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From a 1our1tey to the 
.'libaro Indians in Ecuador ROLF BLOMBERG 

STOCKHOLM 

The 3 months journey to the Jiharo Indians on the Rio I'astaza, 
in Ecuador, of which l propose to give a brici account in the follow­
ing article, was undertaken in order lO make films, collect zoological 
material for the Royal Mu eum of Natural History, as well as ethno­
graphical objects for the Ethnographical M uscu,n of Sweden, 
Swckholm. The only white man who accompanied me was ?.Ir. 
IIenry Nielsen, a Danish resident of Ecuador. 

The journey was undertaken in c:rnocs from the small nlbgc of 
I'uyo on the cast side of the Andes, down the Rio Puyo to the outlet 
of that river in the Rio Pa taza. Herc we stayed about a fortnight, 
had a larger canoe made and contracted with three lndians (one of 
them with his wife) who accompanied us throughout the journey. 
\Ve followed the Rio I'astaza down to the tributary Rio Copotaza, 
where we pitched our main camp. Thi· part of the Rio Pastaza. -
from the R. Copotaza and upward - i ,·cry rapid, and quite un­
navigable in lhc rainy sl'ason. l)uri11g our journ('y by anoc we were 
sometimes forced - "hen the river rose after violent downpours -
to remain in camp for many days, until the waters ubsid d and the 
river again became navigable. 

From our camp at the Rio Copotaza we made ma11y minor excur­
sions. on foot and by canoe, to neighbouring Indian abodes. 

The return journey likewise proceeded via the Rio I'astaza - l{io 
Puyo. Violent rains rendered the journey difficult, and on one or 
two occasions we thought that we should be forced to abandon the 
canoe and cover the rest of the way back 011 fool. In order LO lighten 
the canoe, we had 110\\' and again lO procure Indian to take our 
equipment and our collections 011 their backs. Sometimes, too, we 
had to drag the canoe Ol'Crlancl for long distance when the rapids 
l,ccamc loo turbulent and dangerous. 
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l'hoto: I( 111n1111Jcri,:. 
Fig, I. .-\ !!llllplc trpc or JilJ:1ro hou..:;c 

Before we reached the l{io Copotaza \\e did not meet with many 
Jih,iro Indians. Only at three pbccs did we come across ch,clling . 
which we visited. But a the Indians· hut· arc g-cncrally situated a 
good distance away from the nn.:r bank, it was oitC'n d1fiicult to 
disco,·er them. 

Nearly all of the ethnngraphical material whi h l ucccc<lcd in 
obtai11i11g through barter comes from the Indians around the Rio 
Copotnza. where SC\'Cral dwellings of \'arious . izcs were situated. 

These Indians hayc bartered - directly or indirectly - from the 
whites variou articles such a weapons, knives. cuffs and cloth. The 
:::oods bartered by the f ndians consist mostly of blow-gun·, which 
largely arc manufactured in the neighbourhood of the opotaza, as 
well as large netted hannnocks. They h,1,·c almost ceased to make 
cotton cloth themselves, and their hcau11i11l ohjrets 111adc oi feathers, 
brilliant birds, beetle's wings, human hair, c:t ,, ,lrc becoming more 
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Ro If 13 lo 111 b c,. y: Fro111 a ;aun,c_y lo tltr l,b(lr<J /11d1Crns 

Photo. R. Hlombcrs 
r:,g-2. Interior of the Chicflc;iin Chnmbcla's large hou-.e 

and more rare. \,\Thai they still dtligcntly produce is earthen pots 
and \'Cry beautifully painted chicha bowls. 

At a place called The Hi)'.!'h rot, howe,·cr, we cncountcrccl Indians 

ll'ho had accepted none of the objects ofierccl by the wl11tes, except 
their weapons. The' wer still dressed in their hca11t1ful loincloths, 
had wonderful ornaments of llll'an feathers and beetle's wings in 
their cars and hair. and no( a sin)'.!'lc one of thc111 had iolloll'cd the 

btcst fashion among the _J,baro Indians; that of cutting off their 
l1r1ir. \\!hen we wanted t hartcr some artu:lc · from tlH.'m. and offer~ 

ed them a cheap, blue cloth ll'hi h we h:id brour;ht ll'ith us, and 
ll'hich was l'cry useful for bartering ll'ith the Copotaza Jndians, they 

refused it. did not think it good enough, proudly shOll'Cd their own 
durable cotton doth, and preferred 10 take looking glassc , knives, 
glass beads, etc. 

