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THE PRESENT-DAY INDIANS OF THE GRAN CHACO

By Juan Belaieff

INTRODUCTION

The modern history of the eastern Chaco begins in 1907, when most

of the country was sold as private property. The tanning industry

soon appeared in Galileo, Pinasco, Casado, Sastre, Talavera, and

Guarany, and the margin of the Paraguay Chaco was opened to herds-

men and their cattle (map 1, No. 5; map 5).

Previously, the missionaries had penetrated the untrodden parts of

the Chaco. An English mission was established at Caraya Vuelta

near Confuso. Just before the Chaco war, Catholic missions, author-

ized by the Bolivian Government, appeared in Esteros and Escalante,

and a Salesian mission on the banks of Napegue I.

There were three mission centers : The first had about 300 Paisiapto-

Lengua and some Sanapand; the second, some Ashluslay {Chulupi)

of the Pilcomayo River ; the third, part of the Angaite tribe. A few

hundred of these Indians now work in the fields and some of the first

group own cattle. A strict regime is observed at the missions, and

no alcoholic drinks are allowed the Indians. High moral standards

are required.

The missions helped improve relations between the estancieros, or

ranchers, and their Indian workers. This mutual understanding was

furthered by the spread of the Lengua speech.

Subsequent to the Chaco war, most cattlemen in the south used the

natives as cowboys. Similarly, several estancias of the central area

have Lengua^ Mascoi, and Ashluslay {Chulupi) laborers. The
Guarani language was generally adopted in the north among the wood
cutters. The Chamacoco and, in the south, some Mascoi chiefs know
Spanish well enough to use it when dealing with their employers.

During the latter part of the Chaco war, contact with the soldiers

furthered the spread of the Guarani language, which the Indians

learned so well that they express themselves with modulations of voice

identical to those of their teachers, and they even use the same slang.

Many of the Chaco tribes now verge on extinction, while others

retain their aboriginal number and culture in considerable force. The
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following tabulation presents the author's estimate of the surviving

tribes

:

Tribes of the North

Tapui (Isoserios) : 19 villages 5,000

Tapiet^: 5 groups 2,000

Yanaigud: 1, 000

Chani: 600

Guand: 3 groups 1, 200

Tribes of the Monte

Assek: 2,000

Moro (Takraat, Mura), Laant {Kozazo, Kurzu), Horio (Kareluta),

Loushiru, Hdrihi: 5, 000

Chamacoco, Horio, Ebidoso, and Tdmarha: 700

Tribes of the Plains of the Pilcomayo and Confuso Rivers

Mataco: 20, 000

Choroti: 3, COO

Ashluslay (Chulupi): 4 subtribes 6,000

Macd: 1, 000

Toba: 6 subtribes 5, 000

Pilagd: 2 subtribes 3, 500

Mascoi: 1, 000

Kilmaharats (Lengua-speaking) : 1,000

Lengua: 11 subtribes 5, 000

Angait6: 4 subtribes 2,800

Sanapand (Lanupsua): 1,000

Collagd: 2, 000

Total 68,000

In the deepest parts of the jungle on the upper Parana Kiver some

hundreds of entirely savage Guayahi of Guarani speech still roam.

Small scattered bands of Mhayd and Chirapd may still be found in

the eastern part of Paraguay, sheltered by woods and rocks and living

in towns of 100-120 natives each. There are also many small villages

occupied by a few families. About 300 Mhayd inhabit several small

settlements near San Juan Nepomuceno, their ancient reduccion. All

these tribes consider the Cacique Mayoro (the native pronunciation of

"mayor," great), who resides in the mountains of Charara, as their

head chief.

Bound to their permanent homes and scattered among the White
population, they have a hard struggle for life. They remain in the

most untrodden parts of the thicket, where they have small but well-

arranged plantations, cottages, and orange groves. Increasing wants,

hunger, disease, and insecurity force them to labor for the Whites.

A Tapui or Guana irresistibly loves his modest palm-tree ranch, his

well-kept and artificially irrigated acre, and his cows and sheep, but

he is ready to change his religion, his language, and even his name.
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The Macd or Ashluslay {Chulwpi) has a boundless nostalgia for the

open field, for the limitless waste. For him, the wood is but a refuge,

whereas a forest Indian, such as a ChaTnacoco or Moro, seeks shelter

and food in the forest, leaving it only briefly and unwillingly.

