priests, and draw him to our side. We must 

take away their thunder tubes and horses.” 

She interrupted: In his country, did women fight?  

Cuzumarra praised the women of his country: they were brave helpers and always shared 

the fate of the men.  

“You have spoken of your prince in former times, the Inca. Did he have a wife?” 

“He had several. From only one did he have true heirs.” 

The women’s faces darkened. For a long while they said nothing, so that Cuzumarra had 

the impression the conversation was over. But the queen stood up from her mat while the 

others stayed as they were, and seated herself on her chair. From there she bade the men, 

without looking at them, to tell more about the women of their country.  

Again Cuzumarra praised them. If they guarded their purity well they were considered 

holy. Maidens who wished to consecrate themselves to the Sun God were placed in convents. 

Only they might prepare the bread that the Inca offered to the Sun God in his Temple of the 

Sun.  

A long silence ensued.  

“Did the Inca’s wives also bring gifts for the god?” 

“They did not enter the temple. The Inca with his fivefold purple headband sat there 

alone.” 
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The queen inhaled with a hiss, breathed it out. She railed loudly: “I know your Inca! I 

know what he looks like. I asked about your women. The Inca’s wife is not allowed in the 

temple. The maidens are in the convent and bake bread for the Inca when he makes an 

offering. And what do they do in the convent, these maidens? What do they do?” 

Cuzumarra had not attended the queen in order to be assailed with questions about the 

women of his country. He could not rise. He said angrily: “Our convents are destroyed. I do 

not know what the consecrated maidens did in the convents. I am a warrior. I know they were 

closely guarded and were never allowed to look on a man. If, when coming to a place, you 

wanted to find the convent it was easy: on the walls hung the bones of young girls who had 

broken the commandments.” 

“For example, who had seen a man?”  

“Certainly.” 

Cuzumarra caught a fearsome look from the queen. The women rose from the mats. The 

audience was really over. Anger twisted the queen’s face. She spoke no parting words. And 

Cuzumarra was so agitated he forgot to repeat that they were going to leave and how far 

would they be escorted.  

It was only in the guesthouse, where he sat with the companions and conveyed to them 

what had been said, that the danger in which they lay became clear. 

They were still in discussion when a shout from the doorway ordered him to return to Inti 

Cussi’s presence. In the chief’s house he found the queen on her chair and the women on the 

mats, just as he had left them. In her fury the queen had ordered that the eight men be taken 

before nightfall into the forest and killed. The women had calmed her. Then Inti Cussi wanted 

to speak with the men right away. Like an uncanny serpent that feigns sleep, her face showed 

anger and friendliness intermingled. Again they drank in silence. The queen thanked him for 

the report of his homeland, as if nothing had happened. She wanted to tell him about her 

people, of whom they had so far learned little.  

She squeezed shut her eyes, which had been painted in the interval with black circles, 

there were circles on her cheeks and black lines led towards the corners of her mouth. She 

looked fearsome and alien, the women on the mats had black circles on their backs. The 

queen said: 

“In the trees lives a big lizard, she has a round head and a strong tail. You would not think 

the tail is strong, but the lizard kills snakes with it. A woman planted maize, manioc and 

sugarcane, worms came and ate it all up. She planted again. Ants discovered it, an army of 

ants came, went all over the field and cut the stalks. She had a pig. It died. A fox lived in the 

forest. She had a hen. The fox jumped out and killed the hen. So she sought help. Tayu Assu, 

the great lizard with the round head, came down from the trees to the woman’s hut. She said: 

Tayu Good-for-nothing. Tayu walked with her in the fields, the worms dared not come out. 
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Tayu waited at night outside the henhouse, the fox ran away. Tayu ran around the field and 

frightened the king of the ants. The woman saw her and thought Tayu Assu was the devil who 

brought her all this bad luck. She ran up and threw a big pot over the lizard. Tayu cast off the 

pot and hit the woman between the eyes so that she fell down. The worms and ants came and 

left nothing standing.”  

When she had finished her story the queen opened her eyes wide and stared hard at the 

strangers. Cuzumarra scorned the farmer woman as a fool. He was alarmed to see how ill-

disposed Inti Cussi was towards him. She strutted before her people: 

“We are descendants of queen Toeza. Men treated us like slaves, stole us from our parents, 

our parents sold us. Thus it was before the time of queen Toeza. Men took spears and bows 

and went to war. We women and children were left alone. We had to plant and cook and bear 

children. If a man grew rich he bought another wife, and the old wife was put aside. Toeza 

took a spear and her husband could not restrain her. She chose the black jaguar, Walyarina, 

who was stronger than a man. He became her lover. But the men played a cunning trick and 

killed him. So Toeza killed them with cassava poison. We came from the north. You know, 

Cuzumarra, since you came through the north, how the tribes fear us.” 

Cleverly he said: “They fear you greatly, and warned us about you, and dared not escort us 

here.” 

The women laughed with pride, and whispered. Gourds were filled and drained.  

Serene and proud, Inti Cussi spoke of her people and the Women People along the river. 

“We live along the whole Amazon river, on mounds, and to the south we are pushing into the 

forest. Men retreat before us. We make war on them, they always fall back. Look around, you 

can see Women People, settled and peaceable. Our villages are richer and bigger than the 

villages of men, where they lord it over women and children. We have houses, huts, weapons, 

farms, fields, gardens. From morning till night we toil in the fields and gardens, at fishing, 

hunting, looking after children. The heavy time of carrying and giving birth we suffer alone. 

We must care for the children, clean them, see that they learn. We build houses for them. So 

much work we must do because of them, and the houses and fields. So we have no desire to let 

wild animals destroy our work. When the men go off for months on their warpath they can’t 

expect us to sit calmly here, waiting to see who will be the victors and fearful all the while that 

we’ll be stolen away and our children made into slaves. We are not as weak and stupid as our 

men think. We don’t have to sit waiting for the men to win a war for us. We never sent them 

off to their stupid war. But since they are such forest creatures, skulking around and biting, we 

showed them that we too can defend what we have made. We are not hostile to men. We just 

don’t let them live among us. Otherwise they would again conspire against us and tell the 

women fables about how strong they are and how they must protect us and how we must sit 

quietly in our huts and care for the children. We give them no opportunity to come out with 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 38 

 

such fables. That happened in a few villages. We had to rescue the women. The moon, animals, 

plants are kind to us. They delight in us.” 

The queen said this with great pride. She asked about the fabric Cuzumarra was wearing 

when he arrived, how it was woven and dyed. The women were astonished. In his mountains 

they dyed with cochineal.  

“Thorny plants grow in our mountains, and little beetles live on them, the male beetle can 

fly, the females pierce the leaves and lay eggs. Our people set fires around the plants so that 

the smoke blows over them. The female beetles die after laying their eggs, they exude wax and 

cover the brood with their bodies.” 

Inti Cussi, deeply moved, made him repeat this. The women whispered together, seemed 

oblivious to Cuzumarra’s presence. The queen gazed sadly before her. Cuzumarra had to 

repeat the name of the little creature and the plant. In a friendly tone, absently, she thanked 

her guest. He left. Later they brought him a painted gourd as a gift from the queen.   

That evening was painful for the guests, for five of them were missing, and the queen 

would give no information when they enquired.  

And when Cuzumarra lay that night with his two remaining companions, who feigned 

sleep, he learned that the five had not been taken prisoner or killed, but were sleeping in the 

slave huts. Women had come to them and whispered with them.  

Cuzumarra could not control his anger. He denounced the traitors, hurled imprecations at 

the two for not restraining their friends. The shame! Shame in front of the women! How they 

would laugh! And then: it is a crime, they have transgressed the law of this place. They will 

never let the five go, they will remain here as slaves.  

One of the companions said: “That’s what they want. And why should they not stay here, 

since they no longer have a homeland? In their own country they would be killed.”  

To this Cuzumarra could make no reply. Despair overwhelmed him. All night long he 

wished for death. He thought about the Whites, he was filled with disgust, they occupied his 

country, his people wandered about helpless and died, the whiteskins sat in their houses, 

where was the Sun God, why had he forsaken them? 

 

In the hut 

AS THE QUEEN did not send for him next morning, he went to her. She was away hunting. 

He had stayed long enough. The old women he found in the chief’s hut advised patience. The 

queen would let him go soon. That day several young warrior women came to them in the 

guest hut, led them without a word to little huts standing in the fields behind the great rows 

of village houses. They said the queen was away hunting, visitors had come from other villages 

of women, the men would be treated hospitably even in the huts. Cuzumarra and the two 
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companions saw preparations for a feast and the brewing of beer from the sugarcane juice, like 

the sora of their homeland. But the huts were slave huts.  

The strong tireless warrior, who for many months had carried no weapons, stepped from 

his hut into the rippling field of maize, knelt down with his face towards the veiled sun, 

reproached himself and uttered the ancient prayer: “Mountains and plains all around, circling 

condors, owls and nightbirds, hear this avowal of my guilt.” 

He went down to the pond where his companions had bathed him when they removed the 

last of his clothes from home, and uttered the prayer again. He pressed his forehead to the 

ground, and washed himself. He cursed himself for giving in and allowing the companions to 

throw away his rags. When he saw himself naked but for skirt and belt he wept, dizzy with 

anger. This was a long dying. He asked after the companions. Answers were evasive. 

Helpless he squatted by the slave hut on a mat. To the sun, now sinking low amid 

enormous yellow and red clouds, he sang words from home: “Cunac Nusta, lovely young 

daughter, here is thy brother who shatters thy vessel and hurls thunder and lightning. Queen, 

thou makest bright water to fall as rain. Water borne up to thee by Pachacamac, who set thee 

in thy place and gave thy soul to sing.” 

≈≈≈ 

Before evening two young warrior women came to the hut, sat with him and said they came 

from the queen. It was beyond their skill to weave fabrics as fine as those he had worn from 

his homeland. But they wanted to untangle and oil his hair and, as far as they could, to 

decorate his body. 

He became hoarse with fury, swore: they were deceivers, they had already deceived his 

companions, they would attack the guests for breaking the laws of this tribe. They left, and 

returned with older women. They assured him no laws had been broken, and the young 

warrior women only wanted to make him up as best they could in their own style, since the 

queen had no means to provide fine fabrics. He mulled this over for a long time. All at once he 

felt limp and defenceless. He succumbed, glowering. They set to at once.  

And again the old feeling overcame him from that long trek through the forest, where the 

sweltering heat never let up and dampness fell constantly on their skin, as they trudged for 

hours each day along narrow forest paths and fat opossums darted by, the homeland falling 

ever farther behind: I no longer know what I should say, I am losing my words, where is my 

home, we are bewitched, a sorcerer has stolen everything from me. The companions had said 

the same; they had foundered sooner than him.  

The young warrior women plucked hairs from his body, even removed his eyelashes. They 

had sharpened sticks of bamboo and wanted to trim his hair. He was reluctant. They scolded, 

called him monkey, forest-man. He yielded enough for them to start cutting. And as they 

proceeded, one on the left and one on the right, they followed their fancy. They shaved his 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 40 

 

head in front and at the sides, and left a long tail to dangle down his back. They had no 

pigments with them, it was already dark. They shook the mat. Each gathered some clippings 

and tucked them into her belt. When they left they said they would return in the morning.  

He lay alone in the hut. A fire burned not far away. Even here he was watched. In disbelief 

he fingered his scalp. He was no longer Cuzumarra. They did with him as they wanted. Flocks 

of little bats flew like dry leaves, he could see them in the firelight. His hand touched 

constantly at his bare skull. “Circling condors, owls and nightbirds, hear this avowal of my 

guilt.” 

It was deathly quiet. Voices from the village above. Piping frogs. 

He slept. No dreams brought relief.  

≈≈≈ 

Next morning as he trudged across fields towards the village, he was witness to a dreadful 

scene. Four women were dragging a corpse on branches. And as they slowly passed, unaware 

that he was concealed among the stalks of maize, he recognised through the foliage the body 

of one of his companions. The face was smooth and peaceful, torso and arms likewise, one leg 

lay awkwardly and was swollen. They had broken his bones, he had died. The women 

screamed when Cuzumarra blocked the path. Soon warrior women came running, they seized 

him and dragged him aside. He demanded to follow the corpse. He wanted to sink into the 

earth with it. They grasped his arms and held him fast. When he struck out they flung him to 

the ground, trussed him and left him in the field.  

Before noon women came and freed his legs and led him up to the village, arms tied 

behind his back, a rope around his shoulders. Inti Cussi came out of the chief’s house and 

laughed when she saw him coming. Many women had gathered, they wanted to kill him. The 

queen burst out laughing when she saw his shaved head and the long dangling pigtail. On the 

side where they had thrown him down, his face was clotted with wet mud. His body and limbs 

too were smeared with dirt. She had him untied. He stood quietly, listening to the hostile 

screams of the women. She waited to see what he would ask. But he would not look at her. 

When she asked him if he would disturb the peace of the village again, he cast a cold glance 

and shrugged. So she had him brought into the hut and repeated the question. He said: “You 

killed my companion. Is that what you call peace? I came as a stranger, to warn you about the 

Whites.” 

She looked sympathetic: “Your hair has been nicely done. The mountains are far away. 

You’ll never see them again.”  

“I!” he cried.  

“Cuzumarra, your empire is gone. Your companions told us more. Your empire no longer 

exists. Don’t be angry. No one ordered your friend’s death. They only meant to deter him from 
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escaping and harming us. He died. We shall throw spears at the woman. You can watch, and 

see what is our justice, so that you’ll do nothing bad to us.”  

“Where have you taken him?”  

“To the foot of the mound. He has been buried. We’ll dance for his spirit. Do nothing bad 

to us.” 

 

New moon 

THEY CLIMBED TREES a little way from the mound, hacked branches, took honey from wild 

bees, brought some to him in the hut. He ate and was happy. It was honey to make you laugh 

out loud. The queen had said: “Your friends like it here. Our spirits are powerful and friendly.” 

He wanted to know these spirits. As soon as the wish formed, there they were with him. He 

had stood before her pleading: “Kill me, Inti Cussi.” She gave him some drink, then had him 

taken back to his hut. He did not go into the village for the trial by spears and the dance for 

his friend. Inti Cussi sent a message: “Your friend’s spirit is appeased. Do you hate us?” He 

sighed: “No.” It was the truth.  

The two warrior women who had cut his hair in the doorway of the hut tried to steal his 

soul. They had taken clippings, they glued them together with wax, spoke words over the 

figure, wrapped it in raffia, buried it in a maize field as they made their way once more to his 

hut at evening. He sat there happily and greeted them with a laugh. They painted him, 

admired his strength and waited to see what the next days would bring.  

Ten days before new moon there was a stirring in the village. From neighbouring villages 

drums pounded constantly. Violent crashing from the great river rent the night. Birds and 

turtles were on the move, the first flood surges were lifting the waters.  

Sukuruya, great Mother of Waters, entered the river. The river swelled and spread itself in 

happy pride.  

And this was the time when young Amazons went raiding. The queen kept in seclusion, 

warriors fasted and danced for the ancestors. The noise of the river’s rushing filled the valley. 

Preparations were completed. The warrior women were swallowed by the forest. The village 

grew quiet. 

They returned three days before new moon. The first day was spent lamenting the dead 

and appeasing the spirits of the fallen. The warrior women purified themselves. Meanwhile, 

slaves and older women had erected huts in the fields and forest edge for the warrior brides. 

The captured men were accommodated in the guesthouse and nearby huts. In the afternoon 

of the feast day the strongest and most noble of these were fetched, bathed, oiled and painted, 

they were given cachembo, a cordial made of honey, and led to the festival ground behind the 

chief’s house. The whole village was waiting there in a circle. There was the dance of the 
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recent ancestors, Toeza’s exodus from the village of men. Sorceresses strutted in masks. The 

hobbled prisoners, those selected as strongest and most noble, were led out to the dance circle 

as an offering to the great spirits. They were felled one after the other by a thrown spear. The 

witchdoctors crouched and smeared themselves with sacred blood, sprinkled blood on the 

jubilant crowd that thronged forward, crouched, rubbed the precious life-sap over their own 

hearts and throats.  

Now came the day of the new moon. For half the day a thunderstorm rumbled, 

horrendous torrents of rain fell. Tumult and excitement still gripped the village. The young 

captives, having been bathed and oiled and painted and made to fast all day, were led by old 

women out of the guesthouses down the hill and across fields to the huts where their brides 

waited. During the procession and for the whole evening deep drumbeats sounded without 

cease. They besought blessings from the ancestors and the spirits of soil and field.  

The couples in the huts lived in isolation, kept from contact with others. Food was brought 

by older women with covered faces, who never spoke. When three weeks were up, the warrior 

brides fasted for a day and bathed. Then old women came to them with pigments and feathers, 

made up the young woman and the captive both. Now they could show themselves. On the 

day of the new moon the young women were welcomed joyfully back in the village. The 

celebrations were high spirited and noisy, with feasting and dances of thanksgiving. 

But there was one group that refrained from rejoicing and dancing this day: the young 

couples decked out with feathers on their heads and around their bodies, sitting near the great 

fire. The young women knew what was coming, but the captives were deceived. Although 

every tribe of men knew how the Amazons behaved, the young men still believed what they 

had been told by the old women and by the young ones they had embraced: they were chosen, 

they’d be released. But at evening the young women, forbidden to cry or scream, were led 

amid loud cheering to the clan house. The men were killed before sunrise behind the chief’s 

house.  

Painted with their blood, queen and sorceresses and old women danced in terrifying 

masks under the new moon, danced through the whole village, went singing to the clan house 

and any house where a young woman sat, and smeared blood on the doorposts.  

≈≈≈ 

Floodwaters had reached the mighty river. It roiled swollen and yellow-white. Water stormed 

over the confining banks. It overwhelmed long winding lagoons, nearby watercourses, leaving 

devastation in its wake. It ripped off chunks of bank and bore them bobbing away. Great green 

tangles of grass rode the muddy surface. The river drove its waters on, spread them out to 

each side, drowned swamps and filled the broad flat valley with its silty mass until it came up 

against the hard-tamped flanks of the village mounds.  
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Cuzumarra was a guest at the feast. He looked around for his former companions, could 

see none in the village or at the feast. Cuzumarra importuned for his release. Unknown to him, 

following the return of the warrior women the queen had planned to have him killed before 

the feast: she blamed her guest for all the substantial losses they had suffered in battle. This 

intention receded amid the general mourning.  

Inti Cussi entertained a neighbouring queen in the chief’s house. 

After the feast she had Cuzumarra brought in and said: “You told me about a little creature 

in your country that lives on a flower. It lays eggs, then covers them with its body and dies. 

Your report made us sad. Now you have seen something different.”  

He lowered his gaze. She was mocking him. He shook himself: “If you hate men so, why 

not just release them?”  

“All life comes from the female. For that reason we must kill as well. You live by our great 

river. She is mother of the earth. She is hungry. Every year she comes seeking prey and must 

eat her fill. The forest too is hungry. The earth and the spirits need blood, or else they will not 

provide maize, manioc and sugarcane.” 

“Will you let me go, Inti Cussi?” 

“Cuzumarra, where can you go, all alone. We are not cruel.” 

“I don’t want to stay with you.” 

The queen’s laugh rang out: “That’s how women used to beg. I don’t want, I don’t want, 

leave me alone.”  

“Men have never treated women the way you treat us.” 

She shouted: “Never, you wretch? Never? And do you not still do so today? Buy them, sell 

them, force them, beat them? Never? Listen to you, coming here to make us cry with tales of 

your Inca, you, who made slaves even of your friends?” 

Cuzumarra was happy that they conversed so frankly, and he gave a frank reply: “I have 

seen many things here with you women, and you have told me many things. I see how good it 

was that we met.” 

 

Hear, circling condors, this avowal of my guilt 

WHEN CUZUMARRA AWOKE from the blow inflicted by a spear to his head, he was lying in 

a boat. It was gliding very fast. He saw trees but no riverbank. Women were sitting in front 

and behind him. They were paddling. One stood tall at the stern, gazing across the water. He 

felt his forehead, touched blood, groaned. Then he slept again. 

He recognised the strong young woman crouching beside him on the mat, watching him. 

It was the queen of the neighbouring village who had visited Inti Cussi. She nodded at him. He 

saw her lips moving but could hear nothing. He sat up, his head lolled, he was in a small house. 
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She grabbed his head, pulled pith from his ears, now he could hear: “Where did your spirit go 

for so long, Cuzumarra? You were dead.” An old woman holding a little basket knelt by 

Cuzumarra, felt his head. He noticed that his head was wrapped in a soggy mass. “Inti Cussi 

gave you to me,” the queen explained. “She thought you were dead and was about to order you 

buried.”  

“You should have left me.”  

“I don’t want you as a prisoner, I shall let you go wherever you want.” 

These were a different, a flourishing Women People that he now lived among. He no 

longer desired to strum his old tune of Incas and Whites. Not any more. Not ever.  

On these mounds, a day’s journey from Inti Cussi, they kept men as slaves and lovers. 

They ruled over the men, went on the warpath with other tribes, but were not hard and grim 

like those others. They made their men look nice, groomed them, left them in the huts to care 

for the children.  

The village children were all girls, well loved, they chased cormorants across cold 

fireplaces, they toddled and probed, mothers and older women carried infants, the infants 

carried kittens, bigger children ran down the hill to sit by a watercourse. There the big 

arcanhas, fish otters, whistled and slurped, they were fearless, otters and children looked at 

each other with little black eyes and whispered secrets, the otters had lovely shiny pelts and a 

long moustache. The big girls told about a dolphin: 

“In the dry season, women moved their huts down to the fields so as to be closer to their 

boats. A shadow stole by night to a woman. Several saw it. It came out of the reeds and 

vanished. It had its eye on the drying rack with its maize and manioc, it was scared off. They 

couldn’t see what it was because it kept close to the ground. The other women gave the 

woman a club, because she was afraid. Nothing happened, and this woman went farther into 

the fields, gathered firewood in the forest, dug roots and went out on the river to fish. Now 

and then she was visited by a man, she couldn’t see his face clearly in the dusk. The woman 

kept these visits secret. The man sat with her behind the hut, she gave him mash, he asked her 

not to mention he’d been there, and she too was afraid to talk. She accepted presents from 

him. Later at night he came and loved her. She was nervous when he loved her, he smelled 

funny, and the overseer women when they came down to the fields asked what that smell was 

in the hut, had she caught fish. But she denied going on the river. Once when he came she 

didn’t recognise him and shrank back into a corner, asked if he was the ghost of a dead person 

or a sacrifice, or from the forest. He smiled and said no. Then she said they were going to hold 

the first harvest festival, and if she put all his presents around her neck and on her arms he 

should come too and protect her, otherwise they’d beat her. The stranger became sad, said he 

was not strong, he couldn’t protect her, he would ask his friends back home to come with him. 

And when it grew dark and he went away down the hill, she was frightened. His feet faced 
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backwards. He was a dolphin. She didn’t say anything to the others. She waited for him to 

return. He didn’t. She wept, down by the river.”  

≈≈≈ 

These were rich villages, with their fields and houses. 

The queen kept several men. Some built the fire. One knew how to cut her hair, and comb 

and oil it. One knew how to paint her. One had found out what songs she liked best. One 

played the flute.  

She let Cuzumarra recuperate. When he was well again he left the hut and became her 

husband.  

Cuzumarra no longer wanted to think of his homeland. But thoughts of the whiteskins and 

their cruelties tore constantly at his vitals. The queen asked many questions, he had to tell 

stories, these were followed by endless female chatter.  

In these rich villages they knew how to weave, though not as finely as in Cuzumarra’s 

country. He was given a handsome piece of cloth, and sat with the other men on mats when 

the queen received visitors and wanted to display her wealth, and they marvelled at his golden 

ear discs.  

As the great river became sated and began to shrink and islands appeared, Cuzumarra 

grew fat and idle. Every morning like a cockerel he woke the queen with a favourite song she 

had heard as a child. He was given little to do. He avoided looking towards the setting sun, 

anyway he could descry no mountains or snowy peaks, no smoke from volcanoes. The land lay 

peaceful, green, endless green, a sea of green, and over there the great milky-white river still 

flowed, devouring field and forest; and sky, steaming air, heat of the day, cool nights. He stood 

as people ran around him and children laughed, women and slaves ground meal, wove raffia, 

carved spears, stood under buriti palms. His mouth, which every morning had to crow, now 

breathed: “Mountains and plains all around, circling condors, owls and nightbirds, hear this 

avowal of my guilt.” 

On each shoulder sat a red parrot, the queen’s favourites. They squawked in his ears, he 

rubbed his bare neck on their plumage. He smelled the queen’s pungent oil with which he 

massaged her. His companions had mouldered away in the damp earth.  

And when the first Whites came downstream in heavily manned boats, and alarm drums 

pounded and people remembered his stories and his companions, he too had already 

mouldered away.  

He lived long enough to see the next slaving raid. In the three weeks before the next new 

moon all laws were cast aside. The warrior women and their captives took every liberty, no 

one kept them apart. Since the captives were unhobbled and only loosely guarded, some 

managed to escape, but most stayed, these were days of delight for young men and women. 

They were fed with everything there was to be had. Guards were few because the older women 
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who had no children to tend were busy fishing, hunting, working in the fields. Day after 

festive day they had to roast, serve, prepare beer. The young men and women decorated 

themselves anew every day, played, slept, ran around in the forest.  

Queen and overseers had heavy duties during these weeks. They were not allowed to be 

strict because, according to custom, the young warrior women ruled. There were legends that 

long ago the queen and overseers had to quit the village entirely for these weeks, to live in 

huts in the forest, and only at the new moon, just before the great feast of the warrior brides, 

were they welcomed back with much pomp and restored to their normal status. But the 

quarrels both major and minor that broke out among the young people in these weeks 

demanded the presence of the older women. For the young did not form fixed couples, the 

warrior women were allowed every freedom, and this was the cause of many quarrels. And 

because passions were already high the quarrel was sometimes bloody, and sometimes whole 

mobs of warrior women clashed. So now queen and overseers stayed in the village.  

During the last days before the new moon, the one who once was Cuzumarra saw terrible 

deeds among these women. The time of parting for most grew near. Women danced 

themselves into a frenzy of rage and cruelty. They were like ships in a storm, rushing headlong 

with full sail onto rocks. They went down to the river to bathe, and as if they had flushed out a 

swamp creature and let it climb onto them and into them they cleansed themselves and were 

transformed into birds, turtles, bats, leapt shrieking at each other and attacked men, who were 

no less frenzied.  

On the day of the new moon they built themselves huts in the fields. Their cries rang out 

all night long, it was tumult, lust, savagery, pain, rage, it was considered holy, no one came 

near the huts that night, the children had to be calmed, many children were taken for safety 

well away from the village. 

At daybreak masked priestesses led couples from the huts. Several of the young women 

had not cut their hair during these three weeks, they wore their animal stripes and pelts. Now 

they had stiff raffia woven into their hair. And as big drums pounded, young warrior women 

stepped out, each leading a man who had allowed himself to be tied up in play. Other women 

dragged a man, already throttled by winding his hair about his neck, laboriously across the 

fields and up the hill behind them.  

That evening they performed the great armadillo dance. There before the great fire the 

armadillo leapt. The hero was called Rairu, he danced close to the powerful beast, it grabbed 

him, he had to throw away his spear, the beast struck his shoulder, he had to throw away his 

bow and quiver of arrows, the beast butted him in the chest, he had to throw away his shield, 

he fled from the strong armadillo and crawled around in the dirt, circling and again circling, 

the armadillo danced around Rairu, first on one leg and whooped, then on the other leg and 
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whooped. It drove him towards the pit trap, he tried to escape, it grabbed his head and pulled 

him into the pit, and the pit collapsed on both of them, the big armadillo and Rairu. 

The armadillo has disappeared! 

The great armadillo has defeated Rairu! 

The great armadillo has pulled Rairu into the pit! 

And people clambered out of the pit, greeted forest, river, sky, greeted the moon. The 

great armadillo had vanished into the moon.  

The young warrior women and their captives danced when the people sprang out of the pit. 

The women held spears, the men held shields, but they had to die.  

Cuzumarra the fat warrior squatted with the queen on a mat. It happened that, 

unremarked by others, the spirit of the great armadillo came down from the new moon to him 

who was once Cuzumarra and spoke to him: “And you, Cuzumarra? Stand up! Or is even that 

beyond you now? Stand up. Dance with them.” 

The great armadillo in the new moon, unseen and unheard by others, encouraged 

Cuzumarra to stand up and dance. The queen squealed when he rose from the mat and 

pushed into the circle of dancers.  

The spirit told him not to heed what they shouted at him, and to take a shield from a dead 

man. He did so, and stood with the men.  

A monstrous howling greeted the new moon that showed itself in the blue between palm 

leaves. One by one, men fell, Cuzumarra among them.  

Women thronged drunkenly towards the blood that sorceresses sprayed, the older women 

to regain their strength, the young women for their lives and children.  

Frogs boomed from the swamps, a thunderstorm rumbled. The river flowed silent under 

pale moonlight. Through the nightdark fields, masked dancers paraded with clappers, feeding 

the ground with blood from gourds.  

≈≈≈ 

Not long after Cuzumarra’s spirit had joined the armadillo in the moon, the Whites he 

heralded came via the Napo river down the mighty Amazon. They were Francisco Orellana 

and a handful of armed men. With axe and knife they hacked their way through primeval 

jungle on the eastern flanks of the mountains. His band were starving, they came to the Coca 

river, they had no boats. They attacked villages, took boats. They captured young men, forced 

them into the boats, they had to row, weave rope from lianas and haul the boats over cataracts.  

Orellana could not return up the Napo river, the current was too strong, so he pushed on, 

came to the Amazon. On the forested banks they saw women. Arrows showered down on 

them. The women took fright when the men in boats drew near to the bank. What monsters 

were these men, faces and hands yellow-white, their eyes flashed, they were hung about with a 
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tremendous number of puzzling artefacts. The women hid in dense reeds and threw spears. 

They heard the giants yell, saw them fall down. Then thunder and lightning erupted from 

their tubes, the warrior women fell back and fled horror-struck into the bush. After the 

Whites disappeared and the warrior women hastened back they found wounded trees, shiny 

stones lodged deep down in the wounds. Some trunks had been torn apart. They were sorely 

afraid of the thunder from the tubes.  

As Orellana proceeded along the river the current took him, and he did not want to stop 

until they came to the end. He gazed up at villages in amazement, the wide houses, carefully 

tended fields. No women came near his boats. The river was wide, the boats sped along. The 

Whites feared the night, when they had to make fires on a sandy bar or on a forested bank to 

keep away cold and mosquitoes.  

The Mother of Rivers, Sukuruya, withdrew again. It was low water. Spirits that the Whites 

had disturbed stormed away from the valley. Witchdoctors had their work cut out to calm 

things down, the spirits removed themselves from the river, from the forests, game animals 

fled, they were defenceless, lost, had to invoke every spirit, bring them gifts, implore them to 

remain. 

All trace of Orellana was lost somewhere along the river. He travelled through wilderness, 

always hemmed in by the huge walls of forest. At last no more land, no more trees. He floated 

between hummocks of grass and driftwood. An infinite horizon. Huge waves. The boats on the 

milk-white waters were driven backwards. The current released them. This was the eastern 

ocean.  

And just as savannah grass closes behind fleeing game, so the forests and plains closed 

behind the Whites. 

A sea wind from the east blew across the watery expanse and swept away all trace of the 

boats, blew, foamed: It was nothing! The wind eradicated their very breath.  

The mighty river rolled eastward and called out to the ocean: you strangers were never 

here! 

 

≈≈≈ 
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Charles, the Emperor 

ACROSS THE OCEAN lay the continent of Europe, with its high mountains and lowlying 

plains. Its forests were mostly long since uprooted, its rivers neither large nor raging, you 

could travel along them for miles. They rarely burst their banks. They emptied into the ocean 

and a small sea. The land was not hot, hardly ever suffered storms and tempests. On this 

continent, in the south, grew trees similar to those engendered by the hot lands: palms, 

mimosa, figs, eucalyptus. In sandy regions there were even cacti that bore flowers and 

succulent fruit. But trees and flowers were all small and puny, most fruited only once a year.  

Here and there hares, harts, wild swine ran, and wolf, fox, beaver, badger. But no bright 

jaguar crept through the grass, no turtles crawled on riverbanks. No crocodile, caiman, 

alligator thrived here. Birds nested in the trees, their plumage was dull, no parrots, no 

hummingbirds, vultures seldom seen, all were demure, their singing pretty and heartfelt as if 

lamenting their lack of colour. And once a year, when this landmass grew cold, when the only 

defence of the trees against the frost was to shed their leaves and withdraw their life into the 

dark earth, when water fell white and solid from the sky and the earth creaked, then even the 

birds wearied of these lands. And restlessness stirred in them, they rose from plain and 

mountain, gathered in great flocks and headed south. They flew cloud-high back to their old 

hot homeland, to lovely wide rivers, plateaus and swamps, and returned only when they had 

recouped their strength.  

≈≈≈ 

Men, too, lived in these lands. They had lost their colour, you could see the blood coursing 

under pale skin. Heaven granted them less than its full light, even the stars that came out at 

night did not sparkle lustily like those of the south, but hung far back in the sky. Here people 

could only grow wan, like ghosts. But they resisted Death. They grew strong, savage, 

immoderate. They were born of the struggle against Death. They roamed around in great 

armies. They broke out of their twilight lands.  

In Brussels, the man they called the Emperor Charles the Fifth gathered about him in his 

palace all his counsellors, knights and nobility. He had to lean on a staff, rest his arm on 

another powerful man’s shoulder. On his white head he wore a round cap of ermine, his frail 

body was warmed by a long sable cloak, the crowned pommel of a sword jutted at his waist. 

He spoke, standing before the raised throne, beside him his black-eyed son who neither could 

nor would live otherwise than he. His voice was barely audible: 

“In this hall, forty years ago, my reign began. Soon my grandfather died, and I was elected 

emperor. I have made numerous journeys by land and water, and many wars have been forced 
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on me. All this has cost me much toil, and is to blame for the wretched condition in which I 

now find myself. A too heavy burden lies upon me. I can no longer sustain it. I have done all 

that was in my power to do. If it has not been more, and has not brought good fortune, then I 

regret it. Now my son sits at my side. He is grown to manhood. Let him take up the burden 

that my shoulders can no longer bear.” 

He drank from a wine glass and spoke even more softly: “Be loyal to my son. Some among 

you I have wronged, I beg your forgiveness. I now quit this land of my birth.” 

There were tears in his eyes, and in those of the counsellors, knights and nobility, it made 

them feel better.  

After his arrival back in Spain there welled up in Charles, that pale old man, a yearning for 

solitude and atonement. The monastery of Yuste nestled among well-tended trees, sheltered 

from the north wind. There he dwelled, the former emperor, now merely an old man, listened 

to music, walked beneath chestnut trees. When he heard that some people he knew, not far 

away in Seville, held deviant ideas, he uttered a wish that they might be burned, and rued 

deeply that he had not burned a man who introduced many bad thoughts among his people: a 

monk called Luther. He felt himself nothing, a nullity. He arranged a requiem for himself 

which he attended, gazed ardently and with love into the open coffin that would receive his 

corpse. Other news reached the monastery, of dangers threatening Holland, so he wrote 

letters. But a dry wind blew over the land. The old pale man turned on his side and expired.  

≈≈≈ 

In those days the pale people were in constant ferment, concerning nations and imaginary 

things in the sky. Charles had to raise armies to take part in these conflicts. For their arming 

and provisioning, and to ensure that they fought and died for him, he needed money.  

In the German town of Augsburg lived rich people, of various families. They sent a man 

called Seyler to the court in Madrid, and advanced funds to the emperor. They had already 

lent him five tons of gold. He needed more. So he conferred on Seyler and, through him, on 

the Welsers in Augsburg the right to voyage to the new found lands they called the Indies, to 

make conquests there on their own account, and earn what profit they could. One fifth of all 

they might find there of gold, silver, pearls and precious stones would accrue to the emperor, 

and four-fifths to themselves, the Welsers, along with a certain strip of territory and its dusky 

inhabitants, whom they might enslave. 

 

Ambrosius Alfinger 

WHERE THE RANGE through which the Amazon breaks veers away from the west coast and 

sets its last peaks down around the lagoon of Maracaibo, there sits the town of Coro, by the 

sea. 
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Ambrosius Alfinger, a battle-hardened captain, was sought out by the Welsers and 

appointed governor of Maracaibo. He was to gather gold, and procure darkskins for sale in 

Coro’s markets.  

Accompanied by two hundred Whites, halberds, muskets, arquebuses and a number of 

horses and bloodhounds, Ambrosius Alfinger struck out from Coro. The men had flocked 

together for war and adventure, rapine and murder. In the lands of the Whites, in Spain, 

Portugal, Italy and Germany they had nothing to lose. They were not bad men, they were what 

they were and could not be otherwise. 

Alfinger came to the Perijá range. He had to cross it. His band began to go hungry. 

As they climbed higher, the sun burned terribly. They had no time to make themselves 

understood to the darkskins. When they found the first village they stormed into huts, shoved 

the occupants aside. Once sated, they looked for gold. They chained the people and loaded 

them up. On they went.  

Ambrosius Alfinger was a wiry man, already over fifty. He wanted gold and slaves. But he 

saw only desolate mountains. He descended into the valley of Upar. He sent envoys to the 

dark men and women in the villages, he wanted to trade. He was afraid they would run away. 

And so it was that unsuspecting chieftains welcomed him, led him into their houses, he 

squatted there with some of his companions. Meanwhile others of his men looted the place. 

Screams penetrated to the chieftain’s lodge, they stood up to investigate. Then Alfinger 

rejoined the others and together they cut down the chieftains and the rest.  

Entering the valley of Upar was easy, leaving was hard. The Sierra de Tairona was their 

next goal. The path into the mountains seethed with refugees. A poisoned arrow from an 

ambush in the rocks above hit grey Alfinger, who always had a friendly smile and organised 

everything without fuss.  

The poison was known as twenty-four hour poison, because it killed within twenty-four 

hours.  

Alfinger had himself lifted from his horse, all men are mortal, they ate of the Tree of 

Knowledge and so are cursed. They waited for him to name his successor. But they had to lay 

him beneath a tree, erect a shade for him, then the dark man who was his interpreter sucked 

at the wound below the knee. Blood flowed, the knee swelled and turned blue. The leg grew 

heavy, and three hours later the lieutenant came to Alfinger and said: “If you don’t name a 

successor, General, there’ll be fighting among us and we’ll all die tonight.” The governor 

demanded hot water, threw in some herbs and drank a large jugful. He had them remove the 

shade, covered his head with cloths, lay out in the sun. The band’s chaplain appeared, 

admonished him, pointed to the swollen leg. Alfinger received the last rites. He still had 

twelve hours.  
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Then he sent three envoys out to find among the darkskins a witchdoctor skilled in 

healing. One of the three returned to report that the country for miles around was empty of 

people, the other two had gone higher into the mountains. These two were pursued for a 

while by Alfinger’s men, and killed. So for an hour he waited in vain. In these long hours 

Ambrosius Alfinger suffered agonies. He grew despondent, and did not speak. When the two 

envoys failed to return and his lieutenant told him they must have deserted or been seized by 

the natives, he regained his smile. He understood. Now he could sit up, drink another jug of 

hot bitter tea. His head was still unaffected. Alfinger stroked his long beard: “We were ill 

prepared. I had no idea they use poison in these parts. Otherwise I’d have brought along a 

proper witchdoctor, he’d have cut off my head and set it upon a horse.” The lieutenant, a brave 

man, joked along: “But would they obey you, with horse-legs?” “What about horse-legs? It’s 

not my legs you obey. It’s not my boots you watch.” He summoned the dark-haired interpreter 

and asked if he had ever heard, among his people or elsewhere, that someone could be cured 

of the poison by cutting off their head and quickly placing it on a horse’s neck. The interpreter 

stared uncomprehending at the lieutenant, but Alfinger spoke in earnest. 

