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WB YEATS: “THE JOURNEY INTERNALLY IS NOT ONLY AN
IMPORTANT JOURNEY, IT IS THE ONLY JOURNEY.”



THE WALKING FLUTE

In this book I share the conversations I enjoyed along the 10,000 km of the
Caminho de Peabiru, starting from my native Ireland and moving through South
America. I had conversations with the Guarani and with jurua/non-indigenous
researchers and I read their publications. I am especially grateful to Rosana Bond,
whose books formed the basis for my itinerary and a lot of its content. I also had
conversations with walking guides and different types of shamans, with my family
and friends, with my social conditioning and mySelf, with God, with Satay and
with Nhandecy, mother nature. Thank you to all who walked with me, especially
my co-pilgrims — my parents, my sons Tom, Liam and Eoin and my sons’ fathers,
Alastair and Tahmid and my friend Maria. As you read this book, you too join this

conversation. Welcome! bebhinnramsay@gmail.com

Many thanks to Matli for her encouragement, graphic support and editorial
production. A big thanks also to Izzah, Adriano and Lu for help with the
Portuguese translation and revision. I have made changes along the way, so any

€rrofs are my own.
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INTRODUCTION

OPEN SECRETS

The indigenous people of South Brazil are almost invisible. I lived for seven
years in Brazil before I began to see them. I had passed them occasionally in the
centre of the town of Flotianépolis where I lived — usually a woman lying on the
dirty pavement next to her handmade wares of bows and arrows, spotted wooden
animals and straggly dream catchers. Sometimes she nursed a child at her breast.
Other young children ran about barefoot and dirty-faced, holding up colourful
woven baskets towards me with blank expressions, as I smiled at them. I had
passed them, but I hadn’t seen them. I knew the main tribe in the area where I
lived was called Guarani (pronounced GUAR-a-NEE) and in the recesses of my
mind, I remembered that this was the same tribe that was depicted in the 1986 film
“The Mission’ of my youth. I knew that many local places had indigenous names
— Sambaqui, Jureré, Itacorubi, Ibiraqurea, Garopaba. I memorised the names of
these places with difficulty, without asking their meaning, My three sons were in
a local Waldorf school with a Guarani name. Again, I didn’t ask its meaning, At
school each year, on the 19" of April, the children dressed up in headdresses and

grass skirts and streaked their faces with paint to celebrate The Day of the Indian,



THE WALKING FLUTE

singing simple, rhythmic songs to the beat of a drum. By bedtime however, they
had reverted fully to their European uniform of pijamas, Grimm’s fairy-tales and

Christian prayers.

When my third son, Eoin, was born in the island of Florian6polis, my parents
came from my native Ireland to Brazil to help me through the first few weeks. I
was sitting on the sofa, nursing my newborn baby, when my father admonished
me, "I can't believe you know so little about the indigenous people here. You should find out more
abont them.” 1 felt a wave of defensive exhaustion ripple through me but his words

resonated and found a place within me.

It doesn’t surprise me that it was my father who first set this challenge. He
was born in 1940 in an Ireland that was still part of Great Britain. For 400 years,
the Irish had been colonised by the British. Over the centuries, our land had been
confiscated and our language, traditional sports, indigenous beliefs and hedge
schools had all been outlawed and beaten almost to extinction. My father had been
baptized William O’Donnell, an anglisation of his indigenous Irish name. When he
was nine years old, three quarters of the island of Ireland became a free Republic.
At the age of 16, he left his birthtown of Limerick and hitch-hiked around Ireland.
He ventured into the coastal areas on the west coast, where story-tellers still
gathered crowds at the crossroads and the native Irish was still spoken. The Irish
language is not a dialect of English. It is as different to English as Portuguese is
to Guarani. There in these coastal villages, an awareness and love for his native
language and culture took hold of my father and by the time he went to study
engineering at university two years later, he was calling himself Liam O Dénaill,
reverting to the Irish version of his name and had become adept at speaking the
language. Although he raised his eight children in the more Anglophile capital city
of Dublin, he enrolled us all into the fledgling all-Irish language schools in the
1960s, 70s and 80s, where we were forbidden to speak English under threat of
expulsion. There we were able to fill our cultural backpacks with the remnants of

a once vibrant indigenous heritage.

Now baby Eoin is one year old and I take him along with me in the sling to
celebrate his brothers” lantern festival at school, which is held in June, at the peak
of the Brazilian winter. The festival begins in the school’s sandy courtyard at dusk.
Hushed into a reverent silence by their teachers, the children stand in a large circle

and each child holds out his or her hand-crafted lantern to be lit. A chain of tiny
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lights emerges. The teacher B stands in the middle of the circle and speaks briefly
to the gathered children. "Each one of you comes from the same light,” she says
slowly to her silent audience. "Each one of you is a unique expression of this light.
Each different light is as precious as the other.” Lanterns glowing now, we begin to
walk in a long snaking line through a patch of Atlantic forest nearby, singing songs
in low voices to honour Saint John’s festival as we go. When we arrive back in the
courtyard, night has fallen. We form a circle in the darkness and a teacher sets a
bonfire ablaze in the middle. The light from the rising flames mingles with that
of the children’s lanterns around the peripherary. Huddled together, illuminated,
again and again we sing the refrain % the sky, the stars shine; on earth, it is we who shine!
With a sleeping Eoin strapped in the sling at my chest, I melt into the gentle beauty

of the moment.

Just then, I make out the forms of the lanterns of the children in Class 4
and I am jolted to attention. While the other classes have simple round or square
lanterns, made of coloured paper, tins or ice-lolly sticks, the Class 4 students have
a more elaborate design. From the other side of the circle, I can just make out
that the lanterns are in the form of caravels, the ships of the conquistadors when
they arrived five hundred years ealier in this New World of South America. A
strong, clanging dissonance rings through me, dispelling my former peace. In this
moment, I recognise consciously for the first time that the great majority of the
students at this school in the South of Brazil are descendants of the European

conquerors and immigrants. There is not one indigenous child in the school.

I, who had always identified myself as one of the recently-liberated, but
historically oppressed natives, one of the good guys, have become one of the
colonisers here in Brazil. I realise with a jolt that my boys and I are the most recent
wave in five hundred years of European colonisation. In contrast to Ireland, the
indigenous here are in a minority and are still in the arduous process of reclaiming
even patches of their ancestral land. They continue to be marginalised and treated
violently. Their war for independence and reassertion of their indigenous culture
continues, mostly unnoticed by modern Brazilian society. I myself have bought
a house in Brazil, taking ownership of a part of the indigenous ancestral land. I
haven 't personally thrown off anyone to get the land but I know that the island
used to be populated by the Guarani and now, they are no longer living here. I

have brought my children to Brazil and ensured that they learn fluent Portuguese,
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THE WALKING FLUTE

play football and take part in the traditional Brazilian festivals like Carnival and
these June/Saint John festivals. Not once did it cross my mind to encourage them,
or motivate myself, to learn Guarani, play a traditional Guarani instrument or
study the indigenous history. As I stand there in the half-light of the lanterns,
my father’s words from a year before echo within me and I feel the weight of my
own ignorance. I came to live in Brazil and made myself at home, without asking

permission or making even a gesture of thanks towards my original hosts.
CAMINHO DE PEABIRU

Six months latet, one hot afternoon in early January, my three sons and I
escape from the summer sun in the tiny community library in our local village.
As the boys pull out some colourful kids” gibi comics, my hand falls on a thick
ring-bound book with a bright orange cover called "The History of the Caminho
de Peabiru’. In this unceremonious, everyday way the Caminho de Peabiru enters

my life.

I buy the book and the saleswoman informs me that the author, Rosana
Bond, lives in our very own village of Sambaqui. She gives me Rosana’s phone
number and a few days later on a clamy afternoon, I ring her and invite her to meet

me at a local seaside bar.

As 1 sit waiting in the bar, I see Rosana slowly approaching and I rise to
greet her with the customary kiss on the cheek. She is in her fifties and has some
mobility difficulties. Her brown hair, shorter than mine, frames a smiling face. As
she settles herself at a small round table, she jokes with the nearby waiters, who
know her well. She orders two beers, a dark one and a clear one, which arrive
quickly. Mixing the two beers in her glass, she then lights the first of a chain of

cigarettes, before turning her attention to me.

Forgoing any preamble, she invites me in a conspiratorial voice, “tell me
how the Caminho de Peabiru found you?” I smile at her choice of words, before

answering in my accented Portuguese.

‘By chance,” I tell her, ‘T came across your book in the local community
library and I have been feeling a growing call to learn more about the indigenous

Guarani, to pay my respects to them somehow.”
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As I talk, my intentions become clearer even to me. I walked the 800km of
the Camino de Santiago in Spain in my eatly twenties when I first left my native
Ireland and started out on life. Walking is a passion for me. It strikes me that the
Caminho de Peabiru is a type of South American Camino de Santiago. So even
though I have three young sons and logistics are complicated,” I half-laugh, T feel
a strong pull to walk out my door and follow the Caminho de Peabiru wherever

it leads me. ~

“You know,” she begins, without taking her eyes off me, ‘I have a strong
sense that I can be clear and open with you.” I smile at her reassuringly. She
continues. I am a very intuitive person. No doubt, my prolonged experience with
the Guarani strengthens this side of me.” Her voice lowers slightly and I pour
myself a glass of beer before nodding my head. “The sudden appearance of the
Caminho de Peabiru in your life could mean that they have a mission for you,” she

concludes, watching carefully for my reaction.

I nod my head, unfazed. "Well,” I tell her in an ecasy lilt, T am a writer. I
published my first book eatrlier this year in Ireland. My embryonic plan is to write
a book about my experience on the pilgrimage and donate any author royalties to

projects connected with the Caminho de Peabiru and the Guarani.”

She beams a smile at me that tells me I have passed the test and then asks

with a hint of challenge.

“What does your husband think about you following the Caminho de

Peabirur”

"No husband,” I reply with a wince, T am a widow to the father of my first

two sons, girlfriend to the father of my third.”

She looks directly in my eyes for a moment and takes a drag of her cigarette.
She seems to be inhaling me. I hold her gaze as she lights her second cigarette. She
then graciously shares her story with me. She has been researching the Caminho
do Peabiru with the Guarani for fifteen years. Her knowledge on the subject is
near-encyclopaedic and her enthusiasm contagious. “This is what I do now,” she
tells me, ‘T was a journalist for many, many years and have published sixteen books,
five of which are about the Caminho de Peabiru. I don’t make much money from

it and I am always broke. The wealth that the Caminho de Peabiru offers is of a
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different sort.”

She orders another two drinks and I gesture to the waiters for another one

too.

“This Caminho is over 4000 kilometres long and it links the Atlantic to the
Pacific,” she tells me ‘it is a network of indigenous trails that, from the 1520s
onwards, was used by Europeans who had arrived here on the East coast of the
Americas and were hungry for the gold and silver that was rumoured to be in the
West. The legend of El Dorado seduced them.” She stops speaking for a moment
and lowers her voice slightly, "Above all, however, this path is a sacred, spiritual
path. It is the route that the Guarani use up until today, sometimes en masse, from
West to East in search of Y»y Mara Ey, the Land without Evil. The Guaran{ are
tapejara, a walking people. Walking for the Guarani is sacred. It is a central part of
their way of life, their sande reko. By walking, the Guarani purify themselves to
reach a state of aguyje or lightness, which enables them to access the Land Without
Evil, their paradise, which lies somewhere beyond this coastline, in the Atlantic to

the East. Unlike the Christian heaven, it can be reached while still alive.”

"When I was on the Camino de Santiago almost 15 years ago,” I confide to
her, “after three weeks of walking every day, I slipped out of memories of past and
projections of future and the remaining reruns of TV programmes in my mind
and I finally fell into a glimpse of Presence. Simple, pure, intoxicating Presence.

Walking became a pure joy

I felt as if I had springs in my feet and could walk
forever. At times, I felt I was floating through the ever-changing landscape in
ecstasy. Every breeze seemed to be caressing me personally and the contented
hum of nature embraced and intoxicated me. There was magic to every tiny
interaction — unlikely buddhas and prophetic words at every bend in the road.

Laughter bubbled out of nowhere as I walked.’

She looks at me directly for a moment — ‘a taste of aguyje perhaps,’ she says

before continuing her tale.

“The Guaran{ say that the path was opened by Sumé, a tall, light-skinned,
bearded man-god who arrived on the Brazilian coast hundreds or thousands of
years before the European conquistadors. He arrived walking on the water of the
Atlantic ocean and inspired the Guarani in their way of life, their semi-nomadic

nande reko which is infused with a deep spirituality, a tight sense of community,
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the reverent cultivation of their sacred crops — corn, mandioca and maté — and
an emphasis on walking. The Europeans that atrived in the 16" Century heatrd
about Sumé from the natives and quickly equated him with St. Thomas (Sao Tomé
in Portuguese), who was sent off by Christ to evangelize in the far corners of
the world for doubting his resurrection. Brazil was invaded by the Europeans in
1500 but by 1515, there was even a news publication in Germany claiming that

St. Thomas had passed through South America, where he was known as Sumé. *
“Was he St. Thomas?” I ask.

Rosana sighs, lighting another cigarette. ~ Look, nobody knows who he
was or whether or not he is simply a divinity from Guarani mythology that was
appropriated by the evangelizing Christians. If he was an actual person, it could
have been St. Thomas. There ate so many similiar stories about this light-skinned,
bearded figure throughout different tribes in Latin America, that it would lead
you to believe that this goes beyond myth to an actual person or group of people.
Between here and Peru, a similar figure was most often identified as Sumé and
Tumé by the Guarani and Tunupa and Viracocha by the Incas. The Europeans
equated him with St. Thomas or St. Bartolomew. But there are several hypotheses

surrounding his identity: Vikings, Fenicians, Sumerians, Asians.”

She winks at me and says, “There is even the possibility that it was an Irish

saint.” She smiles at my look of surprise and finishes off another dark beer.

I search my mind for who she could possibly be referring to. “St. Brendan?”
I suggest, unsure. I remember remnants of a story about the early Christian Saint
who sailed out from the west coast of Ireland over a thousand years ago in search
of the Celtic Paradise, Tir na nOg; the land of Eternal Youth. He is said to have
sailed for seven years in his wood-and-canvas rowboat and discovered paradise.
“Exactly,” she says, her voice lighter now. "Why not? He is as likely, or unlikely, a
candidate as St. Thomas.” I laugh along with her, nodding my head and clock up

one more sign leading me to follow this Caminho do Peabiru.

Night has fallen as I take my leave from her. A beer-hazed friendship has
been ignited between us and my determination to follow this path of an Irish and

Guarani Sumé is a flame within me.
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MY AMULET OF THE FOUR BREATHS

As I go through my everyday life, the idea of following the Caminho de
Peabiru, the path of an Irish and Guarani Sumé sings within me now, becoming
more and more insistent. Five years ago, when I was suddenly widowed, I felt an
unshakeable urge to walk out my door, like a 21* Century Forrest Gump, and
keep walking until I was whole again. I read of the Peace Pilgrim in the USA who
started walking in her mid-40s and kept wandering around the country for 28
years, deepening and sharing her own simple, inner peace. I too wanted to go out

from a profound longing to go in.

My single-parent responsibilities for my two toddler sons stopped me from
following the urge then. Now, five years later, with the boys older and surrounded
by a network of friends, a blessed chink has opened in my life to follow the call

as best I can.

The idea begins to materialise into plans and plane tickets. I ring my mother
in Ireland and tell her of my pilgrimage. She sighs approvingly — ‘this is just
the kind of adventure I imagined when I was a young girl sitting high up in the
branches of our oak tree in County Cork.” When I tell her how I hope to include
my sons where possible but of the inevitability of leaving them with my boyfriend
and friends for short bursts of time, she quickly reassures me. “There will always
be some practical reason not to follow the path that calls you,” she reminds me, ‘it
sounds like you can make good arrangements for the boys. Remember, you gave
the boys life, but not yourlife.” I smile in agreement. When she was my age, 306, she
was already a mother of seven children and I, her youngest child at the time, was
three years old. She put me into kindergarden a year earlier than my siblings so that
she could embark on her Masters in Business Administration in a still patriarchal

Ireland of the 1970s. She was one of only two women in her class.

I feel the strong support and encouragement of both my mother and my
father as I embark on this pilgrimage. I plan my route largely based on the path
outlined in Rosana Bond’s History of the Caminho de Peabiru and the timetable starts
to take shape, winding itself around school holidays and friends” availability to
babysit.

During this time, I make a simple wooden cross as my symbol of the

16
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pilgrimage, an amulet to protect me. The Guarani traditionally carry an amulet
made of two sticks tied to eachother called a Popygnd on pilgrimage. This cross
is my Popygua. A friend of mine gives me a piece of sassafras, a native Brazilian
wood that can be crushed and made into a blood purifying tea, as the European
colonisers learned from the Guarani. I make the simple cross with the wood and

when I cut at it to round its edges, it exhudes a sweet smell.

The cross strikes me as the perfect symbol for my pilgrimage. When St.
Brendan sailed from Ireland in the search of paradise, pictures depict him holding
forth a cross. When Tunupa, a Sumé doppelganger, arrived at the shores of Lake
Titicaca in Bolivia, legend says that he was carrying a wooden cross, which I hope
to see three thousand kilometres away. It is also apt for a pilgrimage associated

with Jesus” disciple, St. Thomas.

The cross that I am carving however is, at its core, an indigenous symbol. In
South America the cross was widely used in pre-Columbian times; a representation
of the Southern Cross constellation in the night’s sky. The Guarani cross is made
of two lines that intersect in the middle of each line, forming more of a plus
sign than the traditional t sign of Christianity. It represents the four directions
— North, South, East and West. They are referred to as the four breaths of the
Great Mother, Nhandecy. Where the two lines intersect is the zenith. The Zenith

represents Nhandecy herself.

In a creation myth of the Guarani, they talk of Tupa — one of their Gods.
The first man on earth was called Tupa-mirim or little God — divinity in human
form. Tupa-mirim was too ethereal, disconnected from the earth and did not
know how best to live. He asked the God Tupa for guidance. Tupa told Tupi-
mirim that to learn how to best live on the earth, he must go to the North, to the

South, to the East and to the West.

T will follow the advice of the Guarani God Tupa, going out in each direction
along the Caminho de Peabiru in an attempt to finally see the Guarani more fully

and to gain some wisdom from them on how best to live on earth.

First, I plan to go North, flying to my native Ireland where the possible
Irish Sumé, St. Brendan, is said to have set off for paradise on his wood and
canvas rowboat in the 6th Century. I plan to follow an ancient pilgrimage, the

Saint’s Road, on the glorious Dingle peninsula in the southwest of Ireland, that is
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dedicated to St. Brendan’s memory. On this peninsula, our native Irish language
is still used as a first language and the remnants of sacred pre-Christian and eatly
Christian sites abound. It makes sense to start my pilgrimage from my native home.
Traditionally, all pilgrimages start from home. Pilgrims move from the comfort of

the known towards the promise and the danger of the unknown.

From there, I will come back South, back to South Ametrica, where I will
follow the heart of this pilgrimage, the Guarani’s Caminho de Peabiru. The Tupi-
Guarani call this area Pindorama, the land of the palm trees. This name predates

any modern versions and borders such as Brazil, Paraguay, Bolivia.

In Pindorama, I will follow the path of the sun. I will start on the East coast
of Brazil, where Sumé is said to have arrived walking on the Atlantic ocean and

where I have lived for seven years.

I will follow the pilgrimage whenever I can steal time from child-minding
and other commitments in my day-to-day life. I plan to walk as much as possible
along the coast of the state of Santa Catarina and go by cat, bus, train and plane

where necessaty to go inland through the state of Parana.

Afterwards, I plan to travel through the Zenith of the Caminho de Peabiru
and Guarani world, Paraguay. Then I will go West through Bolivia to Lake
Titicaca, where I will cross over to Peru before descending the Andes to the Pacific
ocean, where the Guatani are said to have artived in the 6™ Century and Viracocha,
Sumé’s Inca doppelganger left on the ocean in the same way Sumé arrived on the

Atlantic ocean; walking on the water.