CULTURE

SUBSISTENCE ACTIVITIES

Hunting and fishing.—The Chaco Indians hunt deer, peccaries,

tapir, and some rheas. When game is scarce, they hold communal
rabbit drives with fire. They hunt jaguars, pumas, otter, and coypus

(nutria) for the commercial value of their skins and exploit egrets

and mirasol for their feathers. They keep these birds in preserves,

sparing the females and killing only males.

The boys catch fish in baskets set in the center of weirs and dams or

shoot them with bows and arrows.

Collecting wild foods.—The women haul water, cut caranday cab-

bage with hardwood knives, and gather waterlily tubers in the swamps,

wild pineapples, and cactus (Opuntia) fruits. In November and

December, large groups of people seek wild fruits and algarroba, and

prepare stores of sweet meal.

Farming.—Among some tribes, small farm plots are cleared in the

wet, grassy bottom land of an extinct lake or of a valley. The Indians

plant melons, watermelons, gourds, 'and beans. A newly opened

clearing in the wood is sown with yuca and three species of maize

—

native, white, and yellow—which give three crops evenly spaced during

the year. The Indians also plant a small but savory native potato,

and a few tribes even grow tobacco. Gardens are guarded by old

people who stay in a lonely hut.

Herds.—The Chaco tribes of the Pilcomayo and Parapiti Rivers

have herds of sheep, goats, and cows. They also have horses brought

from Argentina. They use sheep's wool to weave the magnificent

cloaks and belts which are still the pride of an Ashluslay (Chulupi),

Macd, 3Iascoi, or Lengua woman. Although the natives are ceasing

to use them, these textiles have come into demand in the markets of

Buenos Aires and Asuncion.

Recent changes.—With the advance of civilization, which brought

the tanning industry to Guarany, Sastre, Casado, Pinasco, and Galileo,

with the penetration of missions and army garrisons, and with the

arrival of hostile troops at the outbreak of the Chaco war and a large

number of cowherders after the war, Chaco life was considerably

changed.

The whole population of the Izozog River was shifted several times.

They lost all their cattle, mules, and horses and consequently suffered
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extreme hunger. The Ashluslay (Chulupi), who happened to live in

the midst of the area of the hostilities, suffered more gravely. The

Choroti, numbering 2,500 souls, emigrated to Argentina until the end

of the struggle. Some Lengua, whose villages were repeatedly visited

by troops, also suffered. Many of the Lengua near Puerto Casado,

Nanawa, and elsewhere contracted smallpox, and tribes near the fron-

tier acquired venereal diseases.

The floods of previous years and the extraordinary dryness of 1941

caused "mal de cadera," which first destroyed the horses and then

reduced the sheep. Today the Indians find it difficult to restore

their earlier economy.

At the same time, deer became extinct in the south, where, during

the worst part of the drought, a settler would shoot as many as 500

at a single watering-place. They now appear only singly or in pairs

where formerly there were hundreds. The peccary is also being de-

stroyed by hunters, and no kind of valuable game lives within 30

leagues of the confluence of the Paraguay and Pilcomayo Rivers.

In view of these circumstances, the leaders of every tribe tried

desperately to save their kinsmen by inducing them to take up
farming. Among these forward-looking men were chiefs Tofai and

Mojo of the Ashluslay {Chulupi)., Iskaiu of the Macd, Ayala and

Lopez of the Lengua., and Santiago and Lambare of the Mascoi.

Nowadays various tribes cultivate enough food to provide supplies

for a year. New farm methods are being adopted, and seeds and

tools are required. But security of property must guarantee their

progress. Many of the northern tribes—the Chamacoco of Bahia

Negra, Voluntad, and Sastre, the Angaite, the Toha, the Sanapand,

and the Lengua in Casado and Pinasco—make a living through hard

work in the quebrachales, where the Angaite are unrivaled as wood
cutters or as ordinary workmen. From time to time, these tribes

temporarily solve their problem by exploitation of wild sources

of food.