Then he asked the interpreter if he was prepared to hack off the leg with a sharp sword 

and an axe. When the interpreter gave no answer, Alfinger asked the lieutenant if he would 

perform this service. The lieutenant summoned the chaplain, and the chaplain admonished 

Alfinger not to cling to this life. Whoever dies here is surer of Heaven than someone dying 

back home, for he dies as a warrior for the Holy Church. Alfinger breathed easier: this was his 

view too, but he owed the Spanish Crown large debts, and maintained that a warrior shouldn’t 

be allowed to die without a struggle, and once again desired the lieutenant to hack off his leg. 

The lieutenant was accompanied by two soldiers with arquebuses, Alfinger knew they would 

shoot him unless he died soon. The lieutenant waved dismissively towards the poisoned leg 

that lay exposed and swollen green-blue all the way to the hip, and said: it’s too late anyway. 

The chaplain agreed, and set up a loud rapid praying. Now Alfinger named the lieutenant as 

his successor, in order to be rid of him. So the lieutenant, content, withdrew with his 

arquebusiers. Alfinger smiled his old smile, told the interpreter to lay an arquebus by his side, 

and whispered with him.  

The interpreter soon reappeared at the place where the general lay and the chaplain 

prayed, accompanied by a mercenary skilled in ironworking. This man brought a crucible, a 

long stout iron bar, and tongs. He heated the bar in the crucible until it glowed red. Then he 

handed Alfinger the tongs. The chaplain followed all this nervously, peering over his book. 

Now he held the book close to his eyes, stopped praying, and his breath hissed. Smith and 

interpreter clenched their fists, eyes started from their sockets. Scorched flesh sizzled and 

smoked. Alfinger sat up straight and burned the flesh away from hip to knee. When he was 

done and threw down the tongs and iron bar, his face was rigid, and both thought him dead. 
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But he pressed his back against the tree, remained upright, and his eyes blinked. An hour later 

he had tea brought and looked for the sun. It was about to set. His hand felt for the arquebus.  

As dusk fell the lieutenant came with torches and a litter made of branches. But Alfinger 

was sitting upright and staring straight ahead. The chaplain was crouched at one side and the 

interpreter at the other. Alfinger ordered that two mercenaries should make a fire near him 

and keep armed guard all night. The lieutenant obeyed. In the night Alfinger, set like a stone 

under the tree, had hot oil poured onto the wounds. The chaplain slept by the fire, it was 

morning before he took up his book again and stared in horror at Alfinger sitting there rigid, 

then made haste to resume his prayers.  

Early that morning the twenty-four hours were up. The governor had himself carried on a 

litter into a closed tent, chewed coca leaves that the interpreter slipped to him in the night. 

They helped him sleep. At noon the lieutenant stepped warily into the tent. The chaplain was 

sleeping by the bed. In the gloom, Alfinger beckoned the lieutenant to him and in his old mild 

voice asked for a report.  

Two weeks later they broke out of the eastern valley of the Sierra de Tairona. They led the 

general’s horse behind his litter. His leg was stiff and withered, he shuffled awkwardly on two 

crutches. They had to help him onto the horse. Though they took men, young women and 

children with them and butchered the old, although they left behind nothing but deserted and 

burnt-out villages, news of their coming spread into the mountains and down into the western 

valley. But they made abrupt detours and came upon plenty of unsuspecting places. On the 

western slopes of the Sierra de Tairona they had several hundred captives. These they drove 

before them, roped together. Alfinger ordered his second lieutenant to take them to Coro. He 

detailed twenty arquebusiers to go along. One third of the captives reached the Catotumbo 

river, which flows down to the lagoon of Maracaibo. Ships from Coro met them there. 

Hundreds lay where they fell in the mountains.  

≈≈≈ 

Alfinger camped in the hot wide valley of the Magdalena river. He calculated according to his 

experience: for every consignment of captives you have to catch five or ten times as many. 

Better to search for gold.  

He sent captains with small detachments across the river. They came to hilly districts 

along the Porce. They were told of people who lived in swamps and in trees, there were the 

Nutubes and Tuhames, they were rich, tilled fields, wove cloth and had a bit of gold too. But 

little came back with them. So Alfinger had himself set upon his horse, chewed coca leaves 

and ordered a march eastward, up the valley of the Lebrija.  

They came to a populated place. Alfinger had all the inhabitants seized and detained in a 

stockade that he ordered built. He explained to the people that anyone who wanted to be 

released should pay gold for himself, his wife and his children. To encourage them to prompt 
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action he withheld food until they brought the ransom. Some of the people sent to their 

houses to fetch gold, and were freed. But once they were back in their houses, Alfinger sent 

Spanish and Italian mercenaries to seize them again, and again they had to buy their freedom. 

A few suffered this three times. Those who had nothing to bring were left in the stockade, 

where they starved.  

He imposed method on the hunting of refugees. Any captured in the mountains were 

thrown from a cliff. Those cornered in scrub were driven thirty or forty strong into a straw 

house, where he had them burned. He unleashed bloodhounds. These knocked dark people to 

the ground, mauled and gnawed them.  

Dogs chased a sick woman who was carrying an infant. They caught up with her in a 

village, she could not flee. She hid in an open-walled hut and hanged herself from a beam. She 

hanged the infant from her feet. Dogs pulled it down. Men of the cloth accompanying the 

band happened upon them. They found the dogs with the child, prised it from their jaws and 

baptised it before it died.  

Alfinger’s reputation as the cruellest of the cruel preceded him. His soldiers thought it 

unnecessary to provide food for their dogs. They drove along, like calves or pigs, a number of 

game animals that they traded among themselves to throw to the dogs. Once Alfinger came to 

a place that seemed prosperous. Without further ado he seized seventy people, had both 

hands amputated, and strung the seventy pairs of hands on a pole in the marketplace so that 

all could see what to expect if they kept gold from him.  

With fire and sword they swept onward. He crossed the mountains of Velez. At last a more 

copious stream of gold came flowing to him. A massive slave transport set off for Coro, over a 

thousand strong, the people were of different skin colours, on the heights and in the valleys 

the tribes were like species of parrot. His band worked at full capacity.  

Who was Ambrosius Alfinger? A White, a man, a hunter, no worse than others. 

Belligerence was his backbone, whenever he managed to defeat someone he felt good. Fame, 

power and gold were his heart and blood. The dark people were sand beneath his feet.  

On the way down from the cold Velez mountains he said to the chaplain: “We must return 

to Maracaibo. Every day they pour oil onto my wounds. But the leg grows worse.” 

And as they marched in the mountains between Pamplona and Cucuta – Alfinger dry as a 

stick, armed men before and behind, bearers laden with looted gold as far as the eye could see 

– he had to be lifted from the horse. The bone had been scorched. He was carried at night into 

a cave. He ordered the looted gold to be piled at the entrance to the cave. His captains cursed 

one another, swords drawn. One captain, since he felt disadvantaged, wanted to attack the 

treasurer and take the king’s fifth for himself. When they heard Alfinger calling for the loot to 

be brought nearer, they closed ranks and explained that the entrance was too narrow. The 

general demanded to be brought outside.  
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He could no longer stand, he was holding the loaded arquebus under his arm. As they 

carried his litter out of the cave by the light of torches, the bearers stumbled. The arquebus 

under his arm fired, the ball buried itself in rock. A chunk of stone came loose, and crushed 

him and the two bearers.  

Next morning they pushed on in a forced march. Monks and chaplain positioned 

themselves around the king’s fifth and Alfinger’s share, carried by darkskins under the eye of 

the treasurer. The captains foamed like jaguars, and hoped for a defile where they could tip 

the transport over the edge after first looting it.  

But the mountains fell away. The land became flatter and flatter, they sat on their horses 

and played guard over the transport.  

The place where the tyrant Alfinger died was given the name Miser Ambrosio. 

 

On the Magdalena river 

THE WHITES, THOSE savage warlike tribes of men, had even more people. 

Rodrigo Bastidas was granted the region from Cape Velez to the mouth of the Magdalena 

river. The town of Santa Marta owes its existence to him. His companions speeded him to the 

next world.  

Garcia de Lerma was drawn into a fight with the Tairona. These were a flourishing people. 

After a while there was no more trace of them. Or of Garcia. 

Fernandes de Lugo. As his deputy he appointed a lawyer from Granada, a man in his late 

thirties, Gonzalo Ximenes Quesada. Lugo died at the start of an expedition. Meanwhile 

Quesada had landed up in an enterprise that would draw him deep into this country.  

≈≈≈ 

Quesada had a thousand foot soldiers and a hundred mounted men. They were Europe-born 

and could not survive there. The northern lands were overrun by ruthless kings, princes and 

mercenary warlords. Many, young and old, were dead and mouldering. So they thought it best 

to go to war in some lord’s service. Spain was half covered in fields of weed. Noblemen 

tramped around with begging bowls, while monks sat a hundred thousand strong in splendid 

monasteries. For the pale people knew nothing of sky or earth or animals or plants, only of a 

god in farthest heaven; but priests in their millions could not bring them to follow his 

commandments.  

For some time a profound restlessness had stirred in them. They had to swarm out across 

the whole world. They had to set sail and seek adventure. Everywhere they found new lands. 

On and on they were driven. They could not explain it; they said: we must conquer a new 

empire for the Spanish crown, we must find gold, we must spread word of our ghostly god. But 
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it drove them on only to discover more lands, seas, rivers, tribes, to find oblivion and lose 

themselves.  

Ximenes de Quesada had a thousand foot soldiers and a hundred mounted men. He 

ordered one of his officers to sail up the Magdalena river and rendezvous with him in the 

mountains.  

Captain Alcobazo climbed aboard. He had five ships and two hundred men. The chaplain 

blessed the ships, the men sank to their knees, prayed to the Virgin. For days from the river’s 

mouth they saw only marshland, in the middle of the river were large islands covered in trees. 

They had brought darkskins from Coro, who showed them what fish could be eaten. When the 

river narrowed, huts of palm thatch stood near the banks. The people were copper-coloured, 

had never seen Whites, were poor and gave them everything they wanted. They prostrated 

themselves before the Whites. They said they were Coygaba, humans, come from the 

mountains to fish.  

They were asked about gold. They said: in the mountains are many people and much gold. 

The people are all born from rocks. The Whites could only laugh. 

They made their leisurely way upriver, no need to hurry, Ximenes de Quesada would 

surely make slower progress through the mountains. On their left snowy peaks glowed 

evening red, the moon’s disc rippled yellow in the mirror of the water, gloomy shadows fell 

across the horizon, green forests became blue, black, became a great dark cavern. They sailed 

over a wide lake, and people they came across on an island next morning said: a river called 

Cauca comes from the south, it makes the wide lake, the Cauca has a long valley, many people 

live there. But the ships continued up the Magdalena. Sandbanks became more frequent, 

crocodiles lay in packs, stared at the brigantines, the strange tall ships with yellow sails.  

The primeval forest around them grew taller, islands were overgrown, some were a single 

mat of green and grey, here and there little monkeys hung on coconut palms and fled into the 

treetops. The flotilla carried the white mercenaries upriver, five ships one behind the other, on 

the first and biggest Quesada’s captain Alcobazo, the ensign of the Spanish Crown flapping 

overhead. The sky was wide and open, the river broad, no voices challenged them, they 

pressed on unhindered. Land, river, air, nothing offered resistance; land, river, men all drew 

together, feeling, touching, they knew nothing of each other, all was unfamiliar. But the 

Whites were cheerful, the going was good. Who would raise a hand and claim: you were never 

here? For sure, we shall leave traces behind us.  

Mountains rose higher on all sides. It grew hotter. The level plains were behind them. 

They were besieged by forest. But they were a flotilla, five ships, two hundred mercenaries 

with muskets. They sang, yelled, played cards. Alcobazo was no martinet, the men liked him, 

he won’t cause trouble when it comes to parcelling out the loot.  



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 59 
 

Trees stepped into the water, gnarled roots rose out of the water. Banana trees with 

enormous leaves, you wade ashore, clamber up to them, pluck fruit, break leaves to use as 

sunshades, throw them onto the water. Trees appeared everywhere, they stood in the way of 

the ships. The river was unsure whether to flow or become forest. At night the sky opened 

above them, displayed the dreadful glitter of its stars. Forest pressed in on all sides like a 

fortress.  

The river lost its water. They began to take soundings, had to sound the bottom constantly. 

The wind had long since dropped. They rowed and struck bottom, dared not row too hard, too 

strong a pull could land them in a sandbank. Mud and sand swirled from the riverbed. Dead 

crocodiles floated belly-up. Whoever was not rowing or steering stood around the leadsman. 

But no need for a line now, you can touch bottom with a pole.  

Fear gripped the officers. Captain Alcobazo was a poor dissembler. He ordered a service of 

rogation, the chaplain stood beside Alcobazo at the sternpost of the leading ship and held a 

cross over the shimmering water. The sun sucked up mists, which a breeze wafted away to the 

mountains. They made the ships fast to a grassy islet and waited for water. Bad days came. 

Alcobazo lay in a fever, the officers climbed ashore and tried to shoot game in the forest. 

Before they had gone far they were unnerved by the profusion of snakes.  

Alcobazo ordered: wait. Then Heaven took pity. Clouds gathered one morning, the 

thunderstorm that broke lasted all day, it withdrew into the mountains and then raged again 

in the valley. They had never heard such thunder, never stood in such roaring torrents of rain. 

Twice in succession lightning struck, first close by, then on the captain’s ship, a mast was 

shattered, the flotilla’s chaplain was killed along with three darkskins he was leading at prayer. 

Immense torrents fell from the sky, along with cool winds. By evening they wanted to move on 

despite the rain, they were not bothered by the chaplain’s death, all their thoughts were of 

danger and rescue. But the captain and all available men went ashore next morning, and 

buried the chaplain at the forest edge.  

Then they hauled in the lines and the ships, now riding high, glided on once more. 

Profoundly content they watched the forest recede and sink back. The wind that rose was 

strong enough to fill a sail, their ears rejoiced at the chinking of cleats and the hum of rigging. 

They sailed through the day. Next day, the wind having dropped, they rested. Then when they 

set off on the third day, the two lightest vessels in the lead became stuck. The others came to 

the rescue. They had ventured into a side channel. They toiled for days to drag them off, to no 

avail. Impatience and fear mounted again, they lacked fresh manpower. Amiable Alcobazo 

became angry and querulous.  

There were five ships, two had to be abandoned in the mud of the side channel. The 

remaining three were now heavier and more cramped. There was nowhere to lay the sick. 

There was talk of setting them ashore for collection later, but they protested loudly: no able-
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bodied man will want to stay with us, and anyway the fit cannot be spared. When deaths were 

reported Alcobazo made no enquiries, the cloth-wrapped bodies were swiftly buried.  

At last the current came faster, the banks grew higher, the river flowed through rocky 

terrain, there was foam ahead. Then men from all three ships confronted tetchy Alcobazo, 

who now never removed his breastplate, and demanded to know how much farther they were 

to go. He who had always calmed them now screamed: anyone who wants can quit the ship! 

There are the mountains, anyone who wants can climb them! 

This enraged the men, and several were of a mind to use the opportunity thus offered. 

They wanted to leave the river and the hot valley and make straight across the mountains 

towards Quesada. When the captain heard of this, he too wanted to come along. He was 

oppressed by arguments with the sick, disgusted with the stinking pestilential ships. He set 

himself at the head of the men. They were pleased. He appointed a deputy to oversee the ships. 

They would make a foray into the mountains, be back in a week or two. Meanwhile the sick 

should be tended, the able-bodied could recoup their strength. 

A week later they were back, the march through jungle had exhausted them, they had met 

no one, there were no springs of water, they were near starving, and when Alcobazo asked 

along the way if it would not be better to go on by ship, they turned back without a murmur.  

≈≈≈ 

But back on the river in its rocky course, they suffered shipwreck. They attacked some rapids 

and overcame the first. Again and again they tried to defeat the second, which was higher and 

wider. The lofty banks were fringed with meadows and majestic forests of palm. They worked 

sails and oars and levered the boats along the rocky riverbed. Oars gained no purchase, there 

was no holding the vessels, the current swept them back. Some crewmen sat at the oars, 

others stood on deck and shoved and coaxed the sturdy vessel with poles, naked to their 

loincloths. Most of the people went ashore, coiled ropes around shoulders and chest, and 

hauled from the banks. These were covered in sharp stones, it was hard to keep a footing. A 

line broke, flinging the men on that side like berries on a twig down into the scrub. The ship 

lurched. It swung sideways. For a moment the haulers on the other side were relieved of the 

strain, then all at once the rope was torn from their hands and whoever did not let go flew in 

an arc out over the river. The ship was caught by the current, swept like a toy back over the 

lower rapids and hurtled headlong downstream with its masts and flapping sails. Above the 

constant roar of the rapids there was only a feeble sound when the unlucky vessel, Spanish 

ensign at the masthead, crashed against the rocky bank. Prow in the air, broad stern leaning 

awkwardly, it groaned and split apart.  

Now debris swirled, screams rose unheard from the sick. Below deck, green thick water 

swirled up. Men could be seen clinging to masts and sails. They tried to swim, but were seized 

and dragged under by the current. Downriver they collected bodies and the injured. 
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Next day they tried again with the second ship. This time they were lucky. To demonstrate 

his resolve, Captain Alcobazo himself stood on deck and directed operations. And above the 

rapids they floated in a calm basin between meadows and palms, and rested and readied 

themselves to haul the other ship up next day. To give courage to those in the lower ship, 

Alcobazo spent the night with them.  

They were startled awake when the endless roar of rapids was overlain by a terrific crash. 

Men screaming close by. And when torches were lit, the ship they had hauled up yesterday 

was listing helplessly not far off, beam-on across the current, its rigging sprawled like dead 

limbs. At the sight of this and the helpless men spinning in the water, and amid the din all 

around him, Alcobazo wept and beat his breast. They rescued what they could in the dark. 

They laboured by torchlight until the triumphant sun returned. The rapids roared on.  

Slowly they realised that this place was evil. This is what it will look like, the place where 

you meet your fate, you men who came together from Spain, Portugal, Switzerland, Italy. This 

is how the sky will show its face, how purple clouds will build, how water will gush when you 

all shall perish. Sky and water were not for a moment different from anywhere else. Fear 

penetrated their bones.  

The river foamed and played around low cliffs, trees thrust mighty crowns into the 

brightness. The men clutched their amulets. They pressed around Alcobazo. 

The day after the burials the decision was taken: whoever can walk will follow Alcobazo up 

into the mountains. The sick will remain on board with a handful of men, who must swear to 

the captain that they will not abandon their post. The captain will march slowly and leave trail 

marks in case those left behind want to follow. They were instructed that, unless the situation 

changed, they should sail as quickly as possible back downstream to the coast.  

Alcobazo marched off with fifty fit men. From the nearest high point they looked down on 

two ships, one broken and one whole. They knelt and prayed: forgiveness for themselves, 

deliverance for those below.  

≈≈≈ 

Endless rain and storms lashed the valley of the Magdalena, the men allowed the flood to 

drive the ship, their meagre provisions became a soggy mess. They railed against Alcobazo and 

Quesada and this whole expedition that had brought them here from Mexico, from the islands 

and the safety of their homelands. Under the vigilant eyes of the sick they steered out of the 

mainstream to the bank, climbed ashore with muskets. Earlier they had asked the sick: who 

wants to be shot? and administered a good number of coups de grace. The terrified cries of the 

last survivors rang out behind them as they climbed the bank. They took no notice. They knew 

that what lay ahead of them was just as bad.  

And in truth: two weeks after Alcobazo’s departure not a single man survived of those he 

had left behind, whether able-bodied or sick.  
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In the thorny scrub where they lay motionless and no longer hungered, those who had 

been fit provided feasts for beetles and worms and birds. Above the silent ship flocks of 

vultures wheeled, rose on heavy wings, and scattered the bones of men driven here out of their 

dreary homelands.  

In rushing water, in treetops, in dank thickets they met their end.  

 

Trek over the mountains 

BUT QUESADA AND his people marched on, those brawny intemperate men. Europe sent 

them across. They knew nothing of the others’ demise, and even if they had known they would 

have said: “Why talk of that?” and marched on. 

Quesada, deputy to Lugo, governor of Santa Marta, who had meanwhile died – for here life 

and death are swift, things are born and destroyed, rivers fling their waters about and dry up, 

heat embraces the mountains and shatters their stone, forests grow tall and tree-ferns slowly 

decay into bog – Quesada climbed into the mountains of Santa Marta. He passed with his 

army through the southern part of the valley of Upar, traversed not long before by the tyrant 

Ambrosius Alfinger.  

Who was Ximenes de Quesada? A white man, church and king his backbone, fame and 

glory his heart and blood, he was no better or worse than anyone else. What it was that drove 

him, he knew as little as the others.  

The country became hilly. Two rivers flowing from the south discharged into a big lake, 

Lago Zapatosa. The ground quaked as they marched, horsemen, carriages with small cannon, 

and infantry. This was a swampy region. The two rivers drained vast amounts of water and 

carried it seawards, but the ground still oozed wetness. The army granted itself no rest, they 

were drawn on by the blue line of mountains, the snowy peaks, they wanted solid ground for 

their feet, for the horses’ hooves and the wheels of carriages. Here and there wide mirrors of 

water lay on the earth. It stank. 

They had come together for adventure and violent deeds. In the lands of the Whites, in 

Spain, Portugal, Italy, Germany, they had nothing to lose. Come, you new found land, hand 

over all your riches.  

The blue mountains drew nearer, very slowly the ground rose. The troop was glad to enter 

the forest, leave behind stinking water and fleshy plants with their poisonous sap. They 

camped above the swampy plain, which still pursued them with feelers of mist. They dried out, 

men, horses, blankets, vehicles, cannon and muskets. They found springs of sweet water.  

They camped around a fire. They had food and drink, darkskins brought unfamiliar roots 

from the forest, one was called cracha, it was celery, it calms your hunger and keeps you alert. 

Butterflies filled the air, and all around rose palm trees taller than they had ever seen. Slender 
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as reeds are the curas palms that clump together as a bush, then stretch insatiable higher and 

higher into the boundless light to unfurl their fans. The darkskins knew every tree, every 

species, clambered up trunks, scraped them, brought down handfuls of yellow wax.  

Mercenaries chatted with a monk by the fire. “You, monk, you think to fool us. You can fill 

your belly in Spain, what are you looking for here? You want to grab the best morsels for 

yourself.”  

Another: “Truly, priestling, there’s no pope or king to protect you here.” 

“Monk, you’re here to steal souls. What did you ever do in your monastery but sleep and 

guzzle and drink? A belly like yours doesn’t grow from nothing. How many girls have you 

dandled on your knee? Wish my dad wanted me to be a monk. But I had to cart dung.” 

Another: “I tried it with my axe, the carpenter’s trade, cut posts and doors and rafters for 

them. By the time you’re journeyman you’re bandy and timid. And by the time you make 

master you’ve already sold your blood to your master, and are just an empty shell. I’d rather 

burn their rafters and knock down their doors. A soldier’s life is fine. You can lord it over 

people.” 

They bawled songs. The celery they ate, the wine they drank had their effect. They wanted 

women. Governor and captains were pleased: such men would not be ground down. 

Patrols sent by Quesada into the mountains brought bad news. The darkskins knew only 

narrow paths for single file, the forest was locked tight, the patrols in rags, their hands 

scratched to pieces. So Quesada conferred in his tent with his deputy and the monk. Amid 

jaunty music of drum and flute from the campfire, Quesada advised – retreat.  

“I have experience of these forests. We must catch savages, but they know how to hide. 

They rely on thorns and undergrowth. I have staked much on this venture. If I go back with 

nothing gained and everything lost, I’ll never leave the debtor’s prison. The Crown will look 

favourably on my caution and avoidance of rashness.” 

The monk nodded: “The Crown has little love for bald mice. If you have doubts, governor, 

turn back and preserve your money and the Christians that we already have.” 

“And you?” the governor asked Barreda, his senior captain, of whom he was afraid. 

“I am obliged to you for making me your deputy. I wouldn’t want to deputise on a retreat. 

Do for me what you did for Alcobazo: two hundred men and weapons. Wait around while I 

give it a try.” 

“Do you have nothing to lose, no bride, no wife at home, no father, no mother?” 

“All of those, sir governor. Still I want to try.” 

“But why, captain?” 

“I want, I want.” 

“That is no answer.” 
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Then there was silence in the tent. In the clearing, drums and flutes played without pause, 

horsemen charged by, gunners fired test rounds, the Whites knew what was coming, were 

ready for it.  

The captain: “Give me two hundred men.” 

The governor screamed: “You heard what I said! You understand nothing. I’ll send you off 

to find Alcobazo.” When he stood up he ordered them to keep the discussion to themselves.  

Two days later Barreda noticed preparations were being made to break camp without his 

knowledge. He went around and by evening had gathered two hundred men. Next morning, 

while drums and pipes sounded for decampment and tents were being struck, he set off 

eastwards at a fast pace with his foot soldiers.  

The governor summoned the notary royal to his tent. “My deputy Barreda is a scoundrel. 

He has mutinied.” 

“Where do you intend to aim for across the mountains, sir governor?” 

He had to admit, as the notary gaped in astonishment, that he planned to retreat. The 

conversation ended with advice from the royal clerk to assume misunderstanding on the 

captain’s part, and to request his prompt reappearance at the camp together with his men. 

This happened, and Barreda found himself back in place. No quarrel occurred between 

Quesada and his deputy. 

On the morning when they finally struck camp, Quesada, under duress and filled with 

loathing, had the whole army assembled for Mass, and spoke after the priest: “These forests 

and mountains are a wall, separating us from an empire of gold. You want to press through, 

and you shall press through. Let no one say I failed to do my utmost to bring you to the goal.”  

At this point he could speak no more for rage. Barreda saluted with his sword and took 

over: “Some may already have asked yourselves: why did we have to leave home, why is gold so 

rare back home while here the heathen pick it from the sand? Heaven was thinking of us poor 

people when it hid gold in faraway sands. The rich are born rich, they inherit, they are kings 

and princes, dukes or merchants. While the soldier who puts his life on the line must stay 

forever poor. For him there’s only the Kingdom of Heaven once he’s dead. But it’s not so. 

Soldiers have fists and courage and horses and muskets. We can shoot, and take what comes 

to hand. That’s justice. You all know what lies ahead. You would not be soldiers if you thought 

that all you have to do is sit at table. It can’t be done without war. The war starts now. Holy 

Mary be our guide!” 

Then they set off.  

They faced forest, thorns, insects, worms, scorpions, heat, damp, hunger, thirst, 

exhaustion. They had brought bloodhounds along, to hunt savages. The quartermaster set 

trusted men around the hounds so they would not be slaughtered and eaten. When something 

edible was found it was given first to the riders, so they would not butcher the horses. The 
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darkskins, who knew the paths and understood the forest, were treated with respect. The 

Whites learned like them to pluck fruit from tall trees and grub for roots with sticks. During 

the first two weeks there were losses to desertion. After that everyone realised they had to 

make it through, or else they were lost.  

Away from the swamps and quaking ground and into jungle, thorn bushes and liana-hung 

scrub. If any were not soldiers before, they were now. They were Whites, born from the 

struggle against Death, they saw neither forest nor thorns, no worms or scorpions, they felt no 

heat, hunger, cold. The forest kept silent while blades and murder raged within. They struck 

and stabbed, hacked and throttled, killed and died. Quesada and his captain Barreda drove the 

army out of the valleys onto high mountains. They chose the high road so they could look 

down into the valleys. It wound up and down, from steaming heat to frost. Once the jungle 

had torn their clothes to shreds, leather became superfluous. They put straps, sheaths, 

cuirasses, armbands to good use, sliced them up to cook and eat. Sometimes Quesada had to 

halt for days in high places, the bleeding sickness was on them, they were too weak to 

continue. Wandering darkskins like charming butterflies approached, some big and strong, 

some of the Coygaba tribe that Alcobazo had encountered, who indicated: our people are far 

away, they have gold and much to eat. They were tied up, and made to lead the way.  

Vultures followed their progress. Jaguars stalked the forest, took weak men from their 

hammocks. Many stumbled and were not in their senses, but they marched and obeyed. The 

soldiers had to be restrained from cannibalism. On rocky cliffs grew cacti with yellow and 

white flowers. They implored the Virgin of Pilar. They boiled tree-bark and tried to eat dirt. 

Sometimes they ascended so quickly from a valley to the icy cold of a pass that they spat blood. 

Not many complained. Both Quesada, now won over to the expedition, and his commander 

set an example. But the men needed none. Their rage dragged them through. On the steepest 

paths they corkscrewed their way higher. Like a wounded man losing blood and no one knows 

how much more he has to lose, the troop lost men and lost men and left them lying in its wake.  

When they approached the highest peaks they were still three hundred strong. And as 

they lurched half naked through the passes of the icy Paramos, another hundred or more froze 

to death. Some who had become blind along the way were strapped onto horses.  

All around, the endless forests wept and howled. They heard none of it. Trees that die and 

fall. Hurtling winds screaming their pain as they melt snow and ice to feed the becks. Suffering, 

all of it. And the deer and the ponderous birds. Trunks groaning, boughs cracking, water 

wearing away. Terrible speechless world. Through it marched the murderers and desecrators. 

Up, down, week after week. 

When they came to a narrow river, they turned to follow it up the valley. They set to with 

axe and knife. Each man received daily eighteen grains of maize counted out into his hand. 

The desperation brooding in them was ready to burst. Then one horribly wet morning, as they 
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roused themselves after a stormy night to face yet another day of struggle, there on the river, 

the Opon, came two slender boats, rowed by darkskins. The boats stopped. They were laden 

with salt and bright cottons. The rowers were not to proceed, must serve as guides for a while, 

they accepted an axe for the whole load.  

Then scouts up ahead spied fields and flower gardens. The savannah. 

It was a broad landscape with lakes. Mountain streams poured down from side valleys. A 

slow muddy river wound across the plain. 

≈≈≈ 

Barreda went down with a few armed men and native guides while the band waited at the 

edge of the forest. And as they stumbled down the gentle incline with their monstrous beards 

and long tangled hair, faces yellow and haggard, sunken doleful eyes, thin white arms bare, 

shoeless, clad in rags and leaves – a shrill wailing rose to meet them from the valley floor, 

endless wailing. The forest, speechless, suffering, began to ululate.  

A hundred dark people, men, women, children, stood there below with arms raised, crying 

and wailing. Weird spirits have come down from the sky, in broad daylight, into our valley. 

Barreda’s people, aided by natives, hauled bananas, maize meal, pigeons, hares back up the 

slope, all handed over for nothing in return. The faces of the dark locals showed amazement, 

disbelief, horror. Again and again bearers trudged up and down, brought cloth, exotic jackets 

and skirts. The soldiers smartened themselves up, and when they saw themselves in the 

outlandish clothes they twisted their gnarled faces into the semblance of a smile, like corpses. 

The governor held them back, made them rest up for two days. The camp was a field 

hospital. They held a service to thank the distant mighty god who had given them knives and 

axes and guns and guided them through the gloomy forest. They were a hundred and sixty six 

strong. Sixty two horsemen, a dozen arquebusiers, sixteen crossbowmen. The rest had only 

sword and shield.  

 

Cundinamarca 

A HORDE OF whiteskins, debris of an army, feverish, emaciated, their baggage a few chests, 

having escaped annihilation descended into the little valley with some horses and dogs and a 

few weapons. They were only half in their senses. And as they trudged down the gentle slope, 

limping even worse than in the forest, again they heard shrill wailing from the valley. Again a 

hundred villagers stood there with arms raised, wailed and cried as the uncanny spirits with 

their weird animals approached. They prostrated themselves in horror.  

The limping soldiers picked up speed. They could see a big town down on the savannah. 

Quesada, disordered in his senses like the others, had enough presence of mind to hold back 

the men who still remained to him. What could they do in their wretched condition? But they 
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pressed on, deaf to advice. Quesada himself was dazed by reports from the interpreters: this 

was a realm heaped with gold. Villagers said the same.  

The following days brought continuous thunderstorms. They were on their last legs. 

Another few days and they would be done for. They lay there for a week, no more died. Then 

they roused themselves, moved out of this valley they dubbed the Valley of Wailing and, to the 

tap of the only drum they still possessed, belaboured with two sticks by a weary drummer, 

they stumbled, rode into the blooming savannah. People from the village ran on ahead to raise 

the alarm.  

The river below was called Funza, as was the extensive town that lay beside it. Quesada 

quartered his troops at the town’s edge.  

It was a happy place, you could hear singing and lively commotion. Maize fields and flower 

gardens stretched far into the plain, all carefully watered. Crowds of darkskinned people with 

placid faces came streaming from the town. Men, women and children stared at the strangers. 

Their colour was a deep dark olive-brown. The men wore hats of animal skin, of wool with 

feathers, long tunics, some wore long white gowns. They walked sedately and had a decorous, 

even dignified demeanour, some were solemn. The Whites were astonished to see how 

marvellously alike they all looked. In the throng were persons with nose rings and huge ear 

discs of gold, and golden half-moons at their brow.  

When the Whites extended a hand to the people, they shrank back exclaiming. A peaceful 

convoy wound endlessly back and forth between town and camp, dark natives and Whites 

carried timber, cotton cloth, game, fruit, maize, yams, potatoes, and huge jugs of maize beer. 

The warriors in camp began to guzzle and swill, drank and drank. There was no holding them 

back. They groomed the horses, made a horrible din sharpening swords, cleaned muskets and 

the mighty skull-smashers, wooden macanas they had fashioned on the native model. They 

patched up remarkable breastplates they had cobbled together in the forest after their 

cuirasses were gone and they had to throw their armour away because they could no longer 

carry it. They had trimmed thin slats of wood, tied them together and hung them between 

scraps of cloth; these ugly cages were supposed to stop arrows.  

The men, stuffed full and brains on fire, played cards and tried to calm down. With one 

bound, avarice had seized them. The expedition was over.  

When these men close to death first spied the savannah, they saw it as a bed, it was 

blissful not to have to drag themselves on any farther. Now they were themselves again. Meat, 

maize, beer, fruit had done the job. They were once again the Whites that Quesada had 

gathered around him on the coast. Blood surged in them. And now it had come true. 

They were in the land of dreams. They were in the land of gold. Truly in a heavenly land.  

Mine, all mine! 

They danced in the camp. 
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Hey dear Mother, you bore me, and I grew to a rogue and ran away, hey, dear Mother, 

thanks for my life. Huzza huzza, I’m rich! 

Hey dear Father, you sired me, let me grow to robber, churl, rogue. I damned and despised 

you. Hey dear Father, thanks for my life. Huzza huzza, I’m rich! 

Hey dear Sister, you grew to serving girl, milkmaid, fat and dirty, never found a husband, 

threw yourself away on good-for-nothings, no makeup or baubles, no shoes or ribbons, and I, I 

had nothing to give you. Hey, dear Sister, you can have anything you want. Huzza huzza, I’m 

rich! 

Hey dear Bride, hey dear little bride, Lucinda Dorinda Teresa Camilla, with your ruddy 

cheeks and your pale arms, you sit at your window and scorn me, waiting for a fine man, a 

knight. Now I’m a fine man with money and gold, all of us have ten thousand in gold, you’ll all 

lick our boots. A whole town fell to us, a golden land fell to us, I’m a nobleman, a count, a 

marquis. Hey dear Bride, I’m coming to fetch you, today and tomorrow and next day, wait for 

me just a little day. We’re dancing for you, my new little bride, the golden bridegroom is 

coming to you. Huzza huzza, ten thousand huzzas.  

≈≈≈ 

Small groups already sworn to plunder roamed the camp singing insolent songs.  

They waited for the signal to attack. 

When the governor’s tent was up, the flag of Castile hoisted, he summoned his 

commander, the elder of the two Dominicans (the more cheerful man of the cloth had been 

left lying on a high pass), the notary royal and some officers. He shook their hands laughing, 

something he never did, babbled, thanked, complimented them on the coming victory. He 

was intoxicated like the rest, tried to gather his wits. He was even giddier than the officers, the 

ground swayed beneath him. A tremor rippled across his smiling haggard fever-yellow face 

that ended in an untidy goatee, as if his avarice was seeking to break through. Heedless of his 

status in their company, he treated them to one of his hypocritical speeches: 

“I intend to set an example of peaceful conquest. The Crown appointed me governor of a 

province, not a wasteland. We shall place a prosperous new region at the disposal of the 

Empire. I would hear your opinion.” 

All concurred. The commander with reservations. The governor saw how none dared 

gainsay him.  

“This is no conquered land. The defenceless natives will surely offer no resistance. By 

proceeding with prudence, all will fall into our hands: gold, slaves, precious stones.” 

The order was given to confine all troops rigorously to camp. The governor would initiate 

the necessary negotiations. Outside the tent, commander and officers eyed one another, 

notary and priest hurried away. The officers lifted their hands in a gesture of helplessness, the 
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commander looked grim: “We’re led by a shopkeeper. The men sweated blood for a glorious 

venture. They’re denied what they were promised.” The officers: “The governor summoned us 

in secret, he wants accomplices. He daren’t set foot outside his tent. Why doesn’t he address 

his fancy words to everyone? He dare not.”  

An hour later they found that the governor had strengthened his bodyguard to ten men. 

The soldiers were glad: it’ll start soon. Officers whispered together. Soon officers and 

functionaries were summoned again to Quesada’s presence. Quesada begged their pardon, but 

something had come up, of importance for him and the whole band. He paced furiously about 

the tent, kept his voice low, you saw how he struggled with his agitation. He unrolled for the 

officers and functionaries to see – how fortunate that it was preserved! – the deed appointing 

him deputy to Fernandes de Lugo, governor of Santa Marta. He showed them the baton, long 

familiar to them, emblem of his rank: “What lies ahead goes, of course, beyond the agreed 

objects of this expedition. I have no authority for the relevant measures. Appointments from 

home are not possible. The troop must now choose its own leader.” 

They were taken aback. He concluded by urging officers and functionaries to confer and 

nominate a chief for the coming activities. Would they make their choice known to him 

within the hour. They huddled together in a daze, Quesada had placed his tent at their 

disposal. “Of course we must choose him,” said the notary. “Surely he won’t abandon us, just 

at this moment.” They asked one another: “Has someone annoyed him, upset him?” The 

notary suggested: “He is terribly aware of his responsibilities. For this place will become 

nothing less than a Viceroyalty.” A shudder ran through them, and quite involuntarily their 

faces, those wizened wrinkled folds of skin, twisted beneath their tangled beards into smiles: 

flames licking beneath a sheet of ice.  

Barreda, stocky little commander, daredevil and man of iron, would have liked nothing 

better just then than to shoot the governor down. He saw through the manoeuvre. The fox just 

wanted to make himself independent, unconstrained by any governor in Santa Marta. Barreda 

marvelled at the governor’s greed and effrontery. But Quesada had the wind at his back. 

Barreda swallowed his opinions. Ximenes de Quesada tugged his little beard as Barreda, on 

behalf of all, conveyed to him the request that he retain command. He embraced the notary, 

embraced the commander – his comrade in arms and companion in adversity – and clapped 

him on the back. Quesada had lost all measure.  

≈≈≈ 

Late in the afternoon, the air still hot, gawkers at the camp gate drew back. Out of the 

seething encampment poured the whiteskinned bearded host, many barefoot, some in native 

pantaloons, some with feet and legs bandaged to the knee and higher with rags. The damnable 

enchanted forest had ripped their flesh, hundreds and hundreds lay dead back there, never 

forget. They walked and rode in caps and shirtlike garments that came from the natives, over 
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them the clumsy wooden chest-cages. Many still spat blood from scurvy and mouthrot. They 

spat too at the dark people who ran past them towards the town. They dragged their bones 

along. They were on their way to shake gold and women out of the natives. Near the town a 

crowd of dark people joined up with the whiteskins’ train. They imitated every movement, 

strove to comprehend the strangers. In the van, surrounded by armed men, the governor. An 

envoy had gone ahead to announce him.  

The town had paved streets and wooden houses, wide roofs shaped like shallow cones, 

small low windows and doors, only a few had doors of wood, most had curtains of long 

bamboo slats tied with string. Narrow streets. Everywhere olive-green men stood around, 

drew silently back into the walls and dappled shadows. Some wore big gold discs at the chest, 

glittering armbands, some wore nose rings. Young women stood outside the larger houses, 

wearing dainty caps seemingly of spun gold, and girdles of similar stuff. Hooves clattered on 

stone, bloodhounds bayed.  