I buy a red backpack for my pilgrimage and begin to fill it with a few clothes
and a notebook. In its folds, I tuck an openness to the new, my tailormade cultural
conditioning and a heart that is still raw after my husband’s death five years ago.
I hang my cross amulet off the back off the back of it and place my battered tin
whistle in the side pocket. The Irish whistle is a simple flute made of tin. I bring
it on picnics and walks with me and play a handful of tunes on it, in gratitude
to nature. It was always with me on the Camino de Santiago and other pilgrims
started calling me the Pied Piper. This nickname fit me well, as my name, Bébhinn,

means melodious woman in my native Irish language.
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The Guarani are a branch of the Tupi-Guarani indigenous people. Tupi
means ‘sound manifest’. For the Tubuguacu, a branch of the Tupi-Guarani, a
person’s body is called an #bas, which means “walking flute.” As I pack my tin
whistle in the side-pocket of my backpack, I acknowledge with a smile that T a»

a walking flute.
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Saint Brendan in a German Manuscript, c. 1460. Fons: Universititsbibliothek
Heidelberg, Cod. Pal. germ. 60, fol. 179v Brandans Reise
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4

Y 7

NORTH — STARTING OFF FROM HOME

S-S Y

Top of Mount Brandon, South of Ireland, May 2012.
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IRELAND : FOLLOWING IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF AN IRISH SAINT

Wind whistles about me on the mountain top. I am standing on the base
of a large wooden cross, over a thousand metres above the spectacular coastline
of the south west tip of Ireland. I hug my body to the cross to shelter from the
wind. The miniature waves of the Atlantic ocean break foam-white below me
against jagged cliffs. I strain my eyes to see the Americas, as legend tells that Saint
Brendan did from this very mountain in the 7th century. I strain and strain my
eyes against the horizon that stretches out and blurs before me; looking westward,
always westward. I peak my hand over my two eyes to focus all my ocular power
in this one direction until my eyes begin to ache. Celtic Ireland believed that Tir
na nOg, the land of eternal youth, was in the Atlantic ocean to the West. I long
to glimpse some vestige of it as I look westward, but all I see is the blue-green
endless expanse before me, hiding its treasures beneath a placid exterior. The
cliffs below are broken up by long curling bays. The sea glistens like silver in the
curves of Stradbally to the north and Ballydavid to the south. The relentless waves
lick the strand with their foaming tongue and withdraw hurriedly again towards
the deep sea, evaporating in a fizz along the shoreline. This is the sacred place
where sea and land meet, melting into eachother. Some Irish mythology says that
the first inhabitants of Ireland were mostly female descendants of Noah, landed
here on this southwestern coast. Behind us the moss-green hills of the Dingle
peninsula fan out, rolling softly into eachother. Clouds move their shadows across

the mountain faces — dancing slowly, provacatively.

Five paternoster lakes are draped like a string of rosary beads along mountain
ledges. Below me lie “An Triuir Drifidir” — the three sisters” peaks — flowing out
towards the sea, bookended by Ceann Sibéal — ’Sybil’s head”. An Fear Marbh
— ’the dead man island” lies beyond them, brooding, abandoned. The smaller
blasket islands lie moodily about, overshadowed in their gloom. Further south,
Scelig Micil juts jagged out to sea — a monastic island of eatly Christian material
deprivation and prayer; the monks living on the edge of human life, rejecting

physical life in an effort to become one with the divine.

Paradise lies somewhere in the Atlantic ocean — ancient celts believed it,

Saint Brendan believed it and so did the Guarani on the other side of the world.

The large wooden cross I am embracing is one of a trinity of sacred
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monuments at the top of Mount Brandon on this cold and bright May day. The
second monument is a ruined bechive stone hut, dating back to the time of St.
Brendan, where he is said to have prayed before launching his #aonhdg rowboat off
St. Brendan's creek, several kilometres below. The third monument on the hill-top
is a large cairn of stones; prayer lain on prayer by the thousands of pilgrims who
follow the Saint’s Road for centuries to celebrate St. Brendan s feast day. I placed
my own small stone on the mound on top of generations of others and take out
my tin whistle to play my simple musical prayer. I battle with the wind for control

of the tin whistle.

St. Brendan was one of the early Christian saints, before the organized
Roman Church became directly involved in Ireland in the 11™ Century. These
early Christian saints were a community of initiates who bridged the path between
the Celtic and pre-Celtic spirituality of the Druids and Christ consciousness. It was
a golden age for the Christian Church, when the saints still recognised that God
shone through nature and people kept rhythm with the changing yeat, celebrating
solstices and equinoxes and the four cross-quarter days in between. Before the
Christian Church draped its purple robe of sanctity on this path, it was an ancient
pilgrim route to celebrate the festival of the sun-god Lugh on the August cross
quarter day. The month of August in the Irish language is called Linasa in his
honour, and the feast is still celebrated annually on this peninsula. A few months
ago, a walker came across a perfect spiral engraved into a rock along this Saint’s
Road, which has been estimated at four thousand years old. This spiral, often
interpreted as the sun in motion, whispers of the ancient nature of this pilgrimage.
This Saint’s Road is much older than the saint. As I walk this road, I walk in the

footsteps of four thousand years of my ancestors.

My parents are with me on this mountaintop. My father takes a photo of me
hugging the cross against the wind and then calls me down for a cup of tea from
his well-travelled flask. I jump down and warm my hands on the yellow plastic
beaker he offers me and sit between him and my mother, sheltered from the wind
by the cairn of stones at the foot of the cross. My father is over 70 and my mother
is a year away from 70, but they have led me nonetheless, wrapped in well-worn
rain jackets, on the 18 kilometers of the Saint’s Road, before starting the steep,

two-hour ascent of Mount Brandon.

This glorious day’s walk, culminating on the top of Mount Brandon, has
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been a walk through my origins, flanked on each side by reminiscences from
my parents. The road was lined with red dangling fuchsia, introduced to Ireland
from South America in the 1930s, flourishing and weaving themselves among the
ubiquitous stone walls. In Irish, these flowers are called Deora Dé, the tears of
God. I start my South American pilgrimage on an Irish Saint’s Road lined with

South Ametican tears of God.

Delicate white flowers, wild garlic, and baby sprigs of nettles swayed in the

wind among the overgrown grass, purifying me as I walked.

As we trudged northward on the Saint’s Road along bohareens and muddy
paths, the sea and its hidden mysteries lay quietly beaconing to our left. Thrushes
and robins trilled along beside us. From time to time, I turned towards the sea and

my jaw dropped audibly, surprised again and again by its switling splendour.

We came to the ancient ecclesiastic site of the Gallarus Oratory, just off
the Saint’s Road, that basks in the shadow of St. Brendan’s sacred mountain. We
entered the stone house of worship, which rises like the bow of a boat from the
ground. It was over a thousand years ago, with stone placed tightly on stone with
no mortar. How many of our modern houses or temples will still exist intact like
this in a thousand years time? The warbling “oo” sound of Glria in Excelsis Deo
ignited the single-room oratory, as my mother echoed the pilgrims that rested
here on their way to the summit of Mount Brandon long ago. I added my voice
to hers and it faltered for a moment before it found her voice and the entwined
melody teverberated around us. As the song ended, it escaped through the small

east-facing slit of a window in the back wall.

Once outside, my parents and I circled the oratory three times in silence to
the curious stares of American tourists and the nonchalant glances of bored tour
guides. As I completed the third circle, I whispered my heart’s simple prayer in

my native Irish in silence. ‘Go n“éitf an béthar linn, may the road rise to meet us.”

Nearby, a simple cross was carved into a standing stone, more ancient than
the Gallarus Oratory itself. I placed my wooden Peabiru cross, my amulet, in its

grooves and it fit perfectly.

When I first suggested to my parents that we walk the Saint’s Road together,
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they snapped up the idea with enthusiasm. Before I had even come back to Ireland
on holiday from my home in Brazil, they planned the route and the accommodation
with nothing short of religious fervour. When we set off in the early morning, it
dawned on me that this is one of the first times in my life that it is just the three
of us together on a trip. Even now, in my mid 30s, the child-from-a-large-family

in me rejoices.

Like nearly all Irish of their generation, my parents are practicing Catholics.
They studied in boarding schools run by Christian Brothers and nuns. Every
Sunday of their lives, except in the event of childbirth or serious illness, they
have gone to mass. As good Catholics, they have eight children. Having so many
children must have frustrated my mother, a woman of the 1960s, hungry as she
was for some independence and liberation. Only in her mid-thirties did she find
the space to get her own MBA and have a career, but it always played second fiddle
to my father’s career. All eight children were baptized and celebrated their holy
communion and confirmation. When I was a child, we ate fish every Friday, said
grace before Christmas dinner, prayed in the car before a long journey and were
coerced into giving up some vice during Lent. Religion though, like politics, was
never discussed in the home of my childhood. Conversation on either subject
was limited to stern insistence that we meet the obligations of the church without
question and vote for the candidate of our choice. "You were lucky you were born
into our family,” my father would joke, lightening any complaint from his growing
children, ‘the next soul in line was born Chinese. Imagine, if we hadn’t had you,
you would be speaking mandarin right now.” I would laugh with him, picturing the
line of souls, waiting in turn for the next human opening. My father is right. I have
a strong sense that my soul predates their union. My essence did not come from
them. As Kahlil Gibran wrote, I came through them, not from them. I am grateful
to my parents for surrounding me with so much love and care. Growing up, they

gave me all of what I needed and some of what I wanted.

Like all of us, my parents encountered their trials along the way. Their
children grew up and tested my parents” traditional religious values by falling in
love with divorcees, living with boyfriends, having children outside of marriage
and falling out of the Catholic church. I was a teenager when they started to face
these challenges with my older siblings, and this intergenerational clash of values

shook my adolescent certainties. My parents” ability to eventually accept their

25



THE WALKING FLUTE

children’s decisions, without necessarily condoning their actions, was a pivotal
lesson for me in tolerance. By the time I moved out of home, my mother’s parting
advice was “to thine own self be true” and I cling to it now as the most precious

of heirlooms she could bequeath upon me.

For the last twenty years, my parents” second religion has been hiking, Like
the Guarani, they have become Zapgjara, walking people. If every Sunday they
spend 40 minutes at mass, they spend at least 4 hours hiking. Though my father
sometimes falls asleep in the church, he will lead a walking group up a hill for

hours, fired with insatiable energy and joy.

They walked along the Saint’s Road today with a youthful energy. We started
off from the seashore at Ventry and after three hours walking, stopped for a picnic
in the ruins of the church at Cill Maolchéadair. My mother often visited the ruin
as a teenager while staying nearby on holidays with her cousin Cait and hospitable
Auntie Jo. Auntie Jo is buried in the graveyard of the church. We found her grave
among the wobbly headstones and fading inscriptions and said a prayer for her

soul.

We ate our sandwiches and drank our tea from my father’s flask, while sitting
on an old altar, next to a ledge with a long thin arched window, a so-called eye-of-
the needle window. I was still eating when my mother jumped up to the window
and squeezed through the opening. I could see her on the other side, standing
on a mausoleum, in the shade of a resplendent pink cherry blossom tree, her
hands on her hips. ‘Made it,” she laughed, I'm still going to heaven.” My mother
and her cousin used to squeeze through easily in their teens. My father stood up
now for the challenge and tried to squeeze through, but got stuck in the middle.
He persevered, pulling in his stomach and managed to pass through. My mother
caught his hand to steady him as he jumped onto the mausoleum beside her: one
simple gesture capturing the love and support they share. Their nimbleness belies

their advanced ages.

I squeezed through to join them. ‘Me too,” I beamed at them, as they pulled

me into a hug, "I’'m going to heaven too.”

A short while later, we closed up our backpacks and passed under a stone
arch ornately decorated with floral patterns. A large alphabet stone stood to my

right, engraved with a large cross, twirling at its edges. I traced my fingers along
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the rounded grooves of the cross and connected with the thousands of pilgrims
that have passed here before me. We left the chilly shade of the ruin and stepped

into the eatly afternoon sun.

In front of me in the churchyard, I could see a tall celtic Ogham stone, a pre-
Christian upright slab of stone, rounded at the top, about one and a half metres
tall. Near the top, there was a small hole in it, where two people standing, each on
one side of the stone, can entwine their fingers through the hole. The local custom
is that those who do that, bind their lives together for eternity. I haven’t seen a
stone like this in ten years, since I entwined my fingers and my life with my brand
new fiancé Alastair in Glenncolmcill on the northwest of Ireland on the day he

asked me to marry him.

Beyond the stone, the Atlantic ocean curled around the fingers of southern
Ireland’s peninsulas. The large Blasket island — known as An Fear Marbh — lay
motionless in the sea directly in my sight-line. "The Dead Man,” I translate to
myself, making out the well-known contours of this island. Little had I known
when I entwined my fate with Alastair, that five years later he would be like the
Blasket Island — the Dead Man — leaving me and our two young sons to mourn
him. The sight of the island and the standing stone together in the same line of
vision made me cry despite myself. Big bulbous tears poured from my eyes, my

heart struck unexpectedly with grief once more.

A memory of Alastair assailed me — the memory of our first meeting in

London.

I was twenty three at the time, fresh off the boat from Ireland. I bounded
with a youthful confidence into his office, looking for a job. As the interview
wound to a close, he wrote my name down on a yellow post-it and promptly stuck

it on the wall above his desk. I smiled inwatdly as he did so.

Two years later, we married and we quickly became parents to Tom and then

to Liam.

It was seven years after we met that he died, while we were on a family

holiday. Suddenly. No goodbyes.

His death heralded the end of my perfect-score life. When I was growing

up, I used to play simple videogames on our Vic 20 computer. When I played, I
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was only interested in a perfect score. If Ilost a point, I would end the game and
start again, honing my skills until I could produce a flawless game. My life up to
Alastair’s sudden death had been pretty much a perfect-score life. With his death,
the whole game fell apart. My internal gut reaction was to end the game and start
again. But two toddler boys held on tight to my hands, pulling at me to continue. I

couldn’t end game. I couldn’t start again with a blank slate.

My parents saw my distress now and pulled me to them. Through tears, we
put our fingers through the hole of the stone, entwining ourselves together for

eternity.

As we moved away from the stone, I sighed deeply. Alastair’s death was
before me again, assailing the pit of my stomach with the visceral reminder of the
transience of life. Next to the ogham stone there was an ancient sundial, worn and
weathered by the centuries, and like my marriage, no longer clocking time. As I
stood there amid the crumbling ruins of Cill Maolchéadair, his death slapped me

awake once more and filled me with overwhelming, clawing sense of vulnerability.

When Alastair died, nobody around me, not church, not parents, not older
widows or well-meaning friends had any convincing answers to offer. The flimsy
illusion of life as safe, predictable and controlable was slashed irrevocably to
shreds.

As the sharpness of the pain has subsided over these five years, the visceral

awareness of the transience and insecurity of material life has remained.

Death has become my unwanted bedfellow. At times, I can feel his
rancid breath on the nape of my neck, chilling me to the core and casting a
foreboding shadow on my children. Stomach-churning questions, unanswered and
unanswerable, assail me on sleepless nights and in rare quiet moments — will I die
suddenly, unawares? Will my sons get sick and die? Am I doomed to face again the
desparate pain of loss? In these five years, I have tried to sidestep this awareness
and return to an earlier ignorant innocence. I have busied myself, desperately. I
threw myself into honouring Alastair’s memory, moving with our two sons from
London to the island of Florianépolis in Brazil and setting up a project in his
memory for children with chronic illness. I wrote a book and published it with
Alastair’s name on the cover, clocking up another of his life ambitions. I met my

boyfriend and gave birth to my third son. I got on with life. I had beaten death,
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right? All the while, death leered at me from the sidelines of my life, waiting for

me to finally stop.

As I stood in the church ruins at the start of the Caminho de Peabiru, Death

gave me a lecherous wink and slipped into my backpack.
WALKING THROUGH MY ORIGINS

We walked on with the early afternoon sun blessing us as we passed a
field with a holy well dedicated to St. Brendan, dry now like the ferverous Celtic
spirituality that once abounded on this peninsula. We passed two bullauns, stone
basins with manmade cavities ground into them to hold water for blessings and
curing illnesses or perhaps as a mortar used with a stone pestle to grind healing
seeds or grains. These bullauns abound throughout Ireland, usually near monastic
sites, but many are much more ancient than Christianity. Like the cross, the bullaun
is another sacred element of Irish paganism which Christianity has appropriated
and integrated. As I ran my hand along them, the contours of the stone basin were

cold and velvety smooth to the touch.

‘It was close to here in Muirioch where I first crossed paths with your father,”
my mother confided to me with a laugh, as we hiked along, ‘my cousin Cait and
I were down here in the summer school holidays to learn the Irish language. One
evening, we heard that there were some college boys down for a couple of days,
so we combed our hair and put on our best clothes and went down to the corner,
where a seanchai, a story-teller, was going to tell stories. We sat on a low white-
washed wall, positioning ourselves either side of the seanchai, so that the college
boys couldn’t miss us.” My father laughed from a few steps ahead and turned
around, walking backwards as he took up the story’s strand. "Well, I do remember
the storyteller and maybe some kids hanging around.” My mother was sixteen at
the time, an attractive, red-haired bookworm that felt shy in groups. My father was
nineteen and had already finished a year of his engineering degree. I imagine him
brimming with the natural confidence of newly emancipated youth. ‘T noticed
your mother only about three years later,” my father continued, ‘T wowed her
with my Irish language fluency at a debate, when she started university herself.”
“The eternal romantic,” my mother retorted, laughing out loud, 'he bought me
a bag of chips after the debate and then asked me out. I was already going on a

date the following Wednesday, so he asked me out on the Monday and Tuesday.
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By Wednesday, the other fella didn’t stand a chance.” My father stopped in his
tracks and kissed my mother dramatically — a gesture I witnessed often with
embarrassment during my youth. As we started walking again, my mother added
with a laugh, "Mind you, I should have known what was ahead of me. A man
who knows how to get what he wants!” My father laughed with her and they
walked on with arms linked. How intertwined my parents are! As they walked in
an embrace before me, their steps finding the same rhythm, they merged into one
indivisible whole like an intricate Celtic wedding knot. In two years time, they will
celebrate their 50th wedding anniversary surrounded by their eight children and

twenty grandchildren.

Life-long marriage, I had assumed since childhood, was my birthright and
I realised once again with pain that I can no longer emulate them. Their enduring

love and companionship both delights and dismays me.

It was mid-afternoon by the time we came to the foot of Mount Brandon.
Our joints were sore and our toes blistered from our 18 kilometer walk, but
nevertheless we started the ascent along the sheep-dappled green hills. Being a
Catholic pilgrimage site now, there are the traditional stations of the cross winding
up along the mountain. After ten minutes” sharp climb, we came to the first cross.
‘Only 11 more to go, “ I told my mother, encouraging her along. She stopped
abruptly, leaned against her right knee to catch her breath and looked at me
sceptically. “Bébhinn,” she panted, ‘don’t tell me that you don’t know there are
14 not 12 stations of the cross. Did your school teach you nothing?” I laughed,
slightly embarrassed. My strongest memory of religious instruction at school is
always arriving late for morning prayers that were murmurred monotonously
in Irish by rows of bored teenage gitls in bottle-green uniforms. All the time, I
was concentrating on easing myself inconspicuously into a line and calming my

breathing so that no teacher would notice my late arrival.

Even though it was catly on a Sunday morning, I liked going to mass
however. I savoured the moment of reflection and silence that I could sense
amidst the tumble of familiar prayers and ritual. When I left home in my early
twenties, I stopped being a practicing Catholic, caught up as I was in my everyday
material world of creating a career and a family. Even though I married in the
Catholic Church and baptized my first two sons in it, I was confronted with my

own hypocrisy after my husband’s death. I could no longer be part of a church
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for cultural, rather than spiritual reasons. When I began to feel deeply the tangible
reality of my own mortality, I couldn’t pretend any more or carry on lacklustre.
I couldn’t let inertia carry me along with the status quo. Spitituality became
important, vital for the first time. I could no longer simply accept inherited beliefs.

My husband’s death made me blatantly aware of the spiritual vacuum in my life.

Two years ago, in church with my parents and children at Christmas,
somewhere in the middle of the liturgy, it struck me that the Catholic Church
called me to obedience rather than offering me tools to awaken the divine within.
The Church urged me to act like Jesus, without helping me to awaken the Christ

consciousness within me. I haven’t been to mass since.

On the mountain with my mother now, the remaining crosses wound
upwards, levelling out the climb but lengthening the distance. Tired now, I
beseeched my father who was leading us. “Can we not just walk straight up the
mountain rather than twist and turn like this?” “The altitude, cold and effort would
be the end of us,” my father replied matter-of-fact, without slowing his pace.
“When I came here at the age of sixteen,” he boasted with a laugh, ‘I won the race
running straight up to the top, but I have less energy and more sense nowadays.”
I imagined my father as a sixteen year old boy, his thin, lithe body awakening to
manhood and his cheeks between his protruding ears flushed with effort and pride
at being first to the top of the mountain. In a split second, he changed before me
from the sixteen year old back to his septegenarian self, age pouncing on him at

lightning speed before my eyes. How fast life whistles by!

