
The poisons and narcotics of the Deni, Paumari, Jamamadi and
Jarawara indians of the Purus river region

ABSTRACT - (The poisons and narcotics of the Den!, Paumari, Jamamadl and Jarawara indians of the Purus river
region). The poisons and narcotics of four tribes of Indians of Arawak origin are discussed. Each tribe the Deni, Pau-
mar!, Jamamad!, and Jarawara have both narcotics and poisons. The use of the little-known Paumari snuff from the
Bignoniaceae species Tanaecium nocturnum (Barb. Rodr.) Bur. & K. Schum. is described in detail. The other three tribes
have a tobacco based snuff. In addition the Deni use the hallucinogenic beverage Ayahuasca made from a species of
Banisteriopsis (Malpighiaceae) and the Paumari also use a Virola based snuff. All four tribes use fish poisons and the Jara-
wara and J amamadi use a curare type of arrow poison. The ethnobotanical diversity between these four closely related
tribes is pointed out as well as the urgency for ethnobotanical studies of tribes which are fast becoming acculturated.

RESUMO - (Os venenos e narcoticos dos indios Denl. Paurnarl. Jamamadl e Jarawara da regiao do Rio Purus). Sao
discutidos os venenos e narcoticos de quatro tribos de indios de origem Arawak. Cada uma das tribos, Deni, Paumari,
Jamamadl e Jarawara possuem narcoticos e venenos. E descrito em detalhe 0 uso do pouco conhecido rape dos Pau-
mar!, obtido da especie Tanaecium nocturnum (Barb. Rodr.) Bur & K. Schum. (Bignoniaceae). Por outro lado, os Deni
usam a bcbida alucinogcnica Ayahuasca feita de uma especie de Banisteriopsis (Malpighiaceae) e 0S Paumari tambem
usam urn rape baseado em Virola. Todas as quatro tribos usam venenos para peixe e os Jarawara e Jamamadi usam
urn tipo de curare como veneno de llexa. Salienta-se a diversidade etnobotanica entre estas quatro tribos intimamente
relacionadas. bem como a urgcncia de estudos etnobotanicos de tribos que estiio rapidamente tornando-se aculturadas.

Each Indian tribe has a wealth of botanical
information in its culture, and the plants that
Indians use for food, drugs, poisons, fiber, etc.,
have potential use outside the tribe. Various
important plants came to our usage from the
Indians, for example, the drug curare and the food
cassava. At present many Indian tribes have more
contact with western civilization and consequently
the rate of Indian acculturation is increasing. It
is, therefore, extremely important to study these
tribes enthnobotanically before they forget many
of their plant uses. Some of the plant uses of
four tribes of Indians who have had considerable
contact with western civilization, and who are
becoming acculturated by their contacts with
the "caboclos" and owners of "seringais"
and with missionaries are discussed here. The
tribes that are in this stage of their development
are the most important to study at present, be-
fore they lose their knowledge of plant uses.
As the shotgun replaces the blow-gun the ingre-
dients of an arrow poison need not be remembered
by the Indians. The rapid loss of knowledge which
is no longer useful for survival was noticeable
in the four groups chosen, the Deni, Paumari,
Jamamadi and Jarawara. Much botanical infor-

mation was known only by the older members
of the tribe; this knowledge will be lost as the
older generation dies out. The urgency to collect
this information is great for generations are short
in Indian tribes.

There are many tribes that have not been
studied at all by an ethnobotanist although past
experience has shown that there are great diffe-
rences in plant uses from tribe to tribe even in
tribes as closely related as those studied in this
article. The information on economic plants
gleaned from such studies is of importance as we
seek rational ways to utilize the Amazon region.

The Deni, Paumari, Jamamadl and Jarawara
Indians are four tribes of Arawak origin that
inhabit the basin of the Rio Purus near to the
town of Labrea (Figure 1). These tribes belong
to the subgroup Araua of the Arawak tradition
according to Rivier & Tastevin (1938). Each
tribe is well separated geographically from the
other, although occasional contact takes place.
The Indians have also been in contact with wes-
terners for many years and they trade and sell
products to them. The Jamamadi and Jarawara
collect rubber latex which they trade with the
owners of the land, the "seringalistas". Early
descriptions of the Jamamadi, for example Ehren-



reich (189,1), describe and picture elaborate
arm bands, penis covers and fue drills. These
have now been replaced by badly kept western
clothes and matches. Nevertheless, the Jamama-
df, and the other three tribes discussed, still retain
many interesting plant uses. Some of the data
discussed here has been described previously by
Prance (1972a) and Prance et al. (1977) and is
given here for comparison with information which
is presented for the fust time in this paper.