Today the majority of the Indians are fully aware of the necessity

of readjusting their lives. Some of the Lengua., Angaite., and Ash-

luslay {Chulupi) are already accustomed to farming, which they

learned long ago in the missions. Several tribes of the northwest

attended an excellent farm school at Station K. 40 of Casado. Three

hundred Macd have worked in the Botanical Garden and in the neigh-

boring schools. Every Indian cowboy knows perfectly the methods

used on the ranches and tries out on a small scale every new develop-

ment in planting and working. The tribes are eager to participate in

the progress of the country.

Food preparation.—Indian cuisine is very simikr to that called

cocina crioUa. When game is abundant, meat is put on inclined
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stakes around several fires. Roots, beans, and sometimes maize grains

are toasted in the ashes. Pahn cabbage is consumed raw or boiled,

or else is prepared in a huge earth oven, where it is placed on live

coals, protected with palm branches, and covered with earth to roast

overnight. Large turtles and armadillos are cooked in the earth

oven or are placed on the fire and roasted in their own shells.

When a kettle or a native pot is available, the Indians prefer to

boil a bird or fish whole without even skinning it; they also boil

large pieces of meat to make a thick broth. After expectionally good

hunting or fishing, they smoke the game on special racks.

The hunting tribes, such as the Chamacoco^ are rather exigent,

but the poorer Lengua from Pinasco and Casado, who are armed only

with bows and arrows, eat snakes and big lizards as well as caiman's

tails. The last, which is the choicest morsel to the Indians of the

monte, is scornfully rejected by the Pilcomayo River tribes.

DRESS AND ORNAMENTS

Garments.—The loincloth, skillfully woven of caraguata leaves

or made of a softened deerskin, still constitutes the sole attire of the

Indians of central Chaco, as well as of the Guayaki of the upper

Parana River. Later on, they made it of wool. Among many tribes,

however, when contact with traveling merchants brought manfactured

cloth, the loincloth was replaced by a tunic which fell to the knees,

or by an ornamented, woolen cloak which reached to the heels.

The women among the southern tribes

—

Macd, Ashluslay
(
Chulupi)

,

Mascoi, Lengua, and Pilagd—are more conservative and still wear a

carefully softened deer or rhea skin, which hangs from the waist

to the knees and is held by a woolen belt. A few years ago this

was also worn by the Toha, Choroti, and Mataco.

Macd and Ashluslay (Ohulupi) men use large blankets, which are

dyed red, indigo, black, and sometimes yellow or green with natural

colors or with aniline dyes. In winter, women wrap themselves in

sheepskins. Both sexes wear deerskin moccasins.

The tribes of the monte manufacture artistic ornaments of the

feathers of tropical birds arranged in distinctive color combinations

and patterns.

Painting.—The Payagud are said to have facial marks. All the

tribes of the river plains still tattoo and paint themselves, though the

Toha and Lengua are giving up the custom. After marriage, a Macd

or Ashluslay (Chulupi) woman covers her cheeks with blue lines

and rhombs. The Macd place similar tattoo on the chin and nose at

puberty. Some blue lines may also adorn the upper part of the arm.

There are several styles of face painting. The Macd and Ashluslay
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(Chuhipi) use red geometrical designs. A Chamacoco girl paints her

face red in the same manner, as evidence of puberty. Sometimes red

paint is applied spontaneously to indicate joy and black to show sor-

row. The tribes of the monte use curling lines and large spots, in

a distinctive style.

Ornaments.—A lip plug (tembeta) is still in use among the

Tapiete^ who also wear long strings of small white shells. Among

the Macd and Ashluslay {Chvlupi) small beads are worn by men as

necklaces and by women in strings running across the body under

their naked breasts. Both sexes wear white rhea-feather leg bands.

The Indians of the river plains wear big earrings made from the

cross sections of a willow stem. These are tinted purple on the inside

and adorned with a metal plate and sometimes with feathers. The

oblong or round whistles of palo santo are decorated in the same way.

Other ornaments include rhea plumes and red, white, and blue

beadwork, varied according to the age, sex, and taste of the wearer.

The Indians of the monte adorn themselves with teeth, claws, and

seeds. Men cover the head with a woven feather head band or with

the skin or tail of an animal. They also adorn the ears with feathers.

Hairdress.—The primitive tribes of the northern Chaco and the

Macd and Mascoi let the hair grow long, but the last two cut it just

above the forehead.