We moved up through a mist as we crawled closer and closer to the mountain
top. My mother was feeling a sharp pain in her legs but continued onwards. A
silence descended upon us, as we concentrated on reaching the summit. All T could
see was the green grass at my feet and my father’s backpack in front of me. As
we reached the final cross on the top of the mountain, we broke out of the mist
and the late afternoon sky cleared like magic before us. Eighteen kilometers of
hiking, followed by two solid hours of uphill slog — we had made it together to
the top. As I caught my breath, I watched the mist dissipate below us, ephemeral

and transient against the steadfast slopes of the mountain.
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ATLANTIC MYSTERIES

That evening, after a shower, a hearty meal and a glass of wine, we drive
down to St. Brendan’s Creek, the L-shaped inlet, where a small concrete harbour
has now been built. This is where St. Brendan is said to have launched his wood-
and-tar naomhdég rowing boat. The inlet forms a natural launching spot for boats.
It is surrounded by low and uneven rocks that rise into jagged spikes where they
meet the opening to the Atlantic. Even now, there is a traditional wood-and-canvas
naomhog upturned to dry on a verge of grass. The traditional boats are still used
by Irish fishermen today. Next to the boat, I read memorial plaques to fishermen

who died in recent years on the treachorous waters of the Atlantic.

My mother and I walk down to the edge of the stone harbour as the sun sets
late in the May sky. A streak of red and orange light enters the inlet, spotlighting
where Saint Brendan’s voyage began as he literally sailed into the west, into the
sunset. I imagine St. Brendan and his monks filling up the boat with supplies,
slowly, painstakingly, before finally holding the cross aloft and rowing out of the
protected inlet of the known world, over the threshold of jagged rock into the
great unknown of the Atlantic ocean. The Atlantic owes its name to Atlas, the
astronomer titan from Greek mythology, whose island Atlantis was discussed
by Plato. Plato said it was a continent with an advanced civilisation that sunk
into the Atlantic ocean twelve thousand years ago, scattering its survivors and
influence throughout western Europe and the Americas. The indigenous Irish
placed paradise in the west, in or beyond the Atlantic ocean and their Guarani
counterparts in Brazil placed paradise in the east in or beyond the Atlantic. Both
peoples looked in the same direction. This debate about Atlantis rages on even

now, more than two thousand years after Plato’s time.

St. Brendan’s first trip on the Atlantic, like a lenten penance, lasted forty
days and he returned without success. Summoning courage and faith once again,
he set out again and this voyage lasted seven years as he and his holy crew travelled

to fantastical lands.

The mythical St. Brendan’s Isle lies south of the Azorian islands, off the
African coast and the ninth century travelogue in Latin, the Navigatio, recounts
how St. Brendan and his monks disembarked there and said mass. Could they have

been on their way to Brazil? The island appeared on maps up until the 18th century

32



THE WALKING FLUTE

but has never been seen in modern times. It is similar to another mythical island
called Hy-Brasil which was plotted on official maps off the southwest of Ireland
for centuries, before literally falling off the map. Could it be that St. Brendan sailed
to South America and walked from East to West, sharing with the Guarani and
other tribes his sacred Celtic version of Christianity and the prevailing 6* Century
Irish knowledge such as agriculture, Ogham writing, building with stone? I strain
my eyes as I look out onto the Atlantic from Brendan’s creck but see little before

me in the failing light.

I echo St. Brendan’s own prayer as I whisper into the near-darkness —

protect me God; my boat is so small and your sea so immense.
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My parents on Cosan na Naomh, the Saint's

Road, South of Ireland, May 2012.
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May 2012.
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St Brandon's Creek (where he set off to the Americas),

South of Ireland, May 2012.
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SOUTH

South America — South Brozil, Rosa Beach — sfarfing

the Eastern Caminho de Peabiru, May 2012.
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PINDORAMA : ARRIVING ON THE COAST

A week later, I cross the Atlantic. I forgo following St. Brendan’s route in a
replica of his rowboat, as Tim Severin successfully did in 1976, arriving alive and
well with his crew in Newfoundland off the North American coast. Severin relied
on his skills, a strong team and a generous serving of intuitive "Brendan luck” to
succeed in his venture, moving St. Brendans voyage to the Americas convincingly

from the category of myth to that of history.

I however opt for the ease and speed of an airplane in my contemporary
pilgrimage. I fly out of my native city of Dublin with my boys and watch Ireland’s
patchwork fields disappear below me as the plane is engulfed in a cloudy sky. We

fly towards Florianépolis, the island in the south of Brazil which is our home now.

The arrival by plane to the island of Florianépolis is breath-taking. The
plane approaches from the north and flies the length of the worm-shaped island
before turning and landing on the south coast. On a bright crisp day, the island is
a flurry of crashing white surf, long stretches of sandy beach and ice-cream switl
green hills nestled around the lake. The paradise discovered by St. Brendan’s was
described in the Navagatio as ‘a #hickly wooded mountainons island (): the flora were
abundant, the trees bore rich fruit, the rivers ran with fresh water, and the birds sang sweetly in
the trees.” This description captures perfectly how Florianépolis and the east coast
of Brazil must have been before colonization began. The Guarani saw this eastern
coast and its islands as a portal to their paradise, Yvy Mara Ey, which lies eastward
in or beyond the Atlantic. Breath-taking beauty still abounds hete but in many
places now, its former pristine purity is tainted by leering, lecherous mega-hotels

and haphazard high-rise apartment buildings.

This continental landmass, the Guarani Pindorama, the land of the palm
trees, spreads out in borderless vastness, bursting beyond the legal borders of
today s Brazil. Cabral, the Portuguese explorer who encountered it called it Terra
da Vera Cruz, the land of the true cross, when he sighted it at Easter in 1500 in
an effort to find a new route to India. The name alluded no doubt to the zealous
intentions of spreading Christianity to these new lands. In a mere ten years however,
this religious zeal was overshadowed by commercial interests. The country came to
be called Brasil after Pau-Brasil or Brasilwood, the valuable, fire-hearted tree that

grew in abundance in the Atlantic Forest and was felled and exported to Europe
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for hundreds of years. From a situation of abundance at the time of colonisation,
the Brazilwood tree is now an endangered species. The spiritual objective of the
conquest, which provided a compelling rationale to lay claim to huge swathes of
land and its inhabitants here, was overshadowed as quickly as the land’s name by

commercial, exploitative objectives.

The Brazilwood tree is called ibirapiranga in tupi-guarani. I wonder why
then the early colonists call it Pau-Brasil. Is it possible that the country, or more
accurately the tree, Pau-Brasil, got its name from the phantom paradisical island
west of Ireland, Hy-Brasil? Roger Casement, one of our Irish 1916 martyrs, made
a speech in Rio de Janeiro in the early 20" Century suggesting so and increasingly

in Brazil, I am hearing reference to this Irish origin of Brasil’s name.

The island Hy-Brasil was registered on early maps for centuries until it was
removed and relegated to the status of myth. The myth was that the island could
be seen only by those who had eyes to see it and only once in every seven years. I
have been living in Brazil now for exactly seven years; three years with my husband
Alastair in Rio de Janeiro and four years without him in Florianépolis. Perhaps it is

now time for me to really see Brazil and its indigenous inhabitants.

As the plane descends, I look out of the window and see a huge mass in the
sea, with water gushing around it. Maybe it is one of the Right Whales, that use
these waters along the Santa Catarina coast to give birth and nurse their young.
I point it out excitedly to my eldest son Tom who peers through the tiny oval
window of the plane. After a moment, he slays me with his best eight-year-old
condescension, that he reserves only for me and his six-year-old brother Liam. "No
Mum,” he says exasperated, “it’s not even moving. It’s just a tiny island. Anyway, it is
far too early in the year for the whales. Don’t you know they arrive around August

time and it’s only May?”

T'm not as silly as you think,” I laugh at him lightly, ‘even St. Brendan
himself mixed up a whale and an island. He landed on an island, lit a fire and
started to say mass, when all of a sudden, the island began to move. It wasn’t
an island at all of course, but a huge whale.” This story begins to disarm Tom's
condescension, “did the whale shake him off into the sea? Or swallow him whole
for lighting a fire on him?” "Not at all,” I tell him, “the whale became his protector

and travelled along with his boat, warding off sea monsters.” "Sea monsters!” Tom
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is visibly engaged now, ‘were there really sea monsters?” “Sea monsters?” six year

old Liam looks up from his comic, his face stricken.

"No sea monsters,” I assure him, ‘just make-believe.” I flail around for a
different story to avert their attention. ‘Did you know that the Guarani indians
on the island, the Carijés, talked about flying contraptions like planes over five
hundred years ago?” Liam is interested in the Indians that he learns about at school
on Indian Day each year, an exotic shadow of a half-forgotten past. "Really?” he
gasps. “Yes,” I reply, “they said that the Gods came down to the coast on a type of
flying boat called an apika.” Liam squeals with delight: “a flying boat!”

As we approach the Brazilian coast, I think of the Guarani natives that
stood steadfast for generations on this coast, looking out to sea in search of their
paradise Yvy Marda Ey. When the Europeans first arrived, many indigenous were
exported as slaves. There are reports that it was often easy to convince Guarani to
enter the boats that were headed eastward to Europe. Children were given willingly
by their parents in the hope that they would be transported to Yvy Mara Ey. Little
did they know that death at sea or a life of slavery awaited them. In 1912, a
Brazilian ethnologist with a strong rapport with the Guarani, Curt Nimuendaju,
found six Guarani standing motionless on a Sdo Paolo beach, staring out to sea.
They had walked hundreds of miles along the Caminho de Peabiru from Paraguay
to reach the Sdo Paulo coast and were now awaiting the last lap of their journey
to paradise. The social worker tried to coax them inland to the reserve set up for
the Guarani indians but the six men ignored his efforts. They saw Yvy Mara Ey
as a physical destination and they awaited some form of flying boat or apika to
transport them there. If they had seen us arriving in this metal box in the sky,
would they have mistaken us for gods as they did the Portuguese when they arrived

in their imposing caravels five hundred years ago?

As if glimpsing for a moment from the perspective of these eatlier Guarani,
it dawns on me suddenly how miraculous it is to be artiving in our modern-day
flying boat. If I begin to think about what is actually happening, it strikes me as
incredible that I am thousands of metres above the ground and moving at a speed
of 800km an hour, crossing the Atlantic in hours compared to the year or so it
would have taken in St. Brendan’s naomhég rowing boat. Everyone about me is
glued to their screen, as unconcerned as if they were watching a film in their sitting

room. Even six year old Liam finds little wonder in travelling by plane anymore.
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When I first started to fly in my teens, at least we used to clap every time the
plane landed. Now, we just sit watching the seatbelt sign, waiting for the earliest

opportunity to jump out of our seats, gather our bags and get on with our journey.

We land in Florianépolis with a bump and the plane shudders several times
before settling into a whoosh that makes me palpibly aware of the great speed
at which we have been travelling, As the plane slows down, I start to clap loudly,
attracting curious glances from nearby passengers and Tom’s embarrassed glare.
Only my two year old son Eoin claps along, gurgling with laughter and sharing

my wonder.
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EAST

The beginning, in the South Aflantic.
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SACRED COAST

The sky rises up from the Atlantic ocean before us in a haze of dark blue,
dim blue and pastel green with brushstrokes of pink and pale-red streaking across
it, heralding the sun’s rise. The colours move like a southern aurora borealis
behind the forest-green islet in the bay, flowing over the sea and now the lake that

spills into it. We are in a canvas being painted.

The waves of the sea crash on, crash on, passionately engrossed in their own
beauty. Across the sea water, a path of light streams out from the blazing red sun
as it rises. It looks like the path that the Guarani’s prophet Sumé walked upon to

arrive on this sacred coast, stepping serenely over the chaos of the waves.

The surface of the lake is perfect stillness, holding its breath. Four dark dots,
fishermen, stand ankle deep in the lake, holding their tarrafa fishing nets silently,
facing eastward out to sea. Nearby the snow white egrets, slight and elegant, stand

on one leg and wait.

The nightlights of the B&Bs scattered around are still lit and everyone
sleeps on, unaware of the majestic show unfolding about them. As we walk down
to the lake, the red-eyed quero-quero birds caw their protective caw. Birdsong
abounds, singing a delirious joy. Flocks of swallows fan out, swoon and regroup
to fly north. The lake shimmers with their reflection, as they whirr above us. A
couple of stragglers beat their wings furiously to catch up and I will them onwards

with my gaze.

I am starting the Eastern leg of the Caminho de Peabiru at Ibiraquera, a
paradise beach on mainland Brazil, 100 km south of the island of Flotianépolis.
There is an estuary here, where the freshwater of the lake meets the sea. The
lake is a haven for mullet, the salt-water fish that live in its waters. The estuary is
open now, and the lake and sea intermingle, sharing their waters and shoals of the

season’s mullet fish between them.

The headland next to this beach is the start of a 140km stretch of coastline

and islands decorated with ancient rock art.

I am walking this first stretch with Tahmid, my Brazilian boyfriend, father

of my third son, while a babysitter minds the three boys for a couple of days.
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Tahmid and I stop on a stretch of grass under a tree next to the beach to savour
the sunrise, while preparing some maté, as the Guarani do every morning, It is said
that Sumé himself taught the Guarani to plant the maté herb, or cad as it is called
in Guarani, a sacred and healthy daily stimulant. It is packed full of vitamins and
medicinal agents. As the maté draws, I am distracted by a hummingbird flitting
among the red hibiscus flowers that are slowly opening. After a few minutes, the
maté tea is ready to drink and Tahmid takes the first drink, always the most bitter,
before filling the gourd with water again and handing it to me. I suck the maté
tea through the straw and it stirs me gently into full wakefulness. When the straw
makes a snoring noise in the gourd, I fill it once again with water and pass it to
Tahmid. Drinking chimarrio is a Guarani morning tradition, the gourd shared
among the community around the morning fire, while they discuss the night’s
prophetic dreams. In the last five hundred years, it has also become ubiquitous
among the gaichos from the south of Brazil, Paraguay, Argentina and Uruguay,
maintaining largely its social, peace-pipe sense of everyday ceremony. This Guarani
ritual is integrated into the everyday of the Jurud, as the Guaran{ call non-indians,

yet most are unaware of its origin.

Tahmid is in his mid 40s and his full mop of dark hair and his cropped
beard are starting to turn grey. Even after three years together, I still smile at
how handsome he is. He was born in the South of Brazil, but has lived in many
countries, including India, the US, England and speaks good, charmingly-accented
English. We move from Portuguese to English as we speak, without noticing, I met
him four years ago, a month after moving to South Brazil from London, when I
signed up for an evening yoga class he offers in the local village. When we met, I
had no room for another husband, but fun company with very little commitment
from this Brazilian yogi was a blessed balm for me as I started a new life in a new
country with no family or friends. The unexpected pregnancy that ensued and
the birth of our son Eoin cast our relationship into a more committed affair,
but we both still struggle forcefully to maintain our independence. Even now,
Alastair overshadows Tahmid and my relationship. By chance, we are starting this
eastern leg of the Caminho de Peabiru on the 27th of May, the fifth anniversary
of Alastair’s death.

My attitude to the place of a partner in my life has changed dramatically

too with Alastair’s death. I see that I was following in my parents” footsteps by
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putting my partner at the centre of my life. We used to whisper to eachother often:
“all is ok, as long as we are together.” His sudden death left me at the shore of
myself, bereft of my centre. I stood shivering in a crowded churchyard in South
London, feeling the clammy weight of my sons” toddler hands in mine. I watched
the bustle about and within me, as if from a gaping distance. I was confronted with
the realization that I had put him in a dangerous place. Putting a husband, or even
children, at the epicentre of my life is burdensome for them and unstable for me.

It is too much to ask for someone else to be the ground of my being,

After a quarter of an hour of sharing the chimarrio between us, Tahmid
shakes the leftover ground maté onto the grass and tucks it back into his backpack.
We walk onto the beach where the sand is wet and compact and shells crunch
beneath our feet. We cross the channel between the lake and the sea and walk
directly into the sun. We very soon come to our first Sambaqui, a huge mound
of sand and oyster shells, created by the first inhabitants of this coastline, the
Sambaqui man, up to 7000 years ago. The Brazilian coast is dotted with these
Sambaquis, which are older than the Egyptian Pyramids and up to 30 metres
in height. They were used as territory markers, look-out points, and places of
burial and often contain a lithic workshop to work wood, leather and fibres and
to sharpen stones. Ceramics, tools and necklaces have been found buried in them.
Arqueologists also found delicately carved stone animals about 30 cms by 20 cms,
which appear to come from the more technologically advanced Andean region.
These Sambaquis on the coast with their carved stones are our first pointer to
the use of the Caminho de Peabiru, showing interaction between the indigenous
of this eastern coast and the Andean cultures of the west. Sambaquis are a little
known treasure of Brazil. Here on Ibiraquera beach, the lithic workshop is made
up of seven circular bowl-like cavities up to 30 cm in diameter, ground into sleek
black stones on the sand. They remind me of the bullaun stones that are often
found near sacred places in Ireland, like I found on the Saint’s Road. Tahmid
and I rub our outstretched palms along the smooth surfaces, asking an ancient

permission to follow the Caminho de Peabiru.

The Caminho de Peabiru hugs the Brazilian coastline from here in Ibiraquera
until the Itapocu river, just over 200 km away in the north of the state of Santa
Catarina, with the island of Florianépolis as a halfway point. This coastline is the

Guarani’s sacred land, the thin boundary between this material world and the
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divine. It was here that their prophet Sumé arrived, walking on water, and the
coast is dotted not only with these Sambaquis, but also with possible reminders
of Sumé’s arrival, from footprints on rocks, towering Priest Stones or Guardians
looking eastward on the edge of the sea, and ancient symbols engraved on the
rocks, one even depicting a man with a halo. Sumé created the Caminho de Peabiru
as he passed along this coastline. In Australia, the aborigines say their ancestors
walked the land along songlines. This ancient coastal trail that we are embarking on

in the South of Brazil also strikes me as an indigenous songline.

We have no idea if we can walk easily from beach to beach now or whether
we will be cut off by cliff edges or open estuaries. No maps or travel agencies we
have contacted offered any clear information, but we are walking anyway, open to

whatever lies ahead.
COASTAL MYSTERIES

We are walking over dunes covered with the green rubbery restinga
vegetation and tiny, discrete flowers when Tahmid suggests with a laugh in his
voice, ‘maybe we will find treasure today.” I continue towards the next beach and
dismiss him with a chuckle, ‘no way. If there really was buried treasure on this

coast, it has been well and truly found by now.”

Stories and myths of buried treasure along this coastline abound, because
of the many European ships that sank here. After being shipwrecked on this coast
in 1516, the young portuguese sailor Aleixo Garcia, and a couple of other sailors
were rescued and welcomed by the Guarani into their coastal village. Seven years
after the shipwreck, they walked along the Caminho de Peabiru in the company
of 2000 Guarani, crossing through modern day Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia. They
fought with several tribes along the way, plundering villages as they went, before
encountering Inca warriors in Sucre and near Potosi in Bolivia. Seven years before
Pizarro had arrived in Peru from the Pacific ocean, Aleixo and the Guarani had
encountered the Inca empire in Bolivia and had sent part of the gold and silver

they amassed there back to the Atlantic coast.

This treasure was put into a rowboat with indigenous men and Europeans
who planned to join a waiting ship anchored offshore. The rowboat never made it

to the ship. It capsized along the way and the treasure sank to the bottom of the
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sea. Rumour has it that the indigenous recovered it swiftly and buried it onland.
Researchers suggest that the gold and silver was found, put on a ship and lost
again on the north coast of Brazil, but this has not deterred five hundred years
of treasure hunters from digging up the ground with shovels and picks and even
dynamite on this coastline in attempts to recover the gold and silver, vandalising

several sacred indigenous sites in the process.