The Jiharo Indians at the Rio Copotaza seemed 10 me, morally as_ 
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l'hot0: R. Olom~r~. 
Fig . . ,. A Jibaro ln<li:m from the Copotaza villa gc, with l.J1ow•gun and quiver. 

well as bodily, very degenerate. The explanation prohahly is that 
they need make no effort whatsoe,·er in order to obtain an abundalll 
subsistence. The river is full of fish and the woods of game, and 
everything grows exceedingly well there. For instance, the manioc 
already yields a crop after 4 months, and l saw roots wrighing up 
to 30 lbs. By way of comparison I may mention that at Puyo the 
manioc gives a crop only after one year, and the largest root's weigh 
4 lbs. Moreover, they proved to be not particularly good hunters. 
Chumbela, the chief at the Copotaza, one day sent out eight Indians 
on a hunting expedition, and we sent two of our [ndians from Puyo. 
The eight Jibaro Indians returned with only half as much game as 
our two Indians. and yet they all used the same weapon: blow-guns 
with curara-poisoned arrows. 

Whether the Jibaro Indians round tl,1e Rio Copotaza still produce 

1-6 



/? u If J1 I um b ,• r q: Tnm1 a ju11r11cy lo llt1.' Jiburu lmliu11.f 

Fig . .J. i\ Jilmro woman with a 
panned cl:ly bowl. 

l'h('IIO" I Ol1,n1bcri,r. 
Fig. 5. :\ J ,baro lmli:u, painting 111s face. 

tsanlsa - the shrunk heads - [ cannot say. \\ e did not succeed 
in bartering a single one - we did not even sec any - (only a ts,111-
tsa of a sloth, and this l successfully bartered), but the Indians we 
had brought with us from Puyo as erted that these Copotoza Jibaros 
still make a practice of shrinking heads. fn explanation of our not 
seeing any and of the Indians' denial that they still made tsantsa 
they aid that the Indians were afraid that if the authorities got tO 

know about it soldiers would be sent out to capture them - as had 
happened before. 

Such tsanlsas as arc to be found in Ecuador arc mostly from the 
Rio Zamora. llcrc tsant a have become an object of trade. Gene· 
rally an Indian obtains a gun - an article very much in demaud -
for a t antsa, and the result has been a regular ''tsautsa inclu-try ... 
Now. <la, a real t antsa is very seldom obtainable, and hy ''real'' 
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1'11010· R. Blombn'­
Fig. 6. :\. JilJ:uo lmli:i.11 ~howin~ typical facial p:1i11ting f-rom lhc 

Copotaza v1llagr. 

I lll{'a11 a lsam:--a of an Indian killed in fight and shrunk from rcli­
g-ious 111oti\·cs. They arc mosily heads that ha\'('.! hcc11 cut ofi corpses, 
and one can c,Tn lrny tsantsas of s111all children. 

It is st rirtly prohihitcd 10 export tsantsas from E12uador without 

a spcrial permit. wh11 .. ·h docs nut however prc,·cnt hundreds of them 



No If RI um b '-' r g: From II jour11ry la th,· Jibnro lmliuuf 

irom Uci11g smug-glcd out C\" ·ry year, antl n:; the pri..:c is c(unp:ua­
ti\'cly good th(' gha. 1ly indusiry 1ill goc on. 

\\c hacl no real clirfiwlt~ in gcttini; on w11h the J1l>aro l11d1,111s, 
ancl I fo1111cl 1hc111 pleasant .111d agrccal,lc. Only on 1wo occasions 
" •re they ill-tli,po;cd towards us. and i1 111igh1 rcrhap h,wc led w 
1111plcasan1 con C(1ucnccs ii luck had not hccn wi1h us. Once i1 
h, ppcnccl 1hat an Indian w 111:111 was 1akc11 ,II the day af1cr l had 
f1l111ctl her, aml oi course I wa_ considered 10 l,c the cause of her 
illness. 011 ano1hcr occa i,111. as bad luck would ha,·c i1. a .JiLaro 
l11d1an died - poiso11cd, it was c:a1d - the day ,'liter,,. had visited 
him, a11d we were. poi11Led out ,ls the 1mirdcr •r$. Ii we had not 1,y 
dian~c en ountcrcd a troop of oldicrs "ho hacl l,ccn sen, out 10 our 
a,s1,tancc, 1hc whole ,·pisodc 111igh1 ha,e ended hadly. 

I had als 1hc 01 ponunity of hringing ho111c with me 10 1hc 
111n•cum a ,·cry hcautiful colkc1io11 of cthnograph,c,t iro111 the J1haro 
lnd,an< ,ll the Rio Zamora as a i;:11-, fro111 the . w dish onsul at 
,11aya 111il. ,\Ir l\'an Bohm.111. Thi· collection \\a< hrought together 

IH· a • wcdc, ~Ir. Roi f Le, in, a re idenr of I•:, uadnr. during ., Journey 
m 1hc Zamor, c.lbtrid. 
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