Herbarium material of all the plants collec-
ted in this study is deposited in the herbaria of the
Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas da Amazonia
(INPA) , Manaus, and The New York Botanical
Garden (NY). The Herbarium voucher material
is cited in tables 1,2 and 3.

Paumari (Figures 2-8)- The Paumar{ have two
completely different narcotic snuffs. The fust cal-
led Kawab6 is made from the bark of Virola elonga-
ta (Benth) Warb. (Figure 3) The outer dead bark is
first rasped' into shreds with a machete. These
shreds are toasted and dried over a fue and then
pulverized in a mortar made of a Brazil nut shell
(Bertholletia excelsa Humb. & Bonpi.) with a
hard stick serving as a pestle. There are many
previous descriptions of the use of species of
Virola as hallucinogenic snuffs in the northwester.n
part of Amazonia, for example, Schultes &
Holmstedt (1968), Scjmltes (1969a), Prance
(1970). There the resin of various species of
Virola is used by the Yanomano Indians. Virola
elongata contains 5 methoxy N, N-dimethy-
tryptamine, N. N-dimethyltryptamine and is
consequently an effective hallucinogen.

The second snuff of the Paumarf is prepared
from a vine of the Bignoniaceae, Tanaecium
noctumum (Bar. Rodr.) Bur & K. Schum.,
called Korib6 (Figures 5 - 8). This is a less known
narcotic, and was first described by Prance et al.
(1977). The leaves of Korib6, which are very
pungent with an almond-like odor when mashed,
are used to prepare the most frequently used
snuff of the Paumari Indians. The green leaves
are shredded, and then roasted until they are
dry. In this crisp condition they are ground
to a fme powder in a Brazil nut shell. The pow-
der is then rubbed through a cloth for filtration
and is then mixed with tobacco snuff prepared

by the same method, and the mixture is called
Korib6-nafuni.

The snuff is used only on special occasions
and by the shamans before treatment of a patient.

. It is mainly used in rituals which are performed
for the protection of children. These rituals
are frequent and are performed so that a child
may begin to eat any new food. The ritual ta-
kes place for each kind of animal food, and a
child may not begin to eat the meat of any animal,
nor any new food until he has been through this
ceremony. The ceremony is performed by the
men of the tribe for the children, and prior to the
ceremony the men take Korib6. The men rub
their hands on the food, or the bones of the
animal which is to be introduced into the diet
of the child, and then on the head of the child.
Next the men circle the area, imitating the animal
which the child may begin to eat. This is per-
formed in a state of trance.

Korib6-nafuni is also taken at the puberty
rites of girls of the tribe. The snuff is inhaled
through a hollow bone, usually the leg bone
of a water bird. Apart from the ritualistic use of
Korib6 the shamans use it before they treat any
illness. The usual treatment is for the shamans
to suck violently on the patient, sometimes
on the affected part, in order to extract the ill-
ness. After they have sucked on the patient
they run into the forest and retch violently un-
til they vomit. Next they return to the patient
and show some object such as a grasshopper, a
piece of wood or bone, etc. which they claim
to have drawn out of the patient.

The women do not usually use the snuff
but they take Korib6 in another form. They
drink a tea made from the root bark. About
two tablespoons of fresh root bark are brewed
in water and drunk. It produces drowsiness,
an inability to concentrate and reduces aware-
ness. The effect of a half a cup of this infusion
is slight but apparent.

The Bignoniaceous plant, Korib6, is occa-
sionally cultivated by the Paumari, but it also
occurs naturally in the local forests. They culti-
vate it using local stocks, although this cultiva-
tion is a newly introduced feature and results
from the change from a nomadic way of life.
Their main source of Korib6 is still from the
surrounding forest.