We trudge along the soft sands of the Praia do Luz, a pristine curving bay
popular with surfers. Some surfers in black wetsuits are already greasing their
boards at the sea edge, chatting sparingly. We follow a sandy trail over the cliff
towards Rosa beach. The trail winds upwards and then levels off on a short
forest trail, before opening out on a hill-top. Here, we have a perfect view of the
curvaceous coast from the port of Imbituba to the south to the sweeping bays
of Rosa, Vermelha and Ouvidor Beach to the north. The green open pasture on
the top of the hill is sprinkled with cows and bullocks, who eye us suspiciously
before moving slowly off to the side to let us pass. We follow the path strewn
with cowpats and stingly rosetta shrubs down to the beach, where a traditional
fisherman hut or rancho, made of planks of wood roofed with reddened tiles,
stands poised for action. May to July is mullet season, a high-point among these
communities of fishermen, where traditional fishing methods, a mix of Guarani
and Portuguese methods, are used to catch thousands of the salt-water mullet fish
that are so popular in the local restaurants. Portuguese settlers from the Azorian
islands were the first to colonize this coast en masse in the middle of the 18th
Century. Their descendents are the owners of these fisherman ranchos and the
number of fish in each year’s catch, up to tens of thousands per small beach, is
engraved proudly on the rancho’s wooden beams. On Rosa beach, as in all beaches
we will pass, a large colourful rowing boat stands on the ready on the sand, a huge
tarrafa fishing net and eight oars poised for the haul. The native Guarani and the
Azorians lived peacefully for some time. This is evident in the fact that much of the
coast still uses the indigenous placenames and in the many ways Guarani traditions
have become Azorian traditions. The Guarani taught the azorian colonists to make
a canoe from a single garapuvu tree, one of the symbols of Florianépolis. The tree
explodes in yellow blossoms in spring that bring welcome colour to the swathe
of green of the Atlantic Forest that hugs the coastline. By using only one single

tree, the canoe is more subtle, less likely to break on the unforgiving waters of
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the Atlantic. The Guarani also taught the azorians to weave the traditional tarrafa
fishing net. They used a natural vine from the forest, while now the fishermen use
a nylon that is more resistant and can be used to make bigger nets to increase the
size of the catch. The Azotians seem to have been well received by the Guarani.
The Guarani disappeared from this coast however and the Azorians flourished
here. The descendants of the Azorians are even called nativos or natives in this

strip of the South Brazilian coast.

As we come to the end of Rosa beach, we are surprised by an organised
walkway over the rocks, complete with red arrows carved into wooden signposts,
stone steps cut out of the rock and hand-woven rubbish baskets. These baskets,
weaved with natural fibres, are another example of the Guaran{ skills transferred

to the azorian settlers.

On the top of the cliff that leads to Ouvidor beach, we go through a dark,
dense forest trail for ten minutes before breaking out to the awe-inspiring tapestry
of sea, sun and curving bay. The pristine beauty makes me stop in my tracks. I
inhale it deeply, shading my eyes from the intensity of the light. I take out my
tin whistle and start to play in response. When nature sings at me, all I can do is
sing back, even if my repertoire is limited. When I finish playing and the music
dissolves into the air, Tahmid and I continue onwards through an open trail on
the top of this coastal hill. Turning a corner, I jump with surprise as I come face
to face with three brooding men, their naked chests dark brown in the sun, as they
look out to sea in silence. They seem to scowl at me when I wish them a bow dia,
so I scurry rapidly on. ‘Friendly!” I remark sarcastically, as we move out of earshot.
“They are olheiros, look-outs,” Tahmid explains, laughing, their job is to spot
shoals of mullet fish that look like dark shadows out to sea and then signal down
to the fishermen waiting in the rancho below to pull the boat into the sea and
drop the huge tarrafa net in a circle around the shoal to make the first catch of the
season. They can be up here for a week or more before they spot anything.” “Why
so unfriendly?” T ask, irritated, I’'m hardly going to steal their fish.” Tahmid points
to the tin whistle in my hand and laughs. "Romantic notion to play your tin whistle

in nature, but it could really put off the fish!” I grimace, almost repentant. As we
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walk down to the beach, where I can spot a group of fishermen in the rancho
behind the big garapuvu rowboat stationed on the sand, I tuck the tin whistle back

into my backpack.

In the rancho, a group of fifteen fishermen sit around, playing cards and
drinking coffee, laughing and joking as they wait for the look-outs to spur them
into action. There is not even a shadow of hurry on them. Two men sit quietly
to one side, mending a tarrafa net. The rancho itself is a jumble of oars and nets,

simple wooden tables and short stumps of trees as seats.

The fishermen in the rancho return our greeting guardedly through yellow
teeth. ‘T know your face,” Tahmid says to a large fisherman in his forties. "He
is a wanted man up North,” one of his friends retorts, making everyone laugh.
“Weren’t you our waiter a few weeks ago on a beach restaurant on Rosa beach?’
The man studies Tahmid s face and nods in agreement, breaking the ice. With that,
they welcome us into the group, gesturing for us to sit on tree stump stools and

offering us thick, black coffee in chipped mugs, which we slurp gratefully.

As Tahmid starts up a conversation with the group of bantering men, I turn
to the man next to me, who is quietly looking out to sea. He is in his late sixties and
has the typical short, stocky build of an Azorian fisherman. His skin is like tanned

leather, coarse and weathered. As he turns to me, his eyes are merry and alert.

“Are you from here?” I ask. ‘I was born and bred here,” he smiles at me
broadly, “we had the only house here on the beach, just over there.” He points to
a line of invasive pine trees just beyond the sand. It’s been torn down now of
course and I live further off the beach with my wife.” “Do you have any stories
about the place?” I ask him, sensing his openness to talk. He nods his head slowly,
thoughtfully. “This place,” he answers in a low voice, looking straight at me, “is a
haunted place. It has quietened down now since so many people have started to
come here, but you would never see me fishing at night here. No, not me.” "Why
not?” I ask, sipping my coffee intrigued. ‘One night I was fishing alone there in
the corner of the beach,” he points at the rocks at the end of the beach to our
left. ~ It was getting dark and I had my tarrafa net already in the water. Behind
me, I sensed someone come close to me and throw a tarrafa net in the water next
to mine. I could hear the sound of the net falling and see the ripple of the water.

But I saw nothing: no tarrafa net and no man beside me. The hair stood up on my
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neck and I dropped my tarrafa net and ran for my life. That’s why I would never
fish here at night-time. Not for all the buried treasure in the world.” "What is he
filling your head with,” one of the men playing cards shouts up from the table.
“You know nothing about these things,” the man next to me answers defensively,
‘you never lived on the beach, but my family and I saw giant balls of fire coming
out of nowhere and landing on the beach beside us. We saw a huge, tall man, a
giant of a man crossing the beach in three strides.” The other man waves his card-
filled hand at him and laughs. The man next to me goes silent, used perhaps to his
stories being dismissed by the others, but convinced of his own experiences. He

has imbued the beach with a sense of the extraordinary for me.
BECOMING A PILGRIM

We finish our coffees and hand back our cups with thanks. I shake the man’s
hand and congratulate him on the huge, brightly-painted guarapuvu boat on the

beach before us, which bears his name.

We wave our goodbyes to the other men and continue on down to the end
of the beach, where the trickle of a red iron-rich river stains the sand and flows
into the sea. We walk along the marked pathway off the beach and up to the coastal
cliffs, lain with a dark green cover of low, compact grass. The day is warm and
dry, about 20 degrees: ideal walking weather. We walk over the dunes that lead on
to Barra beach, which is lined with glass-fronted beachhouses with immaculately
manicured lawns sloping down to the beach. Each one has a sign plastered on its
wall, warning that the house is protected by a private security company. There are
more people on the beach here. A father plays with his young daughter, who waves
and smiles at us. I wave back and think of the boys, imagining them playing on the

beach with their babysitter now.

A long, tawny fisherman in his fifties is hauling a net out of the back of an
old pick-up truck on the edge of the beach. We stop to offer help and together
we haul the heavy tarrafa net from the truck and carry it onto the yellow and blue
garapuvu boat near the sea. A friendly conversation begins and we tell him of our
walk along the coast and our conversation on Ouvidor beach. ‘He’s right, he’s
right,” the fisherman says in a low, steady voice. ‘Strange things happen around
these parts. I don’t know how to explain them, but I have witnessed them too.”

He points to a circular rocky mound about 30 square metres in size at the end
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of Barra beach. This mound seperates the beach from its neighbour Ferrugem
beach. Half-way up one side of the mound, there is a wood-and-slate fisherman’s
rancho, just as we have seen on other beaches. ‘T have been fishing here for 20
years and sometimes, we sleep right there in the rancho if we have been fishing
at night or want to get out early in the morning,” the fisherman begins, “a couple
of times, while sleeping there, I heard strange noises at around two or three in
the morning, First they were low sounds, but they grew louder and louder and
then, things were being thrown at the rancho. We took our torches and went out
to see who it was, but there was nobody there, just these strange sounds.” Tahmid
and I exchange glances. "We call that mound there where the rancho is, Morro do
Indio, the Indian’s hill, because it is an old Indian burial place, a Sambaqui. It’s a
strange place,” the fisherman continues, “a protected place. No-one is allowed to
dig there.” "Have people tried to dig there?” I ask, surprised. "Lots of people have
come here looking for treasure,” the fisherman tells me, his face stern and setious,
“but any treasure there is not for the white man. Anyway the treasure was found 30
years ago and it brought nothing but bad luck.” "Who found the treasure?” Tahmid
asked, his curiousity awakened. The fisherman seems happy to be whiling away the
time waiting for the mullet fish to arrive and he leans on the edge of the boat as he
tells us the whole story. ‘Mané, an old man who lived here all his life was cutting
down a butid palm tree over there where you arrived on the beach from Ouvidor.
He was cutting down the tree and he hit against some metal. Instead of digging
it up, he told a neighbour of his, a younger man, Z¢é, who went down to see what
was there. After seeing that it was some kind of treasure, Z¢ told his old neighbour
that it was nothing at all, just a rusty old pot. In the middle of the night, Z¢é stole
down to the tree with a friend called Raul and dug up all of the treasure. Z¢ and
Raul sold the treasure and became very rich and bought lots of land. All this land
along the beach and back as far as you can see, belonged to them. But the two men
got sick and died. Their children inherited the lands, but the lands proved useless
for any kind of planting, so they sold it on for nothing, for the price of a banana.”
“What about Mané, the old man?” I ask, ‘what happened to him?” "He died here of
old age. He never touched the treasure, so nothing ever happened to him. But that
treasure was cursed, everyone around these parts knows this story and knows the
people involved.” Some other fishermen come into view further along the beach

and he moves towards them, waving goodbye to us.
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Let’s check out the Sambaqui,” I urge Tahmid, hugging his arm, “do you
think that was Aleixo Garcia’s treasure from his escapades in Bolivia along the

Caminho de Peabiru five hundred years ago?”
"Who knows, who knows,” Tahmid says, shaking his head and smiling,

As we arrive at the Morro do Indio Sambaqui, three people are huddled
around a man who is pointing to a large, dark diabase rock at the foot of the
mound. I look down at the rock and see that it has a basin-like cavity carved into it.
It reminds me of the bullauns, the holy basin stones that I saw along St. Brendan’s
Saint’s Road in Ireland, but this one has a shallower cavity. I sidle up to the group
and loiter beside them, eavesdropping on the man explaining about the rock. He
tells them that this rock was used by the indigenous people to sharpen stones,
make clay plates and as a mortar to grind seeds and grains. “See how a large part of
the side of the rock has been deliberately cut away,” I hear him say, ‘people come
and take off part of these rocks and grind them down to make teas to ward off
illnesses. But I would never take anything from these rocks. That is an unbelievable
sacrilege.” The man speaks gently but so firmly that I feel a dismay at whoever
vandalised this sacred rock. I tut-tut out loud and the small group turns as one
towards me. I smile at them, slightly embarrassed at being found eavesdropping.
As I'look up, I notice that the man who is speaking is Guarani. He is old, though
it is difficult for me to say how old and there is definitely some European blood
mixed in his, but for the most part, his features are Guarani. Although it is their
ancestral land, it is unusual to meet Guarani along this coast, unless you are near
an indigenous village or see them selling their handicraft in a town or city. I gasp
internally and pull Tahmid in towards the group. ‘I can’t believe someone would
break off part of the rock,” I finally say, breathless. The Guarani grandfather,
dressed in comfortable modern clothes, smiles at me and points to the layers of
oyster shell that are visible under the green vegetation covering the mound. "You
see the bits of shell there, the whole mound is covered with oyster shells and many
Indians have been buried here. They were buried in waist-high ceramic pots and
put curled up in foetal position inside the pots, facing east for a new life.” People
are standing on the mound, looking out to sea. Is it ok to walk on the mound?”
I ask, “is it not disrespectful?” One of the group, a woman in her fifties laughs
and links her arm with the Guarani grandfather. “There is no problem walking

here,” she says. The Guarani grandfather adds, “but it is good to say a prayer for all
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those buried here and who have passed here. These Sambaquis were built by our
grandfathers, before the Guaran{ came here from the northwest, but we continued
to respect and revere these places, even burying some of our own people here.”
"Our European ancestors showed respect for these sacred places by removing layer
after layer of oyster shells to make lime to whitewash their houses and palaces,
the woman adds with sarcasm, “there were once thousands of these mounds of
shells all over the coast and near rivers and waterfalls, but now so many have been

destroyed or reduced to almost nothing.” Our Guarani grandfather sighs and nods.

The small group begins to move away from the mound and the woman
pulls at the Guarani grandfather’s arm, leading him off the beach. Is there no
protection for this sacred site?” I say, grappling for a question to keep them talking
longer. “Hah,” the woman spits out, T have lived here for eight years and the
place is just left to waste away. There is a sign just over there that marks the spot
as a Sambaqui with over 7000 years of history, but that’s all. We are campaigning
with the local government to put up some kind of protection and an information
board about the history as well.” “Is the local government likely to do it?” I ask.
The woman lets out another dismissing Hah! ‘T have even offered to pay for the
information board myself, but the local government hasn’t given permission.” As
they move away, the woman turns around and calls back to me, “before you leave,
make sure you check out the lithic workshop on the north side of the mound, but

be careful, it’s slippy.” I nod back to her and wave goodbye.

We circle round to the north side of the mound as she suggested and walk
carefully among the rocks. ‘I can’t believe we met a Guarani today, on our first day
walking the coast,” I say breathlessly, ‘without even passing a Guaran{ village or a
place where they sell their art and craft.” Tahmid cannot contain his excitement, ‘I
knew something magical would happen, I knew it. It’s because we just went for it, *
he says to me with emotion, “we didn "t know for sure we could find paths between
the beaches or hadnt overplanned anything, we just trusted that everything would
work out and went for it. The universe has conspired in our favour today to show

you that you are on the right path following this Caminho de Peabiru.”

A favourite quote from Goethe comes to mind and I recite it aloud with
aplomb: “what you can do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genins, power and

magic in it.”
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Just at that moment, we stumble across a large flat slab of dark, diabase
rock, about ten square metres in size. All over the black rock, there are bowl-like
cavities and innumerous grooves cut into the rock, where knives and spears must
have been moulded and sharpened. The sheer quantity of the ancient man-made
indentations on the rock takes my breath away. I have never seen anything like it
before. We have tripped across an astounding arqueological treasure. We sit at the
edge of the rock and I place my fingers into the long grooves. There is water in
the bowl-like cavities and Tahmid flicks some on me laughing, blessing me with
the holy water of the Guarani’s sacred ocean. All around us, the sea swells and
crashes against the rocks. The sun is high in the sky and its warmth envelops
us, as birds and insects swarm and buzz around us. I am in an orgy of nature.
I imagine the indigenous women sitting here and sharpening utensils, preparing
foods and medicines as their children ran naked all about them. I can almost hear
their laughter, rippling through time to include me. I am part of this beauty. I am

part of this mystery.

“This is a perfect serendipity day,” I laugh out loud. "When I was young,
my mother would collect me and my brothers from school some days and tell us
it was a serendipity day. We would have nothing planned and just see where the
day would take us, following signs as we went. I always loved those days. I /ove

serendipity.”

We sit in silence for a few moments. “Will you plait my hair?” I ask Tahmid
quietly. "When going on an gguata, a pilgrimage, the Guarani women plait their hair,
"I tell him. T think I'm ready to plait my hair now.” Tahmid sits behind me and
wets my hair with water from one of the rock basins. I feel the pleasurable tugs at
my hair, as I look out eastward on the endless rise and fall of the sea. The crash of
the waves whooshes around us, cocooning our silence. It takes him two or three
attempts to pull in all of the stray hairs, but soon my hair falls down my back in

a tight plait, signalling that I am a pilgrim on the Guarani’s Caminho de Peabiru.
GLIMPSING AN ANCIENT MYSTERY

From the end of the beach after the Indian’s Hill, a steeply rising cliff of

rocks compels us to move inland and find the King’s Path, the Caminho do Rei,
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which will take us over the high cliffs that lead to Silveira beach. Though originally
a path used by the indigenous people, the Portuguese king Dom Pedro 11 is said to
have used this path on horseback to explore this southern part of Brazil in the 19"
Century. Itis a public path, but nonetheless a private gated community, aptly called
Caminho do Rei, has been built illegally around it and we need to ask permission
from the doorman to open the gate and allow us pass. We show him our IDs and
walk up the paved path that rises steeply up before us. We walk in silence. Tahmid
and I still immersed in the mystery and excitement of the morning. At the top
of the cliffs, there are no signposts or markers, and we do not know which way
to turn. There is a cow standing nonchalantly between two roads. "Which way
should we go?” I ask the cow on impulse. The cow’s tail swings decidedly to the
right. The road to the right seems to lead straight to the large corrugated gate of a
private house but we follow it anyway. Just before we arrive at the gate, we find a
hidden opening in the fence to our right, which opens on to a path worn into the
grass that slopes sharply down to the road running parallel to the long, pristine

Silveira beach.

We walk down the path before cutting onto the beach to make our way to
the rocky cliffs that divide it from the next beach, Garopaba. The sea is throwing
itself deliriously against the rocks, its spray exploding near us on the cliff-edge.
This is a protected area, but wooden stacks mark the territory of a solitary private
house built on the headland. No doubt a man of local political influence. We
come to Galedo rock, an outcrop of black diabase rocks that falls down into the
sea. We leave our backpacks by the edge and lower ourselves down onto the rocks
that form a rough stairs as we descend. I have read that somewhere here, there is
an ancient treasure, but it is not easy to find. There is no information, no yellow
Camino de Santiago arrow to point us in the right direction. Down on the outcrop
of rocks, we scour them passing our eyes and hands over the surfaces, searching,
We come to a tall flat rockface that rises up before us leaning slightly towards us.
I gasp with delight, my heart beating fast. There it is — the ancient treasure I have
been looking for. Engraved on the rock are the worn outlines of two concentric
circles. Below these, I can see the matchstick image of a man with his arms held
up in the air. Could this be an ancient Sumé arriving from the Atlantic ocean? I
call Tahmid, shining with excitement. Look,” I point to him, “our first sighting of

Sumé. And look at these concentric circles, they are similar to the spiral found a
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few months ago near the Saint’s Road pilgrimage in Ireland. They are a similar age
too, about 4000 years old.” “What do these symbols mean?” Tahmid asks, intrigued.
“These symbols ate often associated with the sun both here and in Ireland,” I tell
him, ‘Sumé was a solar figure. Guarani myth tells that when he died, his body
became corn, their sacred awati and his head expanded into the sun.” "But Sumé
was much more recent, wasn 't her” Tahmid asked. "The Guarani only reached the
coast around 1000 AD, which would suggest Sumé, if he was an actual man or
group of men, appeared around that time. It could be a much more ancient myth
though, passed down from indigenous people to indigenous people. Given that
the Guarani still revere these rock art symbols made by earlier indigenous tribes,
even incorporating some of them in their pottery designs up to the present day,

they could easily have taken onboard earlier myths too.”

There is moisture on the rocks, making the black surface shine in the
sunlight and making it difficult to make out the symbols engraved on the rocks.
As I pass my hand over the rock, I can make out the figure of two wavy lines,
perhaps celebrating the waves of the sea that are crashing about us. Lower down,
there is a glut of rock art, rows of triangles pointing downwards and sun shapes
with faint rays emanating from the central circle. ‘Look at this,” Tahmid says, taken
aback, pointing to a symbol above us. Here, there is a circular eye surrounded by
triangles, pointing in the four cardinal directions, like a cosmic compass orientating

us. ‘Incredible,” I nod at him, my voice hushed.

We sit down on the rock, amidst the sea and the ancient rock art and I take
out my tin whistle. The tinny sound mixes with the crash of the waves against the

rocks, creating a novel cacophony.

From the Praia do Rosa headland, just after Ibiraquera beach where we
started our walk, all the way up to the island of Porto Belo, 140 km away, rocks
have been carved with a variety of concentric circles, geometrical forms, crosses
and simple figures of match-stick people. These rocks are mostly at places that
are difficult to access, right at the edge of the sea, looking out eastward into the
Atlantic.