They came to a round sunscorched marketplace, where a large house of stone stood 

between others of wood. The place was hemmed in by a dense silent mass of people, dark 

heads above bright clothing. Quesada’s troops entered the plaza. They found themselves at 

the wide low house of stone, its roof made of slates, facing almost a hundred men and women, 

kneeling or prostrate, elderly and very old, hands bound behind their backs. Horsemen 

formed a semicircle around the governor, who wore a tunic over his shirt of mail, and a heavy 

gold chain. Several men flanked by spear-bearers stepped from the stone house, their 

garments dazzling, colourful designs embellished their cloaks, their tall round headgear was of 

gold, plaques on their brow flashed rays of light.  

The governor’s dark interpreters came to him. The Indian leaders bowed low and stood in 

silence, kept a distance. From his horse Quesada asked if these men had something to say to 

him. Let them approach. After a lengthy conversation between interpreters and leaders, they 

reported: The cacique of this place presents these trussed people to the emissaries of heaven, 

and prays for mercy. 

Quesada asked what he was meant to do with them. If they were hostages, and what sort 

of people were they.  

The interpreters returned: The Whites are gods, or like gods, these men and women are 

given to the Whites as sacrifices to be killed and eaten. The interpreters spoke quite openly 

and, only moments after the soldiers heard this, the plaza echoed to a gale of ribald laughter. 

Sober Quesada kept a straight face. He bent down to the priest at his side. “They think us 

cannibals.” 

Then he dismounted, took from one soldier a sword and from another a flag with a 

likeness of the Holy Virgin. Then the notary royal read from a scroll: 
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“Long live the illustrious King of Castile! We make known to you that there is one God, 

one Pope and one King of Castile. In the name of the King of Castile we take possession of this 

land. And if any ruler, whether Christian or heathen, should assert any claim to this land, then 

we are resolved and prepared to contest such claim and defend the rights of the King of 

Castile.” 

The interpreters translated. The banner was planted firmly in the middle of the open space. 

As the discussion proceeded, the drum sounded and Quesada ordered that the plaza and 

surrounding streets, and also the route back to the camp, be secured. He himself sat with his 

bodyguard, some officers, the notary and the priest in the shady portico of the stone house.  

The Indian chieftains, who called themselves usacs, informed him that their overlord was 

the great Zipa, they were his servants and must await his instructions. The Zipa’s kingdom was 

called Cundinamarca. Everything to the east between the two mountain ranges, from the 

mighty Magdalena river to the mountains of Merida, belonged to the Zipa. The town was 

called Funza, a long way off lay the town of Muqueta and the town of Sogamoso. They were 

called Muisca, People.  

They reported, as the notary began to write: This is the seat of the King of Tunja, whom 

the Zipa has just now subjugated. The Zipa pursued the vassal king with a huge army. Now the 

High Priest of the kingdom has brokered a ceasefire, for twenty moons.  

Quesada asked uneasily: where at present is the army of the great Zipa? With satisfaction 

he learned that on the High Priest’s advice both the great Zipa and the unruly vassal had 

disbanded their armies. For politeness’ sake Quesada uttered a few more remarks. Then, with 

an eye to what was to follow, he asked how the Muisca counted and reckoned. The reply was 

curious, but unlike the notary, who lent half an ear to the conversation, he did not smile. They 

counted on their fingers, then their toes, that made twenty, and so on, quite reliably as 

Quesada discovered, even though they named their numbers strangely: one was frog, two a 

nose with its two nostrils, three was two eyes open, four, two eyes closed, five, two faces joined, 

nine, two frogs embracing.  

During this conversation the delighted notary memorialised as never before in his life. As 

he wrote he glanced enraptured across at the governor. Who should we thank for this. He 

rejoiced for all the Indians who had gathered in this place and built this town. Wonderful how 

they allowed themselves to be discovered by our band. Governor, notary, commander and 

priest set their names at the end of the memorial. It was superfluous to exact a signature from 

a plenipotentiary representative of the late government, since the natives had no writing. 

Anxiously they followed the mysterious movements of the notary over his scroll. What 

magical signs is he making there. With growing dread the people glanced back and forth 

between Quesada and the little notary. One of the uncanny beings spends a long time making 

marks on the flat sheet, now other men make strokes on it, now the first man stands and 
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forms the sheet into a tube. The usacs on the portico could no longer stand upright for horror, 

they sank to the ground and stretched out their arms, begged for mercy. Quesada turned aside 

in disgust.  

In order not to be caught in the town at nightfall, Quesada ordered the leaders on the 

portico to bring to the plaza, without delay, all items of gold or of the value of gold, whether 

public or private. He wanted a first glimpse of the riches of this place.  

The order was obeyed without demur. Riders formed a circle around the enormous heap 

that rose under the banner of the Virgin. The clamour and excitement of the soldiers at this 

sight was brutal. Quesada’s own agitation mounted. The sight exceeded all expectation. The 

circle around the heap had to keep widening as shields, head plates, neck rings, arm rings, ear 

pendants, figures large and small of people, lizards, frogs, suns, moons were piled onto it. The 

heap grew, people ran like ants hither and thither. The heap overtopped the horses, so that 

riders on one side could no longer see those on the other. And all of gold! They sampled some 

pieces: heavy gold. Sometimes silvered, a lot set with emeralds and rubies. For these people, it 

seemed, gold was what copper or steel were elsewhere.  

Quesada could not take his eyes from the heap. He spoke with those around him, but it 

was mere jabbering, he did not even know himself what he said. Governor, officers, even the 

two Dominicans, everyone was stunned. This truly was the land of gold, Eldorado. Soldiers on 

horseback in their chest-cages, these untamed greedy beast-men, victims of misfortune, 

robbers, vagabonds, pardoned gallows-birds, all giggled, jostled, laughed in derision and 

delight. If only we could set to. Blood, sturdy women, strapping women, a waist to grab.  

Before sunset, in the seething plaza – dark people still ran whispering hither and thither, 

urging each other on – Quesada gave the signal to move out with the goods. Neighbouring 

streets were already in uproar as soldiers slipped away on their own initiative, invaded houses. 

Protected by his bodyguard, Quesada supervised the transport. Cart after cart moved off, 

darkskins hauled them and shouldered sacks. Quesada was glad to have given the signal in 

good time, it seemed the massive heap would never shrink. The horde of darkskins laboured 

in silence, an endless caravan stretched along the road out to the camp. Soldiers looked on, 

yelling and laughing their heads off. They were in a madhouse, the whole world was crazy. As 

darkness fell, Quesada moved out of the plaza.  

They were stupefied. It was almost beyond bearing. They arrived here naked. Now 

kingdoms, dukedoms! 

A raucous mob of soldiers came on behind. They were offended by the withdrawal. 

Quesada heard them shout: “Give us some savages to eat, at least!” 

Having set a strong guard around the camp and undertaken by torchlight an initial 

division of the spoils, after first subtracting the king’s fifth, Quesada thought the camp would 

calm down. But the tumult grew louder by the minute. This was the moment of crisis. 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 73 
 

Barreda conferred with some officers, spat: “We are subject to the orders, not of a governor 

but of a shopkeeper.” With any of them at his back, he would murder Quesada. He saw that 

the others, the whole camp, were ripe for anything.  

Quesada, profoundly uneasy, tasted the air, summoned the officers: “I will not acquire the 

reputation of a butcher. Castile, indeed all Christianity, is watching us.” At this fancy prating 

the officers lost all control, they shouted across each other: “Our men waded through swamps, 

hacked through forests, died. People and town belong to us, it’s the rules of war.” 

Quesada (what will become of us, we must hold back) nagged: “This is not war! Until now 

no one has given us so much as a hostile look. We have no grounds to attack. Our task is to 

take possession of the land, secure it for the Crown.” Commander Barreda, hands and knees 

trembling, gazed wild-eyed at the others. All had the same thought: shall we strike him down? 

Barreda boasted: he has ascertained that a number of musketeers have remained behind in 

the town on their own account. Quesada bristled: “And are still there? And you knew it only 

now?” 

The governor could not restrain himself, he saw the danger, he feigned desperation, flung 

back the tent flap: “Listen to the tumult! Is this an orderly camp? It is not my doing. No one 

can demand the impossible. If you persist in your plan, I can vouch for nothing. How is your 

authority over the men?” 

“Governor, we give no guarantee that us officers and you yourself will survive this night.” 

Quesada closed the flap. He drew the commander aside. “But for you, this whole dreadful 

excursion that has cost so many lives would not have succeeded. You know that.” 

“Others would have come.”  

Quesada nattered away to this subordinate who wanted to murder him, said anything that 

came into his head, he sought to flatter Barreda, make him accomplice to his shabby 

intentions, Barreda won’t come away too badly. Barreda was sickened. Since he did not yield, 

Quesada put on airs: “You officers lack sense, you’ll ruin everything.” He almost wept. “In any 

case you share responsibility for all this, and for the state of the men, which is not seemly for 

an army.” Barreda waited for the conclusion. “I wash my hands of all that’s coming. You have 

deserted me. It is a disgrace, but I am powerless.”  

“We must find the musketeers.” 

Quesada’s smile was full of loathing: “Find, commander? In the middle of the night?” 

Uproar surrounded the tent. The men demanded town, plunder, women. Quesada cocked 

an ear. He clapped the commander on the shoulder and beckoned to the priest: “Just listen to 

that! They want to eat people after all.” The commander concealed his disgust at this duplicity. 

≈≈≈ 
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Black night. A drum sounded the alarm. The mob assembled by torchlight. They made a 

riotous departure. They took along all the hounds. A small detail guarded the camp.  

All mine! Gold! Women! 

They ran. Could not be held to a marching pace. Officers swore. Only when they reached 

the houses did they close ranks and quieten down. The hounds in their midst bayed furiously. 

The town stirred. Streets filled with confused anxious people, who followed the procession. 

You lot’ll pay, every farthing, every penny, if there’s a door I’ll break it down, my belly, my guts 

are rotted, I keep vomiting and you must pay. They brought wood to the marketplace, it gave 

warmth and light. No natives were there. In some streets they drove old men and women from 

the houses to witness the sacrifice and feast that was to come, people ran and knocked on 

doors to fetch them. An officer at Quesada’s side in the plaza raised a banner, the drum rat-

tatted briefly, a soldier shouted towards the silent houses illuminated by the flames: 

“Know there is one God, one Pope, one king of Castile, and the Pope has given you all to 

the king to be his slaves. We order you to obey. If not, we’ll make war on you with fire and 

sword.” 

They camped in the marketplace. The hounds kept up their beastly furious baying. The 

Zipa’s palace and a temple were placed under guard. A search was made for the soldiers who 

had remained in town. A rumour spread that they had been murdered. The troops, raging, 

were beyond restraint. Quesada stumbled on his lanky legs from one group to another, he 

could not believe they wanted plunder, they could have all the women they wanted, but to 

squander and fritter away such riches… 

He wandered here and there, at his side the merciless villain Barreda, the spoiler. There 

they lurked by the fire, ready to leap, panting, a pack straining at the leash. He tried to 

implore this one, that one, but they just stared or ignored him, he could not speak.  

During the third night watch, a trumpet sounded.  

A tremendous roar erupted. A salvo was fired off. They ran with torches in hunting packs 

through the streets, bellowing wordlessly. Doors were burst open with shoulder or axe or 

halberd. Rapine began. Hey, dear mother who bore me. 

Men overpowered women. The town was a single blur of shooting, bellowing, crackling, 

screaming, wailing, panting. Old people in the street suffered what they expected: they were 

knocked down and trampled by horses. Hey, dear father who sired me, you let me grow to 

robber, churl, rogue.  

All mine! 

Horror throughout the town. Panic on a sinking ship at sea, fear amid the tumult of war. 

Overpowering all thought, all feeling. Demons have alighted on our roofs, they run about our 

streets, the weird strangers are tearing us apart, hear how they strike and scream, there they 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 75 
 

are, hey! dear bride, little bride, Lucinda Dorinda Teresa, who sat at your window and scorned 

me.  

Patrols tried to stop fights among the plunderers. Fires were started. Men looted, grew 

sated, slept far into the day. From sunset to sunset the town belonged to the soldiers. The 

natives offered no resistance. It was all the same to the soldiers: resistance or no resistance, 

they slew or spared at whim.  

The town was large, home to some ten thousand dark people. The Whites could not 

possess it all in a night. Drawn now to left, now to right, giddy, ecstatic over the loot, they 

rampaged from house to house, stacked piles of gold in the lanes, left them, ran off, drank, 

forgot everything, stayed indoors with women. I’m coming to fetch you today, tomorrow, next 

day, the golden bridegroom’s on his way.  

That night packs of jaguars appeared in the streets, roamed the town, busied themselves 

with corpses, leapt into houses. The bloodhounds of the Whites confronted them. Hideous 

baying. Their drunken masters joined in, suffered wounds. By daylight dozens of jaguars lay in 

the streets, torn to pieces by the giant hounds. These were jaguars that had been tethered by 

order of the magistrate at the doors of recalcitrant debtors, they had torn free, dragged chains 

and sometimes half a door.  

Next morning the Cistercian monks came into town, summoned by haggard defeated 

Quesada, who had stayed all the while in the plaza. Sometimes he was alone, cursing at flames 

and shadows, even the notary had deserted him. When the monks arrived they invited him to 

pray. He mumbled bitterly with them, hollowed out by his impotence. The monks dared only 

a brief look around, it would not take much to trigger an assault, the men thought they’d 

come to steal. They tried to baptise the dying. In the streets they found jaguars busy with 

human corpses, mauled beasts, bloodhounds running loose, outside many houses were 

household implements, sacks of food, heaps of gold, no one guarding them, the owner snoring 

somewhere. Alleys slippery with blood. The town lifeless. Officers were courteous to the 

priests and guided them around. On advice from the priests, crowds of darkskinned men – 

trembling slaves now, unadorned, clad in rags – were driven from houses and assigned their 

first task: collect the dead of their people and throw them into graves east of the town.  

 

The Zipa 

THE ZIPA’S PALACE lay at the edge of town in an extensive park, his wives’ houses behind. 

It was a round building. The roofbeams were of precious wood inlaid with gold. In the big 

open space in front of the house stood the Pillar of the Sun, by means of which priests 

measured shadows and determined the time, and the calendar for feast days and harvests.  

Late that afternoon Quesada, abjectly shuffling, exhausted, liverish, was led to the palace. 

The huge round building amazed him, its centre rising in a slender pyramid high as a palm 
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tree. Before the gate they saw a gigantic carved pillar which aroused their revulsion: on a 

square plinth of stone stood a rectilinear carving of a wide-mouthed idol with retracted head 

and tiny body. The idol’s cheeks were painted garishly, heavy gold chains hung from the chest, 

the girdle was sprinkled with precious stones. Then they were led in by men with nose rings 

and a half moon on their forehead.  

Their amazement did not abate. The corridors they were led along were endless, they went 

through empty rooms, came to more and yet more corridors. Corridors zigzagged, some led in 

a semicircle, they traversed bare lofty halls. Quesada looked around for his commander. They 

were in a labyrinth. It was a trap. But they had swords. All the Whites had been transformed 

by that night. It was as if they all went around with a dagger clenched between their teeth.  

Suddenly they stood at a little door, in no way distinguished from others they had passed. 

But now the guides halted and turned their backs to the door, knocked on the floor with their 

tall staves until a signal came from within. Then, without turning, they opened the door.  

In a low wide room, the fat old king sat against a bright wall and kept his eyes closed. A 

row of low gold-chased chairs had been placed some distance from the throne.  

The dark courtiers who accompanied Quesada and his retinue walked backwards into the 

middle of the room. Then one crawled right up to the king’s feet and spoke without lifting his 

head. The conversation lasted a long time. The servants of the Zipa too, all in sumptuous 

garments, and at their breast golden shields of varying sizes – on the heads of some, above 

their long black locks, swayed great gaudy feathers alongside a golden half-moon, others were 

adorned with little caps of spun gold, everywhere big emeralds sparkled – all of them, olive-

green noblemen, vassals, courtiers, stood with eyes downcast. Quesada was asked to repeat 

what he had told the cacique regarding the purpose of his mission. As Quesada spoke – along 

with his retinue he had meanwhile sat down, sword in front of him, apathetic, and here in the 

deep calm slowly felt his way back to the role of governor that had deserted him – the old man 

regarded one by one governor, priest, commander. His eyes were small and bloodshot, a little 

white beard sprouted from his chin, he wore a red headband, his strong face showed no 

expression. His head was set low between his shoulders, with his short arms and legs he was 

the very picture of a giant turtle.  

He asked about the country and the gods of the Whites. The priest stood, advanced closer, 

held up the cross. He challenged the Zipa to renounce the shameful idolatry indulged in by 

him and his people, and accept baptism. After some crawling to and fro and translating, the 

old man murmured something. The Whites learned that the highest god is called Bochica. He 

bestows protection on the Chibcha people. He carries the world on his shoulders.  

The priest, when he heard the translation, smacked a hand indignantly on his book. Then 

the Zipa murmured something else. They learned that he wanted to be carried to the 

marketplace, to see the band of white men and also the big animals that they sit on, not to 
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mention the tame jaguars and thunder tubes. Quesada, impatient already, nodded, and they 

stood up. 

Outside, a handful of soldiers were swiftly drummed into line. This was no easy task, but 

there was no hurry. Hours went by before the Zipa was properly attired and borne forth.  

Officials with little drums and trumpets ran ahead of him through the devastated streets 

and, as if nothing had happened, ordered everyone to stay indoors, for the Zipa was venturing 

out of his palace. Accompanied by several dozen lancers and archers, preceded by a little 

orchestra blowing on conches, horns and flutes, ever so slowly the old king’s purple-curtained 

litter moved through the wide open palace gates. It lingered a while by the huge stone idol, at 

whose feet the Zipa laid a string with stones.  

In the plaza soldiers had again piled up logs, for evening was approaching. A small group 

of riders sat on their mounts, which were still mere skin and bone after the terrible privations 

and exertions in forest and mountains; the riders only reluctantly and with some nervousness 

imposed any load on them. Nearby, under a mat awning, menaced the five small cannon, only 

two of them serviceable, rust had destroyed the other three. Behind them, feet apart, 

presenting musket, halberd, arquebus, stood the few foot soldiers rounded up at such short 

notice. Most were still snoring indoors, and many were drunk. Even among those available for 

this honour guard, the majority were drunk. 

And so it was that, as the Zipa and his curious solemn train proceeded to the endlessly 

slow tempo of the orchestra into the plaza, and the governor and officers sat on their horses, 

the Zipa was greeted by roars of laughter. Some of the riders positioned at the entrance to the 

marketplace fell off in their excitement that the king himself had come to visit them, and their 

efforts to remount drew ribald comments from the foot soldiers. The musketeers were dirty 

and bloodstained. They looked like a troupe of mummers, for they had grabbed whatever 

garments and cloths came to hand in the houses, to celebrate their victory most wore the 

colourful woollen shawls of women, splendid necklaces, on their heads the fine spun-gold caps 

of women. Even the big hounds they were feeding with pigeons had enormous bright ribbons 

around their necks.  

The Zipa’s train proceeded with unchanged slowness and solemnity. The excited 

mercenaries yelled: “Tcha, tcha, giddy up! On you go!” Governor, officers and priests made not 

the slightest effort to dampen the noise and high spirits, they too were infected. 

At the stone house, residence of the town’s cacique, the orchestra stood away to one side, 

still playing. The Zipa’s chair was carried towards the horsemen. The chair halted, and as the 

whole plaza looked on in mounting suspense, the old man with the purple headband climbed 

out with the aid of his entourage, and stood in front of an emaciated nag. He inspected the 

piebald beast from the front, thrust his head close to the beast’s nose and eyes. He stepped 

sideways a couple of paces, looked at long bony legs, ribs, tail. The rider was grasping the 
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bridle, laughing and jesting as he tried to set foot in the stirrup, it kept eluding him. Then the 

Zipa, to jeers and raucous laughter, bowed awkwardly to the animal, which stood there 

following his movements with big dark eyes.  

Now the Zipa stepped across to the musketeers. Since the governor feared mischief from 

this unruly band, an officer took an arquebus and blocked the way. The old man dared not 

move. He murmured something. A translation: The Zipa would know what one says to the 

thunder tube when one wishes to do magic with it. At Quesada’s word the officer took aim 

and fired into the air over roofs. The bang caused the old man to fall to his knees, the 

entourage threw themselves to the ground. The mercenaries hopped and squealed in delight.  

After some minutes the Zipa stood up, looked about him in a daze, the drunkard on his 

horse gestured at him with both hands. The entourage led the old man back to his litter. 

Before climbing in he bowed deeply to governor, mercenaries, horses. The governor raised his 

sword in salutation, seething with rage. The behaviour of his troops was beyond all bounds. 

Amid halloos and mocking shouts from the mercenaries, who were already dispersing back 

into town, the Zipa withdrew, preceded by the gentle tootling of the orchestra, at the same 

slow stately pace. A guard of mounted officers protected the train.  

On his way back through the devastated town – Quesada, possessions now so great he 

forgave the soldiers, they were his companions in fortune – the governor encountered scenes 

that he accepted and gathered like a bouquet for a reconciliation. 

Here and there one of his soldiers ran along a row of houses, behind him another carrying 

a sack, from the bamboo screens that served as doors they were ripping away the little gold 

plates that jingled to announce visitors.  

In one street he comes upon a disturbance. As he rides up he sees that a patrol has 

detained three people. The guards, like all the rest, are not sober, the weakened bodies of the 

men are unused to native liquor, they laugh and babble: These are suspicious, they wear 

women’s clothes but they are men. And it’s true: the three dark people are wearing long 

female skirts and girdles, but their hair is cut short, and they have deep voices. These are men, 

the drunkards want to show the governor right now. The governor summons his interpreter. 

One quick glance at the prisoners and they report: Yes, they are men, bad people, they ran 

away during the recent war, they had their heads shaved and were sentenced to wear women’s 

clothing. “Let them go,” Quesada orders, and rides on. They have the customs of humans, 

these heathen.  

He arrives at the edge of town, where big houses are set amid palms and mimosas. Outside 

a burned-down house one of his captains has halted and is gathering objects passed to him 

from the debris. Quesada with his retinue greets and questions the captain, who shows him 

figures of gold, big as a hand, and with astonishment several small golden whips inset with 

emeralds. He hands one to Quesada. “What is this? Do they ride animals?” Only one of the 
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interpreters knows what it is, and he is reticent. “This house belongs to a prince. Even a prince 

can offend. Somebody has to punish him. It must be one of his wives. That’s what the whip is 

for.” Quesada keeps the dainty little thing, the story pleases him, he’ll put it in his report, his 

mood improves.  

And when they are out on open ground in sight of camp and Quesada spurs his horse to a 

gallop, he hears a commotion from a grove of bamboo. They push their way into the grove, 

Quesada waits outside. Then the commander beckons him. Quesada dismounts and follows. A 

crowd of women is gathered around a fat man who has been tied to a laurel tree, the women 

have beaten him severely with sticks, torn his clothes. But the man seems not to care, he’s 

elderly, he trills and sings. The commander points at him: there’s a merry fellow. The women 

prostrate themselves. Quesada: “What are they doing with him?” The interpreter bends down, 

whispers to a woman, she makes no reply. He turns to the man, who lets fly at once, jabbers, 

laughs, spits and threatens. The interpreter’s face is impassive. “White men came into his 

house, he gave them everything they wanted, then he became drunk and behaved indecently 

to his wives.” Quesada shakes his head in astonishment. “Indecently! Let them beat him some 

more.” He rides off. Barreda at his side is agitated: “Those are rebellious women, we should 

make them pay.” Quesada yawns, exhausted: “Whatever you like, my son.” 

It was all so wonderful, overpowering, he would become marquis.   

 

The Zipa’s treasure 

AT NIGHTFALL THE soldiers left town and moved back to camp. Patrols guarded routes out 

of the town.  

And at the very moment when the last soldier with the last ruddy torchglow had 

disappeared and the drumming and roaring had faded away, in every street and on the 

marketplace people emerged from their houses. They knew the streets, dared not make lights. 

Great Heaven to whose stars they prayed took pity on them and drove away the thick clouds, a 

half-moon sent bright rays down, the enormous canopy of stars pressed over them, heavy and 

near. They were still alive. They went outside to wail, and to mingle their wailing.  

This was once a town of priests and warriors, tax gatherers, merchants, artisans and 

farmers, creditors and debtors, of wealthy and downtrodden. Now they slipped by one another 

as equals. They recognised each other, man or woman, by voice. Most were naked. Although 

they shivered from cold, they went out into the streets, sobbed, wept together, clutched one 

another.  

From some houses, men and women who had become mad ran screaming. They were led 

back indoors and made secure.  

Young men had sent bolts of cloth to the parents of the bride, the father had accepted the 

cloth, the young men sent a second batch together with half a deer and some of the hayo they 
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chewed like coca leaves. That was yesterday. This morning the suitor was meant to sit at the 

door of the bride’s father’s house and make just enough noise to be noticed. The father calls 

through the door: “Who sits there? Who are you? A robber? I owe no debts. Go away! I haven’t 

invited anyone.” The daughter comes out with a jug of sweet drink, offers him some, tastes it 

first. Where was the door? What had become of the one he was to wait for?  

There were some who had been awaiting the coming day with dread. Adulterers, who on 

this day would be made to eat pepper and allowed no drink. They had no need to fear the 

pepper. 

In many houses young women had cowered in corners, hidden under dark rugs, they were 

pubescent, the ceremony was already planned where they would be led through an avenue of 

relatives and friends down to the river for their first bathe. No relatives, no ceremony. Young 

Ipakes wandered through the streets. Assassins and rapists had come through the forest, trees 

had submitted to the blades of the alien murderers, human flesh was weak, and lamented.  

Everyone thronged to the edges of town and saw that there was no escape, watchfires were 

burning, weird strangers sitting around them. They pressed back to the marketplace. Debris 

and rubbish. They averted their steps from hazardous ruins, milled around outside the Zipa’s 

silent palace. Bats flitted overhead. From the Zipa’s garden came sweet delicate music, his 

wives were singing, they still had no idea. The crowd, several hundred strong, silently seething, 

thronged through from the street, sank to the ground by the stone pillar, and waited. A 

cacique came out from the palace, gaunt priests beside him in black robes, black caps. The 

cacique knelt at the pillar, the priests burned a strong balm in censers, one paced around the 

pillar, sang in a low voice. The crowd responded.  

The cacique, protected by men with spears, said: “Uncanny spirits have attacked us. They 

were sent by Heaven. They are evil beasts, shameless spiteful devils. We have no magic to 

counter them. You must try to flee. The demons with white faces will fade away.” Already that 

night a few managed to slip past the watchfires, escape into the mountains.  

≈≈≈ 

Next day when the governor came with a small escort into town, his beloved town, his 

hometown, he pointed his horse at once towards the Zipa’s palace and demanded entrance. 

He required the handover of all gold and silver. No more theatre. The Zipa, in the same room 

as yesterday, glowered. He said, according to the report of his servants as they crawled back 

and forth, that in a few hours they would find all the palace gold and silver in this room.  

At a hint from the notary, the governor also demanded all gold and silver and precious 

stones in the Zipa’s houses and gardens, even that belonging to his women and servants. The 

Zipa nodded. He explained that some items were for religious use, no one could touch those. 

The priest’s face expressed outrage, the governor raised his hand angrily: “Precisely those 

items will be removed.” 
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After a long pause the Zipa asked the alien chief to inform him again what mission had 

been assigned to him by his country and his god. Reluctantly Quesada asked the priest to do 

so. Then the Zipa insisted more vigorously on knowing more about the country they came 

from, and how they had reached here. Impatient and irritable, Quesada let priest and notary 

report on their country, church, pope and king, and their voyage by sea.  

Meanwhile the first gold vessels, engraved discs large and small, countless moulded 

figurines of gold and silver were brought in and heaped on the floor near the Whites. The old 

Zipa, motionless, regarded the gloating faces of the Whites. Once he asked: “Do you or your 

horses or hounds eat gold and silver?” The Whites laughed, they weren’t here for conversation. 

The governor ordered two musketeers who stood behind him to take down from the wall on 

either side of the throne the great round golden discs showing the sun and loathsome visages. 

But when the two mercenaries reached for the discs, the people behind them prostrated 

themselves, pressed faces to the floor. And the ponderous old man too opened eyes and 

mouth wide, fell from the throne onto his knees. And it so happened that, tangled in his 

flowing robes, he lost his balance and toppled. He fell to the floor in front of the throne, 

thrashed about like a fish in a net, tried to raise himself on one arm. Failing in this he lay there 

snuffling. To the amazement of the Whites not one of the servants sprang to help the groaning 

man. Some lay there not looking round, others ran out from side doors. Then at a sign from 

the governor, two musketeers set to. They had to invite him by signs to put his arms around 

their shoulders, since when they just tried to lift him he fell back again, tripping on his great 

long red cloak embroidered all over with heavy gold brocade. They plumped him down 

roughly, like a doll.  

Then the courtiers hastened back in through side doors with two old men. These did not 

proceed backwards like the others, but to protect themselves from the Zipa’s gaze held their 

left arm across their eyes. The Zipa sat timidly, mumbled and nodded, they approached him, 

he murmured to the priests. The interpreter explained: the Zipa must retire. The Whites made 

no objection, this audience was meaningless, they didn’t like the Zipa, the rascal seemed to be 

sizing them up. 

The governor departed, leaving the commander with the notary and two musketeers in 

charge. 

In the palace, priests initiated rituals for purification of the Zipa. The weird strangers, 

those wicked demons, had upset him. To remove the influences from him, they made him 

vomit and fast. He spent the day in a dark chamber, the priests wanted to keep him there the 

following day, but he was distraught and declared that all this was not enough.  

Next morning he concluded the interview with Quesada. The interpreters extracted two 

sentences from his mumbling. First: whether the Whites had no land and no towns in their 

own country, and therefore came here. “Why do you not stay at home, sowing and reaping? 
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Why do you destroy our country?” Barreda whispered to the governor: “The Zipa spouts empty 

words. He misprises the situation, or pretends to.” The governor shook his head and replied: 

“The Zipa has never seen Spain.” He did not know the might of the Castilian king, in whose 

service they had come here. The great king accounted to no one for his actions.  

Then the Zipa: “Your pope and king live across the sea. Nobody here has seen them. They 

know nothing of us and our country. How can the pope give the king a country that he does 

not know and does not belong to him, and how can the king accept such a present?” The 

interpreter did not translate the Zipa’s next scornful remark: “Pope and king must both be 

idiots.” The governor borrowed the commander’s words: “The Zipa prates empty words. If all 

he wants is to make conversation with us he is welcome, but this is not the moment. We have 

work to do. Furthermore I have some advice for him: if he wants an answer to his question, he 

should fit out some people as the King of Spain fitted us out, and should order them to 

journey across the sea. They’ll have the answer.” 

The Whites burst out laughing. The governor also made clear to the Zipa that he was 

under suspicion of withholding property of the Spanish crown. He was granted until evening 

to deliver the remainder of the required goods, after which forceful measures would be taken. 

The Zipa, his face quivering, murmured that he planned to leave town next morning and 

travel north to the holy place Irica on the Sogamosa river.  

Before the governor could express a view on this astonishing remark from his prisoner, 

loud voices and footsteps could be heard from outside, Spanish voices and others. Of course 

no one was allowed in. Barreda stood up, flung open the door, shouted into the maze of 

corridors. The footsteps came nearer. Captain Manzanarez came up to Barreda, he was 

agitated, asked for Quesada, entered the hall. The governor was already on his feet, the 

captain reported: there’s a gang of savages outside the palace who claim that a huge glittering 

procession of Whites is on the march, they have the same animals and thunder tubes as us.  

The Whites in the hall stood perplexed, exchanged glances, the governor adjourned the 

conclusion of the conversation and with a curt nod left the Zipa sitting there, still awaiting an 

answer. Outside he questioned the native messengers. Their testimony was explicit. Quesada 

rode uneasily back to camp with his retinue. 

 

The second conquistador 

A FEW HOURS later all doubts dissolved. Into the camp, which they had begun reinforcing 

with tree trunks, familiar sounds drifted across the plain: drumbeats and trumpet blasts.  

And it was true, an army of white men was on the march, more magnificent and better 

disciplined than they, a most improbable sight, with many sturdy horses and a great train of 

Indians, up from the south past maize fields along the high road. At the head they could see 

one of Quesada’s sentry details: two riders, and musketeers wearing native caps. 
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Governor Quesada was an educated man. He trotted slowly with a few officers towards the 

glittering procession. Ever since their luck had changed, everything was different between 

Quesada and his officers, even his shadow Barreda: now all were well-disposed. So immersed 

were they in fact in their rapture and bliss that none was in condition to feel alarmed by the 

new arrivals. What did these knapsacks want? First come, first served. Quesada twisted in his 

saddle and offered reflections: “Captain, you’ve no doubt read some of those absurd romances 

that enthral people these days, the Knight of the Sun, or Bernardo del Carpio who killed 

Roland at Roncesvalles, the Knight of the Flaming Sword who with one sweep of his blade 

sundered two enormous giants? Well, it really seems to me we are now in such a romance, and 

here is a frightful travail we must overcome. If I didn’t look around and call to mind that 

foolish impudent Zipa and observe our people erecting earthworks back there, I could believe 

these are armed knights riding towards us to conquer the King of Trebizond.” 

Barreda, his arrogance ever growing: “Do you recall our conversation before we climbed 

into the mountains? You wanted reinforcements, I warned you we had no time, I was ready to 

move without you.” 

Quesada smiled amiably at his subordinate: “I vetoed your march.” 

“I was right about the danger. See, there they come. That’s them.” 

“But too late,” crowed Quesada. “Anyway, they are just a rabble. What do they look like! 

Who have they been robbing? What do they want here?” 

Barreda: “The villains will tell us soon enough.” 

The great procession came to a halt. Drums and trumpets fell silent. Five men rode 

towards them on strong sleek horses. Quesada whispered: “Holy virgin, just look at them. 

Where did they acquire such horses? They’ll ride us into the ground.”The five riders halted, 

saluted courteously with their swords. Both sides waited to see who would speak first. The 

governor, who had but a feeble voice, signalled to his commander: “Speak to them. Don’t let 

them take the upper hand. We are here.” 

The commander stood in the stirrups and called across: “Who are you?” 

At once came the expected reply: “Who are you?” 

“On my right is the governor of Santa Marta, Gonzalo Ximenes de Quesada. I am Barreda, 

his commander and captain-general. We hold the king of this country, the Zipa, captive in his 

palace. The governor has taken possession of the town and this country for the King of Spain, 

and secured one fifth for the King.” 

“Then we are surplus to requirements.” 

“Who are you?”  

A powerful full-faced man dressed in scarlet stood laughing in the saddle, he wore a tall 

pointed hat with feathers, his arms and legs were splendidly armoured: “I am Sebastian de 
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Belalcazar. And these with me and behind me are my people. We came upon a savage in Quito 

who told us about his king and his homeland and that the king, before he bathes, sprinkles 

gold dust on his body. This impressed us deeply, for we deem it a misuse of gold. We thought, 

the king can change his bathtime habits. So we set off, Whites, many Indians, bearers, strong 

horses, and came here through the Magdalena valley to make changes.” 

“Mister Sebastian de Belalcazar, we rejoice at your visit. We shall place a number of houses 

in town at your disposal, where you can recuperate from your journey.” 

Belalcazar thanked him cheerfully: “Don’t put yourselves to any trouble. Thank you, 

captain, but we have brought tents and axes and spades. We have ample manpower. By the 

grace of God we shall be a burden to no one. I notice you have a camp, and are erecting 

defences. Ergo, the country is not secured. Just as I thought. So you will understand if we 

prefer to camp outside the town, hereabouts or a bit farther down. I’ll give the order right 

away to set up defences, so that we may be secure before nightfall and have no need of your 

protection. Tomorrow we shall show the savages our brand new arquebuses and five powerful 

cannon and investigate this story we were told which dismayed us so.”  

The commander screamed red-faced: “You come too late, Mister Belalcazar. You heard me.” 

“Why so exercised, commander?” Whereupon the big jovial man saluted, his retinue 

doffed their hats. They rode away slowly.  

Quesada and his men stayed rooted to the spot. “Are you bold enough, commander, to 

attack these villains before they dig themselves in?” The commander stared in astonishment: 

“They have five cannon, better than ours. Only two of ours are usable. Of our forty muskets 

and arquebuses, barely twenty-five still fire.”  

“Well well. Not half an hour ago you were boasting to me how this expedition was your 

handiwork, and if you hadn’t pressed on then others would have got here first.” 

But the commander wanted to return to camp and speed up defensive works in case of an 

attack by night. They galloped off.  

The newcomers settled themselves two arquebus shots lower down, and without asking 

sent armed men into town to fetch provisions. Quesada’s sentries, alarmed, came seeking 

instructions. The commander ordered that all gold, silver and precious stones that had been 

gathered be brought away from the town; otherwise the newcomers were to be left alone. The 

guard at the Zipa’s palace was reinforced and provided with serviceable weapons. He agreed a 

signal with them in case any newcomer should venture near the palace. Quesada’s camp was 

greatly relieved when nothing happened that evening or night.  

≈≈≈ 

But next morning as they conferred in his tent with Quesada, who could not conceal his 

dismay, news came from the entrance to the camp that envoys of the newcomers had arrived. 

During the night the commander had caused decoy cannon to be fashioned from logs, and 
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covered by mats. Quesada had the envoys taken past these menacing artefacts, and awaited 

them full of wrath. He had thrown his hat, taken from a native, to the ground, his sword lay on 

the rough table in front of him, he sat on a splendid chair from the Zipa’s palace. He assumed 

his cold severe official’s face, only the warhorse, his commander, was in there with him. In 

addition they had concealed ten men behind the tent, who were to burst in at a signal from 

the commander and take the envoys captive. They were ready to stake everything, the soldiers 

were with them to a man.  

The tent flap was thrown back. Six white men in colourful feathered cloaks and with 

gleaming weapons stepped in. Quesada stared ahead frowning, and waited to be greeted and 

addressed. But how astonished he was, he and the commander both, when the leader of the 

Whites sank to his knees at the entrance, buried his face in his hands and wept openly. The 

other five stood in silence, heads bowed. Quesada and his commander exchanged glances. 

They suspected a trap. The governor leaned forward: “What message do you bring?” 

The leader opened his hands, raised his damp face, a memory jolted Quesada. The 

commander jumped to his feet, ran to the man who slowly stood up, the commander and the 

man in the feathered cloak stared at one another, then fell into each other’s arms, and 

Quesada even heard a gentle sob escape the commander. Quesada slowly approached the two 

men, sunlight through the tent flap dazzled him. The commander released the stranger; 

Quesada recognised Alcobazo, leader of his river flotilla. He stood there transfixed. He 

extended a hand towards the man with the bushy drooping moustache, speechless seated 

himself again on the Zipa’s golden chair. Everything was clear.  

The other five men in feathered cloaks came forward behind Alcobazo, the commander 

shook hands with them and had them wait outside. Alcobazo was back in their power. He 

must make his report. But as soon as he began, reporting that those five men in feathered 

cloaks from Peru were all that he had saved from the five ships and two hundred men who had 

set out with him, yes, from five ships and two hundred men, his voice failed.  

And for several minutes, for the first time during all those terrible events, the other two 

men lost composure at the thought of what had happened here, and the memory of the cruel 

months they themselves had endured. For the first time a subtle tremor ran through them, 

profound darkness in which one lives and strives.  

They gathered their wits. They were once more governor, commander, captain. Alcobazo 

told of the initial fair voyage, the grounding of the first ship, the silty side channel, the 

struggle against rapids. He reported how they had lost the first ship in the rapids. He wept in 

hopeless outraged fury: they had met no enemy, had not even fought forest and mountain as 

the others had done and they themselves did later on, they had merely fallen ill and starved. In 

the end they had no way out but to make an assault on the mountains from the rapids where 

the last vessels lay. He reported at length on their desperate struggle with forest, mountains 
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and hunger. When only ten of them remained some natives took pity on them, cared for them 

a few days, finally the same Indians mentioned a great band of white men marching through 

the mountains. They thought it must be their governor. It was Belalcazar. He took them in, he 

had plentiful provisions and enough equipment for an army. When Belalcazar heard that they 

belonged to the governor’s band, he speeded up the pace. And now they were glad to see that 

the governor had reached here first. But again Alcobazo’s voice broke.  

