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success, Babae got more creative. He 
felled a large tree to block the road. 
W hen truck drivers stopped to get 
out and move the tree, Babae would 
run around and s_pear their tires. "And 
so for a while," Steve explained, "they 
all drove slowly near Babae's house." 

Driving Ecuador's Amazon Rim has 
its hazards, to be sure. The rapidly ex
panding network of oil roads in 
Ecuador's Amazon watershed has 
brought the modern world into direct 
contact-and frequent conflict-with 
a Stone Age tribe best known by the 
derogatory name Aucas, which means 
"savages" or "naked ones." The Huao
rani, or "people," as they call them
selves, did literally fell trees with stone 
axes just a generation ago, and the 
Discovery Channel recently awarded 
them the rank of the most primitive 
people on earth. They had successfully 
fought off the civilizing influence of 
the Incas, the conquistadors and the 
19th century rubber barons. But the 
discovery of oil in their territory repre
sented a more powerful force. Today, 
caught between the competing inter
ests of oil companies, environmental
ists and missionaries, the Huao face 
the real threat of seeing their tradi
tional culture disappear. 
• My plan was to hook up with a

friend of a friend near Fuyo who owned
a Kia Sportage and explore the rain for
est on the oil roads that have become
symbolic of change in Ecuador's Ori
ente. But the adventure really began
days before in the capital
of Qyito. Having missed
the regularly scheduled
bus to Fuyo, we four
cowudi simply bought
every seat on a festively
decorated "ex·ecutive
deluxe" model that was
idle, at a cost of $125 for
an eight-hour journey.

You can buy the bus, 
we learned, but you can't 
buy the driver. He drove 
through the Valley of 
Fire like he was trying to 
outrun a pyroclastic flow. 
During the first few 
hours we had pavement 
and even the occasional 
center line, which seemed 
to be of scant interest to 
our man at the helm. 
Pass on a blind corner in 
complete darkness with 
not even a guard rail to 
slow our plunge into the 
raging flood of the Pas
taza River 350 ft below? 

And why not? One of our two stow
aways was eager to point out a particu
larly nasty bend, which was the place 
where the mother of his cousin had re
cently perished. Virgin Maria de! 
Camino, pray for us. 

In the town of Shell-Mera I met up 
with Pablo Waris, a Finnish
Uruguayan missionary pilot with an 
impossible accent. Waris offered to 
take me exploring in his 199 5 Kia 
Sportage diesel on his afternoon off. 

■ Kimo, an Huaorani Indian, smiles broadly for
us, gapped-teeth and all, but a raucous parrot
eyes us warily. The Sportage was equally at
home on good roads and bad along the course
of the Pastaza River.

We zipped down a road out of town in 
4-High, following the course of the
Pastaza River, the Amazon's western
most tributary.

Our route took us past what seemed 
to be pristine rain forest punctuated by 
lush gardens of manioc and the ram
shackle homes of colonists, and finally 
down toward the territory of the Shuar 
Indians-better known as the Jivaros, 
the head-shrinkers. It was reassuring 
to learn that it was a practice they had 
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I fell asleep in a luxurious, hand-made rope 
hammock with my toes covered to prevent 

vampire hats from nibbling my digits. 

abandoned. At one Shuar village of 
about 60 people, I was escorted around 
town by "the mayor," who seemed de
lighted to show off the new school
house as well as their innovative waste
disposal system-a latrine poised 
precariously on the edge of a 200-ft 
precipice. I decided I could wait until 
we got back to the guest house at 
Shell-Mera. 

To make a longer trip up north, we 
hired a 4-door Toyota Hilux pickup 
for a tour of the Andes foothills from 
Puyo to Baeza. The Andes create a 
spine through the center of the coun
try, and the Amazon watershed begins 
high on the eastern slope of the volca
noes. From Puyo, at about 3,000 ft, we 
climbed up through the mist for hours, 
then down again into countless green 
valleys and finally to the mountain vil
lage of Baeza. 