The rock that the indigenous used here to create its art is diabase, as in
most areas along this coast. It is a flat, black rock that lies in long strips on the

sea-edge. Diabase is the same rock used in Stonehenge, hauled over 200 km from
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Wales to create the famous stone circle. It is created when vertical flows of lava
spit through fissures of older rock and move out horizontally to create a strip of
dark, black diabase that is softer than its older host. The vertical manifests itself

on the horizontal.

Hoisting ourselves up onto level ground again, we leave this natural outdoor
museum of rock art and walk on further along the coast. Neatby, we stop to briefly
cool off in the delicious rockpools, immersing ourselves in the water trapped by
the rock formations. The sea rises like geysers where it meets the rocks, spraying us

with temporary waterfalls as we bathe in the protective crook of the cliff.

Refreshed, we move on towards Vigil point, where more fishermen look
out to sea in search of the shoals of mullet fish. The rocks below us create a huge
face, locally called The Indian, that protrudes from the cliff’s rockface, looking
eastward out to sea. The Guarani say that these guardians protruding from the
rocks on the edge of the sea await the arrival of the apika, the flying boat that will
lead those who have achieved lightness, aguyje, to Yvy Mara Ey.

Walking along the road now, we come to an old, crumbling azorian-style
church overlooking the small square of the historic centre of the village of
Garopaba. The church was built in the mid-nineteenth century on top of a stone
that was part of the whaling station that existed in the town. I pull at the door
of the church but it is locked. The church is in a bad state of disrepair, with long
cracks visible across the walls, peeling paint and black stains of damprot: a relic of
the Catholicism that the azorians brought with them to the new world. The north-
facing part of the stone cross on top of the steeple has fallen off and two shabby

black vultures perch beside it, leering;

Down at the seafront, the fishermen are gathered together among their
boats, chatting and laughing as they await a sign from the look-outs on Vigil’s
Point. The sea continues to breathe heavily, exhaling its foam onto the wet sand.
There are many boats in the bay here and several fishermen repairing tarrafa
fishing nets. There is still truth to the place’s name Garaopaba, a Guarani name

meaning #he place of canoes.

In the charming historic centre, we buy a big ice-cream to fuel us on our way
and walk the whole, extensive curve of Garopaba beach before climbing up a wall

of rock to get to Siriu beach.
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Siriu is yet another perfect beach that extends before us, flanked to the left
with high, hilly dunes covered with rubbery restinga vegetation, that give way to a
lake at the northern end of the beach. There is an abundance of crab in the lake,
which the Guarani call siri and from whence the beach gets its name. We are tired
now and the sand is soft and difficult to walk on. We pass by two dead tortoises,
that will soon be devoured by the circling vultures overhead. We trudge along the
beach as the sun begins to set over the dunes, silenced by the sea that roars like a
plane interminably taking off. The whole sky is on fire with a supernatural light
that spotlights a tiny island out to sea. Egrets and seagulls abound, flying a dance
in the air before hopping along the edge of the sea, pecking between sqwalks at
cockles and the tiny tatuira insects that scurry into the sand and announcing the
end of day. We find three perfectly intact sand-dollar skeletons and pick them up
carefully to give as presents to the three boys. Darkness falls as we artive in the tiny

village of Siriv, which is in its out-of-season slumber.

We find the only open B&B, which has a room with a varanda overlooking
the sea. After we eat, we sit together quietly on the varanda. An owl’s hoot is
all that dares break the silence. The night is clear and ablaze with stars. For the
Guaranf, the earth is a reflection of the sky. I gaze up at the stars, eager to decipher
these indigenous codes. The hazy strip of the milky way, the home of the Guarani
gods, stretches out above us, guiding us along the Caminho de Peabiru. The
Guarani call the milky way #be way of the tapir and 1 try and make out his fat, squat
body and extended anteater-like nose in its mists. Along the tapir’s body, I make
out the five stars of the dazzling Southern Cross, the Guarani’s Kurusu and my

popygud, my protective amulet in the sky.
PULL OF THE OCEAN

The morning sky is streaked with yellow, topped by a flash of fire red that
dissolves into a pale pink. The grey-blue clouds have swirls of red in them. The
sky melts into a deep pink, almost purple, with a shivering v of swallows soating,
flapping, soaring against it. We have our breakfast of bread and maté in silence,
wrapped in our fleece jackets, watching this spectacular sunrise. As we start on our
day’s walk, the sky turns to yellow and then a light green before suddenly, we are
surrounded by a light blue and we are in daylight: as if the flickering light has now

been switched on. The air is heavy with butterflies of every colour. The endless
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sound of the thunderous sea is joined by the hum of crickets and the wheeze and

trill of birds on the day’s first flight.

Our walk takes a frustrating turn early on as we walk up a steep concreted
road inland to try and cross to Gamboa beach on the other side of the jagged cliffs.
Instead of way-markers, we find only eroded paths and fields full of shoulder-
high grass. Soon, our clothes are wet through from the dew and I am imagining
snakes into every step. We are lost. We retrace our steps and try three different
routes, before finding an almost invisible entrance to a forest trail. “This trail is so
abandoned and disorganised,” I rant, “what a wasted tourist opportunity for the
local community — no information, no preservation of this eroding indigenous
heritage.” I sigh deeply, frustrated. "We re still a young country,” Tahmid reminds
me gently, ‘most people are more interested in surviving or securing their future
than preserving the past.” By the time we come out of the forest trail, ten minutes
later, and into an open field that looks down on the sweeping bays of Gamboa
and Guarda da Embau, I am calm again and enjoying the walk. The trail ends in a
small field which is heaving with huge white, large-horned bullocks that bay at us
menacingly. An old, sinewy farmer appears behind them and tells us to slip under
some barbed wite and cross the enclosure a safe distance from the bullocks. We
stop to talk to him, admiring his strong herd. ‘T knew you were coming down the
trail, because the bulls became uneasy a good ten minutes ago. They could sense
you long before I could hear or see you,” Seu Pedro tells us. I look at the huge
bullocks and nod to the intelligence in their eyes. Seu Pedro turns away, muttering.
“Young people don’t want to keep herds anymore. There ate no young farmers
left. There is no difference now between a young one from the city or from the
country. They all look the same and talk the same. Television I suppose. Bloody
soap-operas.” His short tirade finished, he spits some grass from his mouth and
moves past us, picking up a hand-woven basket of straw to feed the bullocks.
We call our goodbyes as we hustle away from him and walk down a paved road

through the backend of the village to the beach.

The beach in Gamboa is empty and it stretches endlessly before us. We
move near to the sea edge and walk on the wet, more compact sand. I take off my
shoes to bathe my hot and sticky feet in the seawater. As I walk, thousands of tiny
tatufra insects tickle my feet and I jump quickly away from the seawater. I think of

the boys catching tatuira to use as fishing bait and I wish them a good morning in
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my mind’s eye. The sea is deafening, a thunder constantly roaring by my side. This
is followed by the effervesent hiss of foam on the beach. The waves leave a pattern
on the sand as they retreat, which remind me of the squares of the fishermen’s
tarrafa net. Here there is a pattern on the sand that reminds me of a piece of
bobbin lace that the Azorian women make with their round, stout cushions and

wooden pegs; nature and culture mirroring eachother perfectly.

We climb over the rocks to the neighbouring beach of Guarda da Embat,
where we find a man with a hand-woven basket poised to scrape mussels from
the rocks. The sea is too wild for him to get close; it spits at him every time he

approaches.

Guarda da Embat is over fifteen kilometres of soft sand and its dunes
stretch endlessly inland. The locals say that the beach gets its name from the
treasures hidden along this coast ‘guardado em bau” or &ep# in chests but embau
sounds Guaran{ to me. As we leave the fisherman on the rocks, there is no other
sign of human activity anywhere in any direction. This is how the coast must have
looked five hundred years ago: a perfect, isolated spot to hide treasure. Part of me
longs not for treasure, but for the short bays of yesterday’s walk and the relief of
grassy hilltops. Out to sea, I spot Coral Island, where more indigenous rock art

ornates its eastern coastline.

Five kilometres into the Guarda da Embaut beach, Tahmid stops suddenly,
takes off all his clothes and runs naked into the sea. I look around on an empty
beach, strip my clothes off too and join him in the crashing waves. We whoop with
delight as we jump each wave. The sea is wild around us and I feel its seductive pull
lulling me further and further out. The current grabs strongly at my feet, slapping
me from my reveries. I am not a strong swimmer. I thrash back to the shore against
the current with all my strength. When I finally wash up in the foam of the sea, I

am breathless and fully alert, my heart pounding loudly.
WALKING FLUTE

We let the sun dry us off before we get dressed and continue our desert-like
walk, our shoes in hand — totally silent now. As I walk, I focus on my breath.
It enters through my nostrils and reaches deep down into my belly, relaxing my

whole body. After a few kilometres of conscious breathing, it feels like the air
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enters through the top of my head, the crown chakra. It descends and breathes out
through the space between my eyes, my third eye chakra. It feels as if the breath
is cleaning out these chakras. The air enters again through the top of my head,
descends and exhales through my throat chakra, loosening, lightening all tension
there. Breath after breath reaches down further and further, exhaling through my
heart chakra, then my solar plexus at my bellybutton, then my sacral chakra at my
pelvis and finally my root chakra at the base of my spine. Then the air enters my
crown chakra and breathes out through all of my other chakras in one breath. I
feel a lightness, a subtle inner shining; I feel like I am being breathed rather than

breathing. For a moment, I am a walking flute.

Soon, we can make out the dots of a few tourists and fishermen further
down the beach. One fisherman is waiting by the edge of the Madre river with a
boat on the ready to ferry people across to the colourful hippie village of Guarda
de Embad, a popular tourist destination since the 1970s. After coffee and sweet
bread in a bakery, Tahmid and I continue onwards towards our day’s destination,
Pinheira beach, to the north. We take a forest trail uphill, heading northwards,
where someone has placed a hand-written sign saying: "Have a conscious hike.” I

smile and bring all of my attention to this moment here and now.

The ground is strewn with dead, brown leaves, turning slowly back into
soil and there is scarcely a crunch as I step through them. The forest is dense
and little light from the sun-drenched day makes it through to the forest floor.
The branches of the trees stretch higher and higher to reach the sun. The green-
blue of a hummingbird flits in the corner of my eye but when I turn to look at
it, it’s already gone. Butterflies abound, fluttering before me as I walk. A large
blue butterfly is caught in a ray of sunlight that spotlights it to my right. I stop
and watch it flap its great wings slowly, feeling their weight. I push on through
the hum of insects and the smell of moist, rotting plants until I come out to a
clearing of rocks that leads us down to the tiny beach of Prainha. Surfers dot the
sea in front of us, catching waves with audible whoops. Again, we follow the sand
to the rocks on the other side and climb onto the grassy hill towards Pinheira
beach. A large bullock stands in our way and Tahmid grabs a stick to scare it off
the path. Unimpressed, decidedly bored, the bullock moves slowly aside and we
follow the path to the valley. Here, in what is known as the Utopian valley, we

stumble across a patch of paradise with green rolling hills dotted with yellow and
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purple wildflowers and white grazing bullocks, that slope straight down to a blue,
crystaline sea. I have stepped into an alpine scene from The Sound of Music,

dropped by some cosmic mistake at the edge of the sea.

We follow the cattle trail down towards the upper Pinheira beach, where a
group of fishermen sit outside the rancho, laughing, We wave to them as we pass,
with no time to talk to them or to look for the rock art on the headland. There
is too much beauty and history on this Caminho de Peabiru for us to unearth, so

much buried treasure still waiting to be discovered.
ATLANTIC FOREST DISMAY

My close friend Cida and I join a group from the local Camino de Santiago
association on this same C-shaped Pinheira beach to continue the Caminho de
Peabiru. The group is led by F, a local man. In these years of living in Brazil, Cida
and her two sons have become family to me. Our friendship is a meeting of souls,
welded by the inexplicable synchronicities of life. We were both pregnant with our
third sons, when we first met. Our friendship lept beyond the superficial when
her third son Miguel, born three months before my third son, died at five days
old from streptococcus. Streptococcus is the same random bacteria that killed
my husband Alastair years earlier, when we were on holidays in San Francisco
with our two toddler boys. The transience of life has erupted into the centre of
both our lives and we struggle together to accept it and find meaning in it. Cida
is godmother to my third son Eoin and we share our daily lives together now in a

sisterly intimacy.

The forty members of the Camino de Santiago Association are dressed in
high-tech walking gear, with branded backpacks and black plastic water bottles.
They speak loudly and jovially. How fitting that I would walk a part of the Caminho
de Peabiru with pilgrims of my beloved Camino de Santiago. The Camino was a
precursor to this Caminho de Peabiru for me. On the Camino, I was looking for
direction in life, looking outwards for what to do, where to go, who to love. Now,
twelve years later on the Caminho de Peabiru, I am finally looking inwards. On
the Camino I was on the horizontal axis of the cross of life; on the Caminho de

Peabiru, I am delving into the vertical axis.

Cida and I are the only ones of the group to take off our shoes and wade our
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feet in the sea as we walk along the beach that cutls up all the way to Parrot Point,
which almost touches the southern tip of the island of Florianépolis. Live sand-
dollars speckle the seashore and I pick them up, examining their red tentacled feet
before carefully dropping them further out to sea. Numerous coloured garapuvu
canoes are pulled up on the sand. Little shacks and fishermen’s ranchos huddle
together behind the boats, where the beach gives way to the green restinga-covered
dunes. We walk under a line of modern fishing lines, propped up in the sand like
a guard of honour saluting us on our Caminho de Peabiru and wishing us Oguati

Pora, the Guarani wish for a good pilgrimage.

We follow our guide off the beach and over the dunes, where Cida and I
hurry to put our shoes back on and scurry after the group that has walked on along
a dirt road. Along the road dozens of houses spread out in the usual unplanned,
higgle-piggle of Greater Flotianépolis” semi-regulated residential areas. One of
the group, a man in his fifties, hangs back to walk with Cida and me and holds out
a small flask of slighly off-colour liquid. ‘Bananar” he asks cheekily, ‘to remind
you of your husband.” Husband is a tricky subject for both Cida and for me, but

we both laugh easily with him.

I take the flask from him. "What is this?” I ask cautiously, before drinking
it. “Cachaca with banana, the women’s favourite,” he winks at me. Cachaca is the
Brazilian sugar-cane rum with a potency similar to the Irish potato-stilled poitin. I
take a swig from the flask and wince. My throat heats up with the flame of alcohol.
I hand the small flask to Cida, who drinks quickly and gives it back to him to
reattach to his belt, which has three more flasks of liquid attached. "What is that?”
I ask him pointing to his belt. “This, my friend,” he says patting his belt, “is the belt
of happiness. It comes on all of my walks.” There is a small group of us gathered

around his belt of happiness now, warming ourselves internally with his little flasks.

As we begin to walk again, he asks, “who drinks more, the Irish or Brazilians?”
I laugh at the question. ‘T think it’s tied,” I smile at him with a wink, ‘maybe that’s
why the two cultures have so much in common — an innate ability to celebrate
life by drinking too much alcohol.” The cachaga from the belt of happiness unites
most of the group quickly and I'm grateful to it as a quick way of falling into

rhythm with the group.

I am still chuckling from the banter, when I notice those ahead of us have
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stopped talking, They are at the fence of the Serra do Tabuleiro national park
and have suddenly stopped dead. I have been looking forward to the day’s walk
and the chance to see some of the wildlife such as anteaters and skunks that are
plentiful in the reserve, as well as the renowned vegetation of bromelia and a
broad array of native trees. Before us now though, lies a charred wasteland. As
far as the eye can see, brown stumps of burnt bromelia smoulder in black earth,
thousands of ashen tree stumps spike out of the scorched and scarred landscape.
“A fire?” I cry dismayed, my throat catching. There is no movement at all around
us to suggest that any animals are alive in the remnants of this inferno. The air is

heavy with the desolate hush of an still-smouldering, abandoned cemetery.

There are several grooved paths through the wasteland where strips of grass
have survived. We choose one of these and walk along it, silent among the debris
of this national park. The only trees that seeem to have survived are the pine trees,
an invasive species imported here from Europe that threaten the sustainability
of the local vegetation. “It’s the resin,” Cida explains to me in a low voice. “The
resin of the pine tree is less flamable than that of the native trees. That’s why it

survived.” In a sea of native ash, the invasive, foreign pine boasts supremacy.

I feel sickened as we walk. I am relieved when we arrive at the visitor centre
and can escape the smell of charcoal and destruction. In the centre, we see photos
of native animals, wild cats and pumas that live on the reserve; the abundant
anteaters, gambds which are like Brazilian skunks and the armadillos, sacred
creatures to the Guarani. We are invited to attend a short talk about the reserve
and the whole group sit down in the standard issue white school chairs, some of
the larger members of the group laughing as they struggle to fit on them. The
young presenter starts by showing us a map of Brazil, outlining in green the areas
of Atlantic Forest in the country. The whole coastline is green, as is the interior
of some states, especially the southern region. ~ That’s not right,” one walker
objects, confused, T am from the state of Parand, north of here, and there are
endless plantations of soy bean and other crops, not Atlantic Forest.” "Excellent
observation,” the presenter agrees. “This map shows where the original atlantic
forest used 0 be in Brazil, but 90% of that Atlantic Forest has now been destroyed.
We now have only between 7 and 12% of the Atlantic Forest remaining.” He
moves to a new slide with a map weakly dotted with green. “ In our state of Santa

Catarina, a sizeable strip of Atlantic Forest remains because it is on the slopes of
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the mountains, which reach up to 1200 metres above sea-level. These mountains
are difficult to build on, so the advance of so-called progress has been halted here.
The Atlantic Forest has been designated an area of protection by UNESCO but
this is a moral rather than a legally binding form of protection. Only last year,
several areas were removed from the protection of the park due to pressure from
local developers. Local development plans for this coastline have already been
approved that are in direct violation to the protection of the Atlantic Forest and

the marshlands that are so rich in bio-diversity.”

"What happened to the part of the forest that we walked through?” Cida
asked, perplexed. The presenter flicks to a map of the reserve and circles a sizeable
area to the south. “All of the vegetation you see here in dark green was burnt in
the fires,” he says and with a tightness in his voice. “Over the last two weeks, there
have been fires that have decimmated the vegetation and the habitats in this area.”
The next slide is a picture of an ant-eater running to escape a blazing fire. Flames

five metres high span out behind him, eliciting sharp gasps from the whole group.

“These fires were deliberate. Although it is difficult to know who actually
started them,” he begins, ~ we know they were criminal and deliberate acts.
When we were fighting the fire in one direction, suddenly a fire would start in a
completely different direction. Probably someone on a motorbike. The marshland
vegetation was dry and combustible because of the lack of rain due to the La Nifia

effect over the last few months, so it burnt like kindling.”

"Who would want to start a fire in such a beautiful place?” I stammer

incredulously.

“Let’s just say that commercial interests see environmental protection as an
unnecessary block to progress,” he says with pursed lips. “One local municipality
has approved a plan for population to grow from 6000 to 80,000 in the next ten
years and others are fastforwarding similarly aggtresive development plans. This
area that was burned is extremely attractive for real estate investors. What they
don’t understand or care about is that this area is not only of great importance
for biodiversity and the flora and fauna in the reserve, this particular area is of
historical interest also. Did you notice the C-shaped grooves on the earth as you
walked? You walked along one of them.” The whole groups nods and grunts in the

affirmative. He points again to the map, to a green sway of flat-lands at the base of
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the mountains, where many semi-circle grooves in the earth can be seen, identical
to the C-shaped curve of the Pinheira beach to the east of them. They look similar

to concentric semi-circles or semi-circle age-rings on tree barks.

"These grooves are an extremely rare and interesting phenomena. They
mark where the sea-shore has been at different points of time over the last 4000
years. As you walked here today, you walked through 4000 years of history. That
is why the Sambaqui here or indigenous burial ground is so far inland near the
BR101 motorway. It used to be on the sea-edge, where most are found, but the
coastline has moved outwards considerably over time. These grooves are being
studied by many universities to understand the movement of the sea over this

time. They are a geological treasure.”

‘Did the police find out who set the fires? Have any arrests been made?” one

walker asks indignant.

"No,” the presenter snorts, shaking his head, ‘nor are they likely to. To top
things off, if this area is re-zoned as a residential area because of the fires, it will
be environmentally unstable for people to live. It is subject to flooding and could
be an area of natural disasters in the future, as is happening increasingly in the

north of the state.”