The governor soothed him: Did Alcobazo now regard himself as Belalcazar’s man? The 

captain shook his head vigorously: Why, because Belalcazar rescued me? No. He asked the 

governor only that he treat graciously with Belalcazar, who had been sent here to stay.  

Then Alcobazo and the others were taken to lodgings in the camp. Quesada and the 

commander sat facing each other in the tent, baffled. 

They were in the New Indies. 

To the south the Amazon surged across its plain and drew rivers to it.  

They had heard the voice of Sukuruya, jubilant river spirit.  

 

The Sun is silent 

DARK PEOPLE MOVED through the streets of Funza. The few children running around were 

naked, the men and women clad in rags. They were hungry, needed to go to the fields. The 

white men tolerated this, they themselves required fresh produce. The fields in which the dark 

people toiled were their fields, they had been assigned to them, tools lay undisturbed where 

they had left them, the sun shone as harsh and big as every day, but the Sun, the great Father 

in the Sun, kept silent about his decisions. The Sun had sent the Whites, fearsome as jaguars. 

So the Father wanted to destroy his people. In the plantations they climbed trees to pick fruit, 

but they were afraid of the tree, why should it hold still, perhaps it would shake and break and 

throw people to the ground? The Father in the Sun had sent the white jaguars, who knew what 

lay concealed in the fruit, could you eat it, was it poisonous? O great Father. 

They toiled in the fields, those who survived that night and day, fed grain to doves. They 

were allowed down to the river to fish. But the paralysis never left them, the Father had sent 

these white jaguars to destroy them. They feared they might pollute fish or fowl and suffer 

some new calamity. There was no one to give advice. Doves in their big cages fluttered and 

eyed them, pecked as usual, their droppings looked normal, their cooing was unchanged. But 

what would happen to these lovely creatures if they were to peck grain from their hands? And 

after all that had happened, how could they cast net or line, the fish would sicken.  

Looms in the houses were smashed, rags of the Whites lay beside them. Having no priests 

they had no idea what to do with these malign items. Covering their faces, groaning and 

praying, they used sticks to drag the Whites’ refuse into the street, burned it, buried the ashes.  
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In the houses were women and girls who had been assaulted by Whites. Their husbands 

and parents avoided them, fasted and cowered in corners, called fearfully for priest and 

sorceress. The Whites out there disputing Belalcazar’s arrival had no idea what was happening 

in the houses. They were surprised how many savages starved to death over the next few days, 

and were carried out of town. These were all women and girls who had suffered molestation 

by the alien demons. Many were killed out of fear, and could be moved only by using sticks in 

the same way the Whites’ rubbish had been cleared. This was really a job for priests, now they 

had to manage by themselves. Even more awful were cases where girl or woman lay down in 

front of brother or husband or father and begged: “Kill me,” and where fear, desperation, 

horror, love wrestled together. Sometimes Spanish soldiers surprised dark people at such 

deeds, which they labelled beastly, and sometimes the woman, once a nobleman’s spouse or 

daughter, survived, and was abducted away to the camp.  

Town and surrounding countryside were disturbed by the throb of alien drums, sending 

mysterious instructions into the air so that no one knew how to go on living in the town. The 

governor’s sentries outside the Zipa’s palace saw ever more people gather around the idol 

pillar with flowers and fruit, the only offerings left to them. Darkskins came out of the palace 

and spoke to the throng. On the second evening following Belalcazar’s arrival a big discussion 

took place outside the palace. The soldiers, who found the cowardly stupid savages ridiculous 

and repulsive, paid no attention to the nonsense and endless chatter going on at the pillar.  

Just then the people received happy news from the palace. The Zipa would depart from the 

town in a few days and make his way to the holy place Sogamoso. He was even now making 

preparations for the journey. Whoever wished to purify himself must leave town.  

≈≈≈ 

At the first blush of dawn the imperious commander appeared with a contingent of troops, 

marched across the marketplace and along the main streets, sent patrols into side streets and 

had more than a thousand able-bodied men herded into the plaza. There they were loaded up 

with provisions. A few hours later he marched with them back to camp, where they were set to 

work digging defences. There was still no direct contact between Belalcazar and Quesada, but 

quarrels and provocations between the two bands of soldiers were becoming frequent. It was 

clear that Belalcazar would not delay much longer his preparations for a showdown, for ever 

since the initial division of spoils the governor’s soldiers flaunted their golden rings, chains, 

discs too openly and gave themselves lordly airs.  

But there came no attack by the governor on Belalcazar, nor by the latter on the governor, 

and no local disagreement led to an outbreak of hostilities. Instead something happened that 

neither Quesada nor Belalcazar nor anyone else in their camps had expected.  

The volcano called Europe had begun spewing out its people. They fell to earth on every 

coast. They were on the hunt for gold, discoveries, they wanted war, dominion, fame. They 
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stormed across the earth, like autumn birds surplus to requirements in their native lands, 

flying in inexorable masses to their tropical home, cloud-high, thousand upon thousand. Their 

desire: to die, or be transformed.  

Across the savannah that Quesada and his half-dead troops had been the first to glimpse 

from the terrible mountains, and over which magnificent Belalcazar had ridden with his 

glittering train clad in colourful feather cloaks of Peru, together with a great quantity of 

coloured people, cannon and muskets – across this abandoned landscape of maize fields and 

flower gardens, on the same day as the first mustering of slaves, dark people came loping, they 

had been hunting game in the eastern forests, and at the gate of Belalcazar’s camp conveyed 

news which spread to his soldiers and from there to Quesada’s soldiers: white men are 

hastening down from the mountains to the southeast, a great train, many wild animals, two 

who went close to look have already been shot.  

And soon they came storming up, white men, a considerable horde, following their 

darkskinned scouts but lacking other auxiliaries. They must have assessed the lay of the two 

camps from the heights above the savannah, for without hesitation the new arrivals came to 

rest beside Belalcazar’s camp at the southeastern exit from town. At once a small detachment 

separated from the horde, half of them swarmed out across the fields, the rest marched with 

arquebuses into town.  

They had the shape of men, the corpse colour of the sickly northern lands. But they looked 

like animals in their skins of jaguar, lion, deer. Like animals they hurled themselves on field 

and town, seeking food. Whites and darkskins kept out of the way. The newcomers croaked: 

“Move!” and devoured whatever food and drink they found, many at once vomited. Then they 

gathered sacks and baskets and jugs and began to carry provisions to their camp, and returned 

to fetch more. Clearly most of the horde was too weak to seek its own food.  

 

What befell Nicolaus Federmann and his band 

THIS HORDE WAS led by Nicolaus Federmann from Ulm. At first they were a merry crew, 

eager to stake all. They wanted the same as the others: a journey into blissful doom. 

Federmann sailed from the port of Sanlucar de Barrameda in Andalucia. He had a 

wonderful voyage. They came upon an island of birds, no humans lived there, only birds. They 

lived so densely packed you could kill them with a stick and carry them away. The noise was 

deafening, and when the boat sailed into a bay the birds flew up in such clouds the men were 

frightened. On another island they found dark people, but there were already Whites there, 

with sidearms and small cannon.  

When Federmann and his people went ashore, a soldier fell in love with the daughter of a 

white trader. And as the ships prepared to hoist sail again, the soldier went with ten 

accomplices to the girl’s house and stole her away along with her old nurse and a quantity of 
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possessions, and brought her on board. A few hours after they set sail a violent storm arose, 

the ships struggled against the tempest and had to return to port during the night. But many 

of the island’s inhabitants, Whites and natives together, torches flaring, were thronging the 

beach. They made a great noise and sent a boat to Federmann: he was to deliver the girl and 

the nurse and the possessions and hand the soldier over for punishment, or else they would all 

be helped into the next world. Federmann refused. 

Now the Whites of the island brought up their cannon and fired. The first ball brought 

down a mast, the second hit the stern, the third wounded a number of people and destroyed 

some rigging. At this the flotilla’s crew demanded that the lovesick soldier and the girl be 

handed over. They had not ventured here to gamble away their lives on account of a romantic 

attachment by one of their number, and since he had not asked their opinion he should carry 

his own skin to market.  

Next morning, the storm having abated, Federmann invited some of the Whites to come 

aboard the flagship for talks. He at once conceded to the negotiators that they had been 

wronged, and declared himself ready, as an upright man, to deliver the girl and all the rest. 

But when he had the girl and her companions brought before him and the others, an 

insuperable difficulty revealed itself. In the interim the flotilla’s chaplain had formally married 

her to the soldier. What on earth was to be done? Federmann asserted that he was powerless. 

The girl’s father tried to force her to go with him. She refused. He wept, had to give in. The 

aggrieved islanders disembarked. Federmann magnanimously declared that he would forego 

punishing the island or demanding compensation for the damage, there was no time. But 

when they arrived at the town of Coro, he dismissed the soldier, his bride and the servant 

because of all the trouble they had caused the flotilla.  

Coro, on the gulf of Maracaibo, had once been ruled by cruel Alfinger. The town swarmed 

with white adventurers, bandits, deserters and slaves, Alfinger had bequeathed his brood. 

General von Speyer and Federmann his captain-general augmented their forces from this 

resource and ventured inland with them. They agreed to march separately, Speyer to the east, 

Federmann to the west. They would rendezvous on the coast of Barquisimeto. They marched 

together for a while along the line of mountains. Then Federmann left the mountains and 

made his way into the savannah.  

Black jungle clung to slopes. They came upon a huge deposit of salt in a river bed, it was a 

high bank covered with earth.  

Federmann was a big broad-shouldered man with a flowing red beard and bright blue eyes. 

He would bawl out a song when he was in the mood. He had found the voyage irksome, 

because of the need for strict discipline. On the march he sighed with relief and laughed. They 

fell upon the country like a flock of blithe young birds.  
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The plain of the llanos stretches away uniform, endless. Grass stands tall and dense, a 

green and yellow sea, the hottest of suns burns overhead, the grass stands unmoving, now and 

then cloud shadows flit across. The grass stands so tall it closes over the head of a man on 

horseback. Slowly clearings begin to open up, little watercourses trickle, muddy lagoons 

appear, red ibis step in the water, the garzas are snow-white, complaints rise from blue 

waterfowl with long-toed feet. Down through glowing air, shimmering in the heat, huge white 

storks descend. They wear purple throat rings, and jab their strong dangerous bills into the 

mire.  

The band wanders, wanders. A marvellous journey begins.  

They trip over tree roots. There are no hills or mountains to afford an overview. But they 

encounter forests of chaparro trees, which they climb to look for smoke. The chaparro groves 

are shady and refreshing, the horses graze, soldiers remove their doublets and stretch out, 

trousers rolled, they don’t mind the scratchy grass, but insects bite. They are thirsty and must 

be stopped from throwing themselves at muddy puddles. As they march off they break big 

leaves from the chaparro trees to cover head and shoulders, some make a complete cloak, but 

let it fall, the leaves too heavy.  

At last they find smoke, a village. These are poor dark people, they have a banana 

plantation, offer fruit and fowl and game as well, but cannot be persuaded to serve as bearers. 

They are nervous. The horses in particular frighten them. When the general has the horses led 

out of sight the chief relaxes, and the gift of some red bonnets and iron fish hooks secures 

forty bearers and some guides. Their docility does not last long, half the guides vanish in the 

long grass, and the general has no option but to rope the rest together. For the grass is so 

overwhelmingly dense and the people so nimble that they vanish within a moment of leaving 

the train. The remaining natives tremble and are scared out of their wits. Native interpreters, 

tasked to find what is bothering them, report that it is the horses, just the horses that walk 

along beside them and sometimes whinny. “Why don’t they like the horses? They are tame, 

eat grass, drink water.”  

“You sit on them. They carry you wherever you want. You are in league with the horses, 

but later all the people, or the best of them, will be given to the horses as a sacrifice.”  

“Tell them that is stupid, they are our horses, our beasts of burden.”  

“They won’t change their minds.”  

“The devil with them!” 

The plain of grass is endless, rises and falls gently like waves. In one night all the bearers 

are gone and only three guides remain, who act like lunatics, weep and implore. The general 

watches the drama, he sympathises and at first, irritated by their unhelpfulness, is prepared to 

release them, but he needs them. He has them whipped, threatens them. They move on to the 

south.  
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He addresses his people: “We promised Georg von Speyer we would march west. Here’s an 

enormous plain of grass. It extends to the coast. The chief and the more sensible people from 

the village we passed through have told us: it goes on and on but then reaches the South Sea. 

So what should we do: march west and meet Georg von Speyer at the coast? Or head for the 

South Sea? I think we should head south and discover new islands. In the west people all run 

around like dogs chasing the same bone. Let them crack each other’s skulls for all we care.” 

He laughs and sings the evening through while the men confer, and not one wants to 

desert him. And what would Georg von Speyer think and would he punish them and should 

they leave him there waiting on the coast. That, boomed Federmann, is my business. Men who 

discover the South Sea cannot be bullyragged like little girls.  

There are two bold captains in the troop, Sandoval and Lopez, both of noble blood, 

impoverished warhorses from families whose pride they are. Sandoval is a short man, powerful, 

has bandy legs, grizzled beard and hair, chestnut brown. He has lost his front teeth, and lisps. 

Lopez is pockmarked, blond, broad-chested, he killed a man in a duel, he is a wanted man. 

These two, bosom friends who huddle together in endless palaver, are fervid backers of the 

South Sea plan. The darkskins annoy them with their stupidity and cowardice. The monk 

execrates the idolatry of these heathen. When they come to a new place all he does is look for 

water so he can consecrate it and baptise the heathen. He can’t do much by way of instruction, 

there’s no time, and he finds their painted faces so abhorrent that all he does is utter a few 

pious words and throw a bucket of water over their heads. Then he has a good wash, and 

curses this profession that has driven him to strange lands and beasts like these, while others 

sit comfortably in their cloisters and gorge themselves. Gonzalo and Roman, the two noble 

captains, want to head for the South Sea, the captain-general has named the goal, they will 

indeed reach the South Sea and these mules, these donkeys the darkskins are impeding their 

progress.  

If these obstinate donkeys wanted, they could just let themselves be baptised without 

further ado, and then gratis and for nothing would become good Christians, just because 

they’ve been discovered, while all around them thousands of their fellow savages still run 

around like beasts of the forest. And what do we ask in return? Not even gold, for these forest 

creatures have none, or conceal it. Only food and bearers and guides, and an interpreter for 

the neighbouring tribes. For these brown forest beasts lack even the wits to speak the same 

language, but after a day’s march they speak a different one, and there’s another good reason 

not to fall in too deep with them. If not for the food that can be had from them, the best thing 

would be simply to kill them. They should make an honest decision to clamber in the treetops 

like monkeys, instead of pretending to be human.  

Little lisping bandy-legged Gonzalo would prefer to fling them all over a cliff. He is coarse 

and direct, he always has the best horse in the troop. He importunes the captain-general: “Isn’t 
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it enough that we drown here in this sea of grass, shrivel in the sun – not to speak of hunger, 

snakes, pests – but we must also suffer the company of these heathen?”  

“Then what will you live on, Gonzalo?”  

Gonzalo advocates surprise attacks. Alas these are not always practicable, drums transmit 

reports from village to village, there are refugees who spread rumours. This enrages Gonzalo: 

“We baptise them, let them share in God’s mercy, and they run off to spread rumours. Wipe 

them out, general, wipe them out, it’s the only way.” The general utters soothing words. 

As they pull south the sun is always overhead, but on every side there is tall grass and the 

ground underfoot is hot. If you wear a cuirass you cannot remove it on the march, under the 

cuirass everything dissolves and becomes a sponge. Horses find food, but not the men. They 

pray: if the South Sea’s going to come, let it come soon. Who can go on like this. Oh for a 

breeze, a breeze. There are not many villages, who would want to live here, and when you do 

stumble on a village it is unaccountably empty, the people have left their rubbish lying about. 

So you do what you want, and out of aggravation burn down huts and houses. Federmann 

warns: the enchanting South Sea surely lies not far off, but if we have no guides we might walk 

round in circles and find ourselves one day in the mountains with Georg von Speyer. The 

soldiers see the sense in this, but what good are empty houses. The general replies: “We must 

show the heathen that we are men of peace who treat them kindly, then they won’t run away.” 

But he has to listen as a monk explains: “It is not because of us they run away, but because of 

the horses.” The general joins in the soldiers’ bellowed laughter.  

At last they come upon a settlement on a riverbank behind a lagoon, and the red-brown 

people who live there are – dwarves! The tallest reach only to the chest, the women are even 

smaller. Three brown guides are still with them, a certain understanding is achieved. They 

know nothing of a South Sea. But when gold and silver are mentioned, they point to the south 

and mention a very wealthy people. “Ah,” sighs Federmann, “how often have we heard that. 

And when we tell them to guide us, they run away.” Food is brought, and they are astonished 

to see what can be made from just one tree. This murichi palm, the chief explains, is the 

ancestor of mankind, and when a great flood, a deluge, covered the whole world, only this was 

saved of all living things, and people came from it.  

At discussions of this sort with the little people, who showed the usual fear of horses, the 

two captains were in their element. Truly, they said, you eat the fruit of the murichi tree, 

which is sour-sweet, you drink beer made from its juice, which makes you merry, timber from 

the trunk makes huts and houses, and its fibre serves for hammocks to sleep in. But for God’s 

sake, when all’s said and done you must drive out of the skulls of these dwarves the ludicrous 

fancy that this tree is their ancestor. You simply cannot let such nonsense loose in the world. 

During their rest days in this village of dwarves the two captains keep two educated men at 

their side. They gnaw away at the topic. They recruit soldiers to help reveal the surfeit of 
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idiocy, stupidity and ignorance of these people. Once they go so far as to ask the chief of the 

dwarves to show them their burial sites, to prove that the skulls of the heathen contain not 

brains but flesh or some kind of weed. The chief told them a funeral would take place next day. 

So now they experience something remarkable, and the world grows even madder. 

Next morning a number of dwarves have assembled behind a house, from which an 

ostentatious singing and wailing had come the previous night. The soldiers think someone is 

sick. Then in the morning people line up outside the house and more line up at the back, and 

after lots of speeches and shilly-shallying some take up spades and begin to dig. The whole 

village is now in great commotion, the little people have smeared themselves in gaudy colours, 

lounging soldiers see fantastical figures emerge from an outlying house. They carry huge 

trumpets and blow into them, they leap about in the most comical fashion until they reach the 

small open space where many people, including women and children, have gathered. The 

Whites near this house – Federmann is there with one of the captains – observe a grisly scene. 

At first they did not understand the purpose of the natives’ digging, and were puzzled that 

they were allowed to watch the unearthing of a treasure, or they thought someone has died 

and soon they’ll bring the corpse along.  

But two men with feathers waving about head and chest climb into the hole and lift out a 

tall painted pot. They place it on a mat of palm leaves. Loud cries erupt from the bystanders. 

They prostrate themselves in reverence. And now the two men with feathers remove the lid 

from the pot and tip out something dry and black. It is a corpse. It is quite naked. Its head is 

pressed onto its chest and the legs are tucked up to the chin. They lay the bundle, which does 

not seem heavy, on the mat beside the pot. They are surrounded by cries and lamenting. And 

now the masked figures and trumpeters dance away from the open place. The people behind 

the house have lit a big fire, and the Whites see how the corpse that has lain so long in the pot 

is being burned on a stack of logs. The masked figures leap endlessly towards each other with 

curious movements, and all the while the trumpeters blow their long hollow notes. They 

drone and bleat, sometimes just one instrument, sometimes several together, sometimes all at 

once in their different registers. The nervous general asks the interpreter what it all means. 

“It is a funeral.”  

“But the man has been dead for ages.”  

“He died fifteen years ago. He was a chief.”  

“And why do they not leave him there?”  

The interpreter, a darkskin, answers: “They keep the custom. The dead demand it.” He 

gives no more information, Federmann already knows he keeps many things to himself.  

The corpse burns on the pyre, they bring a fresh pot, throw the charred bones into it and 

now, after filling in the hole behind the house, they all traipse back to the open space. And 

only there do they witness the biggest horror, which had escaped their notice at the pyre: the 
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corpse was not completely burnt, one of the masks carries the little shrivelled black skull in his 

hands, a ball on a short stick. Surrounded by the ghastly trumpeting, he proceeds solemnly at 

the head of the other masks, they leap, stamp, slide away to the outlying house. At this point 

the open space grows merry, cooking fires are lit, the people who were gathered behind the 

house squat around, they have the pot with the charred bones. You see them pound the bones, 

heat the pot over a fire, keep pounding and grinding, and now huge gourds of cashiri are 

brought, the festive drink, they add it to the bonemeal in the pot, strain it, the chief drinks 

first, then the others in the centre and then it goes around.  

The white general has seen this, he says to the captain: “If we’re not careful they’ll offer us 

some of that.” The monk speaks to the captain: “You are right, these are not people, they are 

beasts, they eat their dead. Those over there in the middle, I know them, both are his sons, 

they quaff beer containing the ashes of their father.”  

Pockmarked Lopez, big and blond, mocks: “Padre, you baptised the whole lot yesterday, all 

your mercy has gone for nothing.”  

Federmann quits the festive scene in disgust, but the two captains wait until the happy 

noise abates somewhat and the people start to mill about, then they draw the chief and a few 

others to one side. Coarse Gonzalo, through the interpreter, asks the chief: “Do you know, 

wretch, that you are baptised?”  

“Yes.”  

“What have you just done, dog? Guzzling on a corpse.”  

“He was a great man. He has lain there for fifteen rainy seasons and dry seasons, now he is 

our great ancestor and will help us.”  

Exasperated, Gonzalo asks his friend: “Can you understand this, Lopez? Should we not 

break their heads right now for such shameless nonsense?” He roars at the priest: “And you 

saw it all, padre, you baptised these people.”  

The priest frowns and lifts his arms: “Better ask the general.”  

“Break their heads,” Lopez roars at the chief, who shrinks back, “translate that, interpreter.” 

The interpreter too is frightened, but Lopez draws his sword, the cacique understands this. He 

and the others run away, Lopez can barely restrain the rabid bandy-legged captain, who froths 

at the mouth, it must come from the sun’s terrible glare. For it burns relentlessly from an 

immense bright blue sky directly onto their heads, the sky a single blue crystal, sea of blue fire, 

the sun a ray streaming from it. 

The village is in a panic, the feast has dispersed in haste. Federmann rushes from his tent, 

what’s happening, hurries to the open space, it is empty, he questions the captains who come 

up to him, they shrug, but the general at once suspects the bandy-legged cavalier, Gonzalo, 

whose face is still red with anger and who reports on his encounter with the chief.  



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 95 
 

Then Federmann, downcast, returns with them to his tent, and swallows his rage. Wearily 

he urges moderation on Gonzalo: “We shall never reach the South Sea. Look at the sky: an 

abyss. Look at the plain: an abyss. We thresh around between them. And you concern 

yourselves with what these heathen eat. Let them rot, so long as they provide bearers and 

guides.”  

“They are Christians, believe me, general, they are false lying wretches. General, if we don’t 

show these donkeys that they must abandon their idolatry and we do not relish their games….”  

The general interrupts: “You are a good captain. Now let me warn you in earnest. Look at 

my face, captain Gonzalo, so you do not mistake me. Remember the soldier who caused that 

scandal on the island: I brought him along as far as Coro. If he had been more than a mere 

soldier I would have executed him at sea. The only one who gives orders here is me. The 

natives are to be well treated. Do you understand this order, captain, yes or no.”  

“General, I treat them well.”  

“Yes or no.”  

“Yes, general.”  

So he shakes the little bulldog by the hand. Next morning they break camp, luckily they 

have caught a good two dozen people for bearers and guides.  

 

In the land of turtles 

THEY ARE WELL laden with provisions, they have dried maize in quantity, they come upon 

bananas, the sky is veiled, the plain a burnt yellow, wind lofts clouds of yellow dust.  

One day the clouds are strangely thick and hot, and now they see and smell that it is not 

dust but smoke. They have long feared this, the plain is burning. The horizon above the clouds 

glows red. Flames leap and fall. But it is remarkable how calm the bearers remain, they nod at 

the sight and keep on. The wind drives smoke towards them, they evade it, the black fire-filled 

world moves away to the north, a crackling roaring heat-emitting force, at its edge birds of 

prey swoop down on fleeing creatures: hares, lizards, snakes.  

Now the sky is changeable, sudden gouts of rain pour down. Then cicadas start singing, 

the shrill song sounds from trees and bushes, by evening it is like a seething cauldron.  

The march heads southeast, they are glad of the rain, it refreshes and then stops. Life with 

the dwarves indeed proves possible when they are left unmolested, they are harmless and 

gentle, horses and bloodhounds are kept out of sight as far as possible, they hand over what 

they have and sigh with relief when the strangers leave. The country becomes swampier, 

lagoons are as big as lakes.  

Plants with shiny green leaves grow in dense bushy groves. Horses nibble at them. Then 

the troop must halt, to the consternation of their riders the horses sink to their knees one after 
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another, their heads droop, they cannot move. Finally some fall over. For many hours they 

remain motionless. They sleep. No amount of prodding puts them on their feet. Then one 

after the other they become lively, prick up their ears, swish their tails, their skin twitches in 

the thorny scrub, and at last they stand up. They are thirsty, drink what they can, and plod 

sluggishly on. That was the guacamacha bush.  

The region becomes more enchanting. There are no mountains or forests. Much is stirring 

on the plain, in swamps, which rain has turned to actual rivers. They cross rivers in dugouts, 

horses are driven across, hounds wade and swim. Enticing green-fringed water. The soldiers 

would like to march in water all day long, they can proceed slowly beneath foliage, it’s shady. 

And then a sleek snakelike creature shows itself, breaks the surface, on its belly a finny fringe 

undulates, it is yellow-brown like the mud it wallows in, long as an arm. Woken from the mud 

it approaches a man’s legs, his belly and back if he is swimming, he screams and jerks, has to 

be helped up, he’s had a shock. It takes time to calm him down. That is the electric eel. When 

they wade through deep water they hear blood-curdling screams from horses, and if they are 

not quick enough the beast is dragged under and swept away.  

This world of swamps, plain and grass comes to an end. Wild swine run grunting over 

burnt ground, the earth shakes under their short legs, they run in herds a hundred strong, 

leader at the fore, big and small together. They charge along, black and bristly, close to the 

ground, best to keep out of the way.  

And here at last are rivers that wend their way to the South Sea. Water builds in the sky and 

on the earth. Weeks ago the sky was a single glowing blue crystal, they were enveloped in 

drought, trudged along between the abyss of sky and the plain. Now, in the cool damp night, 

flocks of big bats dart overhead. They make camp on little hills. And as they gaze out at night, 

there over the swamps and nearby stretches of water a blue fire appears. The flames die, flare 

up somewhere else. When later they ask dark people about this they are evasive, they make a 

secret of countless things in their land. The soldiers are nervous, and press on. 

Such rain. Rivers swell. If only they could divert to higher ground. But they are the band of 

Nicolaus Federmann from Ulm. They are aiming for the South Sea.  

Progress slows. They fall hostage to raging torrents of rain that force them to seek shelter 

wherever they stand, under trees, tents. Sometimes half the band sits in trees to wait out the 

storm, so as not to be swept away by the rain. But afterwards all their provisions are wet, and 

disgusting vermin have penetrated everywhere. They stand on the banks of rivers grown wide 

as lakes. Always there are villages of coloured people. But even they are migrating north, away 

from the rain. You could believe they are fleeing the llanos and leaving it to the Whites, who 

mean to drown here. When will we see the South Sea and its new isles of gold? It won’t be 

easy to find. For if it was, others would already have scrambled there from all sides and 

plundered it. But we shall come through under our captain-general Federmann. 
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And there is no more thought of the King of Spain and home and being a wealthy man at 

home, whether in Castile, Andalucia or Italy or Germany. On, on to the South Sea. 

And now they awake at dawn, which lasts no time at all, and the red fireball erupts 

straight from night into the sky and hurls grey shreds of night away behind it. The sun sits in 

the sky and calls out: It is time, see there the paths, rivers, mudholes, I grant you a handful of 

new hours for the South Sea. 

So they go on. Water surges across lagoons, small fowl strut on the shore, they puff 

themselves up, bob and whoop in front of their females. They are messengers and pathfinders 

for the South Sea. 

And when you climb into boats with the dark people and they shoot fish, you are grateful 

for the fish and the dark men, fish nourish you for the journey. And you look around 

tranquilly, and go to sleep under the vault of night sky decked out in all its medals for a 

magical ceremony. You know you are nearly at your goal.  

And so they come to the Otomaco people. The wide river is called Apure. Apparently this 

flows only a short distance before joining a huge stream that empties into the sea. This is 

called Orinoco.  

Along with the rivers, forests appear. Spreading mimosas stand at the water’s edge, and 

when you touch them their leaves snap together like living creatures, it runs along the 

branches, a marvellous sight. The Otomaco live here, they have no murichi palm but some 

other tree. They peel its bark, so soft they use it for clothing. The Whites seize on this, happy 

to throw away their disintegrating rags. On the general’s orders a load of bark is gathered and 

packed securely for the march. Fine hopeful days follow. You must protect yourself from 

leeches that cling to your legs and suck your blood. The natives live among a thousand species 

of animal that they distinguish and have a special name for, some they do not name, and you 

know this is because they are guarding a secret. Hummingbirds fly, you have never seen so 

many, and how they flit swift as lightning through the air no bigger than a butterfly and, 

hovering, stick their beak into a flower. Parrots, fiery orange troupial, crowing loros.  

The brown people show the Whites their enemies – but they do not call them enemies, 

they speak carefully, respectfully – termites that live in field and forest in little mounds that 

look like clumps of soil, they keep guests in their cells, beetles and spiders. They are so 

numerous, explain the brown people in wonder, that no human tribe can compare with 

termites. They themselves have taken to the river to avoid them, their houses stand on piles in 

the water and so are safe.  

But termites are strong beings, even though small and blind. The natives point to old huts 

they have preserved, they knock on a plank, a finger goes right through, it is like sponge, the 

tiny termites have devoured everything.  
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Now they are surrounded by jaguars. The big cats slink around the band. No one knows 

what they want. They come in packs, never attack anyone. But the band of Whites attracts and 

unsettles them for some reason. As always the darkskins say nothing.  

But one night the Whites are awakened by their sentries. They seize weapons, wonder why 

no alarm is sounding, but the darkskins make signs to keep quiet and follow, weapon or no 

weapon.  

The broad rushing Apure lies below in the gentle light of the moon. Nothing breaks its 

rippling surface. Reflecting stars and moonlight, the river runs swift, the Apure, heading for 

the Orinoco. A cool breeze blows from the forested banks. No birds call. But as they step 

cautiously down from the forest to the river they hear a strange persistent noise, a rubbing, 

scraping, scrabbling. Sometimes a clacking and creaking. Sometimes a dull heavy crash, 

followed by the same general scrabbling. They realise it is not in the water but on the bank. A 

broad smooth high beach of white sand and mud extends along the southern bank to the east. 

In the moonlight a low dark mass is moving and shoving, it is many yards long, sometimes it 

seems to rest, but keeps coming at a steady slow pace. It is a huge dark blanket being drawn 

across the beach. They whisper to one another and marvel: these are turtles. They come to a 

halt. It’s a whole army. Hiding by day, at night they go wandering, and now you can pick out 

individuals on the edge, brown-black chequerboard shells, a little sharp point like a sign, the 

triangular head stretched upward, hemmed in. They proceed, shell hard against shell, a huge 

movement of giant dark moonlit shells marching in their myriads. They halt in a clump, some 

are forced over the backs of others, the ones on top keep moving, the double-decker keeps on 

until a gap opens and those on top clunk down again. And behind them slink big wild cats, 

jaguars that encircle the moving mass, lunge at the scrabbling edges and try to pick something 

off. The turtles toil in the moonlight, the whole mass stops, loses itself in sand and mud, they 

bury themselves, this is their breeding season.  

The Whites ask about the nightly procession of turtles, the brown people know all about it, 

they pay grave attention to the lengthy discussion. One indicates that he wishes to tell the 

Whites something of the turtles. The interpreter translates: 

“The turtle has no malice. It is a good person. Once a turtle settled under a tree to rest. 

The tapir came, stretched its snout and said, ‘Go away turtle’. The turtle closed its ears. The 

tapir nudged its head with his snout, huffing and puffing: ‘Turtle, go away.’ It poked out its 

head, scratched with its legs, said: ‘You snuffled at me, that’s rude.’ ‘Turtle, go away.’ It pulled 

its head back into the shell. ‘This is my tree. You are rude, tapir.’ The tapir has horny feet, he 

steps on the turtle’s legs, the turtle goes away saying: ‘I’ll see you when the rains come.’ 

“Rain fell, the turtle set off. It came upon a spoor, the turtle bowed and said, ‘I have come a 

long way. Here’s some grass for you.’ The spoor said thanks. The turtle asked: ‘How long is it 

since your master was here?’ The spoor said, ‘A long time.’ The turtle set off again. There was 
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another spoor, the turtle bowed: ‘I come from afar. I met one of your sisters here, I brought 

her reeds and bamboo.’ The spoor: ‘It’s lonely out here. What is my sister up to?’ The turtle 

replied: ‘These are leaves from the forest where your sister lives. How long is it since your 

master came this way?’ The spoor looked up at the sky: ‘Stay till sunset, tell me about my sister, 

you’ll meet my master in two days.’ The third spoor: ‘I have heard about you, turtle. The ants 

reported it.’ ‘Here’s a flower from the forest. When did your master come by?’ ‘Today. Stay 

with me tonight, I’ll make myself pretty for you.’ The river surged angrily. The turtle dared not 

speak. At noon it crawled down. ‘Where is your father?’ ‘I don’t know.’ ‘Why not?’ ‘You are 

angry with my father.’ ‘He kicked me.’ ‘Leave me alone.’ The turtle dug itself in. The tapir 

came out of the water, the turtle confronted him: ‘I have found you. You huffed and puffed 

and trod on me. Now we shall see if I am a man.’ The tapir turned his back, the turtle bit his 

testicles and would not let go. The tapir turned round and round and cried for mercy. The 

turtle would not let go. The tapir jumped into the river, the river foamed to protect its father. 

The turtle would not let go. The tapir climbed on to the bank and died. Then the turtle let go. 

It called to the ants: ‘Tell the spoors I have killed their master, because he behaved rudely to 

me.’ To the tapir it said: ‘Your son the river shall mourn you. I killed you. My relatives await 

me in the hollow, I shall summon them, we shall eat you.’ 

When the soldiers heard this tale they laughed. The brown people took this as a sign of 

gratitude and laughed in turn. Later they often believed it best to laugh loudly when the 

Whites said something to them. But the Whites misunderstood this sign of great courtesy, and 

behaved coarsely to the bewildered natives.  

And in truth the deluge of rain makes progress impossible, days become weeks and weeks 

months, during which for better or worse the Whites are at the mercy of the brown people. 

You trudge on for a few hours, have to turn back. If the brownskins who happen to be around 

were more warlike and courageous, they could destroy you. But they see how the Whites want 

to move on, the rain prevents them, the rain is more powerful than the Whites, so they help 

and give.  

And so as days become weeks and weeks months and the Whites come no nearer to the 

South Sea, a yearning grows among Federmann’s troops to march and discover the South Sea 

and sail on great corvettes and sloops and brigantines to marvellous islands where they will 

become viceroys or gather gold and return home as knight or marquis – but others lose all 

such desire. Rain falls, thunderstorms rumble, you sit or lie in the damp heat in huts of palm, 

in the native rain-huts, you exercise the horses so they won’t go lame, polish your guns. As you 

clean the little cannon you’ve dragged along you hear from one or another the tale of a 

seafarer and his crew who set out from Spain to find the mighty Amazon and sail up it. He had 

cannon on board, two or three. And when he came to the mouth of the river there were many 

islands and side channels and they got lost, and then a terrible storm rose, the anchors 

dragged. Then the people regarded their lovely cannon and said: “Before these ever fire a shot 
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we shall drown and float in the water. Why carry them along.” And they lashed anchor trees to 

the cannon and threw them overboard into water and mud. And there they stuck. 

You watch the brown people, how they fish and do nothing, hunt and do nothing, sleep, 

eat, dance, love. You see how they prepare for the hunt, you are puzzled, you go with them 

and then do as they do. You learn to use a blowpipe, observe the trees, listen to the waterfowl. 

The Dominican and captain Lopez are concerned and vexed to see this, they curse the endless 

rainy season, sent by the Devil to be their ruin. 

“If we stay here much longer we’ll see a pretty state of affairs. We were sent to win the 

heathen over for the Holy Church. But perhaps – I cannot say it.”  

The Dominican, coldly: “Our soldiers are becoming heathen. They are so already. We must 

urge him to move on. No one should be led into temptation. We shall find ways to deal with 

sinners.” 

The captain-general is in a cheerful mood and lends no ear to their complaints. At last the 

storms abate, waters recede, the time of waiting is over.  

How hard most of the soldiers find the parting from the brown people. How they load up 

the bearers and themselves and mount the horses. Some sick men ask to be left with the 

natives, they are not afraid, and if Federmann’s or some other troop come by they will tag 

along. The priest opens his mouth: “It has come to this already.” Federmann orders the sick to 

be placed in boats, he presents gifts of fine glass to the brown people, and bids a sincere 

farewell. He wants to head south. You march off, say goodbye, give and receive presents.  

Many of the Whites have actually painted themselves in festive colours.  

 

To Cundinamarca 

NOW THE TWO captains Gonzalo and Lopez, one bowlegged, the other pockmarked, urged 

on by their spirituality, can no longer resist and must settle one last score with the brown 

people. 

With a handful of men they turn back, ostensibly to fetch a forgotten item of provisions. 

Indeed they do demand provisions, assault the astonished people and at last give vent to their 

heart’s desire with curses, threatening that they have a dozen bloodhounds with them. The 

brown people are gentle but not cowardly. The captains sport with them as the stupid brown 

creatures deserve. Now they have to fetch something. As the clerics advised, they go to the 

mask hut and bachelor house, overturn the stupid wide-mouthed wooden idols, hack them to 

pieces, the masks worn for idol worship are shredded with a few dagger thrusts. They take 

possession of the disgusting black skulls that hang there, painted black and yellow and hung 

with feathers. One shot from a crossbow brings them down, a blow from a club smashes them, 

the fragments are trodden into the earth. They have a little wooden cross that they fix to the 
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wall as a replacement. Then it is the turn of the villagers. No brownskins are to be seen, a few 

are caught fleeing and tied up. As they approach the village a hail of arrows greets them. The 

dark people flee from the gunshot blasts of their enemy. The captains set fire to the huts, but 

the fires only smoulder and are soon extinguished by the rain.  

From this sortie, Federmann realises that the cunning brown people suddenly show 

themselves hostile when they find themselves facing just a small number of Whites. He is 

mistrustful. But mistrust is useless. There are swollen rivers to cross. Now villages they come 

across, which ought to promise boats, are empty, the old dreadful scene. Federmann berates 

the captains, the men of God hold their tongues and dare not intervene, at last the general 

asks: “Are you trying to bring disorder to our band?” Now the priests accuse him openly of 

provoking the excessive actions of the captains: “We are subjects of the Catholic king, 

destruction of idols is one object of the expedition. Instead the soldiers have become savages, 

many wear secret amulets given them by the heathen.” Federmann declines to laugh, he 

foresees complaints in Spain. He thanks the priests for their information, the soldiers probably 

wear the amulets only as keepsakes, a joke, he’ll confiscate them. He needs the priests’ help. 

But he cannot tolerate sedition or division within his small troop.  

What a rampant landscape they now find themselves in, bursting with steam and heat. 

Swamps filled with tall luxuriant plants. Dense towering groves of bamboo climb the hills. 