Results of chemical analyses and physio-
logical effects of our material of Tanaecium
are not yet available but are under study by



Table 1. The constituents of the Jamamadl arrow poison

JamamJldf Name Scientific Name Family Herbarium Material

Iha Strychnos solimoesana Krukoff Loganiaceae Campbell et 31. P21254

Bicafa Curarea toxicofera (Weed.) Menisperrnaceae Campbell et 31. P21256a
Bameby & Krukoff

Bicafa Abuta splendida Krukoff & Menisperrnaceae Campbell et 31. P21256b
Moldenke

? Guarea carinata Ducke Meliaceae Campbell et 31. P21260

Barafa Guarea cf. grandifolia C.DC. Meliaceae Campbell et 31. P21257

? Pierolemma sprucei Benth. Simaroubaceae CamptJell et 31. P21259

Boa Duguetia asterotricha Diels Anonaceae Campbell et 31. P21255

Table 2. Ingredients of Jarawara arrow poison

Jarawara Name Scientific Name Family Herbarium Material

Ira Strychnos solimoesana Krukoff Loganiaceae Prance et 31. 13929

Bicava Curarea toxicofera (Weed.) Menisperrnaceae Prance et 31. 13931
Bameby & Krukoff

Boa Duguetia /atifolia Fries Anonaceae Prance et 31. 13936

Balala Guarea cf. b/anchetti C.DC. Meliaceae Prance et 31. 13937

Joseph P. Buckley and S. Morris Kupchan. Ta-
naecium nocturnum was studied in Colombia
by Grajales Diaz (1967) who reported an extre-
mely high concentration of hydrogen cyanide
in the fresh leaves. Presumably fumes of this
poison are emitted by fresh material. I noted
the caution of the Paumari since they did not want
to remain near the fresh plant. The toasting
in the preparation of the snuff probably removes
the cyanides and leaves other intoxicating com-
pounds.

The Jamamadi, Jarawara and Deni
The Jarawara use a snuff called Shinii made from
a mixture of tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum L.)
and a wild cacau, Theobroma subincanum Mart.
This was previously reported by Prance (1972a,
I972b) under the Jamamadi as it was not realized

that the group visited at the time were related
Jarawara rather than the Jamamadi. Shina has
since been observed in a Jamamadi village. This
snuff is obviously of rather widespread use
amongst Arawak groups of the Pums river basin
since it is also used by the Deni who call it tsi-
nii.

Tobacco is cultivated by all three groups.
The Jarawara Indians gather the tobacco and dry
the leaves by heating them on top of an upturned
pan (Figure 10). The Jamamadi and Deni place
the leaves on cleft stifks near to the fire or on a
wooden platform over the fire. At the same
time a separate fire is made from the bark of the
Theobroma. When the tobacco leaves are crisp
and dry they are broken up into a wooden bowl
and ground to a fme powder with a wooden
pestle. The Theobroma bark ash is added in
approximately equal quantities and the snuff



TaTUlecium nocturnum (Barb. Rodr.)
Bur. &K. Schum.

Tribe Voucher Material

Den{ Prance sIn

Paumar! Campbel et aI. P2124 7; Prance
et aI. 23414

Jamamadl Prance et aI. 13930

Jarawara Prance et aI. 13928

Paumar! Campbell et aI. P21201; Prance
et al. 23399

Paumar! Campbell et aI. P21206, 21207;
Prance et aI. 23403

Paumar! Campbell et aI. P21215, 21248;
Prance et aI. 23428

Paumar! Campbell et aI. P21233; Prance
et aI. 23404

is ready for use. The group definitely prefers
fresh snuff, and appears to make it most evenings.
Many members of the tribe carry around a small
amount of snuff with them in an assortment of
containers.

The snuff is administered by drawing it
into the nostrils through a small pipe made from a
hollow monkey - leg bone (Figure 9). One person
will hold out the snuff on a leaf while the other
takes it, drawing in turn into each nostril. Almost
all the tribe including children carried the bone
pipes, with a feather in them to act as pipe
cleaner.

The snuff has a definite intoxicating effect
on the users since they appear inebriated and
talk of lightheadedness. The Indians did not
mention any hallucinogenic effect from the snuff.
The Jarawara take the snuff from early childhood
since we observed a four year old taking it regu-
larly and a ten year old girl traded her supply
of snuff and her bone pipe with me. The Indians
of all three groups insist that the snuff is ineffec-
tive without the Theobroma bark ash, and
said that they do not take pure tobacco snuff.
Unlike the snuffs of the Paumari which are taken
either ceremonially only by the men or the sha-
mans, the shina snuff is taken daily by most
of the tribe including the women.