There is a hushed silence among the group. All of us had seen the seen the
distressing images of mass floods that killed many and left thousands homeless in

the North of the Santa Catarina Coast last year.

As the presentation ends, the group disbands in a hum of indignant
murmuring. I already had some idea about the destruction of the Atlantic
Forest and have seen first-hand the chaotic, uncontrolled expansion of Greater
Florianépolis, but to walk for an hour through a deliberately burnt nature reserve

makes it viscerally real and repugnant to me. I feel nauseous as we leave the patk.
FIRST ENCOUNTERS

We pass underneath the BR101 motorway and walk onto a wide dirt
road, which leads us away from the oppressive air of the park and into glorious
countryside. Huge white bulls graze solitary in endless fields dotted with wild

yellow flowers. The air is perfumed now by the sweet aroma of lilies and the
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sound of a healthly flowing river usurps the ever-distancing sound of traffic, as
we walk. The trees are heavy with fruit; pink and white guavas litter the path
before us. Cida and I pick up ones that are in good condition and eat them. We
pass a spattering of houses, a few are old mills now being renovated and others
are wooden houses, built high off the ground, because of the rising water levels in

winter on this marshy land.

Ahead of us, the group stops abruptly before a pile of rubble and a parked
JCB. Next to the pile of rubbish, there is what looks like a tiny, spatse classroom.
The leader of the walk F calls to someone in a house beside the classroom. Cida
and I scurry up to stand next to him. A broad Guarani man in his fifties walks
towards us. He is wearing shorts and a t-shirt and he shakes hands with a few of
us at the front of the group. This is the first Guarani village I have ever visited
and I am glad our guide F is here to make the introduction. I feel a shyness about
stopping, uninvited, at a Guarani village, unsure of how welcome I would be. The
word Guarani means warrior and I have no idea if these warriors are peaceful

now or not.

F presents M to the group — “this is M, the cagique or leader of Piruaba, the
Massiambu indigenous community.” M nods towards us, without saying a word.
F continues, addressing us walkers. “Aleixo Garcia, the first European to follow
the Caminho de Peabiru probably stayed with the Guarani community in this
traditional area of Massiambu, which has now been resettled by their descendants.”

Ilook to M for some confirmation, but he stands silently by, head down.

When the Portuguese mariner Cabral encountered Brazil in 1500, there
were an estimated 2 million Guarani living along the coast and inland in the south
and southeast of the land. Now there are just over 50,000. After enjoying the
hospitality of the Guarani and learning from them how to survive and thrive
using local materials, the Europeans gradually took full possession of the valuable
coast, pushing those Guarani living on the coast more and more inland towards
the Guarani strongholds of Paraguay and Bolivia. Only in the last seventy years
have the Guarani begun to return to their ancestral lands on the coast and their

ownership of the land is still controversial and hotly disputed.

“Are you building?” F asks M, pointing to the JCB. “The government is
building new houses,” M replies quietly, almost inaudibly, his voice out of step

with the huge size of his body. We stand there awkwardly for a moment, unsure
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of what to say or do. M continues to look at the ground, saying nothing. Juruas,
or white people, are met at the periphery of the community, as was mostly done
five hundred years ago also. Colonial European officials marveled at the Guarani
bringing food to them, accrediting it to the high esteem in which the Guarani held
him. Little did he know that it was a tactic used to keep the Jurua away from the
sanctity of their community. F flails around for something to say. "How many
families ate in the community now?” he asks. M does not look up but answers
slowly, “Thirteen families.” He does not elaborate, so F asks another stacatto-ed
question. "What does Pirardpa mean in Portuguese?” ‘Fish Scale,” M answers,

almost under his breath.

Unsure of what to ask next, we take our leave from the cagique, walking
away from the awkward, monosyllabic conversation. This is the first indigenous
community that I have encountered on the Caminho de Peabiru and I feel an ocean
of distance between me and them. During my research over the last couple of
months about the Guarani culture and spirituality, I felt such a sense of solidarity
and warmth towards them, romanticising them somehow. Although I knew that
the Guarani no longer live in houses made of mud and straw, nor dress in any way
that distinguishes them from other Brazilians, I had read that they continue largely
on the peripherary of society and have kept certain elements of their culture. As
I walk on in a glum silence, I admit to myself that I had hoped for an invitation
to join them around their communal fire and a chance to hear their own version
of the tale of Aleixo Garcia. I imagine the Portuguese Aleixo walking before me
now — his broad, bare back burnt dark from seven years of living in the South
American sun with the Guarani at their village here. What a relief it must have
been for this shipwrecked sailor, who had lost his whole world, to be welcomed
into the life of the Guarani. As I imagine him, his hair hangs down his tattooed
back; intricate swirling designs made in the dark blue colour of the jenipapo berry.
I imagine him turning to reassure me and I see his lower lip is pierced with a
tembeta, a long strip of metal that tells me he has been initiated into Guarani
manhood. His eyes are shining, charismatic. I almost hear his words on the gentle
breeze: “They only told me of the Candire in the West, the origin of their gold and
silver after I had proven myself, planting and hunting with them for seven years
and marrying a Guarani woman who bore me a son,” he seems to whisper to me

through the ages, “and that was before we Europeans had spent five hundred years
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trying to annihilate them. Be patient, Jurua. Enter slowly and respectfully into

Guarani time and wisdom.”

During my seven years of living in Brazil, I have noticed that most local
people have been as blind as I was to the Guarani presence. Those who mentioned
them to me most often dismissed them as a lost race. “They live off free food and
a stipend from the government and live in filth,” I have often heard. “They have
become lazy and have lost their old ways. They don’t plant food even when they
have land and their schools and houses are falling apart. They hang around town
centres, looking for a free shot of alcohol or to sell their handicrafts. They neglect
their children, letting them smoke from an early age and letting them run around
with their hair unkempt and snotty-nosed.” When I asked these people, all admitted
however that they had never actually visited an indigenous village personally. As I
got to know people better, some admitted that they have some indigenous blood.
In general, it was admitted and not celebrated. Many if not most Brazilians, even in
these strongly European enclaves of the south of Brazil, do have some indigenous
blood. Indigenous women were mostly taken by force, sometimes even lassoed
into submission by the cowboys of colonial Brazil. People in general seem hesitant
to discuss their indigenous bloodlines and most are unaware and uninterested in
them. All the while, all of us here in Brazil, most often without knowing, use
Guarani words, eat Guarani traditional food and stomp unawares on Guarani
medicinal plants and indigenous sacred sites. Now, I feel aware of the chasm of

ignorance that divides me from the Guarani.

As we walk further along the dirt road towards the BR101 motorway, one
of the walkers interupts my internal whirrings. “The only time there was real
partnership between the Guarani and the European was in the Jesuit Missions,”

he confides to me.

I nod my head at him with interest. ‘I saw the film “The Mission’ when I was
11 years old and it somehow called me to South America. I am hoping to visit the

missions in the south as part of my pilgrimage,” I tell him.

“The Jesuit missions were a great achievement of mankind, a form of
Catholic communism,” he continues with great pride, * they spanned from the
South of Brazil, through Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay and even Bolivia, with

food distributed fairly and universal access to the school, church and medical care.”
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I listen to him, not questioning his interpretation. I still know so very little about

the Guarani.

We turn off the dirt road and come to the verge of the BR101 motorway
on the top of Morro dos Cavalos, Horse’s Mountain. The passing traffic nearly
knocks me over. Trucks hurtle past, swaying dangerously. The smell of rotten fish
spikes the air. The day before, a truck carrying a cargo of fresh fish over this steep
mountain pass overturned, splattering hundreds of fish along the ditch. The truck

has been removed but the stench bears silent witness to the accident.

Three metres from the edge of this national highway, Guarani children
play football barefoot and attend classes in their neglected school building. They
breathe the putrid air of carbon monoxide and dust, their delicious peels of
laughter drowned out by the drone of traffic. Itaty is the name of this second
Guarani village on the Caminho de Peabiru. Itaty means White Stone. Five
hundred years of white stones have pummelled and pushed them until all that is
left for them is to cling to the edge of Horse’s Mountain at the razor edge of the
BR101 motorway. The ancestral land of this village was slowly reclaimed between
1930 and 1950, by a family guided by their aged grandmother along the Caminho
de Peabiru in search of Yvy Mari Ey, the Guaran{ paradise.

I cross over the footbridge and enter the indigenous school, which is teeming
with Guarani of all ages. The Camino de Santiago association delivered a post-
walk meal eatlier in the day and it is a generous spread laid out on the table before
us. The Guarani women and children hug the table, ignoring the Jurua around
them and concentrate solely on buttering and eating slices of white bread and
drinking coffee from plastic cups. The Guarani men hang to the sides, leaning on
pillars and watching the newcomers warily. All are wearing jeans and t-shirts and
the old women pass by silently in long skirts. The children are unkempt, barefoot
and raggle-taggled. They play with a little mongrel dog as they eat, passing him
between them giggling. I am delighted to be eating with the Guarani, here in their
school on the peripherary of their village. When I ask questions about the dog,

the children shy away from me, turning back into the group, laughing histerically.

Cida and I meet E the young, female cacique or village leader. We thank
her for receiving us and congratulate her on being the female cagique of her

community. ‘T was inspired by Dilma,” she jokes quietly, referring to Brazil’s first

70



THE WALKING FLUTE

female President of Brazil. K speaks fluent Portuguese and has studied in the
local federal university on a specially designed indigenous teacher training course.
She tells us that her first school as a child was outside of the community and
she demonstrates an ease and gentle banter with us that strikes me as unusual
for an indigenous woman, while hugely gratifying. I ask her if the children speak
Portuguese. ~ These little ones speak only Guarani,” she says pointing to a gaggle
of three year olds, ‘and they learn at the school mostly in Guarani in their eatly
years. The older women do not speak Portuguese. My mother and grandmother
never spoke a word of Portuguese. Now with television, the children all hear

Portuguese, so they pick it up quickly.”

‘Is this village connected to the Massiambu village that we passed earlier?”
I ask her.

‘In Guarani, the word for village is #ekod, a place where you can be, a place
where we can practice our traditional way of life, our 7iande reko, " E explains gently,
‘yes, we ate connected to them. We Guarani ate more than 250,000 in South
America but we all know eachother from here all the way to the places you call
Paraguay and Bolivia and we know where each one fits into the community. We are
a people who move from tekoa to tekoa, a tapejara, a walking people. I was born
in the far west of the state, in Chapecé and lived in the community in Massiambu

when we first came here to this coastal area.”

"We just passed there after walking through a burnt part of the nature
reserve,” I tell her. “The fire was bad,” she says, lowering her voice, ‘our Atlantic
Forest, or what little is left of it, needs protecting as much as the Amazon that you
foreigners are so interested in saving.” Her voice was calm but laced with a hint of

defiance. I nod silently in agreement with her.

Listening to E talk in her confident, gentle voice bridges somewhat the
distance I had felt between me and the Guarani by the brisk meeting with M, the
cagique from Massiambu. As the tekod’s female cagique and a fluent Guarani and
Portuguese speaker, E is a representative of the living Guarani, not shackled by
my romanticised tourist view from the film “The Mission’ nor by the dismissive

colonial view that still abounds here in the South of Brazil.

(Years late, I meet E again in the tekod. She now uses her Guarani name

openly with the jurua Kerexu Yxapyry which means dewdrop. Ater being cagique,
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she got involed with local politics as a means of protecting the rights of her people
and the Atlantic Forest and has become known nationally and internationally. She
was appointed head of the Secretariat for the Indigneous Land Rights under the
Federal Ministery for Indigneous People. As we have a drink of water together in
the tekod, she tells me that since becoming involved with politics, she has been
the constant target of threats and attacks on her community and family. Behind
her, her mother is tidying up the kitchen — a short, silent woman. When I am
introduced to het, she offers me her hand and I notice the sleeve of her other
arm hangs empty. Kerexu looks at me challengingly with a look forged in deep
suffering. She tells me that her mother lost her hand when she was attacked by
men with knives one night walking home. The attackers had mistaken her for her

daughter.)
COLONIAL COAST

A couple of weeks later, Tahmid and I take up our walk again at the entrance
to the Itaty tekod. A couple of teenage Guarani are leaving the tekod as we start
off. They are both wearing baggy jeans, t-shirts and new trainers and have dyed the
top of their hair blond. They are part of a global culture of adolescence. As we
stop them and shake hands, I wonder to myself whether these teenagers genuinely
seek to continue the Guarani way of life or whether they want to integrate into
modern Brazilian society. We ask them if we can go through the indigenous tekod
to walk down to the beach below. One of the boys is from another Guarani tekoa
further inland and says he doesn’t know where the path leads. The other shakes his
head. We nod goodbye and walk instead along the verge of the BR101 motorway,
which is a harsh wake-up call on a Saturday morning, There is no hard shoulder
and certainly no footpath along the motorway and the gush of air from the trucks
hurtling past at over 100km an hour nearly knocks us over. After 200 metres, the
road bends mercifully down towards the village of Enseada do Brito. There are
houses on each side of the paved road, but in the gaps between them, we can see
the sea, riled up and foaming with each crash of its waves. The sea is awash with
blue and white plastic floats that are used in the cultivation of oysters and mussels
and beyond them, further out to sea, the south end of the island of Florianépolis
is already visible. This is a protected bay with the mountainous peninsula to the
right, the Cambirela mountain behind and the island of Florianépolis in front,

protecting it from the wild Atlantic. The oysters and mussels ate less tasty from
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this region because the easy, protected life has left them fatty rather than muscly.

Adverse conditions, difficulty and risk make for a tastier life, it seems.

A south wind blows through the residential streets as we walk, chilling both
of us. The surroundings are not particularly interesting, as the houses block out
the seaview for the most part, so we fall into conversation. "What a pity the
Guarani won’t let us walk through their tekod,” I lament to Tahmid , ‘last time,
we were received at the school at the edge of the tekod and I would really like to
see the inside of the tekoa itself.” Tahmid is third generation Brazilian, his great-
grandfathers arrived here from Italy and Spain. “There is still huge mistrust of
the European descendants,” he says, "the indigenous are still harshly judged and
badly treated by many and remember, Indians are still killed as they protect their

ancestral land to this very day.”

“Surely, that hasn’t happened for hundreds of years,” I retort. "No, it still
happens and was a regular practice much more recently than that,” he informs me,
" at the time of my great-grandfather, about a hundred years ago, my mother tells a
story about a group of settlers who fought against the Guarani in the south of this
state. The Guarani were apparently robbing from their crops of corn and beans
and provisions of the liquor cachaca, so a group of settlers came together to deal
with them. They allowed the Guarani to steal a big quantity of food and cachaga
and then waited while they had their night-time jeroky celebrations. When they
were in a deep sleep, helped no doubt by the cachaga which has a strong effect on
them, the men swooped down on their village and killed as many as they could.
When they were returning to their homes, they came across a little indigenous girl
and they allowed her to run away. She however alerted another village that came
to avenge the death of their people, which led to another bloody fight.” "Sounds
like the wild west from the films,” I say in disbelief. ‘It was like that,” he insists "and
that wasn 't so long ago and it went on for hundreds of years. The last bugtreiros, or
indian-killers, were active in the mountains only fifty years ago. To this day, armed
henchmen of big business threaten and kill Guarani that are trying to reclaim their
ancestral land. I imagine it is hard for the Guarani to forgive what has happened
and the violence that continues to this day. I can really understand that they don’t

invite us into their homes.”

I think about Ireland and the four hundred years that we spent under British

domination before we became a Republic in 1949. How deeply I felt animosity
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towards the British empire when I was a child growing up in Ireland of the 1970s
and 1980s, hearing the stories of repression of our language and culture, the
potato famine that killed a third of the Irish population while the wealthy absentee
British landlords exported food from our ports, the Irish martyrs who were shot
dead or hanged in 1798 and 1916 and more recent murders such as Bloody Sunday
in the 1970s. When I was a child, it seemed that a kind of impersonal anger and
anomisity towards the British had seeped into my blood. When I went to work in
London in my eatly twenties, I felt a sense of insecurity, unsure of whether or not
the English would discriminate against me. Cautionary tales were often rehashed
in Ireland of signs appearing at the doors of English pubs saying — No dogs,
No Irish. When I met my late husband Alastair, who was born in England, I had
to consciously overcome my aversion to English accents to open up to him. My

efforts proved so successful that I fell in love and married him, accent and all.

Alastair himself had no idea of the unspoken animosity that many Irish felt
towards the English. On his first visit to Ireland, he got talking to the local taxi-
driver, who engaged him in some banter and asked him why he was doing in the
country. Alastair told him that he was coming to visit his Irish girlfriend for the
first time. When he mentioned my unusual Irish name and said that I had seven
siblings with equally traditional Irish names, the taxi-driver started to shake his
head. When Alastair said that we had all been educated through the Irish language,
the taxi-driver suggested, only half-joking, that Alastair return to the airport with
him and forfeit the whole trip. When Alastair arrived at my house, I was waiting
for him at the gate. He gave me a quick hug and told me what the taxi-driver had
said. "Will your parents mind that I’m English?” he asked, clearly flustered. Don’t

worty,” I reassured him with a smile, I"ve told them all you re Scottish.”

Alastair was welcomed full-heartedly into my family as he was, the English-
born son of a Scottish man and English woman. The story of his first visit quickly
became one of his funny stories that he liked to tell to illicit laughter from friends
and family in Ireland and the UK. Like a lot of humour though, it hits on a kernel
of lingering contention. It hits on the impersonal animosity that was still latent
even decades after we were no longer being treated like second class citizens on

our own soil.

I wonder now to what extent the Guarani feel still the history of their

struggle and the ongoing challenges they face. They expetienced illnesses that

74



THE WALKING FLUTE

wiped out huge parts of their community. They were hunted and killed in their
forests. They were massacred by bugreiros to clear land for the colonists, train
tracks or roads. They were unwillingly herded into government reserves and even
today, they are engaged in a violent struggle to reclaim their ancestral land. They
have endured five hundred years of colonial efforts to separate and alienate them

from their land, their way-of-life, their spirituality.

It seems to me that most Brazilians, like Alastair coming to Ireland, are
totally unaware of the volcano of unredeemed injustice that lies ignored and
unaddressed under the flimsy exterior of the Brazilian flag, In Brazil there is a
saying — the one who strikes the blow, forgets; the one who receives the blow,
remembers. I wonder if the injustices in Ireland in the past continued into the
present time, would I invite a British woman, fascinated by my “exotic” heritage

and aping my ancient traditions, to freely walk through my home?

The path winds down towards a colonial style catholic church looking out
on an unkempt square and beyond that, the sea. Many crumbling colonial-style
houses, with their low roofs, thick square windows and white-washed exteriors
huddle around the square, hanging on to their Azorian culture by the fingernails.
Over a few doorways, clay or cloth doves are a reminder of the recent traditional

Azotian celebration of the Holy Spirit.

Enseada de Brito was the third azorian village established in the area of
Greater Flotianépolis, when the large scale settlement by Azotian couples began in
1750. In front of the church, there is a mosaic depicting the caravels, with crosses
on their sails, arriving across the Atlantic, to the backdrop of the rising sun in the
east. The image of the caravels reminds me of the lanterns at the boys” school
that shook me to attention last year and I once again recognise how my boys and

I are the most recent wave of Europeans in the ongoing colonisation of Brazil.
AWAKENING

We walk along the seafront now, but the strip of sand is almost non-existent
and the sharp southerly wind whips us as we move. We return to the cobbled
streets of Praia de Fora and Pontal, but there is no joy in walking through dusty
streets of rundown villages. The only pleasure is to look behind the villages to the
Cambirela mountain range behind them. The lush eternal green beckons us from

the busy streets.
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Tahmid, trying to cheer me up, points the mountain out to me. ‘Do you see
anything in the mountain?” he asks. I look up and see nothing more than uneven
peaks of a mountain range. ‘T can’t see anything,” I say, dismissively. ‘Look again,”
he urges me. I sigh and look again, calming myself. I close my eyes and breathe
deeply, bringing my attention to the crown chakra as I breathe in, sensing the

exhale through the other six chakras, one by one.

A few minutes pass before I open my eyes and look again. Suddenly, the
profile of a woman comes alive in the mountain peaks before me. There she is,
lying on a slope, reclining, as if resting, basking in the slits of sun shining down
on her. My heart skips a beat. I make out the delicate curve of her snub nose, the
deep-set indent of her eyes, the slightly protruding lips, the slope of her bosom
and her hands on her chest that roll down to the hill of her feet. I feel a lurch in

my heart, a love for her. I recognise her. She is e, resting in the sun.