Then forests, now with broad clearings, yellow and full of fallen and rotting trunks, now shady 

and overgrown. Creepers climb high up the trunks of palms, drop from aloft like snakes and 

then twine back up. Deathly silence. 

The wind wafts fragrances, the soldiers think: if only we had stayed with the brownskins. 

They wear their amulets concealed. Curious beards hang down from trees, long and grey. 

Once these forests seemed bewitched, now you listen out for bird calls to know how the day 

will be, check branches and the ground, and your thoughts and desires are those of an Indian. 

Hanging grasses make whole swathes festive, they twist in garlands between crown and trunk 

and dangle to the ground – what do the natives see in them? You see roots, snakes, kill a few 

and roast them. When a kind of typhus breaks out in the band and they come to a large, 

recently abandoned village, they make a halt. Everyone senses a decision is near.  

You feel torpid. You want a sacrifice. Federmann the captain-general is here. You saw him 

throw spears with the brown people and shoot arrows, the brownskins liked him. But when 

the capricious captains, friends of the priests, are sent out here and there with a small 

detachment, they never fail in their rage to set fire to any village they find empty. Yes, they 

even fetched masks and skulls from one hastily evacuated village and pursued the people, and 

those they caught were forced into masks and made to hack the idolatrous skulls to pieces 

themselves. This is told later among the troops, who hate the officers. As the band rests in the 

empty village and rumours of this heroic deed circulate, the captain-general shuts himself 

away in his hut and ponders. Next morning when he summons them – officers, notary and 
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priests – to council, and orders Gonzalo and Lopez to appear before him, they are absent. 

Soldiers report that they rode out in the night and are not back yet. Federmann condemns 

their behaviour. Then the stern commander explodes: when the captains return they are to be 

brought to him, he will clap them in irons and hand them over to the governor in Coro for 

sentencing.  

The horses of the two captains turn up that afternoon close by, but no bodies are found. It 

is never clarified whether they were murdered and quickly buried by Indians or by their own 

soldiers.  

The camp is silent. The sacrifice is made. Homeward march. 

From the huts of quiet gentle tribes into whose secrets you have forced yourself, the way 

leads back to the familiar desolate sea of grass. They are in the region between the Apure and 

Meta rivers. To the east flow the Cunaviche, Capanaparo, Arichuna, Caicara. You pass through 

the territories of the Otomaco, Guamo, Quiva. The troop is no longer a troop, although it has 

a captain-general on whom it depends, and a field-captain, quartermaster, notary royal, priests 

and a monk. The priests again seek a way to reach the men. But they find to their horror that 

they are greeted with bored faces. The men avoid them, frowning. Nothing is said out loud 

against them. They complain to Federmann: we drag depraved semi-heretics back with us.  

They reach the first foothills again. And though Federmann says nothing he knows that 

loyalty lies with the brown people the soldiers live among, a life with animals and on the water, 

and the priests are right, the men seem enchanted by the natives. Mountains, separation, will 

do them good. 

But these forests, mountains, valleys, gigantic peaks that tower up ahead of them green 

and sombre, they are filled with brown tribes. And this time the captain-general agrees with 

his comrades: we must do battle! The men still sing songs from the llanos whose words they 

do not understand, you mock them but they won’t be dragged from their way of seeing and 

questioning. They believe they must preserve themselves from danger with pigments and 

signs, they paint chest and arms and hips. Faces they dare not paint. Such strange huddled 

conversations they engage in. When a priest or officer approaches they fall silent.  

You trudge through mountain forests. The air quivers with butterflies, fish in the rivers 

crowd so thickly that the water ripples over them as if over rocks.  

Horses have done good service everywhere, now in the mountains they become a burden, 

they stumble, have to be unloaded. So you must revert to the old search for native bearers. 

Federmann is happy to take the offensive, captains and priests are on his side. A captain sets 

off with fifty men, returns to camp with a hundred and fifty dwarves, soldiers look on 

encouraged, they know there’s nothing for it but to fight these people, many dwarves were left 

lying and some soldiers were wounded, as you march off again the train is attacked by furious 

midgets trying to free the captives.  
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When you surprise a big village of dwarves, the chief, to whom you speak in friendly tones, 

offers himself as guide. He honours Federmann with some bows and arrows, and the biggest 

surprise comes three days later as you march off: the chief brings to the red-bearded captain-

general a lovely young brown girl, she reaches to Federmann’s armpit. The girl weeps, like all 

the others she takes the Whites for evil spirits, but Federmann delights in her, and the whole 

camp rejoices as the general, ignoring the headshakes of the priests, hugs the girl and keeps 

her at his side. She becomes the troop’s mascot. 

The trek over the mountains degenerates into a savage hunt. The men’s mood is of 

unfocused resentment. They are belligerent, disappointed, enmeshed in their rage. The priests 

note with satisfaction that now they behave like proper soldiers. The troop refreshes itself in 

an appalling way. Among the Cagantuo they find lovely valleys, the people plant, dig, trade, 

they are proud and warlike. They do not deign to go with the Whites, the soldiers make 

violent assaults on some villages, then Federmann reins them in, they meet him halfway, a 

hundred and fifty Whites, four thousand natives, they hand out fishhooks, knives, axes and 

stay for weeks in the villages, the troop still cannot leave well alone. The villages are regular 

fortresses with palisades of wood. But living there you are already lord and master, the 

scornful white man, staying aloof from the games of the savages. It happens that a fever afflicts 

the Whites, and when more than half the troop fall sick Federmann sees it as a sign and 

decides to break camp, for no white man must be allowed to die here. The sick are strapped 

onto horses in pairs and led away, the rest are carried on litters bedecked with feathers, for 

these are great lords, you tell the natives, they don’t go on foot.  

There are surprising finds of gold in houses. You prick up your ears. Where was it, who 

was there, what, what?  

Now every last shred of weakness disappears. You are ravished by the old lust for booty, 

glowering avarice is back, you are your old self again with your craving. Brown, red, turtles, 

jaguars, forget it all. 

They came upon a large village, men with spears and arrows were standing on the heights 

beside it. Federmann walked down to the place. In the empty square they had put two stools 

with gold. When no natives appeared and Federmann entered the chief’s house, it was 

barricaded from within. The general made it known to those inside that nothing would 

happen to them, he wanted to reciprocate the gifts, and was placing them on the ground. 

Then a hundred armed men came out with the chief. And when without preamble Federmann 

asked about gold, the anxious natives relaxed and brought a great quantity. The soldiers 

erupted in cheers. The general too was happy, and soothed the natives. They complained that 

he had treated neighbouring tribes badly. He stroked their hands: That was not his fault, just 

the anger of the horses after one of them was wounded.  

The natives told of Cundinamarca in the mountains, of a city called Funza, the great Zipa.  
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Now the final stage of the march. The soldiers had given up on natives, turtles, jaguars, 

lakes, had lost them all, scarcely a tremor left in them of all that. They scrambled for gold. 

They must grab it all. This stage of the journey turned them into savages. They went over icy 

passes. No bearers with them. They ate horses and hounds that froze to death. They hunted 

bear and jaguar. They were clad in animal skins.  

And there, down below, lay the savannah.  

 

Horsetrading among the victors 

WHEN QUESADA HEARD how the new arrivals conducted themselves and that they were 

almost naked and clad in jaguar pelts and deerskin, once the first shock had passed he felt – he 

did not know why – a warm glow. He would help these have-nots. Clearly, they had endured 

many hardships. It reminded him of the lamentable condition in which he himself had arrived 

here. Yes, these poor devils turn up thinking to inherit something, and the table is full. Sad, 

but alas that’s how it is. The newcomers released Quesada from the incubus laid on him by 

Belalcazar the Magnificent.  

And as the commander and all his troops laboured at the camp defences and considered a 

surprise attack on one of the other two groups, Quesada’s thoughts ran on quite other lines: 

namely, that he now had lots of gold and could do something with it, and how to keep poor 

Johnny-come-lately in his poverty. For the poverty of the newcomers pleased him more and 

more. He observed the miserable sick rabble from afar, that’s how we looked once, we were 

like that, and thought with the equanimity of a marquis and a viceroy: what a dismal 

condition men can fall into. And he confided to Barreda his intention to preserve his men 

from the folly of joining forces with Belalcazar.  

“For me it will be a mere bagatelle,” he explained to Barreda, “to reach an understanding 

with Belalcazar on my own account. You don’t believe me? I tell you, Belalcazar fears that the 

newcomers will take away what’s left, or that I will ally myself with the newcomers against 

him. But I shall not do so. Why? I think that despite all the torments the newcomers have 

undergone, they are still merely in training, and we should not spoil them. In the end Fortune 

can bless only one man.” 

And with a sangfroid that won the hard savage commander’s respect, the former 

functionary Quesada despatched two officers to Belalcazar to invite him for a meeting. 

Quesada, already wearing viceroy’s boots, proceeded with all the assurance of a sleepwalker. 

How he blossomed under Fortune. 

And Belalcazar came. The discussion took place in the open between the camps. Belalcazar 

exuded cordiality. They shook hands, and had mutual acquaintances in Toledo. Belalcazar’s 

brother in law almost married a niece of Quesada’s, they were engaged but the girl preferred 

the convent. These were happy tidings.  
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They arrived at a general regulation of relations. Neither side would bring the natives joy 

by undertaking military action against the other. Quesada urged fervently: “With what these 

savages have, two such as us can live well.” A large party of natives, escorted by numerous 

soldiers and surrounded by bloodhounds, was driven past to Quesada’s camp, they made way 

for them. As they rode on a little, another train of people, a double chain tethered together, all 

dumb. Then the governor began to explain his plan to the other white man, in view of his 

solidarity. He offered enraptured Belalcazar an enormous amount of gold, to be weighed on 

the spot. A further quantity would follow. Belalcazar was moved: “I expected no less of you. 

The times when men kill for gold are over, thank God.” They shook hands. 

Awkwardly suppressing the urge to embrace, since this could cause them to fall from their 

mounts, they rode into Quesada’s camp. “Peace, peace!” Belalcazar called to the suspicious 

soldiers. The men did not understand. When it was explained to them they said: “His gold 

comes out of the king’s fifth.” 

At the weighing, it occurred to Quesada that he might have reached this agreement at the 

first and without the newcomers, since the magnificent man with his feathered cloak and 

sleek horses and well nourished men at his back seemed disgustingly lazy and out for easy 

pickings, and if you gave them some they’d be content and go off to find new hunting grounds. 

Who Belalcazar was showed itself in the ugliest manner shortly after this brief smooth 

encounter. The magnificent man, once masks were allowed to fall, initiated a lively commerce 

between his camp and Quesada’s. He sold a number of his horses to the astonished governor, 

at a stupendous price. As for his weapons, of which Quesada showed particular interest in 

relieving him, he proved reticent. The Peruvian was exceedingly happy when the governor 

made an astonishing offer for the cannon and some arquebuses, and afterwards the governor 

himself laughed with the Peruvian in his tent. For it was obvious: if the Peruvian sold his 

armaments, the governor would have him cornered and could retrieve everything at his leisure. 

Belalcazar laughed tears: “What an affair that would be, governor! You are a clever chap. If I 

were King of Spain and had to decide whom to appoint to this new province, I would say: you 

and you alone!” This was one of the few moments during the expedition when the governor 

laughed aloud with others. 

At this meeting, where everything went so happily and they put all travails and troubles 

behind them, mountains, poisoned arrows, swollen rivers, quagmires and hunger, Belalcazar 

began to prate and recount something of himself, especially how he had seized the city of 

Quito in the south by means of a surprise attack, and indulged himself extensively on the 

topic of his brilliant lieutenant, Ampudia by name: “Those colourful people will not forget my 

bold lieutenant. His chaplain has told me how Ampudia proceeded: like lightning and 

quicksilver. Like quicksilver he extracted all the metal from the houses, and like lightning he 

reduced the houses to ashes.” The Peruvian’s laughter rang out again.  
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Quesada coolly uttered a few compliments: “As long as this lieutenant makes no 

difficulties for you with the Spanish Crown.”  

“Oho, my good man. We bring gold. What problems will the Crown raise?” 

Later that evening, over Indian beer, the wily Peruvian again spoiled his pleasure by 

broaching the matter of weapons. Quesada must provide something more before he can hand 

them over. He has not received enough for them. The governor lost his composure. But why? 

He feared a trap, perhaps the Peruvian had heard about his decoy cannon and was indulging 

in blackmail. And indeed his opening gambit is: he knows Quesada’s arquebuses and cannon 

are unusable. Quite different from his own case. Then he paused, and his tremendous laugh 

rang out at the dismayed governor: in point of fact his own cannon are really just for show. Yes! 

The barrels have long since rusted away inside. But on the outside they are cleaned and 

polished, he insists on that. Quesada is an innocent. All these savages need is a bang and a 

flash. The guns can manage that at least.  

With heavy heart Quesada (oh the shame) asked: “And in what condition are your 

arquebuses?” Now he was furious, felt like a gullible wretch, and intended as soon as he could 

to wring his contractual partner’s neck. Observing this, the latter said:  

“The arquebuses, thank God, are all in good order and skilled hands.” And if Quesada 

doubts it, they can fire a demonstration volley at fleeing prisoners.  

Quesada smiled sourly and sipped his beer. You can’t believe a word the rascal says, he’s a 

scoundrel, a blowhard, how to be avenged, you’ll taste my vengeance. Truly, phlegmatic 

Quesada has learned to hate. 

After this Belalcazar remained affable, and engaged on a grand scale in his horse-selling 

business on the savannah, which at least for him had turned out to be no battleground. His 

horses proved to be like his guns: they looked good on the outside, but were rotted away 

inside. When confronted over some horses, Belalcazar made no denial. Why should horses 

carry loads here, where there are so many heathen! The only thing a horse has to do in this 

country, he explained, is to live, show signs of life, really just keep standing on its four legs. It 

is enough that it breathe and keep its eyes open. Once – and this was attested by his men – he 

had a sick horse carried on a sort of wooden litter by several dozen natives. The savages had 

sooner or later shown reluctance to carry every other kind of load, but this they took up 

without a word, they made no attempt at all to escape. And when the horse died they flung 

themselves down before the bier, and were ready to follow it into death. 

≈≈≈ 

Meanwhile Quesada attended to the leader of the savage newcomers, whom he referred to as 

his dear beggar. He sent him soft clothing and food, but it was no easy matter dealing with the 

newcomer, who to his astonishment revealed himself to be captain-general Nicolaus 
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Federmann of Ulm, deputy to Georg von Speyer. For the newcomers were not after gold, but 

gold and pillage! Women and war! Just like him! 

Quesada was flabbergasted. This place produced no end of surprises. A blind man 

scrambles up here and explains that he cannot accept charitable gifts, he wants pillage. A 

starving robber captain makes demands, as if anyone were in a position to make demands here. 

But Federmann explained in complete guilelessness as they rode together on an outing: a 

payoff will not serve my turn. There was no meeting of minds. We must think about it further 

tomorrow. But then it poured the next day, and the next. And then Quesada rode up to 

Federmann’s camp, the general came out, they rode off side by side in conversation, and 

Quesada requested permission for his commander to ride into the stockade with a small 

detachment, to see Federmann’s people. Federmann saw nothing amiss in this. He said: “He 

wants information about our strength. Let him. My soldiers are good, they have hair on their 

teeth. I’d advise no one to trifle with them.” Quesada’s commander had the same impression. 

Barreda met his leader an hour later and quietly made his report.  

“Whatever shall I do with you!” confided Quesada – the chess player, the merry cozener – 

with a laugh to Federmann, “do we really want to slaughter each other, and then perhaps my 

friend Belalcazar will wade in for the kill once one of us is lying there? Hand over your soldiers, 

give them to me! I like them. I shall pay them, and you, handsomely. And afterwards your 

soldiers can pillage to their heart’s content.”  

Federmann was astonished, and growled in disgust: “A monstrously simple solution.” 

And after Federmann had thought over at length what it meant for him and his troop, he 

acceded. For though Federmann saw all the gold round about them, the journey had drained 

him, he had no stomach for fighting, he was a German and homesick. He admitted his 

suffering to the governor: “Say a good word. Say how we can manage this without loss of 

honour.” There was nothing Quesada wanted more. 

So they reached an accord. All three of them, Quesada, Belalcazar, Federmann, today, 

tomorrow or the next day, would set off for the Spanish court to report on their deeds and 

receive honours and distinctions. Meanwhile Quesada, given that Federmann felt himself too 

weary, would lead the troops who were under Federmann’s command on a first 

reconnaissance march to the south. The rest should be decided back home.  

Federmann insisted on the same sum for himself and his soldiers as the Peruvian. The 

jubilation among his men was tremendous. They considered it a down payment.  

And that night the town belonged to them. 

And the remaining natives – there were still some thousands there – suffered another 

round of death, violation, horror.  

And this time it was thorough, without frenzy or drunkenness. Rage and destruction were 

the watchwords of Federmann’s men.  
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That night the town was annihilated.  

And now fire gained the upper hand, spread through carelessness, started out of spite by 

Barreda’s soldiers, who disagreed with Quesada’s orders. A night of peril. Whites fought each 

other in the flickering streets. Federmann and Quesada put in an appearance to calm things 

down.  

In the morning over two hundred Whites – shot, many of them charred – were hauled 

from the rubble.  

≈≈≈ 

On the high plateau the governor ordered slaves and his soldiers to erect a dozen big straw 

houses and a straw-roofed church. It was August, long months since they had set out, he from 

the mountains of Santa Marta, Federmann from Coro, Belalcazar from Peru. The three leaders 

rode past the low houses, Quesada pointed them out, the other two gentlemen congratulated 

him. The magnificent Peruvian said: “Surely the place is big enough already, the Indians have 

run away into the mountains and to the south, what do you plan to do with these houses?”  

“They’re for the soldiers.”  

“What soldiers?”  

“Ours.”  

The gentlemen were greatly puzzled, and Federmann tugged his chin and said: “You must 

not think, governor, that our men came from Spain, Portugal, Holland, and Germany to dwell 

in a barn and keep guard over your church of straw in case the heathen try to burn it down.”  

“And what is your view, general? What? What will our soldiers do here?”  

The two generals regarded each other. The Peruvian, on Quesada’s other side: “You can’t 

be serious, governor. Our soldiers sitting in these huts! Look at me. My father was a 

woodcutter in Andalucia, I ran away from him, now see my weapons, my gold trim, the hat on 

my head, and see me riding at your side and now we’re off to the king of Castile where we can 

secure our rights. Holy Virgin, I’d like to see the fellow who could make me or my soldiers sit 

in such a house.”  

They trotted over the silent savannah, behind them the town lay dead, the river wound 

muddy and slow.  

Quesada: “In my native land there’s a book they read about a knight with the same name 

as me, but they say it Quixote. I was telling my commander Barreda about it not long ago. This 

Quixote is a serious fellow, he rides out with lance, targe, shield and squire, engages in all 

kinds of silliness. Back home they laugh over this book. We consider Don Quixote mad. Can 

you believe that any man who rides around the open roads of Spain bearing arms and doing 

heroic deeds has his wits about him?” 
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The others asked him to continue. “Our heroes of the hour will quieten down. A few will 

have gold and return to Spain. Not many. And the gold will soon be gone. They won’t want to 

be peasants over there. The only solution: let them live in my houses.”  

“To be peasants here?”  

“If they want. If not, there is much more to conquer. But in the end every general must 

have troops he can trust to hold a place, so that no one can attack his rear.” Now they saw the 

light. Quesada went on: “They can live in comfort here. They can catch savages whenever they 

want and put them to work tilling the soil. Martial ardour fades with the years.” The other two 

liked this as well.  

Belalcazar confided: “We need terrain such as this. Maybe they’ll even send food over to 

Spain sometimes. For if there’s no change it is possible that people over there really will starve. 

Monks are good, but so many monks! If only they would fast, at least.”  

Federmann relished the joke: “No, they don’t fast, those monks, they don’t fast.” Quesada 

fixed them with a hard eye: “They pray. In the better monasteries they fast. Never forget, 

gentlemen, that we have two tasks to fulfil here: to conquer provinces for the Spanish crown, 

and to spread Christian doctrine.” 

Federmann sighed. Belalcazar whistled. The governor stared sternly ahead. Federmann 

stood in the stirrups and plucked bananas from a tree for himself and the others.  

≈≈≈ 

Next day the generals came together with their staff on the open ground in front of the new 

church, and formed a circle in the thick grass. The Castilian flag was hoisted in the centre. 

Riders dismounted.  

The governor bent down, plucked some grass, and augmented the previous provisional 

declaration by taking the country definitively into Spanish possession.  

The country, wrote the notary royal, shall be called New Granada, the town Holy Faith, 

Santa Fe. Then, hats in hand, they entered the new church. Las Casas, Fra Bartholomew, said 

the first Mass.  

 

Victors’ spoils 

THEY DID LITTLE more up there on the plateau. It was enough to have arrived. And their 

soldiers were of the same mind. They came into the land like a sickness into a body. They were 

there and observed the decay.  

They learned of the exodus from the town of Funza. Riders from south and west brought 

reports of new wonders. Then Belalcazar and Federmann, accompanied at first by the 

governor, set off for the coast, and Spanish honours.  
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They proceeded sleek and happy, the vultures, fifty armed men as escort. The route led 

westward. 

The savannah persists for a while, then the mountains close in, the Funza forms a small 

lake, and here the god Bochica took up his magic staff and hurled it through the mountains. 

The Funza dashes wildly against cliffs, the little river thunders as it nears the sacred fissure, 

bursts through, drops a short distance over a ledge, and only now sees what lies before it after 

the tiresome savannah: nothing, a broad endless emptiness, sky and abyss. This is what the 

god decreed. And it does not hesitate. It hurls its swelling waters over the ledge and surges 

open-eyed into the deep empty vastness. Sky and abyss and death and life. A broad sweep 

ahead. A drop that is sheer joy. Then sizzle and hiss and over we go. And it surfaces again in a 

cloud of mist and celebrates the leap with a multitude of rainbows, acclaimed by birds and 

lianas.  

They rode to the Magdalena river. Cold fog rose over rocky passes. They descended at a 

trot, it grew warmer, the chest felt constricted, the sun reappeared from its foggy concealment. 

And below you could see the river, languid after its breakthrough. A fertile landscape all about. 

Round peaks visible across the valley, blue lines of mountains. The valley floor was hot. They 

came to the wide plain of the Magdalena and made halt. They began at once to build boats to 

take them downstream. Quesada gazed about with his companions and realised: this valley 

with its coconut trees is a good base for despatching the riches they have collected. A small 

detachment of Whites was summoned from Funza, and across the river, on its left bank, they 

built the settlement of Honda, designated a transhipment depot.  

Here the Guali flowed foaming into the mighty river, formed seething rapids, and 

thundered downward. And this river was the Magdalena, upon which Quesada had embarked 

with five stout ships at the start of his expedition. The plan was a good one, and if only they 

had reached this spot and climbed into the mountains from here, then everything would have 

gone without a hitch. This is clear. At Quesada’s side is Alcobazo, his ship’s officer. They look 

at one another. Fortune smiles now. They continue downstream a short way. The rapids are no 

obstacle. Here are the narrow banks, cliffs, the loathsome forest. They stop, look around. Here 

the ships with the sick moored, over there was where they climbed up one morning only to 

become lost, nearly die, and then encounter flamboyant Belalcazar and his doughty train. 

High above they see condors and vultures, ahead the rushing waters. No men, no spars. Heat 

drops from the sky. They search along the banks, forest edge for traces of men. Rattlesnakes 

coil down from trees, rustle through the undergrowth. An army of ants marches from forest to 

river, a marvellous tribe, each carries a leaf bigger than itself like a green wing, and pulls it 

into their nest in the riverside gravel.  

Quesada took leave of the two generals. 

≈≈≈ 
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He set off to take possession of southern Cundinamarca for the first time.  

The conquistador horde had grown strong. The first frenzy of pillage was over. They had 

what they had, wanted more. It was the chance of a lifetime. Plunge everything in blood. Their 

throats still growled: hey dear bride, Lucinda Dorinda, Theresa with your rosy cheeks, white 

arms, you wanted a knight, a fine man. Their eyes were bloodshot, their rage never left them. 

Many had gambled away their loot, some lay in chains after robbing their fellows, it was all the 

same to them, dozens had set about each other with dagger and warclub, inflicting blows and 

serious wounds. 

On it went. They wanted to fulfill their frothing, puling destiny. 

At their head behind the tambour sat Belligerence, with helmet, cuirass and real human 

legbones, its weight borne by a horse, it swung its sword and made not a sound when it hit 

true. You couldn’t see who it was behind the closed visor. If you pulled it from the horse and 

stripped away the cuirass, then oozing mould and stinking puffballs would spill out, it would 

implode and smear itself over the ground as thick sticky slime.  

Behind marched Misanthropy, halberd in hand, a little round shield at the left breast. Gay 

feathers drooped from hat to forehead and shaded the hard white-grey face. But it had no 

flesh or skin or blood, it was a skeleton. It could not stay in its myriad graves, it had heard that 

men still lived and breathed, and as long as that was the case it would wield its halberd and 

thrust them into the next world.  

In wide peasant costume with an enormous skirt, someone waddled alongside and 

crouched down and stretched both arms out over the ground. The coarse woman walked 

crooked in her heavy garments, she sweated and couldn’t move, a kick to the bottom and she 

fell down, filled her apron, gathered and wheezed. Avarice.  

And behind these three the soldiers, howling to the crashing music of the band that 

marched among them, drums, trumpets, conches and flutes.  

They blared and pounded, they were the fathers who sired them, the mothers who bore 

them, the sisters, brides who awaited them. 

≈≈≈ 

They aimed for the southern capital Muqueta, or Bogota. They came to empty villages, their 

approach still engendered horror. In the villages they found whole storehouses stuffed with 

food, cloth, even gifts of gold. Trying to buy them off. But such gold! Such gold! They wanted 

more. They wanted death, for themselves and others.  

The Funza affair repeated itself. They found old people tied up in open spaces, piles of 

wood beside them: sacrificial offerings. During the trek through the mountains events 

occurred which they had not understood before, but now regarded with equanimity: 

frightened people hastened from villages towards them, and hurled their living children over 

cliffs. The people sought to soften their rage. And truly it did, it calmed them.  
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In villages south of Sorocota other rumours had spread. They met resistance. Behind 

Sorocota there was a gorge to cross. As they approached they were attacked by natives from 

the opposite side, using slings. It was evening, they were jittery as they made camp. But in the 

night a lovelorn pair of horses broke loose from the trees, and fought. The stallion escaped the 

maddened mare and in the dark galloped down the slope, the mare at his heels. Neighing they 

leapt across the whole breadth of the gorge and raced up to the Indian camp. Panic ensued. 

The horses spread terror. The natives fled, panicked by the wrath of these demons. The 

Whites hardly noticed what had happened. When they assembled next morning and prepared 

for an assault by the natives, the gorge was already clear. The two horses were grazing calmly 

on the other side.  

An act of judgement by Quesada helped to enlighten the natives. He was no Alfinger. He 

wanted no murder or burning. He wanted to rule a civilised country, and furthermore wanted 

all property for himself. So when a soldier called Juan Gordon stole valuable goods in Suzuka, 

he had him hanged. Let that be an example. But there was an unexpected effect. For the first 

time the natives saw a dead white man. These uncanny beings can die. Shortly thereafter, the 

white rearguard behind Suzuka was set upon by a horde of Indians. The southern prince, 

carrying the embalmed bodies of his ancestors with him, had come forward for the decisive 

battle, blocking the road to Muqueta, the capital, to any Whites from wherever they might 

come. The darkskins were despatched by firearms, horseback assaults and swordthrusts. The 

battle was horrifying in its desperate savagery even for the Whites, who for the first time 

suffered many dead and wounded. The capital could not hold. The empire of the natives was 

doomed. Cundinamarca was gone, gone, could not but be gone.  

Everything fell into Quesada’s hands. Even in Funza, during the first horrors, some 

hundreds of native warriors had placed themselves at his disposal. After the breakthrough at 

Suzuka thousands came over to him, and he had a tidy army. He came to Bogota. The Whites 

having now been thoroughly unmasked, the capital was abandoned, the fleeing populace 

evacuated along with all foodstuffs and every trace of gold, silver and precious stones. 

Then governor Quesada turned back. For the duration of his absence his captain-general 

took charge. 

≈≈≈ 

Quesada was fortunate. He reached Spain. He was honoured like the old conquistadors 

Pizarro and Cortez.  

He returned to his realm of Cundinamarca, land of the Muisca. 

Fighting had reached a desperate level. The ballad of Zaquezazipa circulated for a long 

time, about the general who fought and when he could fight no longer threw himself from a 

cliff. Barreda, Quesada’s merciless field commander, had pounced all over him, hemmed him 

in. The dark prince promised gold, his servants brought gold in the morning and at noon 
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Barreda’s men stole it, out of mockery and greed. And when the field commander returned 

after fourteen days there was nothing there. The prince knew: they are our ruin. The Whites 

had the prince flogged. Barreda screamed: “Where is your gold?” The prince said not a word, 

and died.  

The cacique of Tandama defied Barreda, he concealed himself with his people in a swamp. 

Horses could not reach him, fire-tubes lacked the range, they sat behind tall palisades, the 

Whites searched for the paths by which natives carried maize and water through the swamp. 

Then someone betrayed the path. Horses rode across, riders stabbed with steel swords, guns 

roared. But by the time they secured the fort the Whites were almost annihilated. The usac 

sued for peace. The Whites made a treaty. The usac brought gold. Barreda picked up a 

hammer and said: “You have not given enough gold, so I cannot keep the peace. I take this 

hammer and smash your gold.” The usac begged for time. Then Barreda swung the hammer 

and smashed his skull.  

Quesada undertook the repression with pride and joy. 

On the coast leprosy raged, soldiers from the Moorish wars had brought it in. 

Leprosy took to the governor in Santa Fe, and carried him off. 

≈≈≈ 

When magnificent Belalcazar had traipsed around the realm of Cundinamarca for long 

enough and appeared on the coast at almost the same time as Quesada, to his shock and 

indignation he found officers of the court awaiting him. He was accused of brigandage, 

outrages, disobedience, the usual, from his earlier days in Peru. No doubt he had Quesada to 

thank for the investigation, he brought it on him out of spite to avoid the inevitable falling out. 

He was right, this was revenge. The haughty man lay humbled in Cartagena gaol. The great 

ocean stretched before him, Spain on the other side. He worked on his defence. How could 

they play this trick after all his successes. He started a fever. He grew thin. Before an answer 

came from Madrid he was dead.  

≈≈≈ 

Nicolaus Federmann, captain-general, wanted fame and honour back home. He also wanted to 

defend himself against the greedy rich men of Augsburg who had placed him at the head of his 

troops and now, like the tradesmen they were, accused him of excesses. He embarked as 

proud and cheerful as ever. At his side was the dwarf woman presented to him in the grassy 

plains of Venezuela. He had decked her out like a Spanish noblewoman, a princess. On board 

she strutted beside him in purple satin brocade, under it a bulky satin dress with a train, at her 

belt hung a cedarwood rosary, a bushel of green and blue feathers drooped from her wide hat. 

During the voyage she sat beside him at table on a raised gold-chased stool that he had made 

for her in Coro. Oh, she cried, she was afraid of the water and the spirits of the storm. He had 

to let her paint herself under her clothes with protective pigments she had brought with her, 
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every day she smeared new circles, lines, spots on her skin and even on her little brave face, 

each mark protecting her from some particular danger. And perhaps they did. But against one 

danger they were powerless: the ship’s wine store.  

Federmann was still in celebration mood. He advised all his companions, captains, 

quartermasters who had starved and suffered with him in the llanos and on the high passes to 

behave likewise, for soon the moneybags of Augsburg will clap open their books, Herr Seyler 

and Herr Pegner, they’ll perch eyeglasses on their noses and start lecturing, and you’ll stand 

there like a little boy and suck your thumb. Keep up your courage! With toast after toast they 

wished the sly scribblers in Hell, and ran competitions in cursing and execration. The little 

woman had to repeat the ripest curses, and was drilled like a parrot until she learned them, so 

that as soon as they reached Spain she could fling them in the faces of those Knights of the 

Iron Backsides. The thought of this caused the company delirious amusement every day. She 

was their queen.  

But the little woman had an enemy on board: the chaplain. He had tried to prevent her 

coming on board. When this failed, he harassed her by making her sit still every day among 

hawsers and chains while he prayed at her, and to her grief wiped the coloured marks from 

her face with a sponge that he carried in his cowl for this purpose. Now one day she came 

promenading amidships after a hearty luncheon, painted as always, and for fun had taken up 

her rosary and was swinging it merrily through the air, all the while trilling curses the 

company had taught her that day. The black Dominican encountered her, heard her thin little 

voice and her folderol and was scandalised to see that the tawny creature was painted again 

and larking with her rosary. He waited until she was close by, she failed to notice him behind 

the mast, and he gave her a couple of resounding slaps that knocked her down. As she lay 

there he snatched the lovely rosary from her hands. Hearing her screams, some came running 

from the messroom, heated, full of Dutch courage, lips unwiped, hats flopping at their necks. 

They pulled the bawling little thing to her feet, she screamed for her rosary, the wild men 

demanded it from the monk, he stuffed it in his girdle and retreated.  

Finally Federman himself arrived, tipsy. When he had surveyed the scene and learned 

what had happened, he set the princess at his hip and ran after the monk. He would, he 

should be punished at once, the stupid blackrobe, he would, he should carry the Indian 

princess on his hip just like this, five times around the ship as punishment. The monk, seeing 

the state of Federmann and his company, ran to find the captain, the helmsman. He climbed 

to the quarterdeck. It was a stormy day, all the sailors were busy. Federmann, the dwarf 

clinging to his neck, climbed up behind him, hard on his heels came his mob of table 

companions, conquerors of the savannah and high passes, his men. He would and should 

catch the wretched monk.  

But he did not catch him. For what the savannah and the high passes of terra firma could 

not accomplish, the sea did all of a sudden. A wave, not especially big or strong, broke over the 
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deck. Federmann and his bride slipped in the wet and lay against the rail. Were he not drunk 

he could simply have regained his feet and moved away. But he threshed around to escape the 

water, still gripping his lady’s legs, but in the wrong direction, slid across the sloping deck and 

overboard. They saw him come up, the little creature on his shoulders clinging to his hair. She 

hampered his swimming, in her fright clamped hands over his eyes so he could not see the 

lines they threw to him. The men stood there, sobered, filled with horror, waited, eyes starting 

from their heads to see what their lusty captain-general would do. They lowered a dinghy. But 

he was already a good way astern, tossed up and down by the waves, the heavy red-bearded 

man. The little dwarf had let go and was bobbing behind him like a pretty ball over green-

white crests. Both were dead. Nothing more could befall them.  

The monk, no longer hunted, knelt with some people at the ship’s rail. He raised his 

wooden cross over the water in the direction of the floating bodies.  

≈≈≈ 

This was their end, the generals and governors who had rampaged so. 

They had no father, no mother, no children. 

They had no ancestors or descendants. 

They were stones spewed into the air from a volcano, that fell to earth, and shattered.  

 

The path through the web 

WHITE SOLDIERS SWARMED over the land. 

From Coro, Cartagena, Quito, the lure of new Eldorados brought fresh supplies of Whites. 

They were the same species as the earlier ones.  

To the south, by the source of the Cauca and Patia rivers, on the high plateaus of 

Tuquerres and Pasto lay wealthy villages, often a hundred families to a house, the most pacific 

of the dark people. Spaniards came from the north with horse, arquebus and bloodhound. As a 

branding iron burns the skin and causes blood to flow, so they came into this happy land, a 

few hundred men, outcasts from savage Europe. The natives saw their ruin draw near. They 

could not name it, but when it arrived they had to flee or die. Ahead of the white horde, 

thousands of dark men, women and children fled in a mile-wide stream leaving behind homes, 

fields and animals. When they left a village where the graves of their ancestors lay, they 

dropped pebbles behind them and swept the ground with branches so that the ancestors 

would know the way and follow them. Those who could not escape barricaded their houses 

and hanged themselves from the rafters in their hundreds. In the forests they had no food. 

White demons were on the march. Again and again children were thrown from cliffs so that 

the Sun would accept their blood and show mercy.  
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And as the Whites came along the Popayan road in the high valley of the Cauca, they faced 

the menacing volcanoes where the earthquake god dwells. But the long road as far as the 

terrace of Tuquerres was sown, as with blossom falling from a tree, with people who had been 

abandoned by their god and from whom life had drained away. It was not war or plague that 

murdered them.  

Now the Whites could take all they wanted of gold, silver, emeralds and cloth. 

≈≈≈ 

In the valley of the Iraca, near the Sogamosa river, stood a temple. The high priest of the 

country lived there. He was known as “He who makes himself invisible”. 

The Zipa made a pilgrimage to him. White spies followed at a distance.  

The dark people divided their days, these for the service of deities, these for labour, these 

for repose. Three days were for the service of deities. Now the procession did not move. Three 

days for labour. Then it crept forward along the road. Three days for rest. Then it did not 

move.  

With the Zipa came a host of priests, gaunt men in black skirts with black caps who spoke 

little, fasted a lot and kept awake so as not to miss at any hour a call from their Heaven.  

More than a hundred of the Zipa’s wives were carried in curtained litters. His sickly young 

son was surrounded by priests. They had taken him from the temple, and protected him from 

the awful sight of the Sun. His litter was closed tight. When they brought him food, the priests 

placed thick blindfolds over his eyes. He wore heavy ear discs and a big nose ring. 

When the three travelling days came, the road ahead of the Zipa was swept clear with 

brooms and covered with cloth upon which flowers were strewn, so that when he left his litter 

he should not disturb the earth.  

There were large and small settlements along the way. Fortifications had been erected 

against enemy attack. They were ringed by a double palisade, the poles lashed securely 

together, stout awnings stretched between them to protect the defenders against arrows. So as 

to be remiss in nothing when they built the settlement, into the holes dug for the kingposts 

they threw pious young maidens of noble family, who had begged for this honour. The 

sharpened ends of the kingposts pierced the pious bodies, to the glory of Heaven. From every 

place people came out to join the pilgrimage. People even came from the lowlands, to which 

terrible rumours of the White demons had penetrated. They carried dried food in baskets on 

their backs, and small gold and silver figurines in their hands.  

The sacred way began at Chalcha. The lake of Guatavita is called “Fire of the mountains”. It 

lies on a height, surrounded by thick forests. The summit of the mountain flattens itself to a 

little plain, and a cone rises from it, its base a circle, the summit encloses the clear lake, which 

is as round as the mountain that embraces it. The wife of a great king threw herself into this 

lake, the spirit of the lake took her to wife, in times of need they call to her as well. Extensive 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 117 
 

temples, dwellings for priests and laity sprawled around the foot of the tree-covered holy 

mountain. To the east, the sunrise, the plain had been cleared, and a broad avenue lined left 

and right with stones led to the sacrificial circle. 

Sugamuxi, the high priest, cacique of Irica province, received the guest in his dwelling.  

Sugamuxi, black markings on his face, in a loose black cloak, grey hair over his ears and 

down to his shoulders, a low golden mitre on his head, as old as the Zipa but lean and sharp, 

with black expressive eyes, sat across from the Zipa. The bamboo screen at the window was 

hitched up, a cool mountain breeze wafted in. The Zipa sat with heavy rugs across his knees. 

No one else was there. 

The Zipa glanced at his host. “Sugamuxi, I have no gifts to bring for your temple.” 

“Thysquesuska, you are welcome here.” 

Zipa: “Whiteskinned bearded men have fallen upon Cundinamarca. They have fire tubes 

and strange beasts. Funza, the town, is destroyed. Many people are dead.” 

Sugamuxi kept quite still. 

Zipa: “You advised me, Sugamuxi, to make peace with the king of Tunja. Peace came. I 

meant to thank you at the festival of Huan.” 

Stern Sugamuxi closed his bright eyes for a moment. “It is a good day for the Zipa to 

journey here, at Huan, the festival of kings. In ancient times Ramiriki rose to Heaven at Huan 

and entered the Sun.”  

“The bearded white men are criminals. Their king is a creature of no understanding. He 

makes a gift of Cundinamarca, which does not belong to him and which he has never seen.” 