For more than 400 years, Baeza had 
been the last outpost in Ecuador's 
northern Oriente. Today it's barely a 
pit stop along the trans-Ecuadorian oil 
pipeline. The pipeline begins in Huao
rani territory and snakes its way up to 
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nearly 14,000 ft before descending to 
the Pacific port city of Esmeraldas. For 
much of its length, the top of the pipe 
has been worn flat by pedestrians. 

In Huaorani territory, the pipeline 
follows the path of the Via Auca-the

savage road-which is Ecuador's deep
est penetration by road into the Ama
zon rain fore.st. In an effort to preserve 
their culture from the relentless tide of 
colonists who follow the oil companies 
into the wilderness, the Huaorani have 
closed the road to visitors. Guests are 
welcome, but only on Huaorani terms, 
according to Mincaye, one of the men 
who speared Saint's father back in 
1956 (the two are now close friends). 

"Way, way, way before, I lived angry 
and hating outsiders," Mincaye ex
plained. "But now we know that that'\ 
not the way we should live. So now 
not hating them and not killing them, 
we have said, 'Okay, you can come into 
our territory."' 

It was an invitation too good to pass 
up. The tiny village of Nemonpare-a 
half-hour flight from Puyo, or three 
days by trail-has become the base of 

operation for adventure tours hosted 
by Steve Saint and his Huaorani 
friends. The village consists of a half
dozen huts and rough-plank buildings 
on the edge of the Curaray River. 

When we arrived by plane in late 
evening, the entire village came out to 
greet us. We were quickly ushered 
along a cave-like trail through the trees 
to the village, where a huge pot of 
boiled manioc (a potato-like root) and 
a tub of warm, freshly squeezed ba
nana drink awaited us. After a dinner 
of catfish and lemonade, we chanted 
and danced to exhaustion in the cool 
night air under a vivid, star-filled sky. 

The next day Mincaye and Torno 
led us on a hunting expedition in 
search of howler monkeys, the favorite 
food of the Huaorani. The Huao still 
hunt with enormous hardwood blow 
guns and poison darts. They searched 
the canopy and even fired off a few 
darts, but we came back empty hand
ed. I had heard about how the Huao 
cook monkeys, so I could not have 



■ Indians load a canoe on the
Curaray River; the smiling
"mayor" of a Shuar Indian vil
lage and his wife; a dazzling
sunset over Ecuador's rain
forest.

■ Ecuador's Oriente oil pipeline makes a better
footpath than the rutted, slippery service road. We
wonder if this Huaorani Indian can play trumpet
with as much gusto as he wields his blow gun. The
author's blow-gun dart split the dart fired earlier
into a banana from a distance of 30 feet.

been more pleased with our lack of success. Tang, 
rice and fresh mango suited me fine. 

At dusk, Torno offered to teach us how to use 
his blow gun. He attached a banana on a stick 
about 30 feet away, prepared a fresh dart with a 
plug of kapok fiber, and promptly skewered the 
fruit. T hen he prepared a new dart and handed me 
the gun. My immediate sense was of awkwardness. 
The blow gun was heavier than I expected, and 
since I was already exhausted from the hike I 
found it difficult to hold it steady. But I gave it my 
best shot. I was pleased to see that I had hit the ba
nana, but when I got up close I realized I had done 
even better-I had split Tomo's dart. My only re
gret was that it would necessarily have to be the 
last dart I would ever shoot. 
I fell asleep in a luxurious, hand-made rope 

hammock with my toes covered to prevent vampire 
bats from nibbling my digits. The air was cool and 
sweet, and around midnight I woke to the sound of 
crashing thunder and a downpour that didn't let up 
until dawn. At daybreak the mist lifted off the Cu
raray River in stages and the savage jungle once 
again was filled with the laughter of Mincaye and 
Kimo, and the screeching flocks of little green 
conures flying overhead. We shared breakfast on 
the riverbank as the children played in the water. I 
realized that morning why Babae finally made the 
long hike back home. There are times when it 's 
nice to know you can't get here from there. � 
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