At her feet, a scurry of ant-like humans have built houses and shops over
generations, but if she woke up and got to her feet, she would flatten them in

seconds, without even noticing,

I walk on in a haze, a light switched on within me. I name her silently

"Manika in the mountain”. Nhandecy, mother earth, has been awakened within me.
TOME POINT

We are nearing the peripherary of the urban sprawl of Greater Florianépolis
and the air about us has changed. We will need to walk a few kilometers along the
BR101 motorway to get to Tomé Point — the end of our day’s walk. The thought
of walking along the motorway however fills me now with growing lethargy. Tomé
Point is named after Tomé de Souza, who was the first governor general of Brazil.
The Caminho de Peabiru had been used by Europeans since Aleixo Garcia first
followed it in 1524 but Tomé de Souza ordered the trail to be closed thirty years
later in 1553, on pain of death for any Portuguese caught using it. This sacred
trail had in thirty years become a well-worn informal commercial route between
the Portuguese on the Brazilian coast and the Spanish colonies in Paraguay and
beyond. This was enabling contraband to flourish and causing the tax coffers of
the Portuguese in Brazil to suffer and represented a possible threat of attack by the

Spanish on Portuguese lands. The first three hundred years of colonisation in the

76



THE WALKING FLUTE

South of Brazil were an ongoing battle for ownership between Spain and Portugal.

The eatly colonists believed that one Tomé, Sdo Tomé or St. Thomas,
opened the Caminho and it is therefore apt that another Tomé, Tomé de Souza,

closed it.

As we arrive at the thin stretch of sand that is Tomé’s point, we take a bus
back home. Relieved to escape the noise and precarious conditions of walking
along the BR-101, I decide to avoid the outskirts of Greater Florianépolis and take

up the Caminho de Peabiru on the verdant island of Florian6polis.
WINTER SOLSTICE ON MEIMBIPE

The island of Florianépolis, or Meimbipe as it was called by the carijos
Guarani that lived here in 1500, is a Peabiru pilgrim’s delight; a glut of paradise
beaches, shady forest trails and indigenous treasures. In Guarani mythology, Yvy
Mara Ey, paradise, is an island, just as St. Brendan described the patradise he
found in the 7th Century. Many islands all along the Santa Catarina stretch of the
Caminho de Peabiru have evocative names, such as Coral island, Parrot island,
Spiders” island, Beautiful Port island, Tree-filled island, Campeche island and most
of the intricate rock art that characterises this sacred coastline can be found on
their eastern headlands. My third son was born here two years ago. As it is for the

Guarani, Florianépolis is a special place for our family too.

The June winter solstice is approaching. For the Guarani, whose year is
seperated into the two seasons of old time and new time, the winter solstice is the

maximum point of the ara yma, the old time.

It is due to be celebrated on Florianépolis island at a Pedra do Frade, or
Priest’s Stone, a huge stone that resembles a man or priest that stares eastward out
to sea, towards the Guarani paradise Yvy Mara Ey. This stone is aligned with the
sunrise at the winter solstice. There are about 50 Priest’s Stones in Brazil, some of
which are called Ita Sumé by the indigenous people, or “Sumé’s Stone”. Could this

be the Peabiru’s Sumé immortalised in rock formations?

The Priest’s Stone is on an easterly point that penetrates the Atlantic. These
points are called Iparavapy by the Guarani — the endpoint of the earth and the

beginning of destiny. It rekindles in me the memory of Finisterre, on the western
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tip of Galicia in Spain, where I went after finishing the Caminho de Santiago in
my early twenties. Finisterre too means the end of the earth. I imagine Guarani
pilgrims 1000 years ago standing at the end of their earth, looking expectantly
eastward towards Yvy Mard Ey, while their European counterparts stood at
Finisterre, searching westward beyond the horizon. The two, on the same search,
separated by the chasm of the Atlantic ocean as we are now separated by the

chasm of five hundred years of violence and deep mistrust.

At 5 a.m. on the solstice morning, my friend Cida and I drive through the
mists on the Lagoa hill to go on a walk to a Priest” Stone to watch the solstice
sunrise over the Atlantic. Tahmid stays behind to mind the children. As we start on
our trail, we are in a deep darkness. We take out our mobile phones and use them
as flickering torches to help us find the path. It is a trail through thick Atlantic
Forest, by the edge of the trickle of a river. I read a sign with my phonelight, which
tells me we are on “The Prayer Trail” . We follow the trail, tripping from time to
time over the gnarled roots along the way. A rustle in the bushes to my right makes
my heart thump faster and I have to exhale deeply, before I can keep walking. I
imagine snakes and spiders in every dark corner and the weak light from the phone
does little to dispel my fears. I walk slowly, holding the phone in front of my face,
which shines a thin light on the path. My raised hand also protects my face from
the night cobwebs that might have been built across the path. The climb is steep
and our breathing becomes louder and louder with each step. Soft pink light is
creeping into the sky and it is getting easier and easier to see the path. A cockerel

crows in the distance, followed by echoing howls of waking dogs.

We come out of the dense forest on the hilltop and I sigh with relief and
pleasure. The swirling northeast coast of Florianépolis lies pristine at our feet,
pummelled by the roaring Atlantic breaking over its rocks. There ate three rocks
before on the hilltop, creating a miniature dolmens as we have all over Ireland. A
wooden sign beside the rocks tells us we have arrived at the “prayer table.” We
kneel and say a silent prayer of thanks for the vigorous walk. When I open my
eyes again, I can see now a tiny fishing boat chugging out to sea, another early bird
catching its worm. We stand up and walk further on until we reach a clearing where
there is a circle of Stones, a replica of a Guarani sunclock like we saw on the cliff
in Garopaba. There is nobody else on the hilltop. There are only some megaliths

dotting the clearing, large rocks aligned to the solstices and equinoxes, looking
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eastward. I try to work out which stone is the Pedra do Frade, or Priest’s Stone
to position myself for the rising of the sun. The sky is turning from black to dark
blue as light diffuses night. Above us, the stars still create the image of an Emu
with dark plumage in the east, as it gobbles star-eggs, proclaiming the Guarani
winter. The southern cross holds tight to the emu’s head, hesitant to hand over

the skies to the approaching dawn.

While we wait, Cida prepares a chimarrido and we share its bitter warmth
between us to dispel the chill on this early morning hilltop. We sit on a raised
wooden platform with a 360° view. To the north, naked beaches lie curled in sleep.
To the west, the Lake of Conception has begun to wake up, dispelling the mists
that engulf its moutainpass. To the south, green lush hills nestle around sandy
shores and to the east, the endless ocean, dark blue now with flashes of white
waves breaking on hidden rocks. On the wooden dias, the direction and distance
of great astronomical monuments throughout the world are recorded. Stonehenge
is 10,000 km from where we sit, the Mexican Sun Pyramid is 7,500 km away and
further on in our Caminho de Peabiru, Machu Pichu is just under 3,000 km to the

west.

Below us to the south, I can see the Gravata Point, a coastal outcrop of
rocks. Somewhere on the rocks, there is an ancient engraving on the rocks, slowly
eroding, The point curves like a sleeping dragon nestled into the island. Not far
from the sea, there is a large, round stone, called the eye of the dragon. Within this
stone, there is a ledge, where a grown person can lie, sheltered from the wind. On

this solstice morning, the sun bathes the person in its crevice as it rises.

Suddenly, a red-hot ball of flames begins to ascend to the east, breaking
through a low grey cloud. We fall into a reverent silence and watch as the rising
sun edges its way higher and higher into the sky between the stones. One of these
must be the Pedra do Frade, the Sumé Stone. All of a sudden, light spreads like
a blanket thrown across the sky and the show is over. I take out my tin whistle to

honour the magic morning,

Cida and I sit together, immersed in the unbroken beauty of ocean and sky.
As the sun settles into daytime, we shake ourselves into activity and begin our
descent down the trail. The rustles in the trees hold no threat anymore and I laugh

at my earlier fears. How a flood of light changes my perspective! We arrive at the

79



THE WALKING FLUTE

end of the trail. The houses now have awoken, the dogs stretch and watch us with

one open eye as we pass.

We walk buoyantly down towards my parked car and as we near it, another
car arrives through the gate. I recognise Maninho, in the driver’s seat, who owns
and maintains the prayer trail we have just walked. He invites us into his little office
for a cup of native marcela tea before we return home. As he prepares the tea, he
tells us about his work. More than twenty years earlier, he inherited this piece of
glorious land and through a series of research and prophetic dreams, discovered
that the land included an indigenous astrological observatory with alignments
to the solstices and equinoxes. He set up an association called IMMA to raise
awareness about the archaeological treasures that his land and the island holds. He
started to map indigneous lithic monuments and copy and analyse the rock art on

Florianépolis island and neighbouring islands.

Cida and I walk around his office space and admire the stones with bullaun-
cavities and the collection of axe-heads. He shows us some central gnomen stones
from indigenous sun clocks and rocks pierced with holes among his treasures.
‘T keep these things here for safe-keeping,” he tells us. "We have lost so much to
people who make fires in the cavities ground into the rocks, or who uproot large
stones of lithic monuments to build stone walls or houses. I tried to give these
artifacts to the local government so that they would be put on display in some
public museum, but I went from department to department and nobody knew
what to do with them. Rather than have them disappear into the bottom drawer
of some grey government filing cabinet, I keep them here until there is somewhere

official to display them.”

I admire his cloth reproductions of the rock art along the coast, which hang
around his wooden office. I am drawn to the myriad concentric circles that adorn
the cloth reproductions. ‘T have made copies of all of the rock art along this
140km stretch of coast from Praia do Rosa to Porto Belo,” he tells me. He shows
me a huge cloth two metres long with innumerous symbols on it. “This one is from
Tree-filled island, which is a natural reserve now, so you can’t land on it. I had to
go by canoe by night to make this copy. That is 19 km by canoe and all the time, I
had these big roles of cloth and all of the paints that I couldn’t get wet,” Maninho
does not look a particularly strong man to be canoeing that distance on a dark,

night sea, but his passion and determination must have willed him on. “In fact,
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he laughs, ‘T had to go twice because the first time, the cloth wasn’t large enough.”

“The rock art is much older than the Guaran{ presence here on the coast,
right?” I ask.

“Yes. The rock art is much, much older. They were made thousands of years

before the Guarani came,” Maninho confirms.

‘Do you think the rock art means anything?” I ask him, “do you think it is

a map or a message of some kind or do you think it was just a hobby, a pastime?”

He offers us a cup of tea and points to two chairs for us to sit down. "What

do you think?” he asks.
We sit down and I reflect for a moment.

‘T don’t know, but perhaps it is the indigenous people expressing what
they saw around them, maybe they had a different kind of consciousness, mote
dreamlike and the beauty around them inspired a desire to create art. I read once
that the symbols that they used, triangles, wavy lines, circles are all symbols that
we can see hazily just as we are closing our eyes. Maybe they were at a point of
evolution that they were just waking up to a more consious state and this is what
the wortld looked like for them.”

Maninho breathes deeply and fixes me with a stare. ‘T have been studying
them for over twenty years and I will tell you what I think. You will have to make

up your own mind though.”
I take a gulp of tea and settle into a chair to listen.

‘T think the rock art, and the Caminho de Peabiru also, was opened by a
much older civilisation and then used by the Guarani and other indigenous groups
like the Jé and the Incas. In my opinion, these carvings were made by people
from Atlantis around 12,000 years ago, when the earth was coming to the end of
a golden age. These people had a different kind of consciousness and could read
the night sky, with its constellations and planets and understood the influence of
the celestial movements on life on earth, through electro-magnetic energies. We
all accept that the moon has an effect on the tides, that it is replicated in women’s
monthly menstrual cycle and many believe that it effects our moods, so much so

that we have the story of the werewolf at the full moon, right?”
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Cida and I nod in silent unison.

“All of the planets affect us, but we don’t understand how. I believe the
Atlanteans who lived here thousands of years ago, like the Mayans, the druids at
Stonehenge, those who built the Egyptian pyramids, among others, knew about
the energy lines of the earth and the planets and how to harness them for the good
of those on earth. They were a global people, aligning this strip of sacred coast
here with sites on the west of South America such as Tiwanaku in Bolivia, Machu
Picchu in Peru or Easter island off Chile. You know that Machu Pichu is aligned
at an angle of 296°C from Florianépolis and lies 2960 kilometres away? On the
Summer solstice on 21st December, if you watch the sunrise over Machu Pichu,

you will be looking directly in the direction of this point hete in Florian6polis.”

I widen my eyes in surprise. “That’s where I plan to be to see the sun rise on

the 21st of December this year,” I tell him.

He nods his head. ‘It seems like this ancient civilisation had these different
observational points all over the world and seemed to be reading, harnessing,

balancing some electromagnetic or other type of energy. *
There is silence in the room, as Maninho sips his tea.

Still digesting what he said, Cida remarks to him, ‘T have heard about Reich
and his use of orgone energy. I know people ate starting to use technologies that
harness positive electromagnetic energy to cure illnesses. To be honest though, I

don’t teally understand much of it.”
"Me neither,” I admit.

“These technologies were known and better understood thousands of years
ago. In Europe you have chambers designed to harness these energies on certain
days of the year. Reich and others have been rediscovering ancient knowledge.
Most people think that the history of wisdom has been linear, with people getting

more and more intelligent over time. I however disagree.”

“We celebrated the birth of my youngest son Eoin at Newgrange in Ireland,”
I tell him “an ancient temple and passage tomb that is 5000 years old and is
decorated with abstract art including circles and spirals, losanges, somewhat like

the rock art here on the coast. At dawn on the winter solstice in December, the
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passage and chamber are alit with sunlight that enters through a roof-box over the

entrance.”

“That is similiar to what happens here in the dragon’s eye on Gravata point
that you could spot from the top of the prayer trail above, though it is considerably
less elaborate here than in Ireland,” Maninho says, nodding his head, ‘T hope that
your son has the same fortune in life that people of the ancient civilisation of
Atlantis had. They were a civilisation where people lived for up to 1000 years.
When people talk about the fountain of eternal youth or about paradise as a land
of eternal youth or no evil, they are talking about this ancient civilisation, this

golden age. This is the ancestral memory that we all share.”

I smile at him as T tell him — “we talk about Tir na nOg, the land of eternal
youth in Ireland and the Guarani talk of their Yvy Mara Ey, the land of the no evil.
Both the Guarani and the Irish situated it somewhere in the Atlantic, where Plato
said Atlantis was. Neither seem to have found this paradise though. The Europeans
came in their caravels and found Brazil, beautiful, yes, but also challenging and

soul-destroying at times, and the Guarani were taken off as slaves back to Europe.”
Maninho sips his tea and nods.

“So, what do you think happened to Atlantis? Did it sink to the bottom of
the ocean in the flood that survives in the myths of so many different cultures
today?” I ask.

“Well, for me, this island of Florianépolis is a piece of Atlantis, so some of
the land itself survives, even if the advanced Atlantean race died out,” he begins,

causing my eyes to widen.

"My hypothesis is that the rock art includes a message about the mutations
in the DNA of ancient Atlanteans, either naturally or through cross-breeding with
other types of humanoids or some movement away from their connection with
the divine. I believe that these mutations led to problems in fertility and the fall of

the Atlantean civilization.”

“There are approximately 26 sites of rock art along the coast from Praia do
Rosa to Porto Belo. I believe this rock art provides information on the genesis of
man, similar to ancient knowledge encoded in the bible. These repeated concentric

circles could represent the big bang, the expansion of the universe or cells going
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through a process of development or mutation. Look at these symbols from Ilha
do Coral, Coral island,” Maninho points to the wall at the entrance to his office,
which is painted with a reproduction of the rock art, ‘this is a summary of the
situation of man. See here, this stick man has the eternal knowledge within him,
represented by these vertical lines stemming from his chest, but he is limited by
time, represented by this circle, and space, represented by this graph-like symbol.

He faces the challenge of being an eternal presence in a mortal, physical body.”
I breathe in deeply, as his words echo within me.

“That’s why the rock art was hidden in inaccessible spots all along the coast:
to preserve it. It is facing east because the east means knowledge. If you want
to know what a day will be like, you have to see the sun rise. That will tell you

everything you need to know about what is to come that day.”
“So you think the concentric circles are a symbol of the big bangr” I repeat.

“They could be. Or they could represent a cell as I said. Another possibility is
that they are the symbol of Atlantis. You know that when Plato wrote of Atlantis,
he said that the city was built in concentric circles? These people had knowledge
that we no longer have,” Maninho says thoughtfully, “They knew about the world s
natural rhythms. The world moves in eras, but we have forgotten all about them

and live out of synch with them. We can’t read the signs for what is to come.”
“And what is to come then?” I ask, intrigued.

"We are entering again into a new golden era, 2000 years of light. But this
paradise is only accessible to those who have eyes to appreciate it. What we should
be asking ourselves is if we are ready to welcome this new era. Are we ready to
embrace it and live it? We have an incredible opportunity right now. That’s why
you are feeling the call to explore your spirituality, to go on your Caminho de
Peabiru. Most people though are concerned with surviving, educating their kids
or buying their second car. So little energy is focused on our spiritual readiness to
live in paradise. In a way, we are already living in paradise, but we don’t open our

eyes to see it.”
CELTIC CELEBRATION WITH THE LITTLE SAINT

In the northeastern coast of the island of Florianépolis, there is a majestic
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beach rounded on each end by two rocky outcrops, called Santinho, or Little
Saint. On its northern rocks, there is a sanctuary, a thin place where spirit is more
palpible. The sanctuary is a prayer of dark imposing rock standing resolute against

the crazed crashing of the Atlantic ocean.

The beach got its name from an ancient rock carving of a man with a halo,
80 cm in height at the heart of the sanctuary. Perhaps it was a representation of
Sumé himself who arrived walking on the water from beyond the horizon of this
ocean. The sanctuary was a place of worship for the indigenous people and after
them, the azorian fishermen who colonized the coast paid homage to the little
Saint, leaving flowers, candles and other offerings for him. In the 1970s, a Jesuit
priest cut off the slab of ancient art and sent it to be ‘examined” by the Catholic
Church. Despite the outrage of the local community, it has never been recovered.
Maybe if the Jesuits had equated it with St. Thomas, it would not have suffered

such an unabashed act of vandalism.

On both sides of the Little Saint beach, there is awe-inspiring rock art.
The rock art on the south side of the beach is easy to see, as the huge five-star
hotel that dominates the beach has erected a shelter to protect them and several
information boards about the rock art in the area. This is in sharp contrast to the
local government’s lack of interest or investment in protecting and providing safe
access to this incredible heritage. This hotel was the first place I ever stayed on
the island of Florianépolis over ten years ago, when I came on a weekend visit to
Florian6polis. At the time, I lived in Rio de Janeiro with my late husband, who was
my boyfriend at the time. I was accompanying him on a work trip to the island,
where he was giving a talk to a group of businessmen at the hotel. While he was
working, I scrambled along the rocks and found the protected inscriptions on the

south side.

After admiring the rock art, I walked the length of the beach to the outcrop
on the other side. This is where the image of the little Saint had been and where
more, unsignposted rock art can be found. Ten years ago, I knew nothing of this
art, but it was just here on these rocks that I sat in a burst of inspiration and wrote
my diary. I wrote two impassioned entries on two sides of one sheet of paper, as I
sat there. The first was one I would look at time and time again after my husband’s
death. He was my boyfriend at the time and I wrote about how much I loved him,

how sure I was that I wanted to marry him and how excited I was about our life
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together. On the other side of the page, I articulated clearly what I wanted to do
with my life. Although I was working at the time in an NGO in the favelas in Rio
de Janeiro, work I valued and had dreamed for years of doing, I wrote in my diary

that my ideal life was to spend it having adventures and writing about them.

I remember this second entry into my diary as I make my way over the dunes
to the northern corner of Santinho beach, one Sunday morning. Eatlier this year,
I published my first book Loves Last Gift and am deeply immersed in the Caminho
de Peabiru, the adventure described in this, my second book. Perhaps I have been

walking along paths opened by Sumé for longer than I imagine.

I have been invited to take part in a ceremony here on the northern corner
of Santinho beach with a group of Celtic Druids. I can hardly believe that I have
stumbled across Celtic Druids here on the eastern coast of Brazil, but life is
teaching me more and more to be open to any possibility. A group of ten of us
meet in the dunes at the bottom of the rocky outcrop to celebrate the Celtic feast

of Bealtaine together at the Santinho sanctuary.