Sugamuxi fixed the Zipa with his big eyes. “We learned of a bearded man from long ago, 

who taught the people of our country many good things. They called him ‘the Man who 

Disappears’. He wandered through the mountains and his cloak hung from one shoulder, his 

beard reached to his waist, an animal with two humps went with him. He died in Boza. Do the 

bearded white men look like the Man who Disappears? What do they teach?”  

“They kill and take gold from all the houses. They have beards. There is a black man with 

them, he carries a black box with a cross and says this is their highest spirit.”  

“Have you spoken with this man, Thysquesuska?” 

The old man shook his head: “I spoke with the leader of the criminals, to find out what 

they are. They forced their way in to me.” 

Sugamuxi: “Cundinamarca is well appointed with priests, warriors, craftsmen, peasants. 

Priests perform their office, craftsmen toil in the settlements, peasants in the fields. What do 

the warriors do?” 

“My general Zaquezazipa advised me not to go into battle. When the fire tube bangs, 

people fall down with holes in their bodies.”  
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“Does blood flow?”  

“Yes.” 

They were silent. Garishly painted vases stood along the walls of the low square room.  

The Zipa leaned forward: “Sugamuxi, has Bochica abandoned us? Has the pillar of the 

people left us? The white criminals make slaves of his children. Many died and cannot be 

buried.” 

“Thysquesuska, I shall enquire.” 

≈≈≈ 

Two days later, early in the morning, a ceremony of supplication took place. 

Once the world was shrouded in darkness. Bochica contained light in himself, he created 

great birds, black in colour, he tasked them to fly all through the universe and carry light 

everywhere, the birds were filled with light. And every place that they pecked at with their 

beaks became light. People appeared on the earth, from a mother who came out of the sea.  

Next day the Zipa allowed himself to be massaged with the juice of a plant called trejelon. 

They puffed gold dust all over his body. The procession wound from the little plain up the 

flank of the sacred cone, along a narrow path. At its head were priests in black, they blew on 

conches and trumpets. The mountains responded with tremendous echoes. 

Behind them leapt figures in pelts of jaguar, lion, bear, conveying the homage of powerful 

beasts. Behind these a crowd of people who wept and cried and filled the air with their 

laments, sought to move Heaven. Behind them others who rejoiced, laughed, danced, wanted 

to thank Heaven. 

And then the Zipa’s entourage, with sumptuous fabrics they swept the path clear for the 

Zipa’s chair. It was carried by six noblemen.  

They arrived at the summit, before them the dark blue lake Guatavita, above and around it 

and them the dome of great purple-flaming Heaven, light, emptiness, cool wind. 

The lake was ringed by people. Their blowing, wailing, singing, crying, laughing, the 

echoes from the mountains, rose up to Heaven.  

Two naked crones squatted at the entrance. They wore nothing, for Death robs a person of 

everything. One, eyes downcast, blew gently on a flute. The other held some webbing. A 

person goes into Death on threads as slender as spider’s silk.  

A wide raft was moored to the lakeshore. The priests and the Zipa, that ponderous gold-

glittering man, together with his entourage climbed onto it. The raft floated to the middle of 

the lake. Endless wailing, trumpet sounds, rumbling echoes.  

In the middle of the lake, nobles poured water over the Zipa, the gold washed off. Priests, 

prostrate on the ground, eyes closed, packed shoulder to shoulder, sang to Bochica who 
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climbs with his rays into the depths of the lake and rejoices in the gifts. Robes were draped 

around the Zipa, he dropped his golden discs and vessels into the water. 

≈≈≈ 

Sugamuxi, the high priest, lay for hours alone in the temple on the black prayer mat. Above 

him stood the huge Sun-disc, image of Bochica. Sacred pottery vessels, painted, of many 

different shapes, stood along the walls, in them sacrificial offerings, golden supplicants with 

rays around the head and a staff in each hand on which a little bird perched, worshippers and 

supplicants from the animal kingdom, insects, lizards, snakes. This was the priests’ chamber. 

The high priest’s soul left his body. It came out of his mouth and wandered to the middle 

of the earth. It came to a river. There were spiders. They span him a web and led him across. 

The priest’s soul saw some who had just recently arrived, they still looked proud, they 

wore ragged clothes, and many were naked. The priest questioned them. They said: we died at 

our own hand, there is no one to care for us and clothe us.  

“And why did you lay hands on yourself?”  

“White demons came.” 

The high priest asked, asked ten, asked ten, asked ten. The same reply. He pretended not 

to understand. He was seized with great fear. I want to go back, I must leave, too many have 

come. The flood of souls continued unabated. A swarming heaving tumult surrounded him. 

He asked: “Are many more coming?”  

“Many more, so many, look around you, oh look around you.” 

The throng was endless. And there came a long line, with men in the lead wailing and 

women behind weeping. It was the litter of Thysquesuska the Zipa.  

The soul returned to its body, felt its way over the chest and into the mouth. When 

Sugamuxi opened his eyes it was night. He was lying on the black prayer-mat, priests crowded 

around.  

In the morning the Zipa spoke to him: “Sugamuxi, did you enquire?” 

Sugamuxi: “I passed through the spider’s web into the Underworld. Many spoke of the 

white-skinned men. A litter was borne along, surrounded by wailing men and weeping women. 

Wailing men and weeping women followed it. The odour of Mocoba was around the litter. He 

had emeralds in his eyes, emeralds in his ears, nostrils, navel.” 

The Zipa was frightened: “Where did this dream find you?” 

Sugamuxi: “In front of Bochica’s image.” 

After a long silence the Zipa looked across at the implacable priest: “Summon your 

assistants. Let me prepare.” 

≈≈≈ 
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For five days they prepared the Zipa in the temple. He prayed, fasted, and did not sleep. The 

people learned that he would go personally to Bochica.  

Before sunrise priests led the Zipa along the dark stone-edged path to the sacrificial circle. 

The dense forest was black, the sky blue-grey, the air was icy. 

The priests, faces to the east, knelt. The old Zipa, painted black and red, in the regalia of a 

king, stood on the stones at the foot of the huge column of Bochica.  

As the vault of Heaven began to lighten and the first weak rays of sun struck the column, 

Sugamuxi thrust the sacrificial spear into the Zipa. The priests laid him on the stones, opened 

his breast, cut out the bleeding heart. The high priest showed it to the Sun. Flutes and conches 

sounded, the priests sang.  

≈≈≈ 

When the band of Whites came up from the south, along the Suarez river from the region of 

Velez, the host of desperate refugees was surging westward into the Cocuy mountains. The 

mass of corpses they found in their path horrified the Whites. 

Temples and all the other buildings at Iraca were in flames. 

 

Return to the wilderness 

THE WAY TO the north and west was blocked. From the south new bands of Whites moved 

up with bloodhounds. Ships came from Europe, anchored off Coro, gathered coloured people, 

sailed up the Magdalena to Honda, climbed into the mountains. 

The broad Amazon plain was free. 

Mountains stretched in chains, two or three side by side, fell sharply to the west, in the 

east merged with the lowlands. So many volcanoes in the south, Minchinmarido, Corcovado, 

Tronador, in the north Llaina, Callaqui, Antuco. Maipo was the highest. In the region of 

Aconcagua two chains parted, one led to the coast, on the other rose hot-mouthed volcanoes, 

Copiapo, Antofalla, Llullaillaco. Huallago and Marañon flowed through longitudinal valleys. 

These, the Cordillera, were ancient mountains, sandstone and shale rested on basal crystalline 

rocks, volcanoes spewed lava on top.  

Palms, cacti, reeds stand erect, all they can do is cast their seed and turn away.  

But people do not have to endure heat, floods, annihilation where they stand. Although 

they cannot rise into the air like birds on happy wings, they can use their legs to move, the 

mountains proffer gorges, the world spreads itself out, no eyes can see so far, no horse or 

hound can track so far.  

Across the mountains and the ancient wide plateaus, the human throng descends into the 

lowlands. They follow the northern rivers and those that merge with the Marañon.  
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The pampas were there, near the Pastaza river lay the big lake Rimachuima. Tribes from 

north and east sought safety here. They paddled along unknown rivers, each day and every 

night brought them farther from their homes. They no longer bothered to leave stones and 

branches on the ground or let branches be carried by the current so that the ancestors would 

find the way, the ancestors must stay behind, it is not possible for them to follow, and if they 

follow they will only be angry because we cannot worship them. The refugees had no help, no 

succour from the fields, no succour from the animals, no succour from the trees. Mountains 

and animals and trees were unknown to them, and did not know them. Many refused to go on.  

Just as hundreds lay in the valley of the Cauca river on the Popoyan road, so hundreds – 

dispirited empty husks – sank down here in the eastern mountains, in the valleys of the Napo, 

Iça, Pa, Pastaza. They waded through swamps that swallowed them, paths led through 

primeval jungle, along clifftops, on bridges across gaping abysses. For as long as they could 

they drove their llamas with them.  

Terrible mountains. Clouds billowed up from the valleys and lay like white caps on the 

peaks. It thundered all around the people, rocks hurtled down. Then torrents of rain. Their 

own country had dried up, the dead in their graves desiccated into mummies. Here water 

formed pillars joining heaven and earth. It burrowed and churned the ground.  

≈≈≈ 

Groups of survivors gathered in the south, on the Marañon. Dark people lived there, who gave 

them support.  

On lake Rimachuima groups from the lofty Inca realm squatted in wretched palm huts in 

hot steaming air, groups whose blood still pulsed, men, women and children of the race of 

long dead Cuzumarra who had tried to rouse the dark tribes, even the Women People, to 

make war against the white barbarians. They no longer wore feathered cloaks, there was no 

distinction between princes, overseers and subjects. Elders preached revenge, the young 

inherited the hatred, and everyone had to hunt and fish with neighbouring tribes. Epidemics 

of murder broke out, for a belief spread among the young that the Sun God had turned away 

from them because of the crimes of their elders. Already on the trek here there had been 

murders. In the lowlands the young men, and women too, little by little did away with all 

elders, princes, officials and overseers. 

To the west of lake Rimachuima there settled groups who were of the dying race of 

Cuzumarra, who had journeyed here to find help, the Amazon queen Inti Cussi beat him and 

gave him away, his companions died among the Women People, at the feast of the New Moon 

the great armadillo invited him to dance and he was felled by spears and sacrificed.  

The men built a village. At evening, flutes accompanied the lament that Cuzumarra’s 

companions had sung:  

My mother bore me in rain, in mist, so that I weep like the rain and vanish like  mist. 
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You grow in a cradle of sorrow, my mother sang as she nursed me. Rain and storm 

kept me awake. 

When I seek friends I wander through the world and find misery. 

Cursed, the day of my birth. 

Cursed, the night when my mother conceived me. Cursed, forever cursed.  

In the meeting house a middle-sized statue stood on a plinth by a wall, a male figure of 

wood with short angular legs pressed tight together, the body dumpy and square, broad face, 

square mouth, long nose, right angles painted on the cheeks. There was a pointed cap on its 

head; it held its hands in front of its body. People from the sacred high valley of Tiahuanaco 

and Ac Capana had carved the statue of Virococha from the hard wood of the forest.  

“See Virococha,” said the very dark strong man of the Inca race, still young, who had been 

baptised up there with the name Cristobal Paillou, to those sitting with him in a tight 

semicircle, “we have kept faith with Virococha. He is protector of our mountains. Our fathers 

hesitated to worship him, they were willing to bow down only to the great Sun. They 

prostrated themselves at his feet too late. Now they destroy his house. He waits for us to 

gather and for those up there to grow weak, then he will lead us back.” 

The young men shouted out the mighty name. 

Paillou told them: “Cuzco is a throne over the land. A blue lake lies there. A royal road led 

past it towards Potosí. Our great Inca Huayna Capac was born there in Tiahuanaco, in a side 

valley. Oh, that hardly any of you have seen the house, the house of Ollontai, above the valley 

of Vilcamayo. Thousands of our men toiled more than ten years to build it, carried stones 

from the mountains across wild rivers, threw bridges across chasms, cut blocks and polished 

them, laid pantiles of granite under the ground. It was an enormous building with circling 

walls and a courtyard, broad pillars. Within stood statues of our people, women sat there with 

children at their hip, men drank from a beaker, some people crossed the river. These were our 

people, our poor people, who protected Virococha. Whites destroyed his house. Woe to them. 

“Know this: Virococha dwelt in Tiahuanaco from time immemorial. The terrible god of 

heat betrayed us. Before new adepts arise among us, we must devote ourselves to him who is 

more. Virococha is the one who lifted us from the ground, he made the muscles of our men 

strong, took them by the shoulder and led them when the path grew perilous. He stood 

behind them and showed them how to plough and weave and build.” 

“Why did the white men come to us?” 

“We do not know. When the time comes, Virococha will again send to us a man to destroy 

the Whites. Who are these Whites? It is our greatest torment and desperation to think who 

these are who fell upon our country and spread murder and devastation. We found out too 

late. We took them for spirits, for gods even. Some prostrated themselves before their horses. 

Our parents believed that Whites cannot die. Oh that we were so befuddled! What sins did 
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our parents and grandparents commit that no one stood by them and opened their eyes? 

What they saw was so far beyond normal that they believed in superhumans. The crimes, the 

lies were without precedent. A particular country was created for these ravening beasts on the 

other side of the ocean, a wide sea was placed around it to protect peaceful beings from them. 

Their demonic spirit gave them strength enough to break through the barrier, they found their 

way to us and will find yet other peoples. They are evil demons, yes indeed, no one has 

weapons to oppose them. We have no weapons against them, but we shall make some. And we 

know: they will destroy themselves. It will be fashioned, the spear that fells them. Who was 

the captain who murdered our kings and princes? A swineherd, a wicked soldier, Pizarro, in 

his own country he was nobody. What kind of warriors did the swineherd have at his back? A 

mob of savages, half as many as this little village on the Huallaga, and thirty horses. And so he 

came ashore at Tumbez and lied and murdered, and our fathers were stupefied and took the 

ravening jaguar for a god.” 

Another: “This is what I heard them say among themselves: their greatest care is for 

weapons that they can use to rob and kill. In their country everything is in disorder. No spirit 

looks out for them. They have fallen under the spell of great magic, wicked sorcerers have 

gained the upper hand. They will destroy each other. Good people keep silent and no longer 

know what’s what, they dare not denounce the others. The wicked do their deeds in broad 

daylight, make laws, rule kingdoms.” 

A low moaning came from the crowd. “Tell us, Cristobal, ask Virococha if he too no longer 

wants us. Must we perish? Pray to Virococha in his mercy to tell us if we are to perish. We 

toiled underground for the ravening white jaguars. Was it not told that jaguars and dragons 

would one day be set over us and that all that lives would be destroyed? Once Virococha 

rained fire, now he rains white jaguars. We can slay their horses and hounds, we can even 

wipe out an army of them, but they are so much stronger than us, like a jaguar against a 

turtledove. They will penetrate to every inhabited region. We are finished. Pray, Cristobal, and 

ask Virococha if we are to perish.” 

Others called from the crowd: “Yes, ask, Cristobal. Why wait. You see how we sicken away. 

How damp it is here. Our fathers and mothers, as they lay down in the road and took leave of 

us, they knew everything. They understood the commandment. The earth will be laid waste, 

the Whites are the ravening beings who take away life so that a new world may be born. We 

are of no account: ask Virococha. We shall submit.” 

A long pause before Cristobal’s response. “A murderer is not destined to enjoy a long life. 

He is a fruit hollowed by worms. He will kill himself. I shall ask Virococha. I shall pray for an 

answer. Oh brothers, how lovely was our land! Oh brothers! We were struck blind and could 

not see one another.” 
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Someone struck up a muffled drumming, softly they crooned a lament. Many clutched 

small figurines, images of Virococha of pumice, green slate, some of gold. Darkness fell quickly, 

big fires were lit outside. Smoke drifted in. Whispering started. They exchanged news from 

home: who had evaded the Whites’ latest manhunts and might perhaps make it to here. A 

postal service up into the mountains was suggested, and everyone agreed that leaders should 

be despatched with provisions for refugees. It was told how roads were crumbling, all the 

bridges collapsing, channels drying up. Grief lay on every brow. Our country is finished. When 

can we go home? Virococha, hear, and Virococha, see us here, stay with us. There was talk of 

slave hunts and how the Whites auctioned off whole villages. How they hated the Whites. Oh, 

they were not immortal, they could die under torture like anyone else.  

The red glow from the fires played over the angular image of Virococha. His hands were in 

front of his breast, in the right a short wide sword, in the left a beaker into which a man had 

fallen, you could see only his legs, bent at the knee.  

As they left the house and Paillou closed the door, flutesong wafted from the village into 

the darkness. Little specks of stars up above, down below swirling hosts of fireflies.  

≈≈≈ 

In the north out of Cundinamarca, where the Zipa’s people were journeying down the Pastaza 

and Morona rivers, the same laments could be heard. They were joined by groups from the 

regions around Antioquia, slaves from the gold and silver mines, who reported what the white 

beasts were up to.  

“Everywhere we burned down the temples, the houses where we used to pray. We left no 

one behind in the settlements, so no one could betray us. But they created suspicion and 

eavesdropped on our conversations. They are cunning, they have many who speak our 

language. They tortured people to say where gold and silver can be found. None of us knows 

what they do with gold and silver. They have carried away whole shiploads, but we took care 

that it will not be to their advantage: we deployed all the priests we could find to curse the 

gold and silver, the pearls and precious stones they haul away from our land and dig from our 

earth, it will bring disaster, it will inflict sickness and infertility and war on them, it will rend 

their souls, it will confuse their spirits. We have dug in the mines and diverted water from the 

rivers. They took us to Irica, to the burned holy city, we had to dig channels in the ground of 

Guatavita, we had to scrabble in the lake-bed for gold. When we found some we brought it to 

them and shook it out in front of them, the overseer sat on a chair, his stewards stood there 

with spears and thunder tubes. They picked up the yellow poison and weighed it and were 

happy. As they did so, every one of us repeated the curses under our breath and called on the 

stones to activate the curse and be of help to us. We never handled gold and precious stones 

with such drunkard’s greed. We consecrated it. As anyone dies who looks into the face of the 

consecrated, so they will die when they hold up a mirror. We know that the stones heard us. 
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“But they laid our people out on benches and placed a brazier beside the bench and lit a 

fire in it. Then they questioned our people. They asked the people on the torture benches 

where gold and silver and precious stones can be found. And if they did not answer, the priests 

warned them to obey their superiors. And if they kept silent, the fire was brought closer and 

they were burned on the soles of their feet. Then many of them spoke.” 

There was weeping at what people had endured.  

“They found poor people among us who were paralysed by fear and did not know how to 

flee. They forced these to lead them to the graveyards in the burned settlements.” 

At this, there was shouting. 

“They opened the graves, dug up the dead, removed their ornaments, marks of honour and 

gifts. They boast that they recovered more gold from the graves than from our houses. Oh, 

this is true. We had gold for our ancestors and those we revered.” 

≈≈≈ 

Dreadful was the cleansing initiated by the masses pouring from Cundinamarca. The Zipa’s 

death, the burning of the temple at Guatavita, were not a signal for an uprising.  

When the building with all its shrines and treasures, all its cloisters burned, the white 

soldiers were alarmed and braced themselves for an attack by desperate natives. But the dumb 

masses flowed away like a deep current, particle by particle, some particles rose higher and 

others sank lower, and the farther they moved from the mountains, across the Upia river – 

who knew where they would end up – more and more people sank down. At last the only ones 

left were those who would not die. And now there came to the fore, with their weapons and 

strong bodies, men of the warrior caste, who had so rarely received the command from their 

rulers to attack the Whites.  

They felt their time had come. Alongside them trudged peasants, artisans, priests. The 

warriors came together and murdered priests who raised their voices in the crowd, whose 

words were still received fervently, with yearning, they still conducted services of invocation, 

while warriors were despised as having no right to flee. Now they showed their prowess with 

the spear. And so they became leaders. The refugee mass became a bellicose swarm. 

≈≈≈ 

Small bands came to the watery region where the last hills sank down to the swampy plain, 

along a broad waterway.  

And as they lay on the bank, they discovered shards of jars and bowls under the bushy cliff. 

When they dug into the cliff, water flooded down. It led deep into the rock and was an ancient 

urn-field. Huge salamanders darted in the gloom. They handled a few skulls and pots and 

retreated.  

There were dead people here.  
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Far and wide there were no tribes here now.  

At the entrance stood a tall, brown-black pot, like a sentry. Its body bore an image: a 

monkey with one arm around a tree trunk, beside him crouched a naked man, head down, 

hands on his knees. 

They quickly moved away from this place. They came to the region of black rivers that 

flow into the Amazon. Their numbers fluctuated, sometimes they were tens of thousands 

strong, separate streams that communicated with one another, then they were challenged by 

tribes and whole bands were wiped out. They suffered thunderstorms and floods, rise and fall 

of the rivers. They had to adapt to new foods. Once they dwelled in orderly towns and villages, 

and now they travelled homeless in dugout canoes through forests of rubber trees, speared 

fish, collected wild honey and roots. Given their strength they could have settled in the 

territory of other tribes. But the past would not let them go. New hordes poured down from 

the mountains, here and there whole bevies were caught and kept prisoner. Straggling feral 

hordes came to the river forests of the Marañon, and mixed with other refugees. This exodus 

ended only after many decades.  

≈≈≈ 

Drums pounded their message from one bank to the other, reported what was happening. 

Once upon a time Cuzumarra’s companions began to dream and laugh in the forest, the 

oppressive heat overcame them, dampness fell on their skin – they said: “We are weary even 

when we stop moving. We no longer know what to say. Apart from the name we know 

nothing of the Empire of the Four World Regions, some magic has stolen all that we knew of it” 

– thorns and undergrowth ripped their clothing, they painted themselves red and black like 

the forest tribes. Likewise the bands that came down to the Amazon plain from the heights of 

Cundinamarca. Already you could hear: “But I, I shall never go back. Never.” Another: “I shall 

never go back.” A third, fourth, many: “I shall never ever go back. Never again shall we climb 

into the mountains.” Even those who once had lived in Cundinamarca under a Zipa learned to 

pound the drum.  

All were renewed, all became peaceable, grave and strong. They lost their names. They 

learned about the sorcerers of the local tribes. Far to the east, down from the mountains into 

the great plain, the remnants of the destroyed empires lodged, settled on the edge of that wide 

plain suffused with the breath of the great river.  

The great basin dipped towards the east, across it flowed sweet waters, gentle and 

immense. Trees, grasses and plants grew endlessly, plants shot up quickly. The ground, the 

fiery sky, the gushing waters were stronger than anything.  

 

≈≈≈ 
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Puerto’s Vow 

WHEN HE FOLLOWED Governor Quesada out of Coro, and in the presence of Quesada, 

Belalcazar and Federmann consecrated the first straw-thatched church in Santa Fe, Las Casas 

was a young man. Death had seized and sundered the three generals and warlords. The white-

haired Dominican still went among the darkskinned people, was bishop of the state of Chiapas 

and tried to preach Christianity. 

New ships came constantly from Europe with officers, mercenaries, weapons. The human 

volcano kept spewing. Long and terrible the path the Whites must tread in order to annihilate, 

to lose themselves.  

Merchants landed at the ports, brought wine, oil, vinegar, salt pork, clothing, horses, 

hounds. Soldiers herded dark people together and sold them to the ships in exchange for these 

goods. One horse was worth a hundred people. If a captain fancied a keg of wine, he would 

trade for it the prettiest girl of the village that he owned.  

Once a captain came from an island where he had engaged in heavy fighting with natives. 

In a moment of great peril he vowed to honour the twelve apostles by butchering twelve 

heathen every day. He was young and amiable, suffered from glands like many soldiers. Las 

Casas, indefatigable, had rejoined the army as it crossed Darien and was in the service of this 

captain, Juan del Puerto. One day, when several young Indians wept and would not attend to 

their lessons, Las Casas came in to inspect the class and the young priest who taught it, and 

learned from the children that their parents had died the day before. Las Casas could obtain 

no further information. But he heard from soldiers that this was Juan del Puerto’s daily 

sacrifice. Either he takes bloodhounds into the bush, or else he seizes some slave labourers. 

He’s already had altercations with the bailiffs about this. But he’s an honest man and always 

provides replacements.  

Las Casas invited the young captain to his tent. Juan looked wretched, dragged his feet. He 

sat down at once, complained about his burdens and cursed this land of poisons and snakes 

where he had acquired his infection. Las Casas noted the feverish eyes and strong trembling 

hands. He forbade the captain to curse and asked if he attended Mass regularly. Juan said yes. 

Then Las Casas spoke of the lesson and what the children had said. The captain was surprised. 

What has this to do with him. 

“It seems they are children of natives whom you have killed.”  

“Heathens. It’s possible.”  

“Were they really heathen? These are children under our instruction.”  

“The ones I kill are heathen.”  
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“They say you have even killed some labourers.”  

“Heathen. Anyway, lord bishop, if you want to lay a complaint against me, don’t bring me 

to your tent. We are at war. Anything I do in war, I answer for to my general.”  

“Do not strut so, Juan del Puerto. It is not my place to complain. I am an old servant of the 

Church. You know that, my dear man, it’s why you came, and you were right to do so. You are 

sick, and none of us knows when we shall stand before God’s mercy.” The young captain kept 

silent. “Every day you kill twelve people.”  

“I made a vow when we stood in mortal peril and only eight of my twenty men were alive: 

if we are saved, I shall offer a daily sacrifice of twelve heathen, the number of the Apostles.” 

“And you have maintained this for weeks, twelve people a day.”  

“Yes.” 

White-haired Las Casas planted himself before the captain’s stool: “People!”  

The captain: “It is a vow.”  

“You shall go to confession and pray to be relieved of this vow.”  

The captain regarded him uncertainly: “You’ll take on the responsibility, lord bishop? Will 

you?”  

Las Casas’ big black eyes flashed with anger, then became small and dull, softly he said 

“Yes,” and sat down. 

The soldier wanted to leave, but the priest asked him to stay. He asked the soldier to 

approach, his eyesight was no longer good. Then Las Casas sat beside Juan del Puerto, held the 

rosary in his fingers and murmured and tried to feel what it was that sat beside him. “When 

you made the vow, captain, and struck down the first twelve people, what were your thoughts?”  

At Las Casas’ gentle tone the face of the young captain, averted and glowering, became 

even more tense, menacing folds appeared above his nose: “You have no say in this, Father Las 

Casas. You always travel in the baggage train, let yourself be carried or ride a horse. You don’t 

see what it costs us to be here.”  

In the same gentle tone the priest asked: “And why did you come all this way?”  

“Not to save souls, certainly not! If I wanted to save souls, my own would be first, cursed as 

it is. And my companions are no better, be they Spaniards or Portuguese or Hollanders or 

Germans. Whoever catches the bug over there and can’t help but cross the ocean, he is cursed. 

It’s our fate, all of us. It’s a glorious voyage of discovery. You only have to look around here for 

a month, a week, to see it. Gold drives you over here, and you must pay. If only the world 

knew nothing of gold. But maybe they’d find something else. There’s nothing wrong with us, 

bishop, believe me, I may be young still, but I understand people.”  

“Please go on.”  
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“Over there they have no use for us. You know that. Whoever doesn’t go for a monk is lost. 

The Spanish Crown cannot provide all the positions we need. And I am no peasant. It’s good 

that the king himself wages war. Otherwise truly we would have to band together and incite 

him to make war on us. And if the king should have no wars with white men, he must set us 

up with lands where we can put our swords to use. As the plough is to the peasant, so the 

sword is to us. We sow and harvest with it, for the king and for ourselves. It’s a matter of blood, 

we know that. But we pay dearly, sometimes with our own blood.” 

“You have been in the wars a great deal, for a young man. I believe you no longer know 

what a human being is, captain.”  

“Stop. What humans, here? They are weeds. I pollute my sword with them. Just because 

someone can guzzle and make babies, it doesn’t make him human. Even my horse is better 

than a man, I can rely on him, he’s loyal. But the Indians are deceitful, they are like dry grasses 

and weeds, they have no blood or it’s poisonous, growing so thick you can’t push through, it 

tears at your arms and legs, you cut it down and it springs right back up.”  

“Tell me again, what does it do for you when you kill them?”  

The young captain was silent. He sat with head bowed, as if pondering. He broke out in 

boyish laughter: “I’m sorry. Something occurred to me when you said ‘kill’.”  

“Well?”  

“Since you are of such a tender disposition, I’d rather not say.”  

“Please speak, captain.”  

“Once we were somewhere, I had a good friend who was sick a long while, and he’s under 

the earth now, somewhere. We had orders to march, and among my friend’s servants was a lad 

he treated well, like everyone else. So one morning as they’re all preparing to march he says to 

the lad, Jose or Ignaz or whatever his name is, Jose, fetch my targe, we’re off. The lad says 

nothing, fetches the targe, my friend mounts up, me beside him, and we ride off towards the 

mustering ground, maybe a quarter of an hour away. The lad stays at the edge of the place like 

an old donkey, doesn’t move from the spot. My friend shouts: Well, are you coming? The boy 

says nothing. My friend is not at all an impatient man, he’s just puzzled and says to me: what 

shall I do with the idiot? He dismounts, hands me the reins, drags the lad across: you will pick 

up the targe and come with me. – I stay here. –You’re coming, I tell you. So he doesn’t reply. 

So my friend draws his dagger and says: here, see this dagger? You have two ears. If you don’t 

come, I shall slice off your ears, one by one. The lad says nothing. My friend grabs his head, 

and calm as you like, swish swosh, cuts off his ears one after the other.” 

Las Casas covered his eyes with a hand: “Impossible.” 

“But I was there. As I said, your nature is too gentle. The lad stood quite still, his face 

didn’t change, he knew what to expect, just blood trickling down to his shoulders, he knew: 

that’s how it should be.”  
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“How it should be?”  

“Of course. My friend said: see, that’s for your disobedience. Will you come along now? 

But he shook his head. Think again, lad, I don’t want to hurt you. You’re not a pretty picture 

just now. The girls won’t admire you. You’ll come along now. He doesn’t answer and puts the 

targe down on the ground. So my friend grabs his nose and slices off his nose and top lip all in 

one go. The lad says not a word. My friend gets back on his horse, he’s annoyed, curses: you 

can’t do anything with these donkeys, they’re all the same. When I look round the stupid lad is 

lying on the ground, and people are running from the village towards him. He must have lost a 

lot of blood.” 

After a pause the captain said: “The tale just came into my head. My friend was a good 

man, for sure. He was a dear comrade. He’s long dead now.” 

Las Casas struggled with himself. No thoughts would come. The ghastly repellent presence 

of this man. He passed a hand over his eyes. “Forget your friend, speak of yourself. Why did 

you make such a vow? Think.”  

The captain turned his gaunt face to him with a smile: “But you must know! I hope for 

grace.” 

“By killing the defenceless?”  

“Father Las Casas, I have never killed a Christian, unless maybe in the fighting in Italy. I 

strike down these heathen and set them a task: go before the throne of grace and say: I am a 

damned heathen soul sent here by captain Don Juan del Puerto. And that will astonish.”  

“And you never feel pity?”  

“Never. This land is cursed. We should exterminate the heathen. They have poisoned me. 

From me they can expect no mercy.”  

Then the young captain stood up and excused himself, he had duties. The old bishop 

grasped his hand: “This is the hand that holds the dagger. I shall not let go until you swear to 

me that today you will strike nobody down, and will go straight to confession and pray to be 

released from your vow.”  

The captain stood uncertain and sombre: “You have not persuaded me, Father. My friends 

will laugh at me.”  

“I am the bishop. Your father confessor will tell you that the good of your soul depends on 

this.”  

“Well, if you say so.” 

Las Casas remained for hours in his tent. When next he sat at his desk he had before him 

all the letters and memorials that he had written to clergy and the Spanish Crown. He laid his 

head on them. 
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Sermon in the Forest 

IT WAS STILL early, he wandered through the camp, everyone was busy and greeted him 

respectfully. Five riders trotted past on their steeds, one jumped down when he saw the priest, 

it was the commander, he declared his pleasure at the priest’s presence in the camp and 

mentioned that they would conduct a hunt today for fugitives from some nearby villages. “We 

shall gather the heathen again, and your school will once more be full, bishop.”  

Las Casas said sadly: “Let them flee.”  

“You have doubts? You could never be a warrior in a land with a rabble like these. Take 

courage, we’ll have them back with you. And they shall become good Christians, even if I must 

send a detachment of soldiers with whips to sit beside them in the school.”  

“You are most amiable, captain. Would you allow me to approach the fugitives, speak with 

them and invite them to return before you start your hunt?”  

“Gladly. It’ll spare us work. But how will you find them?”  

“Thank you, may the Lord bless you. Give me a couple of days.” 

Three times Las Casas sent envoys to the Motilones with presents. The envoys brought the 

presents back. When the last of them returned, Las Casas wept. He tipped the envoy and shut 

himself away. But this envoy went back to the Motilones and reported what he had seen. Then 

they debated for a long while. The white priest’s distress unsettled them. They arranged a 

meeting with him.  

Near Mahates, Las Casas climbed from the boat and up towards a plane tree where he 

could see a cluster of dark people wearing festive plumes, one group was armed. As he 

approached across the grass the spear-bearers made a signal. Those escorting Las Casas 

explained: he was to take himself to the spot assigned to him, within earshot of the group. 

When the priest heard this and saw the spearmen, he stood still. He sent one of his escort 

ahead to announce that he came as a friend, unarmed, they could search the boat. They 

answered at once that he was welcome, it was their custom to arrange things so.  

Slowly and sorrowfully, almost fifty paces from the natives, Las Casas lowered himself onto 

the grass at the spot they had marked with a broken branch. As he sat there he prayed and 

asked help from God. Then he began to speak boldly. He asked if they were his enemies, had 

he harmed them or any of their tribe. – They denied this. – Then he asked why they had 

abandoned their old villages. – Because of the animals that they hunt, these have moved away 

from the old places. – And why they no longer come to the lovely little church and let 

themselves and their children receive instruction. They are baptised, after all. – They replied: 

also because of the animals. When they and their children go to church, the hunting is bad.  

Las Casas was hurt to hear this, he knew their dreadful superstitions. His eyesight was no 

longer keen, he strove to make out their faces. He named the two chiefs and their eldest sons, 
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whom he recognised: “Have you been busy again with reeds and leaves, making mask 

costumes? Have you built another hut for your masks?”  

They shook their heads, but he could not see their faces at that distance. He turned to one 

of his dark escorts and whispered: “What are they doing? Are they signing to one another?”  

The man said: “They look calmly across to us, Father.”  

“They do not wrinkle their brows?” – “No, Father.” 

Now Las Casas tried again: “You know I am well disposed towards you. You have guided 

me for great distances and have spoken for me to your friends. I have often sat by your fires.” 

“You are still our friend. So we have come to greet you and sit across from you. We rely on 

your friendship.”  

“Tell me in accordance with the truth, why you who have been baptised avoid my 

instruction and keep your children away.”  

“It is hard for us, Father Las Casas. We are poor people and have much to do, and we 

cannot send our children by themselves. It is our poverty, Father Casas.”  

“You were not nearly so poor before. Now you live in a bad area.”  

“We are not as clever as white people. We like to sit with you when you talk to us. We are 

not clever. Do not scold us for that.”  

“You have made no masks?”  

“No, Father Las Casas.” 

He prayed quietly that it might be true. 

“Listen to me, my friends. You are Christians like me. There is no barrier between you and 

me. We are brothers. I beseech you, do not go into the forests. The Devil dwells there. You are 

my brothers, but your faith is a tender plant, and weak. You risk its destruction. You must 

strengthen it. I will keep you from temptation. Here I have several rosaries for you, they 

bestow great strength when you take them in your hand and speak the words I have taught 

you.”  

Las Casas stretched the hand with the bundle of rosaries out towards them. They started 

whispering. Then two young people came slowly over with spears, stopped a good way from 

him and one of them held out a spear: “Give.”  

Las Casas, red with anger, berated them: “What? Are you not ashamed?” They stood there 

uncertain and glanced back at their people. The elder of the chiefs said:  

“We have experienced many bad things from the Whites, and we are afraid.”  

In anger Las Casas flourished the bundle: “These are holy chains.”  

“We know them, Father Las Casas. Be our friend still. Several of us and our children have 

them. When the rains come we shall sit in our huts and carve some more.”  
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“You will carve idols.”  

“We beg you, Father Las Casas, do not be angry. Do not be aggrieved. Be our friend still. 

Accept presents from us.” 

The two young warriors ran back and fetched a live graceful deer, a dwarf deer, pulled it 

along by a string, and one held a pretty parrot.  

The young men at once ran back to their people. Las Casas stroked both creatures, his 

escorts held them: “I am greatly pleased. I see that you love me still. But will you accord me 

one more gladness? Will you listen to me?”  

“What would our friend Father Las Casas say to us?” 

“Oh, but see how I must talk to you, you placed leaves here where I must sit and you sit 

over there, this is my misfortune. But I will admonish you and beseech you to the best of my 

ability. My dear friends, for whose salvation I would give my life, do not forget what you have 

learned from us.”  

“The white man should not weep. He knows we have learned much from him.” 

“When tribes first meet, they are ignorant of the other’s language and their customs, and if 

they come from different parts of the world, discord easily arises. But the hour also comes 

when they understand one another. For we are of different skin colour but are all the same 

humanity, created by the one and only God, and the one and only Saviour appeared to us all.” 

“You speak clearly, Father Las Casas, and your words are honey to our ears. But why do 

you speak to us and not to your own people? We never encountered your people because we 

never sought them. Our ancestors and fathers lived here in peace.” 

“In Heaven dwells eternal God, who created Earth and Heaven and everything above and 

below, in six days. He has ordained all that shall pass. He separated light and darkness, set sun 

and moon in their place. He formed the grasses and herbs, trees and plants that bring 

nourishment, and fishes in the waters, and everything that creeps upon the earth, and the fowl 

of the air. He ordained that the sun shall revolve and there shall be day and then night when 

the stars and the moon shall shine. He directed the rivers to rise and fall, and drought and rain 

to follow one another, so that every plant and animal finds sustenance. On the last day He 

delved in the earth and from the clay in His hand fashioned the figure of Man, in the likeness 

of Himself the great Creator, and when He saw the likeness He blew His own breath into him. 

Then He placed the man down among the trees and plants, birds and creeping things, and 

gave to humans dominion over all that lives, even all plants and herbs. And this was the 

creation of the world.  

“And then men grew wicked and heedless of His word. And then – He sent a great flood 

over the whole Earth, and all the seas and rivers rose and the floodgates of Heaven were 

opened. The waters rose over every valley and hill, all flesh that moved on the earth was 

drowned, birds found no tree where they could perch, and found no nourishment and starved 
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and fell into the mighty waters. And the waters rose and rose. Men fled. But the waters that 

poured down from the heavens and swelled up from the earth were too fast for them, and 

even though they climbed to the highest mountains and clung to the tops of the tallest trees, 

they were drowned. And even those who took to boats could not withstand the tempest and 

were thrown into the water. And if they withstood the storm for day after day, they became 

weak from hunger. Great whales emerged from the water, Leviathan, and rammed their ships, 

none were left on the water.  

“And in this way, my dear friends, all the people and beasts and plants of the earth would 

have been destroyed by the deluge, sent by almighty God in His wrath at the wickedness and 

depravity of mankind, were it not for one who was good and who took pity on living things. 

And He set this man the task of going into a ship with all his family. He was to build this ship, 

a large one, with doors and windows and decks, lower, middle and upper. And into this ship 

the good man led his wife, his sons and their wives and a pair of every kind of animal and 

every kind of bird. And when seven days had passed the man, whose name was Noah, closed 

up the windows and doors, for the great flood broke over the earth, as had been ordained so 

that all flesh would be destroyed because of the terrible, unfathomable, incorrigible 

wickedness of mankind. The judgement lasted forty days and forty nights, the waters overran 

the highest peaks. Everything that lived on dry land died because of man’s guilt. And when the 

waters receded, Noah and his family left the boat, and animals and birds spread across the 

earth again.” 