The Deni have another much more powerful
narcotic which is hallucinogenic, the well-known
Ayahuasca made from Banisteriopsis quitensis
(Nied.) Morton in the Malpighiaceae. Although
Ayahuasca has been reported among various
Indian groups, the Cachinahua (Prance 1970),
the Kofan (Pinkley 1969), the Sibundoy (Bristol
1966) and the review by Rivier & Lindgren
(1972), this is the first report of its use for the
Deni or for a group in this part of central Ama-
zonia.

The Ayahuasca, called herami by the Deni,
is made from the Banisteriopsis vine by beating
the vine with a stick to release the sap. This is
put with small pieces of tobacco leaves in a pan
to boil. After boiling the saucepan is allowed
to simmer for about half an hour. The liquid
is then allowed to cool and is strained through
a cloth. This rust·brown extremely bitter liquid
is then ready to use. The Deni take a small
initial dose of about 2 cm from the bottom
of the cup. Ten minutes later they take a slightly
larger dose, and if the desired effects are still
not strong enough they sometimes take a third
dose. They take it ceremonially in groups witll
a leader to control them. The leader does not
take the drug. They become very excited and
frenzied under its influence and they perspire,



tremble and shout. The Indians spoke of vivid
colors and hallucinating effects, as well as visions
of enlarged dangerous animals. They also claim
to be transported to the land of the spirits. The
hallucinating effect of Banisteriopsis has been
known since the time of Richard Spruce (1908),
and tryptarnines have been reported in the vine
(for example Der Maderosian et aI. 1968, Schultes
et aL 1968). Hashimoto & Kawanishi (1975,
1976) also reported several harmine type subs-
tances in B. caapi. The leaves of Pshychotria
have been reported recently as an admixture
to Ayahuasca (Pinidey 1969, Prance 1970).
Schultes (1957) pointed out that tobacco is a
rather commonly added admixture. of the caapi
drink in the northwest Amazon, but it is usually
added in the form of a powder not as leaves as
in the case of the Deni.

As well as. having narcotics all four tribes
discussed here have poisons of some sort. Those
observed by me are discussedbriefly below.

a. Fish poisons: the different plants were
collected as fish poisons commonly used among
the Paumarf:

Flacourtiaceae: Ryania speciosa Vahl
"Kapahasa"

Legum1nosae: Derris jloribunda (Benth.)
Ducke "Acuna"

They were collected from the forest, and
are not cultivated.



The Ryania "Kapahasa", is a well-known
poison, which is better known as a poison for
animals and humans rather than for fish (Mo-
nachino 1949, Prance 1972b). The bark and
the leaves of the plant are macerated in a Crescen-
tia gourd by the Paumar!. This is mixed with
water and used to poison the fish and caiman
in small streams. The Indians are aware of the
high toxicity of the plant, and were very concer-
ned that we kept the plant specimens out of
reach of the children. Ryania speciosa is called
"Capansa" in Portuguese, and possibly this name
is derived from the Paumarf name or from a
similar name used by another Arawak tribe from
a related language group. Ryania contains the
glycosides Ryanine and Ryanodine and has been
much studied chemically, see ~ogers et al. (1948)
and Mors ( 1949).

The Lonchocarpus or Acuna is another
well-known fish poison which is found throughout
Amazonia (Krukoff & Smith 1937, Prance
1972b). The roots and leaves are crushed and
thrown into the water of small streams and the
fish are asphyxiated.

b. Arrow poisons: The Paumarf no longer
. use poison arrows, but some of the older Indians

remember the plant ingredients. The poison is
a type of curare since the principal ingredient
is Strychnos solimoesana Krukoff called Jadada-
kaikapihai by the Paumarf.

a. Arrow poisons; both groups use a cura-
re arrow poison mainly for blow-gun darts, but
also for arrows. The vegetal contents of the J ama-
mad! poison are given in Table 1.

The stem of all seven species is used with
the Strychnos and Curarea being used in greater
quantities than the others, and slightly more
Strychnos than Curarea. The bark mixture is heat-
ed, boiled and concentrated into a sticky, but
still liquid residue which is then used to coat
blow-gun darts and arrows. The wet darts are
passed through a fire to dry the poison. Strychnos
based arrow poisons or curares are the best known
arrow poisons, and have been much discussed
in the literature. The Jamamadi arrow poison
was mentioned briefly by Metraux (1948) where
he pointed out that it was the only fluid arrow
poison of the region. Strychnos solimoesana

was first reported as the principal ingredient
of a Curare by Krukoff (1965) where it was
cited as the main constituent of the Cauichanum
Indian arrow poison from the Rio Tocantins
region. Strychnos solimoesana is still under
chemical study but Marini-Bettolo et af. (1957)
reported the presence of 40 alkaloids in the stem
bark. Strychnos solimoesana base poison is
said to be one of the most powerful and effecti~
ve paralyzing curares.