The Chamacoco have forelocks somewhat longer than their civilized

neighbors.

MANUFACTURES

The beadwork of the tribes of the monte is masterful, and reproduces

the designs used on cloaks, nets, hammocks, bags, and articles of

caraguata fiber. The Guana and others of the same family are famous

for their woolen hammocks and nets.

In addition to working for wages in the tanning, wood cutting, and

cattle industries, the Indians bring to the market such articles and

products as the following: Skins of jaguars (with head and paws),

pumas, otter, coypus, peccaries, capivaras, and deer ; feathers of rheas

and formerly of egrets, mirasols, and blue herons; articles made of

feathers (plumeros, duvets) ; woven blankets and belts of every value

and shape; sacks, bags, nets, and hammocks; baskets; bows, arrows,

and other objects specially ornamented for sale; and kapok.

Objects they obtain in trade include: Yerba mat^ (about 3 kg. per

person per year), tobacco, salt, matches, soap, gunpowder, 16-gage

shotgun shells, double-barrel guns, axes, hatchets, hunting knives,

machetes, spades, shovels, and, recently, saws and plows.
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The CTiaco Indians carry on their commerce through missionaries,

traders, and settlers. They also bring their articles to Asuncion, where

they receive three times the usual price, e. g., 1,500 instead of 300 to

500 pesos for an onza skin.

The standard wage of a peon on the estancias of the Chaco is 300

pesos ^ a month and two handfuls of yerba and 1/2 kg. of locro (maize

corn) a day. In the eastern Chaco, wages are a little higher.

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ORGANIZATION

Most Chaco tribes have a class consisting of prominent men, chiefs,

and most of their descendants, whose outward appearance is not

distinctive, but who prevail by their high qualities and gentle demeanor

and even by their speech. When this ancient nobility is exterminated

or lost, the people decline; but where it preserves its influence, the

whole tribe is outstanding among its neighbors.

Chiefs and subchiefs generally come from this class, although any-

body may attract some followers. He whose tact and wisdom wins

him most men and influence is recognized as the head chief of the

whole tribe.

The policy of the Indian leader is to represent the average view of

the tribesmen. He is never aggressive in offering his own opinion,

but reflects the conviction of the whole group, which, in turn, attributes

it to the will of the chief.

A chief's office is not hereditary. But in a majority of cases the

new candidate is appointed and approved long before he is solemnly

elected and proclaimed.

Some men are both civil and war chiefs. Most leaders come to power

at some decisive moment and subsequently continue to enjoy prestige

;

consequently, there may be two chiefs in the same tribe. Chiefs now
bear modern titles, such as Francisco Capitan Mayor, Sargento

Tuicha, or Capitan Lari.

ETIQUEITE

A visiting stranger is given a place under the shade of some huge
tree near the village. Several chiefs slowly approach to greet him in

the Indian manner. The visitor says, "I have come," and they an-

swer, "Well, you have come !" Everybody presents him food, and the

chief sends women to fetch wood for a fire. Members of the host

village sit before the visitor until nightfall, when he departs saying,

"I am going." He is answered, "It is well
;
you go !"

Words of cheer and warmth always greet an old acquaintance,

especially a friend who had been thought gone forever. He is re-

' 300 pesos is about $1.00 in U. S. currency.
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ceived without formality ; as soon as an outcry announces his arrival,

everyone runs to meet him. The guest dismounts, his horse and gear

are cared for, and the eldest chief and his wife, holding him by the

arms, lead him in triumph to their house. Here, they start a joyous

tumult that does not cease until nightfall.

WARFARE

In preparation for war, a Chaco Indian ties up his forelock and

adorns it with beads and feathers. He pierces his tongue with a bone

as a token of silence, and smears his forehead with the blood from his

mouth. He paints his face black. A fast and a prohibition on smok-

ing is imposed. Ghosts and spirits are invoked to take part in the

fight, and old women perform magic for the men gone on the warpath.

The tribes of the monte go to war entirely naked, but each warrior

carefully paints his body and wears a headgear, adorned with objects

to represent his guardian spirit. The head chiefs wear their feathers

and breast plates of palisander. The chief instructs his men how to

maneuver and how to protect themselves by dodging about during

the battle.

