tic, remote Pacific islands, the riv-
ers of West Africa, and Alaska’s In-
side Passage.

And to the Peruvian Amazon,
where I was one of 24 passengers
aboard La Amatista, a 127-foot repli-
ca of the riverboats owned by 19th-
century Amazon rubber barons. In
a one-week program developed by
International Expeditions, we visit-
ed rain-Torest v1|iages, fished for pi-
ranha, and watched a shaman dis-
play his arsenal of herbal cures. We
sailed 300 miles on the Amazon and
its tributaries; along the way we
spotted exotic birds and animals,
but no other tourists.

My perception of the Amazon
had been largely colored by old doc-

down in a tree. “Once a week, the
sloth climbs down the tree to defe-
cate at its base,” Rodriguez says,
squinting into his binoculars. “It
does this to nourish the tree from
which it eats the leaves.”

We would see dozens of other
creatures throughout the week —
otters, turtles, monkeys, crocodil-
ian creatures called caimans, and
the fabled pink dolphins of the Ama-
zon, But after the first day, it be-
came apparent that the most inter-
esting species was homo sapiens.

Riberenos — “people of the bank”
— make up 85 percent of the Peruvi-
an jungle population. They are mes-
tizos, mixed Spanish and Indian,
whose ancestors came to work on

umentaries and fanciful tales of the rubber plantations in the 1880s.

lost cities, 60-foot snakes, and Indi-
ans with blowguns and poisoned
darts, [ was in for a surprise.

It began in this town known as
the gateway to the Amazon with a
warning from Robinson Rodriguez,
one of our two naturalist-guides:
“The Amazon is not a zoo. We do
not know what we will see today.
Every day is different out here, and
we will see what we see. We never
know.”

The Amazon experience is quite
different from an African safari,
where big game is easily spotted.
Amazon animals are well camou-
flaged. Indeed, Rodriguez says that,
in 17 years as a nature guide, he
has never seen a jaguar.

The next morning, our group
boards two 40-foot, steel-hulled
skiffs and zooms toward the shore.
It is dawn, nature’s rush hour. Ev-
erywhere, birds are flapping, hover-
ing, hopping, fretting, strutting
around like little Napoleons, leav-
ing alphabets of footprints in the
muddy banks. Water birds, scaven-
gers, birds of prey, cuckoos, king-
fishers, woodpeckers, flycatchers,
and weird birds like the hoatzin, an
evolutionary throwback with a
fright-wig crest and claws on its
wings. No one knows for sure how
many birds are in the Amazon, but
there are well over 1,000 species.

Among our first non-ornithologi-
cal sightings is the sloth — the
world’s slowest mammal. It stared
at us — with beady eyes set in a flat
face and a round head, anchored
with long, curved claws — upside-

You'll never see a ribereno in a tour-
ist brochure for the Amazon rain
forest. They don't wear colorful cos-
tumes, they're not headhunters,
they don't wear strange lip orna-
ments — and if they’re not overly
friendly, it's because they're busy
making a living. Mostly, they raise
chickens and fruit to sell in local
markets, and it’s not easy.

Rivers are the roads of the Ama-
zon jungle, and a stream of vessels
passed La Amatista all week. Fer-
ries with people who strung ham-
mocks on the deck. Dugout canoes,
their gunwales a half-inch above
the water, carrying families — fa-
thers paddling, mothers bailing.
Rafts laden with people and plan-
tains. A skiff, its bow mustached in
green algae, taking a soccer team
in striped jerseys to a game in the
next village. Barges loaded with
pickup trucks and three-wheeled
motorized rickshaws. Tankers with
crude oil headed for refineries.

The banks are lined with villages
of neat thatched-roof houses on
stilts. Each village has a school and
a soccer field. Men fish, women
wash clothes, children swim, pigs
wallow. At the village of Nuevo
Curahuaytillo (population about
50), we watch barefoot boys drib-
bling soccer balls around a make-
shift field with goals fashioned
from logs. Copperbrown women
walk erect under water pots. The
community consists of a small hud-
dle of dwellings surrounded by exu-
berant tropical foliage. In the dis-
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Rodriguez as a translator. “I was 10
years old. After many years of
study, I began practicing.”

Panaito passes us his botanical
remedies — lemon juice for insom-
nia, wild basil for saladenas (“bad
luck”), mistletoe for healing broken
bones after they are set, wild garlic
for gallstones. Though he doesn’t
show it to us, he is also carrying
ayahuasca, the centuries-old con-
coction of Amazon plants that has
hallucinogenic properties and is il-
legal in the United States.

Like most Amazon shamans,
Panaito has no successor in sight.
“Each time one of our shamans
dies without passing his arts on to
the next generation, the world loses
thousands of years of irreplaceable
knowledge about medicinal plants,”
Rodriguez says. “It’s as if a library
has burned down.”

The next evening, in gray, creep-
ing twilight, we board the skiffs and
head up the River Pacaya. The boat
slices through meadows of surface
plants — a floating green carpet
that keeps clogging the motor’s pro-
peller. The bats have left their day-
time hiding places, and a flashlight
reveals their rust-red bellies and
long, narrow ears. One of them dips
into the water, snares a fish with its
feet, and flips it into its mouth.
These are fishing bats, one of more
than 100 bat species in the Amazon.

The skiff glides smoothly, bow-
first, into the bank. We walk down a
jungle path, wearing leather gaiters

on our shins as protection against
poisonous snakes. The night thick-
ens, and we inch our way with flash-
light beams. The air is rank with
decay.

We stop in a clearing, and Rod-
riguez tells us to turn off all lights
and listen. In the inky void, our
ears focus on the night-hum of the
forest. The relentless sibilation of
insects. Cicadas grinding their scis-
sors. The bic-bic-bic of frogs. The
excited jabber of monkeys. An owl
fills the night with questions.

On the return trip to La Amatista,
the dark sky is veined and forked
with lightning before it unleashes a
rain of biblical proportions. We go
to our cabins drenched but happy.

Exploring the Amazon

M International Expeditions’
10-day Amazon Voyage trips
this year start at $3,048 per
person, double occupancy
(single supplement, $1,598).
The in-country round-trip air
fare from Peru to Iquitos is
$300.

Ml In addition to the Amazon,
the company offers
small-group tours to Brazil's
Pantanal, Costa Rica,
Antarctica, India, Egypt, west
Africa, Kenya, Tanzania and
Uganda.

B American Airlines,
Continental, Delta, LAN Peru
and Northwest fly to Lima,
Peru, from Philadelphia
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