Curarea toxicofera is discussed as an arrow
poison ingredient in Krukoff & Barneby (1970)
under the old name Chodrodendron toxicoferum
Wedd. and is also mentioned in Barneby & Kru-
koff (1971). Various members of the Anonaceae
have been reported as arrow poison ingredients,
but not the species of Duguetia listed in table 1.
For example, Unonopsis veneficiorum (Mart.)
R.E. Fries was reported as an ingredient of cura-
re by Schultes (1969b).

The two Meliaceae in the genus Guarea
and the Picrolemma in the Simaroubaceae are
also reported here for the first time as arrow
poison ingredients.

The Jamamadf are most particular about
their arrow points. They make the arrow points
from a Bamboo (Bambusa sp., R. Campbell
P21664) which they call Hado. Before the addi-
tion of poison the shaped arrow points are smoked
in the smoke of the Anenonaceae, Duguetia
asterotricha Diels. The bark of the Duguetia
is burnt and the arrow points are held in the smo-
ke. The Indians are most insistent that the poison
arrows are more effective after this treatment.

The J arawara curare was described by Prance
(1972a, I 972b) under the name J amamad!.
The opportunity is taken here to correct identi-
fications reported in the earlier papers. The
curare is prepared in the same way and has the
same principal ingredients. There are only two
minor ingredients different from the J amamad!.
The contents are summarized in table 2.

Duguetia latifolia was reported as a Guatte-
ria and the Guarea as Fagara (Rutaceae) by
Prance (I 972a, b).

The Deni also have a curare-based arrow
poison with Strychnos as the principal ingredient,
but it was not collected during my short stay
with the Den!.

b. Fish poisons: all three tribes use fish
poisons frequently. They all use the Legumino-
sae vine Dems latifolia H.B.K., and the Jamamadf
and Jarawara grow the vines in the fields.



Figure 2. A Paumar( Indian hous~. hgure 3. The leaves and bark of Virola elongata (Benth.) Warb., used as a
hallucinogenic snuff by the f'aUiliarl IndiaJlI.



Figure 4. Paumari [JCllk<,I" "he '"l,' on n,,, !cft I> made from Aruma (fschnosiphon sp.J, - Figure 5. PaumarlIndian
stripping the hark fW'1l f.:orihr) 10 !,rC!'.il'· the >nufr.





Figure H Paumar( man grinding Korih6 ,nuff in a Rrazil nUl shell a' a morrar. - Figure 9. Jara\\'ara child taking
the n:m:ulic ,null shina ll1ad~ frulll lub"ccu ,JIld cacau bark ",11.



Ehrenreich (1891) described the ingenious
fish trap of the Jamamadi which obviously impres-
sed him considerably. A conical basket was attached
to a spring pole and placed between crossed
sticks in a stream. This was kept in a horizontal
position by means of a baited trigger. When a
fish touched the bait the trigger was released
and the basket swung up into the air. No signs
of such a fish trape was found today in either the
Jamamadi or the Jarawara. The group has ob-
viously but gradually lost much of its former
culture through the gradual process of accultura-
tion.

Details on the use of fish poisons by Indians
is well summarized in Killip (1931) and Krukoff
& Smith (1937).\

This study of two types of plant products,
narcotics and poisons, in four closely related
Arawak subgroup Araua tribes shows some of the
variation from tribe to tribe. Even within these
four related tribes there are four completely differ-
rent sources of narcotics, three in the form of
snuff and a beverage, and three different fish
poisons. There is a distinct relationship with
tribes of the northwestern Amazon (e.g. Schultes
1957) in these central Amazon Araua tribes since
both the use of Virola and Ayahuasca are much
reported from the northwest. This remains today
in tribes that are already quite acculturated.
This diversity emphasizes the need for further
ethnobotanical studies in as many tribes as pos-
sible before much information of economic
use is lost permanently.
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