Las Casas paused. He stroked the delicate deer, which nuzzled against him. Las Casas 

thought of the unfathomable ineradicable depravity of humankind and how he was now 

sitting among his friends.  

The chief praised the white priest: “Truly you are a man of great knowledge. We rejoice 

that you remain our friend, for we would learn from you more things that we do not yet 

understand.” 

The other chief: “All people are descended from the great father Noah, who travelled in a 

ship over the mountains?”  

“Yes.”  

“Do the white people know this? Have you told this to them?”  

“You ask something, but leave something unsaid.”  

“They do bad things to us, and you say to them that great father Noah is the common 

father of them and of us.” 

“I have not told you the end of my story, what happened on the earth after they rode on 

the waters that drowned the wicked people. Once the waters receded people spread again 

across the earth, and many tribes and peoples arose. They dwelt under other skies, they were 

of different colours, they began to speak different tongues. They forgot their common father 
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and almighty God, the one and only, who created them out of clay according to His own 

image and blew His breath into their nostrils. They no longer knew one another. And 

afflictions again grew great.”  

The chief: “You will tell us of this also.” The little deer had settled calmly at Las Casas’ feet, 

the brown people were pleased.  

Las Casas raised his arms in their flowing Dominican sleeves: “I have still not reached the 

end. If this were the end, I would have to sit here before you and lament: see, my friends, it 

has come to this, the great destruction of the earth was to no avail, humanity did not pass the 

test, it again fell into iniquity. War, murder and hatred ruled. I would have to sit here before 

you, embrace this placid creature and beseech great God in Heaven: Lord, do with us as Thou 

wilt, we deserve nothing else! But it is not so. Now I shall bring my report to a conclusion. 

Great God in Heaven saw what we see. His ears were assailed by lamenting over the crimes of 

humanity, over their iniquity and wickedness. The poor also gained a voice from Him, He 

hears poor and rich, ruler and servant. And as the lamenting grew beyond all bounds, this 

time He did not send a punishment upon man. For it was He Himself who created him from 

clay. Instead, in His goodness He sent succour. He came down to a human virgin, whose name 

was Mary, and she conceived a son by Him. The son of God was called Jesus. He appeared on 

the Earth. God sent him to humans because He pitied them. Jesus lived among people, in a 

distant land, a long time ago, in the form of a man. We know the words he spoke. He became 

the saviour and redeemer of people, of all people, of every tongue and every colour. The 

Whites and many dark peoples know of him. They rejoice in him. Now all can attain in 

Heaven the state of happiness and peace that they cannot attain on earth. God has opened His 

own Heaven to those who believe in Him and his son.” 

For a long time no one spoke. Then the chiefs whispered among themselves, the elder 

thanked Las Casas for his report: “You are our friend, and we shall ask you later about those 

things we do not understand. But tell us, Father Las Casas, if it is no trouble to you: we would 

like to go to this heaven where peace and happiness are. Our old men speak of this place but 

do not agree on where it is. Tell us, where is this heaven of peace and happiness, and what 

paths must we follow or cut to reach there. Some of our tribes have sought in vain.” 

“Heaven lies above the clouds, beyond the sun, moon and stars. There sits the Creator of 

us all, the one mighty God. His son sits at His right hand, Mary and many angels are there 

with Him. No road leads from earth to there. God alone calls those to Him who die believing 

in Him, loving His son and obedient to His commandments. To these He shows the way, these 

only.” 

This seemed not to satisfy the dark men. The chief asked: “What are these 

commandments?”  
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“Not to kill, to be peaceable, to worship God, Jesus and the saints. Come to me as you were 

before. I shall tell you everything again.”  

But the dissatisfied expression on the faces of the people did not change. The chief sat up 

straight, his voice was very firm: “With these words, Father Las Casas, you yourself betray that 

God wants to know nothing of the Whites. We have discussed your words that you have 

repeated to us and came a long way to say to us. If you had travelled alone across the wide 

ocean, Father Las Casas, we would have welcomed you as a friend. You would have become 

our brother. We would have made you our leader and teacher. But you came with warriors. 

You know the bad things they do to us. They chase us from our huts and drive us into the 

mines. Preach to them, hinder their actions. But we have seen that you are powerless among 

them. They just take you along when they attack us. Father Las Casa, either you are playing a 

false game, or you are seeking help from us.” 

Las Casas pushed aside the little deer, which at once stood and ran around him. He was 

shocked: “You are my enemies?”  

“We know you are honest. What help do you seek from us?”  

“I want to advise you to be peaceable, to leave the forest and attend the church and school 

that you built.”  

“They will force us to do work that we do not want to do. Will they release our brothers 

from the gold mines?”  

“Everyone must work, and obey their superiors.”  

“We are not prisoners.” 

Las Casas sat slumped, he held a hand over his eyes and they saw that he was weeping. The 

elder chief spoke more gently: “Tell your Whites that they must release our people from the 

mines. Then come back.” Las Casas nodded and remained sitting. The chief screwed up his 

eyes and spoke more softly, as if he were alone with Las Casas: “Perhaps our friend does not 

dare to speak out in front of these men. Perhaps he fears betrayal. None of our people will 

betray him. If you are afraid of your escorts, who are known to us, we shall seize them.”  

Las Casas: “I have no secrets.” 

≈≈≈ 

When the priest and his escorts had travelled a little while along the river, deer and parrot at 

his side, the men shouted that a boat was pursuing them. It was paddling fast, with a dozen 

dark men on board. They called across that the priest should step alone onto the low bank, the 

chiefs have one more request. Without hesitation, Las Casas gave the order to land. The chief 

climbed from the other boat. They walked a hundred yards from the beached vessels. The 

chief once more assured him of their friendship and affection. He wanted to know if Las Casas 

was looking for help from them. They were ready to give it.  
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Las Casas, bewildered, asked: “What help?”  

“You are a good man, a wise man. You live among wicked people. They ignore your words. 

You did not finish your story of the son who was sent by the creator of the world, but I have 

heard it from your mouth on another occasion. He came to the Whites and they murdered 

him. You carry the awful cross with you, in his memory. But we do not understand why the 

Whites still speak of their shame. You come to us, you have no success with them, they remain 

wicked. Accept our welcome. We shall heed you. We shall destroy the wicked.”  

“Is this why you came after me?”  

“You can speak here. If you want to keep your thoughts hidden from the Whites, we can 

pretend to kidnap you. We shall take your escorts prisoner. All is prepared.” 

At this point, when Las Casas looked around at the boats lying peacefully side by side on 

the bank, something happened that he never forgot.  

He was overcome suddenly by a terrible, quite alien fear, and was filled with an eerie sense 

of dread. His sank to his knees, closed his eyes.  

And at once he was gliding between two rows of black houses down an alley that led 

straight to the water, the sea, and he was standing on a ship, a huge heavily armed battle 

frigate under full sail, and when he looked around there were many others following in its 

wake, and he was their leader. They sailed soughing over the sea. The wind allowed no doubt 

as to where they were heading. A line could already be seen on the horizon. And when he 

walked the deck it was most sweet to see how friends surrounded him, many dark friendly 

people with open faces, his dear children, and it was given to him to carry them to Spain. They 

all prayed to the Lord on the great crucifix, sought forgiveness for his sufferings, and it was 

certain that the Saviour in his suffering smiled down upon them. Gangplanks were run out, 

from a hundred ships they went ashore, it was Spain, flags flew, every bell rang. Hostile towns 

fell like dry thistles at their approach, armies took up position, he destroyed them with a wave 

of his hand, you saw horses run away, the battlefield was littered with weapons. Then there 

was a castle where the king sat with his counsellors. He gathered his courage and said: “We set 

out, Spanish majesty, to conquer foreign lands for you. We bring back no gold. For what do 

you want with gold, in a short while we are all dead and must stand before God. But we bring 

you heavenly messengers. And so that you and your counsellors may believe this, I have 

brought proofs. We found peaceful people, huge numbers of them, on islands and the 

mainland, on mountains and in plains, on rivers and in the savannah and in forests. We found 

them everywhere in the wretched lands that you commanded us to discover, and they covered 

the earth like autumn leaves. Goodness and peace exist on the earth. Then some of your 

generals believed it necessary to make war on them because they are still rude and Christianity 

has not yet penetrated to them. But I put a stop to it and am here with them.” 
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Thus he spoke to the king, who sat on a raised throne amid his counsellors, and Las Casas 

knelt. But now Las Casas stood upright before him, dressed in his black Dominican habit, and 

held the crucifix in both hands, his myriad friends were with him and that gave him strength: 

“And now I say to you, King of Spain, and to you, the king’s counsellors, now I say to you, the 

great nation over which the king reigns: here I stand with my people, they have become 

Christians and are dark-skinned. Our Saviour loved all people of whatever colour equally. Go 

down from your throne, King of Spain, make way, counsellors. You have done what you could. 

But it was bad and must stop. You sent out robbers and murderers and incendiaries, you have 

disgraced the name of the Whites and have not introduced Christianity but rather eradicated 

it. You have allowed yourselves to be deceived by churches and monasteries in your own land. 

But I have seen your people in the New Indies, and they were guided not by Jesus Christ but 

by avarice, belligerence and misanthropy. They breathed wickedness and cruelty. Therefore be 

not tardy, King of Spain, in coming down from your throne, if you are truly a Christian. Admit 

that you are powerless. Look across to the New Indies and see how millions of people lie 

dismembered, flayed, starved. This was the work of your people.” 

And now he raised his voice and cried out: “Down from your throne, King of Spain, it no 

longer belongs to you. And if you want me to spare you, then take yourself to a monastery and 

atone!” 

And the throne fell over without a sound, and the king and counsellors and the entire 

palace were blown away like paper. From the cathedral the archbishop emerged with a great 

retinue. The archbishop climbed from his chair, the old gouty man embraced Las Casas, they 

wept together for joy. Receive our thanks, Las Casas. Our sins cried out to Heaven. None of us 

knew what to do. God’s kingdom will come. Blessed, that I see this day.  

Las Casas twitched. He opened his eyes. The chief stood a few paces away, his face showed 

awe. When Las Casas glanced across at him the chief moved his lips, but controlled himself 

and said nothing. Now Las Casas stood, looked behind and saw the two boats on the bank. He 

forced a smile and said: “Your friend is old, he dozed off in the afternoon.”  

“What did your dream tell you?”  

“It told me good things about you.”  

The chief beamed: “What answer do you grant me?”  

“I am sorry, I forget what your question was. Please excuse this old man.”  

“You are wise, and a dream visited you by day. I offered you our help. If you are our friend, 

come to us whenever you want, send us a sign, a feather from the parrot you accepted from us 

as a gift of honour. Answer in your own good time.” 

On the way back they did not speak. The natives departed in awe. The Dominican’s lips 

remained sealed all day.  
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A major roundup of fugitive tribes was undertaken in the hinterland of Mahates as far as 

the Dique river. The campaign was a failure. Only a handful of prisoners were brought back. 

Las Casas approached them, they sat in a wooden cage. He was shocked to see one of the 

chiefs among them. The monk spoke to him. He turned his head away. The monk saw only 

hostile faces. The commander of the camp stood behind him with some officers.  

“You observe our captives. Because of you we missed many others.”  

“Your spoils are meagre. Even without me they would have been no greater. You would 

have caught a few more people, that is all. I can only tell you again, commander: this is not the 

right method. We were not sent here by the Crown, and the Holy Father in Rome did not 

promise these lands to the Spanish Crown, so that we could play the Deluge and exterminate 

every living thing.”  

“I know, and so does everyone else, that that is how you see it, bishop. If only we knew 

how to arrive at your better methods. We gave you time to try. It failed, no?”  

“We must try harder.”  

“Then what, then what? Shall I tell you what? We’d better quit this land and leave it to the 

heathen! Then they’ll be happy.” 

The officers laughed their agreement. The commander pointed to the young gentlemen: 

there you have it.  

“We must adopt slow, peaceful methods.”  

“I know, bishop. You are the great friend of man and friend of the heathen. But believe me: 

it’s best if each sticks to his own profession, you to your preaching and us to our soldiering.” 

The gentleman squealed: “Quite right!” One said: “A soldier gains Heaven more easily through 

fighting than through prayer.” The commander smacked the young warrior’s laughing mouth. 

They walked on.  

The heart pounded within the old man Las Casas. He left the camp and wandered slowly 

towards the plain. A young monk came up from there, joined the bishop, they did not speak. 

Las Casas was tired and could not walk far, the day was growing hotter. They halted in a stand 

of eucalyptus, huge trunks side by side made a palisade, it was shady. A yellow-brown owl was 

watching the entrance to an armadillo’s hole. They both stared at the large bird as it sat 

unmoving in the shade.  

Then Las Casas thought of the captain Juan del Puerto. Had he murdered again today and 

yesterday? What does the Church seek here? It would be better to have no hand in this.  

Las Casas turned to the young priest, who was waiting to be addressed: “Do you consider 

the officers in our camp to be good Christians?”  

The priest: “They are.” 
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So that was it. They were good Christians, they appeared so, this is the result of our 

labours after a thousand saints and martyrs, the sufferings of the Saviour, Mary’s intercession 

with God. The earth must be destroyed once more.  

Las Casas groaned. He laid an arm on the young priest’s shoulder, and slowly they strolled 

back from the forest. The owl had not moved. 

Next day the bishop asked that the captured chief be sent to him. He came into Las Casas’ 

tent, escorted by a soldier and shackled with chains, and stood there with downcast eyes. The 

bishop ordered the soldier to wait outside. He invited the chief to sit. He refused: “You 

betrayed us.”  

“No one has asked me where to find you and I have said nothing. You did not tell me the 

name of the place.”  

“You are no longer our friend. We gave you presents.”  

“What do you want?”  

“Give back the araras and the deer. We trusted you, but you work magic with them against 

us.”  

“Chief, I shall free all of you who have been captured, you shall not go to the mines, you 

shall work in the plantations and I shall speak with you every day and instruct you.”  

“Will you give the creatures back to me?”  

“Won’t you leave them with me?”  

“Give them back.” 

Las Casas nodded: “And you will obey me and not run away?”  

The chief smiled: “I know why you want to free us. Because the Whites do not listen to you. 

But you think we will.”  

“And will you?”  

“Speak to the commander, set us free, take away these chains and give back the creatures. 

Then I shall answer you.” 

≈≈≈ 

After a long discussion with Las Casas, the commander released the captives. Whether they 

would be allowed to leave camp and remain unguarded would depend on their behaviour.  

In his tent Las Casas handed the two creatures back to the chief: “I kept my word. Sit 

down.”  

The chief squatted on the mat. After lengthy pondering he said: “You told us how the 

world was created. But you said something untrue, and so my people do not want to listen to 

you. You said: On the last day God delved in the moist soil and from the clay in his hand he 
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made the figure of man in his own image and blew his own breath into him. Then he set the 

man on his feet among trees and plants and gave the man dominion over all that lives.”  

“Yes. He said: man shall have dominion over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, over the 

cattle, and over all the earth, and over everything that creeps upon the earth. And when God 

had made the man and the woman he blessed them and said to them: Be fruitful and multiply 

and replenish the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and the fowl 

of the air, and over all the creatures that walk on the earth.” 

The chief squatted there on his mat, not moving, he wore only a scanty loincloth, black 

stringy hair fell in a tangle over his face. The dwarf deer stood just as motionless at his side, 

and the red parrot on his left fist that rested on his knee.  

“Why do you not speak, chief?”  

“I asked the parrot if you used him to make magic against us. He said no. I asked the deer 

too.”  

“You thought ill of me.”  

“You told the truth, Las Casas, you did not use the deer and the parrot for magic against us. 

But you did not tell truly what God said. For animals and humans are of one blood. Otherwise 

how could the tapir be our ancestor.”  

“We received breath from God, He created us in His image.”  

The chief laughed: “Then after we die we must become God.”  

“After we die we go to Him in Heaven, if we are baptised and faithful and keep His 

commandments.”  

The dark man was still smiling: “We know the tapir is our ancestor. And if we were to rule 

over every animal, bird and fish…” He laughed out loud. Then he struck himself on the mouth, 

wiped away the smile and looked nervously at the two creatures, which did not move. 

“I do not know why you laughed.”  

“Because you are a wise man, but have never been on a hunt. We have a lot to do to catch 

a fish, find honey, hunt game. We must not frighten them. We are good to them and they to 

us. We propitiate them all the time. Then they let us catch them and we can live. But if we are 

bad and have not made them friendly towards us, they avoid us and we and our families go 

hungry. That is how we hunt, wise bishop, and catch fish and find honey.”  

“You are right. I have never been on a hunt. But people have told me about your hunts, 

and I know how it is done in my country. There the hunters have spears and crossbows, some 

have fire tubes, and throw spears and stab and shoot the game.”  

“And what do they do when it does not come?”  

“They seek it out.”  

“But they can’t find it.” 
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“They find it.”  

“Then your forests are very small. We cannot find it and we have better eyes than the 

whites.”  

The old bishop was exhausted. “We have big forests too.” 

The dark man shrugged. “The game does not come when we have offended it. Father Las 

Casas, we do not rule over the animals. The tapir is our ancestor, other tribes are descended 

from the howler monkey.” 

“No, no,” Las Casas roused himself. “What are you saying again, I forbade you to speak so, 

they are not of your blood, you are not animals, you are human, Jesus Christ is our blood, I 

would like to take away those creatures that sit beside you. You must pick up the rosary and 

look at the crucifix.” 

The dark man said calmly: “Many of us did so and worked in the mines and are dead.”  

“This is war, the men are agitated, know not what they do. Pious people do not act like 

this.”  

“Send us pious people, Father Las Casas. We shall live in peace with them.” 

Las Casas was weary and sent the chief away. He tried to calm himself before the crucifix, 

but failed. The natives were recalcitrant, Satan was up to his tricks, kept enticing them into 

the forest where he dwelt with his demons. The satanic forest. 

≈≈≈ 

He wandered through the empty settlement with the young priest. His heart contracted when 

he saw his church, the door open, early Mass already said, no child and no adult at the door 

for instruction, small birds flying through the building, parrots squabbling on the altar table. 

The priest ran to shoo them away. Las Casas looked dumbly on. When they came out, a horde 

of little monkeys was leaping around on the roof. The young man laughed: “Stones are the 

only thing to chase them away.”  

“Let them be, let them be.” Then Las Casas said he realised that Satan must be fought on 

the ground, in every nook and cranny. We build towns here, but the people flee.  

“We must hold onto them,” was the pious young man’s view, “we must make things more 

pleasant for them.”  

“We cannot engage in a contest with the forest. I see that one day the forest will grow over 

our heads. It has already started. Which is stronger: Christ, or the forest? We must go to them 

ourselves. We must take the struggle against forest and animals to that very ground.” 

“Perhaps you are too gloomy, lord bishop.” 

“One cannot be too gloomy. In ten years, if I am still alive, you will fall at my feet and say: 

lord bishop, take me away from here, let me return to my monastery, I can’t go on, I want to 



Alfred Döblin AMAZONAS Volume 1 

Journey to the Land without Death Page 145 
 

remain a good Christian. For we have no help, we are alone, we carry in us an evil force from 

Europe that hinders us.”  

“What do you mean, lord bishop?” 

“Our people. You’ve seen it already and will see more. If I could and if I were still young, I 

would leave this land and go to the savage countries, to Europe, and try to preach Christianity. 

But I am old and without hope.” 

“Lord bishop.”  

“What ‘lord bishop’? Whose bishop am I? Tell me! Of the state of Chiapas, yes. Is it the 

task of a bishop to play doorman to the kingdom of Heaven for people who do not belong 

there? Do we have any task other than to deceive them as they lie dying? They should roast in 

Hell if they are wicked, from king down to beggar, every knight and warrior and peasant, if 

they want nothing else. Christ appeared, his teachings are there, you pray, but if you saw the 

horrors they inflict with a cold heart every day and every night, you would stand at our church 

with hammer and nails and nail every door shut. And no sacrament for any of them, no 

absolution. If you want to be dogs, so be it.” 

“Lord bishop.” 

“Stop calling me that, child. We are not bishops here, but despairing Christians. What has 

happened here, on this beautiful earth, stinks to Heaven and deserves no mercy.”  

“Oh Almighty, oh Mary, oh Jesus.”  

“Yes, let us kneel, child.” 

As they returned through the village Las Casas repeated: “We cannot hide out here, and 

they lurk in the forest. I have no more interest in the Whites, I cannot bring Christ to them, 

stronger men than I must come.” 

In the tent, the priest watched him prostrate himself before the crucifix.  

≈≈≈ 

Las Casas sent to Cartagena and from there forwarded a letter to the governor of Chiapas, 

stating that he would go with a few priests on a mission to the interior. 

The governor knew the obstinacy of his bishop, he wanted to alert him by letter to the 

dangers of the expedition, but he said to his clerk as he signed and sealed it: “Las Casas 

continues his old fight with us, he is a spirit that does not understand the world. No doubt he 

has again denounced us in Spain and been rebuffed. Now he goes to sulk in the corner. 

Perhaps he hankers for a martyr’s fame.”  

The clerk: “Not hard to acquire in these parts.”  

“He is an old joker. What hasn’t he put us through! We’re supposed to achieve the 

impossible. We, mark you, who answer to the Crown with our honour and our purses and 

have wife and children to boot. He doesn’t. He always answers to ‘God’ and makes speeches. 
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Wish I could do that. When I think how many years I have had to work with this hobgoblin of 

a bishop, I count it scarcely possible that I’m still alive and haven’t lost my wits. My head spins 

when I think about it.”  

“My lord governor has persevered bravely.”  

“The man has cost me years of my life. And he has no shame. What he really wants is to 

disqualify us all from being Christians because we won’t go along with his harebrained 

schemes. When the heathen shoot poisoned arrows at us, we’re supposed to respond with 

honey-cakes. Anyway, thank goodness I don’t have to speak to him this time. I always end up 

with a fever after he’s been here. Last time I put him on the spot, I said to him: ‘If one properly 

comprehends your whole approach and considers your views about us and the heathen in the 

right light, then the correct course of action would be to vacate this place and just leave it to 

the heathen.’ The fellow answers quite seriously, ‘Yes.’ I ask: ‘And how is it going with the 

conversions?’ He replies with his usual frankness: ‘You stand in our way.’ So I ask: ‘And why 

did God allow us to come over and let Cortez and Pizarro and the others overthrow whole 

empires of heathen.’ Are you listening, clerk?”  

“Of course, lord governor. I was just wondering how a clerical gentleman, a bishop no less, 

could allow himself to adopt such a tone with you.”  

The governor: “Las Casas! Who does not know him. They told me at the time of my 

appointment, ‘Down there you’ll have old bishop Las Casas, he loves the heathen.’ I knew what 

they meant. So I ask, why did God allow Cortez and Pizarro to overthrow the heathen empires 

so convincingly with just their little finger. And he answers – .”  

“How then, lord governor?”  

“What answer would you have given? Because there is no denying that they did overthrow 

them.” 

“He will have talked his way out of it by – the question is really so framed that one cannot 

duck and weave, he is scuppered.”  

“You see. So how does bishop Las Casas answer, our good brother Bartholomew? As calm 

as you like, as if he had the answer already prepared, he declares: ‘It is not God who gave us 

these lands. Not God, but Satan. The curse of our depravity should ripen fully. And God is 

waiting for this. So he lets it happen.’”  

“What!”  

“Classic Las Casas!”  

“One can only shrug one’s shoulders. Really, he is too old.”  

“Now he goes into the forest. Let him. He cannot hinder our descent into depravity. We 

won’t stand in his way if he hankers for the honour of martyrdom.” 
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Las Casas spoke secretly with the young chief in the camp. He gave the man two parrot 

feathers and advised him to make sure that they reached the elder chief, and say they could 

expect him for a discussion at a place to be determined by the chief. He would be 

accompanied by young priests, unarmed.  

When he handed over the feathers, the captive smiled in disbelief, looked at them in the 

hollow of his hand, and his face showed great joy. Long days later Las Casas received a 

response. He said to the two young priests: “The shepherd follows his sheep. When the sheep 

run into the forest, the shepherd must go into the forest. Will you come too?” 

They rejoiced in his trust, and agreed.  

≈≈≈ 

During the long time of waiting – the tribe had moved far to the south, the young chief’s 

envoys were looking for them – Las Casas encountered young captain Puerto again. 

The bishop enquired after his health, the officer cast his eyes down. Since a noisy firing 

practice was taking place, they walked through the camp, the sprightly bishop as usual wanted 

to stroll outside, but the officer, hollow-cheeked and jaundiced, excused himself and lay down 

on one of the many treetrunks that were lying about. Las Casas sat by him: “Things are not 

well with you.”  

The young man bit his lip. “I am hurting. No one helps me. I’ll be dead before I go home.” 

Las Casas patted his hand: “Are your bandages fresh? Did they give you sarsaparilla? I have 

people who know where good sarsaparilla grows in the forest.”  

“I’ve been there myself. My glands keep thickening, my belly swells, there’s purulence too, 

and then my mouth. Don’t come too close.”  

“Lie down.” 

The young man smiled: “Let’s not talk of my sickness. What you want to know is, how do 

things stand with the twelve heathen each day.”  

“Will you lie down?”  

“No, lord bishop, don’t talk of it, I don’t want to, please don’t. I’ve given up the business 

with the twelve heathen. That must make you feel better.”  

“How can you speak to me so, what have I done to you.”  

“Nothing. You’ve never done anything to me. You trouble yourself with the heathen and 

are surely content now. I can’t give you back those that are dead.”  

“Puerto, I do not understand why you are so bitter.”  

“Now, lord bishop, you’ll enquire just like my father confessor as to whether I feel good 

after giving up on the twelve savages. To spare your questions I shall tell you right away: thank 

you, it goes well with me.” 
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Las Casas sat a while, hands in his lap. Then he suggested: “Maybe I should take my leave 

of you.”  

The officer shrugged: “As you like. When you find yourself in a crowd it’s always best to go 

away.”  

“For Heaven’s sake, captain, what has happened to you?” 

“I’m dying and many of my friends are dead and many others are going to die. And that’s 

why we are merry and make sport of the people here. You are quite the victor now. You took 

away my twelve savages, you’re proud of that, oh yes, and come here and keep working away 

at it, rescuing ever more savages, the darker and stupider the better. Meanwhile – we who are 

merely white, who came to you from over there – ”  

“What are you saying?”  

“— we die as a punishment. That is justice. God keeps a strict court, we suffer fevers and 

glands. It’s direct evidence for the existence of God.”  

“Don’t jest, captain.”  

“We die for the glory of God and so you can demonstrate to your savages: see, that’s what 

happens to those who do evil. Once I suggested we should go to the cookhouse and fetch pots 

and paint ourselves with soot. Perhaps if we are black, the high clergy will notice us and see 

that we too are here.” 

Las Casas was beside himself: “I don’t understand, I don’t understand.” 

“We know that. You think, lord bishop, that we came over from Spain just like you, to do 

good to the savages. We learned from sailors and from your writings how many savages and 

heathen there are here, and so we set off from Spain and Portugal and Italy and other places, 

and said: we don’t see it like that, we must go over there and put an end to the misery. That’s 

what you think too. Look at me, lord bishop, and at my friends and the soldiers and 

everything that’s happening today, and speak. Please clarify what you think of me, what you 

expect of us, how you see us. We’d like to hear it.”  

“You fling accusations at me, young soldier – forgive an old man if he should speak so – I 

beg you, tell me at last what you mean.” 

“I talk and talk, what more can I do. I would really like to know what you think of me and 

how you see us. Have you the faintest notion what a man is, who does not sit in a monastery 

and pray and guzzle pious offerings – apart from the fact that he’s a sinner and comes to you 

for confession. For surely he has a life above and beyond his sins. Otherwise you’d have no 

clue as to why he exists. Did it ever occur to you that even the Whites, and even those who 

have come here across the ocean, lead a life and are human.”  

“Yes, of course, for God’s sake, how you torment me.”  

“At least you will concede that I have been courageous and – that I must die here.” 
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“Puerto, my friend, you will regain your health.” 

“No sympathy. Anyway it’s something that you pity me, notice me despite my white skin.”  

“Puerto, how have I failed you?”  

“So insistent, lord bishop. When I sit here and talk with you, it is not so much for my sake 

as for others. I was with you before and know it first hand, you advised me to give up the 

business with the twelve savages.” 

“My advice was good.” 

“Oh, but you had no more advice after the business with the savages! All it did was show 

me and my comrades how little we mean to you. Let a single hair fall from the head of a 

savage, and see how you cry. Farewell, lord bishop. I want to make use of the time I have left.” 

Las Casas stood over him, pressed him gently back down onto the log: “You shall not vent 

your spleen against me. How have I failed?” 

As if he were making any random observation, the young man said softly into the air: “We 

are despicable… We come by ship from Europe, shout and sing, the sea is lovely, life is lovely, 

and then we fall into the grave, hunger, poison, swamp fever, glands. Whoever fails to escape 

in time is done for. You can’t live back there, so men come in hordes, armies, they all huzza 

and hope and then – gone. What is happening here, lord bishop? You know it, I would so 

much like to know.” 

Las Casas sat bowed, white head in his hands, dumb. 

“We are despicable. We want happiness. We are betrayed.” 

Hey dear Mother, you bore me and I grew to a rogue and ran away, hey, dear Mother, 

thanks for my life. Hey dear Father, you sired me, let me grow to robber, churl, I damned and 

despised you. Thank you, dear Father, I thank you. 

Las Casas, without moving: “There is no happiness for mankind on earth. The dark people 

speak of a land without death, they yearn for it, a marvellous tree grows there and nourishes 

them. We know the world. It is a vale of tears. Were it not so, God would not have needed to 

send His son. Only with Him is there happiness.” 

“We could buy that more cheaply back home. We never found it. They must take us as 

they find us. What the savages say of a land without death, a marvellous tree, we too thought 

that.” 

“And you too failed to find it.”  

“Right. And yet. And yet.” He hunted for words. “It’s not like that, lord bishop.” 

“What do you mean?”  

“Think what you like. You can’t bring us any farther. And if only you had just left us alone 

with the savages, when we came over here. It wouldn’t have been so bad.”  
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“What would you have done if we were not here? Murders would never cease.”  

The young man snorted: “You think so? Were you ever a hindrance to murder? No. But if 

you weren’t here, maybe we would not have done any murdering.”  

“What!” 

“I believe so. It’s what I think. Anyway, killing is not the worst. You don’t see that. The 

worst thing – is us and the wicked way we live with the savages and the whole world here. It’s 

your doing! Yours! I hate you! You force us to murder, you, you. We want none of it.” 

Horrified, Las Casas covered his ears. Puerto continued stubbornly: “That’s how it is. We 

want none of it. You make us do it, you are our ruin.”  

“Come, captain,” said Las Casas, standing suddenly. “I shall take you home to your cabin, I 

shall care for you, you must regain your health. Then we can think it all through together.” 

The captain stood awkwardly, they walked back, shots cracked nearer. Las Casas 

supported the man, who staggered, swayed, mumbled, was delirious. 

Puerto: “A blessing that those arquebuses are not in your hands, Father. I’m done for. I’m 

done for. If I had any say, I’d just as soon turn them on you.” 

Next evening he lay in his room, expiring, his face inscrutable. Las Casas administered the 

last rites. Puerto’s head lay motionless on the pillow, his eyes did not move: “What did you tell 

me, about the land without death?” 

Las Casas spoke of the Heaven of the blessed. 

Puerto: “We didn’t want it this way. How good it would be to have it here already.”  

“God will receive you. You have repented your sins.” 

Puerto breathed: “Yes.” A long pause: “I was so glad to come here. I’ve been at home in two 

places.” 

When Las Casas glanced up from his book a while later, Puerto was smiling at him so 

tenderly, eyes wide open. Las Casas felt his heart fill with joy. He seized the hand that hung 

down from the bed. The man smiled on, his gaze directed towards the door. Then Las Casas 

saw that he was dead.  

≈≈≈ 

Before he went down to the boat Las Casas wrote a long letter to Spain, to his friend and 

brother Dominican Garcia de Loaysa, who was also confessor to the king: 

“God permitted that the counsellors and appointees of our king plundered and 

murdered so great and rich a world, to the inexpressible shame of our faith. And 

they had no excuse for this devastation and reduction of the human population. 

For this occurred not on a single day or in a single year and not in ten and four 

years, but over sixty and more years, and the counsellors daily received reports 

from many monks and trustworthy officials on these occurrences and yet made no 
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intervention. And so God permitted that the king, who could have become richer 

and more happy, has become the poorest. For although the generals and officials 

have extracted millions in gold and silver, pearls and precious stones from these 

Indies, all is even now vanishing like smoke. These sums have not aided Spain in 

delivering itself from eternal wars and crises. They have forced the pawning and 

selling of kingdoms. So splendidly has the government of the New Indies served 

you. And for all these injuries and losses, this poverty and these crises and other 

even greater retributions that loom over Spain, the guilt lies with the wicked 

counsellors and their murderous servants.” 

In a postscript he wrote: how he suffers under the infamy with which the Christian religion 

is regarded in the new lands because of the depredations of the Whites. He gives all his letters, 

submissions and writings into the hand of brother Garcia, and they are to remain his property 

when he, now grown so old, is called away. A second postscript reads: “I am assailed by 

inexpressible thoughts. Remember me in your prayers, my brother Garcia. The soul of your 

brother Bartholomew Las Casas belongs to the Holy Church.”  

 

The Inquisition 

ON EUROPEAN SOIL, hard by the city of Seville, not far from the gulf of Cadiz where many 

galleons laden with gold arrived from the Indies and armed men with horses and hounds 

embarked for the Indies, the cathedral lay at the foot of green hills. A river, the Guadalquivir, 

led its glittering waters past the hills. Lemon trees beckoned from the heights, bitter-orange 

groves bloomed in gardens.  

In the extensive monastery buildings overlooking the river, in the abbot’s panelled room, a 

heavy square stone table heaped with folios and scrolls stood before two old men. The old 

men, enveloped in loose black silks, were supported and flanked by huge red armchairs in 

which they lay as if in bed. 

The hands of one old man extended as balled fists from the ends of his arms, gout had 

fixed them thus. His eyes were bloodshot, they sensed the grey and yellow of the trees outside, 

but could not make out trees, oranges or river. This was Garcia de Loaysa. 

The one sprawled beside him in a chair, lanky and desiccated, noble nose jutting from a 

yellow-white bony face, was the abbot of the Carthusians. His mouth, once scornful and severe, 

gaped now with its feebly sagging lower jaw. What in others would be called eyes had crawled 

deep into their sockets and were guarded by yellowish lids. A bushy wreath of white hair 

fringed his little cap.  

They shuffled the letter from the bishop of Chiapas this way and that. Garcia felt like 

smiling, there was a time when he could make any kind of gesture, now his face would not 

obey, it was as if it lay already in the coffin. In a high soft voice that still obeyed his wishes he 
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said: “Our old brother Bartholomew! As he lives and breathes. It seems he’s still good on his 

pins. Same age as us and he goes into the forest, to the Indians! Our letters have crossed, I 

wrote to him that the day of my demise lies not far off.”  

“Brother Bartholomew enjoys the rudest health, he was always the kind of man well suited 

to an army life.”  

“You mean more for the army than for the Church?” Both attempted smiles. 

Garcia moved his hand: “Give me the letter. How do you understand this sentence from 

our friend: ‘My soul is assailed by inexpressible thoughts.’ What kind of thoughts can be 

inexpressible?”  

“I have heard such phrases before.”  

“Where, brother abbot?”  

“Spare me from saying.”  

“He writes: ‘Remember me in your prayers, brother Garcia.’”  

“Do so. I think it is necessary.”   

They sat at the stone table and left the letter sent by Las Casas from a distant land lying on 

it. One had aching knees and wondered how he could recover, he felt his legs would break. 

The other succumbed to somnolence.  

The door opened behind them. A vigorous man in black silk strode loudly in. He had a 

large youthful face, white hair fell in thick locks to his neck. As he sat down facing the two old 

men, his back to the window, a monk placed a glass and a jug of wine in front of him and, 

greetings over, he at once downed long slow draughts of the heavy red wine. The he reached 

for Las Casas’ letter. And as he read, he laughed out loud. Towards the end he grew quiet. 

Then he read it again without laughing and poured another glass. 

Father Garcia suppressed his aches: “You have read it, brother Juan?”  

“Yes.”  

“And what do you think?”  

“Revenge is always on the mind of the small man. A small man does not know how to rule. 

He cannot get along with people. He always thinks he must help. His feelings spur him on.” 

“True,” croaked the abbot. “Such rebellious nagging. What a picture brother Bartholomew 

has of the world. Goes to war and thinks the cannon are there just for play.” 

Garcia grasped the letter. “And what do you say to the conclusion?”  

“Why?”  

“The conclusion: ‘I am assailed by inexpressible thoughts. Remember me in your prayers, 

brother Garcia. The soul of your brother Bartholomew Las Casas belongs to the Holy Church’.”  
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“Where does it say that? Show me.” And he read it again, banged on the table and 

regarded the two old men, his broad chest heaved.  

“We waited for you, this is why we requested your presence.” 

Juan Alvarez, Inquisitor of Toledo, pulled himself erect in his chair: “Well well well. I 

didn’t read the postscripts. I know this blowhard, this zealot, dogmatist. He goes to the 

Indians in the forest to proselytize. He wants to go his own way. It’s the Las Casas method of 

proselytizing. But it seems to go farther! Well now! We had better find out who taught him.” 

“Ah. He is long dead.”  

“We might have lit upon a fine discovery here. Heretics beset us on all sides in France and 

Germany, we have our hands full keeping order even here. And then we receive letters from a 

bishop who wants to proselytize! ‘Inexpressible thoughts’. Let us help him express them.” 

The desiccated abbot opened his eyes and brought his voice to utterance: “The bishop of 

Chiapas has simply grown childish, Alvarez. What could you expect from all his blathering 

about atrocities and exterminations.” 

Alvarez rested his arms on the table. “See how it begins. Always with the heart, the 

precious heart. But at the end of the path there blooms insolence, and then rebellion. How we 

have been plagued by these mountebanks ever since the days of that shameless heretic of 

Ferrara, Fra Girolamo Savonarola, those offspring of sin who unsettle and incite the populace 

with vain promises and who must be put to the torture until they acknowledge their own 

casuistry. Right to the end they cry: my crimes were committed for the glory of God. Pain, the 

pitiable tug of ropes on the limbs, is necessary to arouse any doubt in such weak heads.”  

And he became enraged and his chair crashed back: “I hate such sentimental twaddle! 

Agitators are fools. I stand with the generals and captains who are the victims of Las Casas’ 

complaints. Yes indeed! I stand on any side where I find myself opposing such mollycoddles 

and bleeding hearts. Trumpeting and crowing about abuses such as happen everywhere – ‘Oh, 

criminals! You too are criminals!’— it neither safeguards the state nor serves the Church. A 

few false strokes do no lasting harm. What does this Las Casas want? That we lay down our 

arms? Is the world already one with the Church? No! Or should we say to his miserable 

savages: run away now! No! We shall not let them run! We are the Church, and the world 

belongs to us, piece by piece, every nook and cranny. And we tolerate no nonsense.”  

The two old men now sat bolt upright, and one after the other said: “God grant it be so.”  

Garcia tried to soften the tone: “The object of Las Casas’ concern is not so much 

Christianity as the welfare of the Indians. He has nagged us for years, and we have given in to 

him. Despite opposition from every sensible governor and general, not to mention numerous 

men of the cloth, we have decreed that slaves should be set free. We have thereby harmed the 

revenues of the Spanish Crown and incurred the risk that its wars may not proceed to the best 

advantage of the Holy Church. But this was not enough for him, and still he writes and 
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complains. We did at least add that it is permissible for Indians to be allocated to Christians, 

that in serving them they may forget their sins.” 

Again Alvarez shouted out in fury: “Do we possess the key to Heaven or not? That is the 

question that will trip him, as it does every heretic.”  

Garcia raised his arms in alarm: “Brother Juan.” 

“I say again: this is the question which must trip every bleeding heart, every philanthropist, 

free thinker. He is no different. Even a doctor when he falls sick suffers the usual ailments.” 

Garcia sniffed the glass that the big furious man had refilled: “Do not drink such strong 

wine, brother Juan. It always makes you so turbulent.”  