War is declared by setting war stakes near the enemy village. These

stakes, which are made of palm leaves or grass, symbolize the forelock

lifted up in defiance. The tribal counsel is convoked by the chief to

discuss the situation. The war leader arises and says, "I am going.

I will right our wrongs. I will bring you booty, prisoners, and enem}^

trophy heads." He departs without turning his head and other war-

riors immediately leave one by one, saying, "I am going too ! I will

slay the foes. I will bring fresh scalps." They join the leader, who

halts not far from the village. They leave the children and old

people at home.

A returning war party is announced by cries repeated by every

mouth. When the warriors appear, the ecstatic women take from

their hands the stakes to which the scalps are attached and put them

in a central place with expostulations of joy and triumph. They sing,

drum, and feast in an orgy which lasts until night.

LIFE CYCLE

Childbirth.—A pregnant Indian woman scrupulously observes all

the customary prohibitions. She does not smoke, because it will hurt

her baby, and avoids contact with her husband. The latter eats only

vegetables and flesh boiled without fat. She generally delivers her

baby without much pain and an hour later is walking about with her

child nursing it. Other women bring her food. She eats no potage

for a month, lest she die.
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Girls' puberty.—After her first menstruation, a Chaco Indian girl

receives special care from the whole tribe. The women dance around

her all night, accompanied by rattles of deer hoofs fixed on sticks.

Just before dawn, the men join the festivities, which last until the

provisions and honey beverage are consumed. The young girl is sub-

jected to certain treatment, and eats only vegetables.

Boys* initiation.—The Indians of the monte occasionally summon
all the boys of the tribe and entrust them with tribal secrets, which

they keep even from their own mothers. They teach the neophytes to

endure pain and hunger, and instruct them in archery and other mili-

tary exercises. The rite lasts about a month, ending with a mystery

of Anabason in which several masked, painted, and adorned person-

ages appear at a sacred ground. No woman dares see the spirit im-

personators under pain of death.

The Indians of the river plains pierce their loins and arms with

sharp deer horns to make themselves swift and with jaguar bones to

make themselves strong. With their own blood, they then paint

straight lines and triangles on their forearms and loins. They also

puncture themselves with algarroba spines and with fish bones to bring

fishing luck. They endure these mutilations with the indifference to

pain that every good warrior is supposed to have. Even fathers per-

form these operations on their children.

Death observances.—The body of a deceased person is promptly

buried in a grave hidden in the thicket. Broken bows and arrows and

slain dogs and horses are placed on the burial. The widow becomes

the object of general attention. She mourns and wails with other

women in the lodge, so that every newcomer can hear her. Mourners

blacken their faces. The lodge is later burnt, and the group moves

to another place. The name of the deceased may never again be

spoken.

RELIGION AND FOLKLORE

A number of religious beliefs survive in the Chaco. Some tribes

mentioned a horned water monster; according to the Mascot, a big

horned armadillo lives under the ground, and the Chamacoco state that

it caused the Flood. The Pilcomayo River tribes describe a large

caiman, big as a kapok trunk, and a sparkling star snake which passes

through the rapids of the river at night. The Toha and Mataco be-

lieve in an endless serpent resembling a huge rope, the sight of which

causes disease and death, and a big anaconda of the swamps, which has

a horned tail used for carrying its human or animal victims.

Spirits mentioned by the river plains tribes are: A big rhea,

which protects its species ; the condor, a character of many a fabulous

tale ; spirits of the woods, some an inch high and others as tall as the
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largest tree ; and the whirlwind spirit, which dances amidst clouds of

dust. The Macd tell of a female being in the monte and of spirits

which dance in the grass at night and are very dangerous.

Several kinds of birds, it is believed, reveal the presence of pec-

caries. To some of the river plains tribes, certain birds say, "Danger

!

White people are near." Another bird sings, "The brethren are com-

ing !" And the big owl says, "Beware ! I am bringing spirits to

harm you."

Some persons are supposed to have second sight. The renowned

Tofai, head chief of the Ashluslay (Chulupi), saw the ghost of Fran-

cisco Capitan, who fell in combat with the Bolivians in 1928, as a bril-

liant meteor passing westward in the skies at the moment of his death.