“Do not fear for your friend Bartholomew.”  

“We shall urge him to withdraw from politics.”  

“Would that have sufficed in the case of Doctor Martin Luther, brother Garcia?”  

“For Jesus’ sake!”  

“Why so shocked? Las Casas is a heretic. He condemns himself. He goes into the forest 

because he is ‘beset by inexpressible thoughts’. He shall come here and express them to the 

court.” 

Garcia pressed a fist to his heart: “Is that how I must see my friend again?”  

The lanky abbot averted his face: “You exercise the duty of a friend to him. We, the duty of 

a Christian.” 

At once two Dominicans, their orders already prepared, were despatched with a letter to 

the bishop of Chiapas. He was summoned back to Spain.  

 

Flight into the forest 

LAS CASAS HAD never seemed so happy and alert as on that day when he climbed into a boat 

with his two companions and the young chief who had been placed in his care, and rowed 

away. The two young monks went with him, but as the houses and the squat tower of the 

church disappeared around a bend in the river, their eyes were moist. Las Casas sat under the 

awning and gazed at the water. After a while they left the boats and were accompanied south 

by white patrols, riding for days, then they were alone, the young chief led the way, near a 

village they came upon a river, the Sinu that flows into the Gulf of Morrosquillo.  

Wonderful burning sun, thought Las Casas, it is a monster the way it hangs over the land, 

a monster. I can imagine it has jaws and is devouring us.  

Towards midday rain roared down, the boat went on, the brown people paddled, one 

stood high in the prow on a bench.  
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Lovely smooth water. How everything fits together: sun and water, and plants growing. 

How God has shaped the world.  

Tall mimosa trees followed the river, he exchanged glances with them. As evening 

approached, the rowers showed unease, the food was all gone. Suddenly another boat was 

there, emerging from a side branch. They led Las Casas’ boat up the branch. Under a huge 

banana tree they had made huts for him and themselves, roofed with banana leaves. Las Casas 

slept in a hammock. He dreamed forwards and backwards, no walls anywhere.  

They travelled two more days, their companions had some dried manioc, gathered roots. 

They came upon the tribe not far from the coast. So far had they come from their former 

homes. Las Casas warned the two young monks not to venture anything by themselves, and to 

stay with him at all times. He warned: just listen and observe. 

Then they went among the people, were greeted with respect, engaged in everyday 

conversations. All three wore the black Dominican habit and conducted their daily prayers. 

During these months they saw no evil among the people.  

Las Casas, seeing what good people they were, strove fervently to lead them away from 

their abominable customs. They allowed him to baptise some of their newborns, but then 

ceremonies took place where sorcerers used all manner of means to find out who these 

newborns were. Las Casas knew about it, he restrained himself from interfering, but spoke 

with the oldest chief and the sorcerer. Both said: “It is certain that the infants are our 

ancestors whose names you have heard. The mothers received them. We are happy that the 

ancestors have withstood the long journey and found us here.”  

“Your ancestors are long dead.”  

“They are dead, but we have honoured and cared for them. The great spirit of our tribe has 

sent us these spirits.”  

“And how do you think it is with the Whites? They do not care for their ancestors as you 

do, and yet you see how many they are.”  

“You have your great spirit, each of your tribes.”  

“Our great spirit is Jesus Christ. But he is the great spirit of all people who are baptised and 

believe in him.”  

“No,” they smiled, “stay with us longer, you will see that every tribe has its own great spirit.” 

And at a naming ceremony, to his great sorrow Las Casas again saw masks and bright 

wooden poles, and the dancing around them.  

“They must return to the town, to our settlements,” said Las Casas to his two companions. 

“In the forest they are falling into their old ways.” He began preaching earnestly to them. The 

people were eager to hear him. For many it was a great novelty, and they often discussed it 

among themselves. They thought they could use the knowledge of the Whites to gain 
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possession of their great powers. They came to Las Casas and his pupils and asked them to 

impart the knowledge, declared themselves ready for instruction. Las Casas discussed this 

with his pupils, who congratulated themselves. “You think we have made such progress? 

Perhaps. Every means must be employed. But you both know that what they want from us is 

better weapons for their struggle.” 

They agreed to provide instruction. Stretch a little finger to the Devil and he has you by 

the whole hand. Offer God a single hair and you are His entirely. Thus began Father Las Casas’ 

mission in the forest. They were all three infused with a marvellous joy. They found that the 

dark people sucked up instruction like parched roots in water. Convincing such gentle and 

sweet-natured pupils took no effort at all. Meanwhile their old forest thoughts flourished 

untouched.  

 

The end 

FOR LONG HAPPY months Las Casas and his companions heard nothing of the world. Twice 

they sent envoys to Cartagena to confirm that they were still alive and well. At the start of the 

rainy season they were dwelling by a fish-teeming river near where it flowed into the sea. Then 

dark people came, who told of a great sailing ship out on the sea, it had sent dinghies ashore 

at many places to ask about Las Casas, they had a message for him. The tribe debated how to 

react. Las Casas soothed them, it is only one ship, we can meet it nearby, you can observe the 

encounter from a distance and see if they are armed. Then they sent away the people who had 

espied the ship, and a few days later a great galleon anchored in the mouth of the river, and 

Las Casas and his companions had themselves rowed out to it. The two Dominicans on board 

explained their mission to the bishop of Chiapas, and showed him a friendly letter from Garcia. 

Las Casas bowed his head. “I had thought to end my days here. Now they summon me back.” 

But he was obedient. He went ashore with his pupils and the two emissaries, the ship’s 

captain and helmsman came too. They stayed a few days, exchanged presents, gathered 

provisions.  

Then the captain invited the oldest chief and his wife, as well as several other respected 

men of the tribe who had shown curiosity, to come aboard the ship, he would give them a 

farewell feast. Seventeen people from the tribe, together with the oldest chief and his wife, 

allowed themselves to be conveyed on board.  

And as soon as they were aboard the captain hoisted sail, hauled in the anchor, and sailed 

away. 

Las Casas and the others on shore at first thought it a prank. Then they thought it was just 

a little excursion. Then evening came, and night fell, and the oldest chief and the others had 

still not returned. They left the beach. The tribe was overcome with a terrible disquiet. Las 
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Casas and his pupils sat in their huts and prayed. The Dominicans came to Las Casas in the 

morning, they were afraid.  

“What has happened?” they asked the old bishop. They said they feared that the captain 

had kidnapped the people to sell as slaves on Hispaniola.  

Las Casas concurred. “Who is the captain?”  

“We don’t know him. He brought us along for a hefty payment. He tried the same trick 

along the coast with other dark people, but they refused to be enticed.  

“Why did you not tell me?”  

“Forgive us, lord bishop, we did not believe a man could be so wicked here. For he is 

supposed to carry all of us, you too, back with him.”  

Las Casas breathed: “What are we to him. But what it is to us. The shame. The shame.” 

And he threw himself down onto the mat and sobbed aloud. “Now you have an example of 

what they do. And they come and preach Christianity.” Las Casas gestured like one 

inconsolable. He asked that no one be admitted to him, he dared look no one in the face.  

But when people came at midday he had to see them. They glowered, the young chief was 

among them, they saw Las Casas’ great distress and paused. The bishop placated them, he 

pulled himself together and wrote two letters, one to Cartagena, the other to priests on the 

island of Hispaniola. He related what had happened, expressed his revulsion at the captain’s 

behaviour, and desired the priests to secure the immediate release of the abductees. At 

evening he went with his pupils and the Dominicans to the young chief’s hut. He implored the 

people, who sat glowering with stony faces, not to cast blame on him. He hoped it was a 

mistake, or the prank of one man who would be punished for it. Their chief and their brothers 

would return. He staked his life and that of his companions on it. He kept imploring them not 

to grieve. He would vouch for a good outcome to the affair.  

The people were not all of one mind, Las Casas thought some wanted to attack him 

without delay, setting aside all his teachings, they even suspected in a sudden overwhelming 

rush of fury that he was in on the plot. The chief, Las Casas’ old friend, although conducting 

himself with great reserve, managed to persuade the people to wait and see what the efforts of 

Las Casas, who was after all a great man among the Whites, would bring. In the following 

weeks the chief spoke to Las Casas only once in passing, to remind him of a conversation they 

had once had in camp:  

“I said you are not a great man, they let you preach to us, you are powerless among them.”  

Las Casas begged: let him not think that, he should be patient, he would receive proof. The 

chief walked away calmly, he knew Las Casas was concerned entirely with the affair and not 

with himself.  
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Long weary weeks went by. The tribe kept to the same place, it was the middle of the rainy 

season. Now there were no discussions, no instruction. Las Casa and his people were shunned 

like an infection. They were given food and drink, but forbidden to walk where they might 

encounter natives.  

More than three months were already past. Then at last a messenger appeared with a letter 

for Las Casas. The messenger complained: it was no easy task to deliver the letter, he had 

started out with a companion, a jaguar attacked them and tore the companion to bits, he 

himself lost the way. The chief was present as the messenger said this and handed the letter to 

Las Casas. The bishop trembled inwardly as he took the letter. He knew how important this 

report was in the eyes of the dark people, and he too was not immune from fear. 

The priest in Hispaniola wrote: As soon as he received the letter he made enquiries about 

the seventeen abductees, indeed long before the letter arrived a ship bearing these seventeen 

had called at Hispaniola, but at once sailed away again as there is little demand for slaves here 

and the captain did not wish to dispose of his people at a poor price. This is alas all that he can 

report. They pray for Las Casas’ health and hope he will soon leave the gloomy forests and 

come to them.  

When Las Casas let fall the hand that held the letter, the oldest chief asked what it was he 

had read. Las Casas, the white-haired bishop, knelt before him and said: “I am guilty. I alone. I 

trusted them. I beg you, do not think otherwise.” The chief had him read the letter out loud. 

The chief raised Las Casas to his feet. He was unconscious. 

An hour later he came to himself, the young pupils and the Dominicans were at his side. 

Las Casas performed the last rites, the elder of the two Dominicans administered extreme 

unction. The bishop said: “The people know we did not permit this abduction, but we are 

guilty of it and they believe they cannot allow us to go unpunished.” They prayed silently. One 

of the young monks at one point burst into tears, they interrupted their prayers to comfort 

him. Once they all succumbed to despair when Las Casas stood staring ahead with strangely 

contorted features and murmured: “The shame.” The two monks hid their faces in their hands. 

But Las Casas regained his senses: “Do not complain, I have done too much of that in my life. 

The world is not yet ripe for redemption. We are dragged down in the undertow of its ruin.” 

Towards evening he admonished them to direct their thoughts only to God. He knew that 

the dark people would come before sunset. And so it was. 

Loud voices arose in the settlement, people gathered around their tent, the shouting grew 

shrill and near. They knelt in prayer, their faces close to the ground. As the spears and clubs 

hit home, it was no great stretch for them to embrace the whole world.  

≈≈≈ 

Search parties were despatched. The tribe that Las Casas had gone to was nowhere to be found. 

When no news came of Las Casas, the two young priests and the monks, it was considered 
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probable that they had been massacred. But some months later rumours were laid to rest 

through a communication from Garcia and Alvarez, the inquisitors of Toledo: “The bishop of 

Chiapas, Father Bartholomew, most assuredly did not die a miserable death in the New Indies 

at the hands of savage tribes. He returned to Spain at the conclusion of his mission, re-entered 

the monastery of his Order, and there died a peaceful death.” 

The officers of the Inquisition hoped to prevent the suspected heretic brother 

Bartholomew from gaining the reputation of a martyr.  

≈≈≈ 

The water spirit Sukuruya, Mother of Waters, glided from tree to tree in the gloomy forest in 

the guise of a snake. Sometimes she stood in human form beneath green boughs. She stood 

there with a heavy club, bow and arrow, gay parrot feathers adorned her long black hair, her 

dark skin glistened in the dark, her cheeks and forehead were painted red. She slid into reeds.  

The tribe had gone. When they pulled out, the corpses lay piled over and beside each 

other in the little tent. Noon and evening came. In the dark a snake rustled from tree to tree, 

Sukuruya. She stood at the forest edge as a man with bow and arrow, wearing a big feather 

headdress. 

Sukuruya clucked like a hen, the tapir ran up from the river. “See my club, tapir. Fetch 

your brothers to chase away the vultures.” A crowd of tapirs came, chased the vultures from 

the huts. Sukuruya glided out of the forest in the dark. Stars twinkled merrily overhead. 

Sukuruya danced a savage dance through the deserted village, took ashes from the cooking 

places, painted herself, the night wind scattered ashes around her feet.  

Sukuruya crouched at the hut of the white men, peered in, took Las Casas’ corpse in her 

arms, laid him across her lap. “White man, are you there?” 

Las Casas did not want to answer. 

“White man, why did you fight me? For you did not want to.” Las Casas lay still. 

Then Sukuruya saw the chain with the crucifix at his belt and the rosary in his folded 

hands: “These are stopping your mouth.” She laid them aside. 

Las Casas opened his eyes: “Am I with you, Sukuruya?”  

“You know me?”  

“Where are my companions?”  

“Let them be.”  

“Where is my crucifix?” He sat up. There was the sky, the merry stars, Sukuruya crouched 

on the floor, adorned with feathers. 

Las Casas swayed to his feet. He picked up crucifix and rosary, they slid from his hands. He 

bent down. Again they fell. Sukuruya stood up: “White man, into the forest! Come!” The old 
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man in the black cloak followed hesitating; twice, thrice he circled the things on the floor. 

Sukuruya took him in her arms and carried him. Las Casas wept for a short while. 

They went down to the river. Vultures squawked insults. Weaver birds flew. Down there 

water snakes, alligators, fish broke the surface. As Sukuruya prepared to jump, Las Casas tore 

free with a cry, stood, raised his arms, fell and lay there, his face covering crucifix and rosary.  

 

Sukuruya 

WHEN THE AMAZON rose, water overflowed its banks for great distances, devastation 

encroached on the land, animals fled. Waterfowl left their islands and migrated away. 

Floodwaters surged in tumult. Here and there a bank collapsed, tall forests along the river 

swayed, water dug away the ground, freed the roots of giant trees, undermined them, trees 

tumbled into the murky spate.  

Often the living waters forced their way in single-minded fury into loose earth, and then 

the river, the seething sea, carried away whole floating islands with trees and plants and 

monkeys and birds, even people; down the river they sailed. The raging grey-white water 

dammed tributaries, absorbed broad lakes and channels back into itself. Slowly the flood 

extended across the whole basin. Big lakes slowed its progress, and the trunks of giant palms 

were washed by a murky, muddy tide. Animals took refuge in treetops. Dark people glided in 

boats over the crowns of sunken trees, settled in hollow trunks. Monkeys leapt around them. 

Ants left the ground and stuck nests together in branches. But the treetops bloomed in 

colourful profusion, brimmed over with foliage. Above the mud stretched a swaying garden, 

farther than the eye could see. 

It lasted weeks. Slowly the current released back hill after hill, sandbank after sandbank. 

And as the wet earth emerged again and the sun glowed, turtles began to return to sandbanks, 

dig down and lay their eggs. Bushes and reeds rose out of the flood. The river had removed a 

forest from here, set it down there. Now came the time of the riverbanks, the great ebb, tapirs 

appeared, jaguars revealed themselves and dangled their tails in the water. Tree-corpses, 

driftwood became stranded, began to rot, fungi set in, from outside it was a tree trunk, inside 

a putrescent mush. Garish parasitic plants settled on rotting logs, pushed up mighty stalks. 

≈≈≈ 

In the savannahs and forests of the great river, on the Yapura and Vaupes lived many people, 

tribes of the Tariana, Duck people, Jaguar people.  

The maize was half ripe. Cobs were washed, people stood in a big circle as the medicine 

man sang and bit into them. May the spirit of the maize be merciful, provide a rich harvest. 

The weather was fine, firstborns came, they were given to the dead to whom the ground 

belonged, these took nourishment from them, now the people could eat.  
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Little dark people, Maku, wandered through the forest, they were captured. They said 

everyone should flee. Many brown people are fleeing from the Whites and dying. They waited. 

There were many lightning storms. They took the children, collected parrots from roofs, 

gathered pots, jugs, utensils down from walls, built huts in the forest. The ancestors received 

much deer meat. After four suns men set out with spear and shield, crept up to the village in 

the dark. One gave a sign, they uttered warcries and ran through the village, beat on the 

ground, banged on roofs, burst through doorways. They ran back into the forest. Next 

morning they gathered children, animals, pots, jugs, utensils, returned to the village. The 

medicine man made a new fire. He gave each family an ember. They took it to their own hut.  

The rains came. From a fruit tree the udu called: tru udu, udu, udu.  

There is a big drum called the Man, deep-toned, and a smaller called the Woman. With 

beats short and long, deep- and high-toned, they throbbed across lakes big and small, wide 

rivers and narrow streams, across hill and forest and savannah: “Everyone must flee. Many 

people are fleeing. They come from the sunset and die.” 

Elders said: “Our parents told us: the drums lamented, look out for yourselves, everyone 

must flee, there is great danger. Towards sunset the Great Spirit that holds up the earth made 

the mountains tremble. There is a tree, it is the father of all beasts and people, you can gather 

all kinds of fruit from it. If you climb the tree it draws its branches together and lifts them up, 

the tree carries them into the sky where the ancestors dwell. That is the Land without Death. 

Our parents sought it in vain. Where should we flee to? In those days many women 

committed murders and moved away to the south.” 

Maku slipped through the forest, some were caught, they said: “Ever more dark people are 

fleeing the Whites who came up out of the sea, ever more dark people are coming down from 

the mountains.” 

Chiefs went through the villages, fetched away old cripples who bring bad luck. They sent 

warriors with them towards the sunset, close to the great mountains. There they broke the 

legs of the cripples and left them, placed dead cats beside them. They would bring calamity on 

the Whites.  

The warriors returned. They lived in peace, nothing happened. 

 

Tiye and Guaricoto 

AND FROM EUROPE there came more ships, more people. The human volcano kept spewing. 

And as ever more white men, iron warriors, sinners, looters, and plaintive priests appeared 

– long and weary, the path to annihilation and self-destruction – dark people clustered in the 

forests and on the grassy plains. The silent forest adjusted and tidied itself around them.  
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Towards the east, beneath huge trees of the plain, the Women People flourished on the 

mighty Amazon, from the Yapura river to the Jamunda. 

Tiye, the junior, said to Kudurra the elder: “Our queen Truvanare has sent a message that 

every woman, but not the old ones, must trim arrows. And we must build many boats.”  

“There are already many boats.”  

“She said so.”  

“How sad our life is, Tiye. Have you heard how women live in the villages of men?”  

“No man has ever come near me. First they have to take me to the hut.”  

“A woman has her man, and they live in their hut all year round. And when the woman 

wants loving he comes to her. And when the man wants loving they are together. They are 

together in the rain time and the dry time.” 

So said Kudurra the elder to Tiye the junior. She already had two children. Tiye pulled the 

plough, Kudurra pushed it into the soil. Tiye asked: “If you have children, do you still need 

loving? The queen says: ‘We women are the people. When the priestesses summon the moon, 

all our ancestors gather together. Then we must go on the warpath and catch men, so that the 

ancestors can increase.’” 

Kudurra replied: “I have already killed three men. I don’t want to kill any more. I would 

like to keep them in my hut and feed them like my parrot.” 

Tiye laughed and clapped her hands. 

“Many of us think the same, Tiye. Our queen and our priestesses are hard. Many women 

have fled across the swamps to the other women. They don’t kill men. When their priestesses 

summon the moon they go into the forest, and drink cashiri. They are friends with the men, 

the men are friends with them. Many women follow the men to their villages, many men 

follow the women.” 

≈≈≈ 

Truvanare was the mightiest queen between the great lake of Manacapuru and the Urubu river. 

She herself went to war, when the boats were ready. 

She spoke to her commanders before they set off: “Protect yourselves, paint the marks 

clearly. Men are descended from vultures. Many years ago we were in their power. They 

disguised themselves and deceived us. Now they dwell out there and steal women, because 

they cannot reproduce themselves. They must all die. Then our Great Spirit will send us signs 

to tell us which fruit to eat so that we may bring children into the world. Fall upon their 

villages, burn their houses down, kill as many as you can. Bring back young men, we shall kill 

them later.” 
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From the place where their boats lay, Truvanare sent emissaries to the men: “Make peace 

with us, and as a sign of your submission send us your young men. Their lives will be spared. If 

you do not send us your young men, we shall destroy you all.” 

The enemy chief sent a pot containing red pigment, the emblem of blood. The women 

surrounded the first village and uttered warcries. They seized a few prisoners. They moved on. 

When they had enough they ate and drank in the forest. No one was allowed to talk to the 

men. When they were back in their village on the river, they built huts in the fields. Truvanare 

the queen and her sorceresses inspected the men front and back, and allocated them. The 

young women had to stay in the big houses with the priestesses, for a whole month they were 

relieved of work. They were given little fishes and manioc to eat, nothing else. But the men 

were given pirurucu fish, honey, andiroba nuts, and monkey flesh. In the evenings as the sun 

was sinking, the sorceresses led the young women into the fields, they danced and clapped. 

Only when the sun disappeared did the young women enter the huts.  

≈≈≈ 

Guaricoto, a young man, saw Tiye by the light of the fire outside his hut. Tiye had signs on her 

breasts and thighs for protection. Guaricoto asked: “Why have you painted yourself? We’re not 

going to dance.” Tiye gave no answer. The man said: “Why have you come? I know you will kill 

us.” Tiye said nothing.  

They sat by the fire. He looked at her: “You brought your spear. Are you going to kill me?”  

Tiye said: “No.” Guaricoto laughed: “Not yet.” She was silent. He said: “Why didn’t you 

bring something to drink? People with spears and shields are moving around everywhere out 

there. Why don’t we drink together? I can play the flute.” He pulled her arm. She hit his hand. 

He laughed. He put an arm over her shoulder: “You come to me, look at me.” She looked into 

his face and quickly away at the fire. When he grabbed her knee she jumped up and went for 

her spear.  

Then he drew up his knees, gazed into the fire and sang to himself. She sat down and 

clutched her arms to her breast: “You’re trying to enchant me, stop that singing.”  

He said: “You sing!”  

“I don’t know any songs, only what we sing when we are ploughing.”  

“Sing.”  

“Aren’t you afraid I might enchant you?”  

“You said you don’t know any enchantment songs.”  

She saw his wounded leg: “What bit you?”  

“When you speak it is like the chirping of cicadas. You speak like the rushes.”  

“Does it hurt?”  

“The woman with the feathers around her waist stabbed me.”  
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“That’s our queen, Truvanare.”  

“That’s why I couldn’t run and so I’m here.”  

“You are sad to be here. I shall ask your friend what your name is.”  

“And I would like to know your name, but there’s nobody I can ask.”  

“Call me Colibri. Are all men like you?”  

“Now you look at me, Colibri, but you promised to sing to me.”  

“Come into the lodge so that no one can hear.” 

In the lodge he lay down in the hammock, her enormous shadow fell on him as she stood 

in the doorway. “Colibri, why don’t you come in, you were going to sing.”  

“I forgot my spear, I left it by the fire.”  

“I’ll fetch it.”  

“No.” She raised both arms and crouched down at the threshold.  

“Where are you?” She was resting her head on her knees. He crouched in front of her. He 

touched her shoulder. She brushed his hand away, he lost his balance. They crouched there in 

silence. Then she started to sing softly. He said: “I shall sing too. 

You have hardened your heart against me 

You have hardened your heart against me 

My love, he, he, oha. 

You have hardened your heart cruelly against me 

You have hardened your heart cruelly against me 

My love, he, he, oha. 

I waited for you and grew weary, 

I waited for you and grew weary, 

My love, he, he, oha. 

For you I wandered wearily and came here, 

For you I wandered wearily and came here, 

My love, he, he, oha. 

Now I will call to you with a different tune, 

Now I will call to you with a different tune, 

My love, he, he, oha. 

Oh, I shall call with a different tune 

So that you hear me, 

My love, he, he, oha. 

I shall go to the world below, to the world of spirits, 

From there I shall call to you, from there I shall call to you, 

My love, he, he, oha. 
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She held her head high, her face was in shadow, his face shone red from the fire. She 

whispered: “Sing it again.” 

He sang. Then she sang with him. 

He stood up: “I shall fetch your spear. She whispered: “Yes.” And when he brought it she 

was on her feet and looking at him with big eyes: “Show me how you hold it.” 

He held the spear out to her. She pulled it to her: “It is my spear.” She hugged it and 

rubbed her hair on the wood. She pushed it at him: “Here, you hold it.” He took it. She said: 

“You have my spear.” He nodded. Tiye said: “Raise it.” He stepped back, turned towards the 

fire and swung the spear to and fro. She rushed up behind him and pulled it from his hand: 

“Stop, they’ll see us.” She laid it on the ground, stroked it. Guaricoto stepped close, slowly 

lowered his head beside hers where it lay pressed to the spear, and pressed his face to hers 

there over the spear. She tolerated this without moving. 

Tiye whispered: “Do you belong to the vultures?”  

“Yes.”  

“All of you that we caught?”  

“I don’t know.”  

“You must be destroyed. All men must be destroyed. We shall wipe you out. Soon there 

will be no more men.” He shook his head. “Our great spirit will give us fruit so that we can 

bring children into the world and our ancestors will increase. The queen said. I want to ask 

you something.” 

They sat in the hammock. Tije held out her spear: “I pull the plough with Kudurra. 

Kudurra says, ‘Some women live in the forest with men and drink cashiri, they are friends.’ Is 

it true?”  

“It’s true.”  

Then she smiled at him: “Today I shall lie with you in the hammock. And for many nights.”  

“You work hard every day?”  

“Not just now. Only the old women. Now we live in the big houses with the priestesses. 

We eat only little fishes and dried manioc.”  

He sighed. “Ah, you are fasting.”  

“So the spirits will hear us when we ask them for children.” He sighed again. She nodded at 

him: “Don’t be sad.” 

She checked around the hut, everything was quiet, placed the spear against the wall, 

stretched out in the hammock. She crossed her arms over her breast and lay on her side. He 

lay down beside her and crossed his arms.  
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She said: “There are many empty hammocks up there.” She closed her eyes and laughed 

softly. 

Soon she slept, he too. 

≈≈≈ 

In the morning she was gone. There were patrols in the fields. They brought the men food and 

drink. They were not permitted to gather, but communicated by signs from hut to hut.  

Kudurra whispered in the big house of women, where they squatted on the floor: “Are you 

alive, Tiye?” Tiye looked at her in surprise. Kudurra studied her: “Yes you are.”  

“Why shouldn’t I be alive?”  

“When a man takes you, you die.”  

“Is it true?”  

“Every woman taken by a man dies. That why we are here, so that we don’t die.”  

“But Kudurra, what should I do when a man takes me? I shall kill him right away.”  

“Be quiet. He hasn’t taken you yet. I was just testing you. Don’t be afraid of him. The 

queen and the priestesses want you to be afraid. It is wonderful to die with a man.”  

“No!”  

“It is, Tiye. He dies too. Then both of us, woman and man, receive new names.”  

“You’re scaring me, Kudurra.”  

“Be quiet. The priestess is watching.” 

When they led Tiye to the fire that evening, Guaricoto was waiting at the doorway of the 

hut. He did not wait for her to speak, and did not wait to see her face. Right away he said: 

“Make me a present, Colibri, I am so poor. Bring me pigment so I can paint myself, and bring 

something to drink.”  

Then he saw her angry face. They stood there silent a long while, she by the fire, he at the 

hut. Little birds glided through the smoke. Midges buzzed. She walked past him and sat on 

the hammock with her spear, stared at the fire. He stepped towards her. She brandished the 

spear: “Go to the side, stay in the shadows.” He stood motionless in the shadows.  

After a while she stood up angrily: “Who are you? Your name is Guaricoto. Show yourself. 

Why do you want to kill me?”  

“I don’t, Colibri.”  

“They send me here, send all of us here, to be killed by you. So that we share our names 

with you. I don’t want to. You keep on being Guaricoto, I am what I am called.”  

“I don’t want to kill you, Colibri.”  

“Don’t lie. Woe to those who send us to you. If only we had struck you down at once. Why 

do they do this to us?” 
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As he remained standing in the shadows, she called: “Come here, Guaricoto.” He did not 

come. She turned to face him: “Guaricoto, I want to look at you.”  

“But I don’t want to look at you.”  

She jumped up: “Come here, Guaricoto, I want to look at your face.” 

He came quickly out of the shadows, knocked the spear from her hand and trod on it. She 

whispered: “I can strike you down without a spear.”  

He: “Go on.”  

They stared at each other. He stepped off the spear, took Tiye in his arms. She said: “Give 

me the spear.” He did not. 

Then she pushed him away, made fists, crossed her arms: “Now I can look at your face, 

Guari.”  

“And I yours.”  

“Let’s sit by the fire. But first give me back my spear.”  

“So you can strike me down!”  

“They mustn’t see you holding my spear. Let’s sit close so they can’t see you hold the spear.” 

It was night, the fire burned down, from time to time they threw a branch on. When they 

grew cold they went into the hut, lay in the hammock. They shivered, and warmed one 

another. They fell fast asleep. When they awoke it was broad daylight. Guari was crouching on 

the floor looking sad. She started up. The women guards were at the entrance, calling her. Tiye 

jumped down, grabbed her spear and scurried away. 

“I don’t want to kill you,” said Guari that evening – she had brought a pot of honey from 

the urucu bee, the healing kind – “bring me pigment and oil for my hair, so I can make myself 

beautiful for you. And bring cashiri so we can drink.”  

“Now I shall let you take me, Guari, because yesterday you didn’t harm me when you held 

my spear. Do you promise not to tell?”  

“Who should I tell, Colibri?” 

He put his arms around her hips, there were tears in her eyes: “They’ll laugh at me if they 

hear.” She put her arms on his arms, her eyes flashed: “You are my friend if you don’t boast 

about it. I talked to Kudurra about you. Don’t be afraid. If you were my enemy you would have 

killed me. You are not my enemy.”  

“Why did you think I’m your enemy, Colibri?”  

“The queen and the priestesses said so. But I’m not afraid of you. Show me your hands, 

open them. No, you don’t have any enchantments against me. Stand up, I want to see your 

back.”  

“You won’t see anything. But I want to paint and oil myself for you.”  
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“You really want to, Guari? Why do you want to?”  

“Because you should be my wife and I want to be beautiful for you. We must dance 

together. Why don’t you send for drink so we can celebrate?”  

“Our priestesses are strict. They mustn’t find out what we’re talking about.”  

“None of our priests are like that. And our chief is not allowed to treat us badly. When we 

marry we hold a great feast.” 

“What is marry, Guari?”  

“When a man sees a girl who pleases him, the chief gives permission to marry, and the girl 

and he live together and they celebrate with a great feast.”  

“Is that what you do?” Tiye was lost in imagination. “Here we only know hunting and field 

labour and fishing, and the old women carry the children around and the priestesses leap 

about. Oh, it’s no good without men. It’s better with a man.” She put both arms around his 

neck. “Now, I think, you have enchanted me. And it’s true that I shall lose my name.” 

As they lay in the hammock Tiye said: “Why do you lie so far away, Guari? It’s cold.”  

“If you bring me pigment and oil and something to drink, I’ll be happy.”  

“I’ll bring it tomorrow.”  

“Will you come tomorrow? How many more days will you come?” 

She rubbed his cold hands and sighed:  

“Guari, you let me live. I won’t kill you. And I don’t want anything to happen to you. I want 

you to live.”  

“Really, Colibri?”  

“Yes, Guari. And you?”  

“I want to keep you.”  

“I am very frightened, Guari. Kudurra whispers to me every day. She wants to go into the 

forest. But they will come after us.” 

Guaricoto turned to her: “You talk about this, Colibri?”  

“Often.” He embraced her, they whispered half the night. When the footsteps of the 

guards came near, they kept quiet.  

Big Kudurra squeezed Tiye’s face. “You are still Tiye.”  

“Get hold of pigment and oil for Guari, Kudurra, he wants to make himself beautiful for 

me and wants to drink with me.”  

“I’ve been waiting for you to ask, Tiye. We have already prepared everything for the men. 

Some of us will go across the fields before dark, they’ll put pots under a tree, in a pit in the 

earth, with a big leaf on top, I’ll show you the tree. When they take you to the hut, keep an eye 

on the guards and take note of the way.” 
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Guari painted and oiled himself by the light of the fire. She had brought cachembo, honey 

liquor, she too took a little sip.  

In the dark he leapt a couple of dance steps in front of her.  

≈≈≈ 

Next day when big Kudurra checked Tiye’s face in the house of women, it was thoughtful and 

the mouth was tight. Kudurra said: “Did you drink?” Tiye nodded. Kudurra took a necklace of 

dried seeds from her throat and hung it on Tiye. “What did he call you?” 

“Colibri.”  

“Shall I tell him your name now?”  

“Yes.” 

That evening he called her Tiye. She was not friendly to him. She railed against her friend 

Kudurra, complained half the night that Kudurra had betrayed her name to him. For many 

days she was the same, but every evening she brought a gourd to drink. She rejected his 

comforting. Kudurra became frightened when Tiye would not talk to her and refused the fish 

and ate only manioc. Already the women were loudly discussing the new moon feast. There 

were more whispered conversations in the bride huts. Tiye asked what they should do. 

≈≈≈ 

Cruel Truvanare the queen could not wait for the new moon, and four days early, as a sign of 

her loathing for men, she brought the man who pleased her out for sacrifice. Priestesses 

surrounded her, night just fallen, young women not yet taken to the huts, all of them who 

would soon embrace their man attended the terrible mask dance, the summoning of the moon 

and the wild beasts that slink through the forest and tear the living to pieces. With claws of 

the panther whose pelt they wore, with the saw of the sawfish, the priestesses hacked apart 

the sacrifice whom their queen had embraced. His blood sprayed in a circle. Two young 

women danced around the fire and received the blood. In a frenzy they went to their men, and 

these too were set upon and torn apart by the masked creatures.  

But great mother Toeza came there all black, stood among the trees and watched them 

dance. She was hung with strings at throat, arms and thighs, palm leaves lay on her shoulders, 

her hair fell loose and white as mould down her back. She stood unmoving, leaning on her 

spear. Sometimes the fire shone on her ancient wrinkled face. Watching the women she was 

filled with revulsion and grief. She sat in stunted bushes by the mask hut, called into the forest 

with a bird call. Walyarina, the black jaguar, glided to her covered in twigs and leaf mould, he 

lay down at Toeza’s side. She said: “They are dancing for us. It gives me no joy. I sent signs to 

the queens, they ignored them. They are frenzied. They insult us.”  

“What are they doing?”  
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“They kill men, murder and murder. We never did that, I never taught them that. We were 

oppressed by men, so we freed ourselves. We had no choice but to move away. They even 

killed you, by a trick.”  

“I had my revenge.”  

“Now they murder at any time, this is not the day of sacrifice, they are criminals, they have 

become as bad as the men.” Old Toeza wept, the jaguar shook himself and growled 

menacingly, they heard him in the village.  

When Truvanare demanded that other warrior brides who seemed to her too bright and 

happy should deliver their men before the feast day, Toeza in the gloom of the mask hut 

removed her feathers and loincloth and rubbed herself with musk. She growled: “The queens 

have grown hard and evil as crocodiles. They defy us, challenge us.” She spoke with the moon.  

Then she painted herself anew, put feathers and loincloth back on, took shield and spear, 

bow, quiver and arrows from the wall, and said: “They must be wiped out. Come, Walyarina, 

we shall no longer protect these realms, they are the ruin of our daughters. We shall destroy 

these realms.” 

Kudurra stole the great jaguar pelt from the mask house. That was the signal. There were 

whisperings with guards. That night spears, bows and arrows were carried to the men. Some 

men were freed, they hastened back to their tribe.  

On the day before new moon, with the first rays of the sun, Kudurra in the jaguar pelt 

leapt through the maize, women and men came from the huts, the sacred jaguar leapt, they 

ran behind with spears in their hands, they fell on the village and struck down queen and 

priestesses.  

Then Kudurra became queen, they ate and drank and celebrated.  

In the afternoon warriors came out of the forest and landed their boats. They joined the 

dancing and continued on.  

The war spread to many Women People. Men and women fought side by side, to the 

horror of queens and priestesses. 

 

Return of the Amazons 

IN THE EAST of the great river basin, beyond the lake of Manacapuru and beyond the mouth 

of the Rio Negro, Women People dwelled in the savannah of Jamunda. The moon that rules 

over fertility stood serene in the sky, they could see no threat. But as the war spread the 

queens sensed unease, and they decided to quit Jamunda.  

They moved north. That was where their foremothers came from. 

They were numerous and strong. They wandered slowly through the savannah. They 

wandered for many months. They wandered for years. They never forgot their festivals. Grass 
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in the savannah stood yellow and tall, it was crisscrossed by huge gloomy forests of palm. 

Island landscapes opened up. They wandered along the Rio Negro and crossed the Rio Blanco 

to the west.  

For many years they wandered. Their songs lamented: “The moon is rising, mother, 

mother, the stars are weeping, mother, mother.”  

Tribes avoided them. They celebrated the annual sacrifice with men that they captured. 

Rivers rose and fell. Turtles crawled across the sand.  

The women carried with them the black monkey pelt of Yurupari that Toeza had stolen. 

Yurupari emerged from the river and was the wisest of all men. He knew the strongest magic. 

He went down to the river to wash himself. The Mother of Rivers had not seen him for a long 

time, she appeared before him and he fell down dead. She recognised him and wept. People 

found the corpse and burnt it on the bank. The Mother of Rivers mourned on a rock. And 

when the fire died down she crawled into the ashes. Out of the ashes grew a paxiuba tree. 

Yurupari’s spirit climbed up into it. He wore a monkey pelt. When he went to the great 

ancestors, he bequeathed it to the men of the Tariana. This was Toeza’s tribe, the first Women 

People.  

The women wandered through the forest, they had Yurupari’s pelt with them, their 

trumpet was of paxiuba wood, no tribe of men could withstand them. Men were afraid of them. 

And when the women had gone through the forest and crossed the Vaupes river, savage Maku 

came running to them and told them that the Tariana held the town of Iauarete over the river, 

men would make a stand there against them. The women had no rest, the priestesses said this 

was the place where our foremothers were defiled and so went away, where Toeza had lived 

and made “Walyarina” their warcry.  

Here we were conceived and born. Here we shall settle. 

Old mother Toeza followed them, but she would not protect them.  

So it came to a great battle. The queen of the women put on the macaracan, the black 

monkey pelt, into which she had woven hairs of men to give her power over men, and blew on 

the paxiuba. And as the battle raged Yurupari appeared, saw who had summoned him and said: 

“It is enough,” and chased away the queen who had summoned him.  

She ran from one watercourse to another. Once she stopped, crouched down to drink and 

wash herself. Yurupari seized her from behind, overpowered and ravished her. She screamed 

for her companions. There were some nearby. They made no move because they recognised 

Yurupari and were horrified. He took the pelt from her and killed her.  

Then he climbed into a tree and dropped the pelt. Warriors picked it up, pulled out the 

hairs of men. They hurled themselves at the women crying “Yurupari, Yurupari.” The women 

saw they were lost.  
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They prayed for help to their first queen, prayed to great Toeza, prayed to the jaguar 

Walyarina, prayed to the ancestors. These gave them colourful pelts of jaguar and snake, they 

slipped them on. They ran into the dark forest, into the savannah, the swamps, and lay low.  

Toeza ran with them, the great mother, bent, without rings, threads, feathers. One by one 

bow and arrows, shield and spear fell from her hands. She pulled grass and moss and foliage 

over herself as she ran, as she sank down. Loud her weeping, savage her cries. 

≈≈≈ 

Thunderstorms raged, thunder and lightning greeted those who came to the forest and the 

waters. Ancient trees splintered. 

The water spirit Sukuruya glided as a snake from tree to tree. He stood in human form 

beneath green boughs, tugged on a hanging vine. With his heavy club he leapt onto a floating 

log, the parrot feathers in his long black hair swayed. He sat on a dolphin and huzza’d. People 

in the huts saw him.  

He swam on his back. He dived. The river surged.  
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