The main Druid is a septegenarian who is inconspicuously dressed and
has a distinct twinkle in his eye. Two other, younger Druids are dressed in light
metal armour, already roasting in the eatly morning sun. One of them carries a
large ceremonial sword, wrapped in a thick blanket. I am introduced to the small
group and I thank them for including me. "We are delighted to have a native Irish
representative,” the main Druid 1. tells me, welcoming me with a smile. Everyone
else in the group is Brazilian. As we walk along the rocky outcrop towards the
sanctuary, I. points out a large slab of yellow arenite rock. “There are unusual types
of rock here, this yellow arenite and the dark black diabase strips are unusual,” he
says, ‘possibly there is some kind of fault line or energy line here. I imagine that
thousands of years ago, the people had a consciousness that allowed them to sense
this kind of thing,” As we near the sanctuary, he turns to us and in a gentle voice
says, ‘now let’s leave things of the world behind us and enter into this sanctuary

of spirit.”

As L. speaks, he is standing by a diabase slab of stone that faces eastward out
to the sea. Engraved into the stone, I can make out two faint, eroding triangular
shapes one above the other, that meet at their thin tips. Something in my heart

jumps. I am struck simultaneously by its beauty and its frailty. The shape reminds
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me of an hourglass and time, I realise, is running out.

“This is the portal, the entrance point into the sanctuary,” I. tells us. "On
the morning of the summer solstice in December, when the rising sun hits this
mark, you can make out a similar, smaller figure here to the right of that symbol.”
We all touch the rock in reverence, a sense of mystery emanating from it. "May I
play my tin whistle?” I ask quietly. He nods at me and smiles. As I play, the music
flows over the rocks and the sacred engravings and moves out to mingle with the
wind and the sea. We walk on to a little stream and one of the druids in armour
takes a cowhorn from his belt and scoops up some water in it. He hands it to 1.,
who pours it into a large seashell. He holds the shell up to the sun rising in the
east, before drinking it. He invites all of us to do the same. I take a drink of water
from the shell in hushed silence. A younger druid hands out tiny crystals to throw
into the stream in gratitude for allowing us to enter the sanctuary. When we have
all thrown our crystals into the river in a respectful silence, he adds. "Now; pick
a flower to offer to the santuary in the blessing. This sanctuary is feminine and
women love to receive beautiful gifts.” I pick a yellow wildflower, twitling its stem
between my fingers as we walk. We clamber up the rocks and I see some faint
square inscriptions, that look printed on the rock. As we come to a large opening
on the rocks, I. points out the defaced slab where the image of the little Saint used
to be. Next to it, there are several other faint inscriptions of losanges and circles
and emanating lines. ‘I never noticed those before,” I say to him, bewildered, “even
though I have been here a few times.” He laughs, reminding me, ‘the mystery
reveals itself bit by bit, when you are ready for it. Further along the headland,
there are even more inscriptions, but it is very dangerous to get to them.” There are
some cascades of simple diamond shapes that remind me of strings of DNA and
more joined triangles. I also count eleven concentric circles, eroding quickly. Are
these a symbol of Atlantis? Or the symbol of the life-giving force, the sun? Why,
I wonder, are there eleven? If the little saint chipped off the adjacent rock was St.
Thomas, could these eleven circles depict the other eleven disciples of Christ? I

quieten the questions within me, breathing deeply.

1. asks us all to take off our shoes in respect of the sacred ground of this
outdoor sanctuary. He then lays a cloth on the ground, with each corner aligned
with one of the cardinal points. In the east, he lays down a small dagger, in the

north corner, a straw ceremonial knife, in the west a piece of crystal and in the
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south corner, he lays down a stone. In the centre, he invites us to put the flowers
that we have picked and anything else we would like blessed during the ceremony.
The group bends over the cloth and when we stand back, the centre is filled with
two tin whistles, a set of Celtic runes, my cross amulet, a necklace and several

small crystals.

I. has his eyes closed now and seems to be meditating. We all stand in a
circle around the cloth in reverent silence. . takes the large sword from the blanket
and points it out to the sea to the east. ‘In the east, may there be peace.” Then
he points it to the north “In the north, may there be peace. * He blesses each of
the four corners, before calling for peace in the whole world. He points his sword
upwards, "We ask for energy from the world above,” As he lowers his sword, he
says ‘and from the middle world and the world below.” “We ask for energy from
all four directions.” We breathe in the energy of these seven sacred spaces and
exhale a sense of peace for our own lives and for the world around us. I. picks us
some cress growing between the rocks and offers each of us a piece to eat, as we

stand in the circle.

We all swallow the cress and close our eyes in silence. I. breaks the silence
after a couple of minutes, by passing the facilitation of the group to one of the
young druids in armour, who, on cue, lights two fires in little clay pots filled with
pure alcohol and sets them apart at a metre’s distance. “Bealtaine is the time for
blessing new projects,” the young druids tells us, “we ask these fires to burn away
bad fortune and the bad within us and we move through the fires for the blessing
of vitality. As you go through the fires, leave the bad things behind and bring
some projects with you that you want to bring to fruition in the next year. As
you go through the fire, the bard will play for us.” One of the group, a red-haired
uncannily Irish looking young Brazilian, takes up his tin whistle from the cloth and

begins to play.

I am first to walk between the two fires. "Please burn away my ignorance of
the Guarani, of nature, of the history that surrounds me and my resistance to all
of it that leaves me uncomfortable,” I ask. I breathe deeply. “And may Sumé guide

me on this Caminho de Peabiru.”

Everyone passes through the fires in turn. As the final person walks through,

the young druid invites us to thank the earth and the sea for their blessing. We
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throw the small crystals from the cloth onto the rocks behind us and we throw our

yellow flowers out to sea.

The young druid signals for us to sit down around the cloth. "Now I will
read the ogham runes to see what the gods think of our offerings today.” Ogham,
also called the Celtic Tree Alphabet, is an early-medieval alphabet which was used
to write the Irish language more than 1500 years ago. As I sit waiting for him to
interpret the runes, the sun plays on my face. I sit there in the sun’s blaze and
marvel. What a bagatelle life is to bring me to this sacred spot on the east coast
of Brazil, with a group of Brazlian Celtic Druids, reading Irish ogham runes.
What an unpredictable adventure. I savour the taste of serendipity and laugh to

myself.

The young druid puts a collection of small engraved strips of wood into a
leather bag and shakes it. “This first rune will tell us how our offerings are received
today,” he begins. He pulls out a strip of wood. “The apple-tree,” he says, after
examining it carefully, “this is a symbol of beauty and divinity, meaning that they
have approved our offerings.” “The second and third runes are to see what gift
they offer us in return and how we should use it.” He reaches into the bag again
and pulls out two runes, the black hawthorn and the vine. He sits in silence for
a moment, closing his eyes. “The vine represents the ability to see the truth. The
black hawthorn is a symbol of great change. In return for our offerings, we are
being given the gift of seeing the truth of the world, so that we can help in the great
change, symbolised by this year’s summer solstice.” We all sit in silence around
him. He looks up at us, with sincere joy. "We are at a time of great change in the
world, where we are moving from the Era of Pisces, the symbol of Christianity,
the era of believing, towards the Era of Aquarius or the big cauldron, the symbol of

druidism, the era of &nowing through personal, direct experience.”

He ends the ceremony with a wish for us all, ‘may we all allow ourselves to
see the truth that the divine is showing us, so that we can complete the mission

that we have been given at this time of change.”
GUARANI GUIDE

There is a fire on the eastern Brazilian coast, to the north of the island of

Florianépolis, that never goes out. It is the sacred fire in the mud and wattle gpy
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or prayer house of the Guarani tekoa in the municipality of M Biguacu, on the
Brazilian mainland, just north of the Island of Florianépolis. This tekoa is made
up of fifty families, and it has looked eastward out to sea on this spot since the
1980s. It was created by the highly respected pajé or shaman Whera Tupa and his
family, who are descendants of the original carijés indians that lived on the island
of Florianépolis in 1500. Whera Tupi came on pilgrimage along the Caminho de
Peabiru from the more southerly state of Rio Grande do Sul, when he was 12 years
of age. He returned to Rio Grande do Sul, but as adult, he again the Caminho de
Peabiru, setting here on this patch of ancestral land as part of his lifelong search
for the land without evil, Yvy Mara Ey.

From 1910 onwards, the objective of the Brazilian government has been to
integrate the indigenous as poor members of Brazilian society, moving them into
government reserves and taking them away from their ancestral lands. Despite
signing the UN’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People in 2007, which
confirms the right of indigenous peoples to self-determination and rights to
lands, territories and resources, the Brazilian government continues to fail the
Guarani miserably in the demarcation of their land and protection from the
armed henchmen of private business that bully them. The Caminho de Peabiru
plays a strong role in the Guarani search for more just and more respectful land
designation, while also spiritually empowering the pajés who lead their people
along it. The proximity of the tekod to the sea is of great importance as a pajé’s

power is greater near the coast and beyond it, Yvy Mara Ey.

The name of this municipality Biguacu, one of the four municipalities that
makes up Greater Florianépolis, means Bizg Fence in Guarani. The first settlers
erected big fences to close off pieces of land as individual property, a practice
that astounded and confused the Guarani of the 16th Century. It was but the
beginning of the process of fencing-in and fencing out of the Guarani from their
sacred ancestral land and the curtailing of their sacred act of walking, an intrinsic
part of their way of life, their lande reko. The Guarani tekoa is visible from the
BR101 motorway, but not falling on top of it, like the Itaty tekoa that I passed to
the south. It is called Yynn Moroti Whera, shining white water, in homage to the
Sdo Miguel river that flows through their land. The Guarani use the river to drink,
wash, to catch fish and to gather the wet sparkling clay that lies on the river edge
that they use to make their pefangya, the sacred tobacco pipe. The river though is
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more than a resource for the Guarani, it is an ancestor.

My sons, Tahmid and I park at the eastern entrance of the village and walk
up to the circular red-brick building, used by the Guarani as a shop to sell their
handicraft. The tekoa up the hill is hidden from view behind a green border of
tall trees. The boys run into the shop and pick up bows and arrows and blow-
pipes, before Tahmid and I have even entered. On simple wooden shelfs, the shop
displays theses wares, along with marracas and necklaces of protection beads
made from white, brown and red seeds. All shades of clay smoking pipes are for
sale and native animals carved from butia wood such as armadillos and anteaters.
All of the names of these animals, tatus, tamanduas and of the butid wood used to

make them are Guarani words that are now part of the Brazilian lexicon.

Two young women ate sitting casually at a wooden table, smoking a pipe
and laughing quietly at the children’s efforts with the bow and arrows. They speak
Guarani to eachother in low voices. Despite over 500 years of colonisation and
untold massacres and discrimination, I find it incredible that they have managed
to keep the Guarani language truly alive. In Ireland, I was educated in the Irish
language, though English was the language most used both at home and on the
street. Most of my family and alot of my friends speak fairly fluent Irish, but even
so we now mostly speak English to eachother. I have heard that even in some of
the traditionally Irish-speaking areas, some parents are no longer speaking Irish as a
first language to their children. It appears that we Irish have kept our language less
alive than the Guarani, despite the fact that we are an independent Republic, with

Irish as our first official language and as a mandatory subject in all schools now.

I buy a bow and arrow for each of the boys and we talk to the gitls as we pay.
Their portuguese is fluent and delivered in short responses in low voices. Do you
always smoke?” Tahmid asks them with a smile. They giggle together. “All Guarani
smoke from the age of this boy,” they say, pointing to six-year old Liam, “it is part
of our culture.” Liam makes a disgusted face and everyone laughs. “But we do not
inhale so much,” the other gitl offers quietly. ‘Do you work here in the shop?”
I ask, “are you paid for it?” They giggle again. "No, we only look after it for the
community.” The indigenous tekoa is a communal endeavout, not a hotch-potch
collection of individuals like many of our villages or towns. The boys are running
around the shop now, shooting the miniature arrows at eachother and whooping.

‘Boys,” I say to one of the gitls, raising my eyes to heaven, ‘three boys!” ‘I too
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have three boys,” she says gently and smiles. ‘Really?” I say to her, surprised as
much by her having three children at her young age as by the fact that she offered
some personal information to me. I receive her confidence with a big smile and a

feeling of welcome.

‘Is Whera Tupa, the pajé, here?” I ask tentatively, ‘T think he’s called Seu
Alcindo in Portuguese.” They point up to the centre of the tekoa and nod their
heads. “Can we go up and talk with him?” I ask, holding my breath. They nod

casually in agreement and smile.

Taking the boys by the hand, we walk up the steep, mucky path to the village,
next to the river. To our right, we pass the traditional circular opy, made of mud
and wattle, with a straw roof. It has no windows. We try to open the wooden door
to look inside but it is shut tight. We keep on walking upwards and pass by an
incongruous concrete block of toilets to our left. The road breaks into two and
to our left, I see large piles of rubbish and some simple wooden houses, one of
which has a 4x4 car parked outside. Walking into the indigenous tekoa reminds me
of the shabby material aspect of the many favelas I have entered in Brazil as part

of my development work, but I feel none of the shoulder-tensing apprehension.

To our right, we see a small, low house with an elderly couple sitting on the
curb. "Whera Tupa? T ask, offering out my hand. The old man nods in a friendly
way and holds out his hand. Whera Tupa has seen five cycles of bamboo in his
lifetime, which would put his age closer to 150 rather than the official 104. His
wife, Poty-Dja is also of a very advanced age. I shake hands with the couple as
well and we sit down on the curb beside them. We sit in front of a huge pile of old
wood and rubbish, next to which a fire is smoking. A younger woman comes out
of the house and sits by the fire, using the embers to paint spots on the wooden
puma that she is carving, We wave hello to her. There are animals everywhere. A
cat lies lazily on its back, while two kittens and a larger cat suck her milk. There
are some scraggly dogs sniffing around the wood and a goose flaps its wings at
them. The sound of the television seeps out from inside the house — a football
match. The older boys start playing with the animals and two year old Eoin toddles
towards the fire. Tahmid stands up from the curb to bring Eoin away from the fire
and I edge closer to the pajé on the curb. “ Thank you for receiving us,” I say to
him, unsure now of what to say, I have come to ask you about the Caminho de

Peabiru, which I have started to follow.”
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Whera Tupi speaks to me in low, good-natured voice, but all I can understand
is ‘Biru, Biru” and then a shake of his head. I can’t make out what he is saying and
call Tahmid over to translate for me, frustrated. Tahmid breaks the ice by referring
to the football match blaring from the television inside and remarking on a recent
Irish defeat. Tahmid points at me, “she is Irish,” he laughs. The two of them
laugh together and Whera Tupa seems warmed up now to talk. I can suddenly
understand him . ‘T have eight children,” he says and points to the woman by the
fire. “That is daughter,” he speaks in competent but broken Portuguese, ‘two sons
teachers. All speak Guarani and Portuguese.” He speaks with a strong pride and
hits his fist on his chest. “This land, he says pointing around him, ‘only Guarani
land that is owned by Guarani in this state — legal with your government. My
son study your law, become lawyer and now land legal.” We nod with him and
smile. His smile back is almost toothless and very endearing. As he smiles, I see
my father in him. My father is also a man proud of his eight children. He too
has five daughters and three sons, one of whom is a lawyer, and he enrolled us
in Irish language schools to ensure we were bilingual, ensuring our connection
with our heritage without sacrificing our link with the modern, global language of
English. Like my father, Wherd Tupa’s energy belies his age, his eye twinkles with
adventure and he is accompanied by his lifelong wife, Poty-Dja. “School, Guarani
school, “ he says, nodding his head and pointing to the path to our left. He looks
straight at me and says with emphasis, "you come here to Guarani school and then

you learn. No talk of Biru first time. Must come three time, then you learn.”

I let his words sink in. Here I am already following the Caminho de Peabiru
and he is telling me to wait, to return for an answer. I had hoped he would give
me some unequalled insight into the Caminho de Peabiru, bring me straight to the

heart of it. I stifle a sigh of frustration.

‘In school, they learn our medicines too — plants and flowers that heal us.
People walk on them everyday, no knowing it is cure.” "What would you like us
to bring when we come next time?” I ask, ‘next time, we come, what should we
bring?” ‘Food good,” Whera Tupa nods humbly, “and tobacco for Petyngua, our

sacred pipe.”

Sensing that our time is up, we shake hands again and thank Whera Tupa,
his wife Poty-Dja and daughter. ‘Say goodbye,” I call to the boys, who are scattered

around. Tom and Liam hold out their hands to Whera Tupa. He laughs and ignores
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their hands, drawing them close to hug them and pat them on the back. The boys
hug him back, half-embarrassed, half-amazed at such a warm welcome from the

first Guarani that they have ever met.
GUARANI WELCOME

It is a wild, wet day when Tahmid and I return for our second visit to the
village. We drop the children at school eatly and drive straight over the bridge to
the mainland, heading north to the tekod. After parking the car near the Guarani
craftshop, we walk up to Whera Tupi’s house and offer his wife Poty-Dja a bag
full of food as a present. She receives it with a nod of her head, mumbling her
thanks. Wherd Tupa is sitting on an old sofa inside the house and he invites us to
sit in beside him. We shoo away some mangy cats and sit down. The room is a
sparsely-furnished open space, with a bedroom off it. In the far corner, there is
a small oven and several people huddle around it to dispel the sting of the cold
morning. “Today, no work on the crops,” says Wherd Tupa, who is named after the

God of rain, “so much rain mean this day of rest.”

“We have come back,” I say hesitantly to Whera Tupa, who does not seem to
recognise us, ‘you told us to return and go to the Guarani school before you would
tell us about the Caminho de Peabiru.” He smiles and nods his head. “Go school,
up that path and go school,” he says slowly. "Before we go,” Tahmid says, ‘T was
wondering if I could buy a clay pipe from you, a petangyua.” Whera Tupa nods his
head and calls to Poty-Dja. She soon comes over with a white clay pipe head and
a long bamboo straw to attach to it. Whera Tupa rubs the sides of the pipe head,
smoothening out its final edges. ‘See, shiny in clay?” he asks as he holds out the
clay head to us. There does seem to be a slight shine from the clay and I nod and
smile. “You Jurua go to the river and search gold. For Guarani, this is gold. The
clay to make this petangyua is our gold.” “Can we see how it is smoked?” Tahmid
asks, cheekily. Whera Tupa calls to his wife again who comes over with a pinch of
tobacco and a lighter. He fills the pipe, pushing the tobacco down into the pipe-
head with his thumb. He attaches the bamboo straw and puts it to his mouth, as
he lights the tobacco. The house is completely quiet as he wafts smoke over his
face from the pipe and takes his first drag. “Ahhh,” he says contented, ‘the clay is

mother earth, the fire a ray of father sun. Tobacco is our first medicine.”

He hands the pipe to Tahmid, who sucks on it for a moment, making the
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tobacco flare red for a second. “The petangyua, the pipe is our bible. Your bible
is book that you do not write anymore, you only read. Our bible is written all the

time with the pipe. It is alive.”

Tahmid hands me the pipe. I take a drag on it and feel the dusky smoke in
my throat, before it burns out. We pay Whera Tupa for the pipe and thank him,
shaking his hand.

“We will come and say goodbye after we have been to the school,” I tell him.
“Yes, come back again,” Whera Tupa invites, smiling,

We take the path to the left and walk up to the school. The outside of the
school is painted with murals of Guarani in native dress. There is a painting of a
Guarani woman from the back, with a feather in her hair looking out at the sun
rising over the ocean. There is a huge, majestic bird too and paintings of the village
and its mix of traditional and modern buildings. At the entrance to the school,
there is a small building of mud and wattle with a straw roof, like a mini opy or
prayer house. We walk up to the first adult we meet in the school, who is a white

man with a tanned, lined face.

"Whera Tupai invited us to come and see the school,” I say, holding out my
hand. He takes my hand and shakes it with a friendly smile. T am the headmaster
of the school here,” he says, “we have morning school for the older children, but
we start the day smoking the pipe in the opy. Would you like to join us?” We smile
broadly and follow him into the opy. The fire is burning and a group of teenage
boys sit around on stumps of trees, smoking the pipe and joking in whispers to
eachother. The headmaster stokes the fire and it roars back to life. "You've got
to keep the fire lit,” he admonishes the boys, before sitting down. “The fire in
the opy in the village is kept lit all the time, 24 hours a day. This one we light in
the mornings and at the end of school too,” he explains to us. ‘Offer them the
petangyua,” he says gruffly to the boys and one of them reaches the pipe over to
Tahmid, who takes it with a smile. "What’s your name?” I ask the headmaster. "My

name is Karai, that’s my Guarani name. My birth name is M., “ he tells me.

‘Do you live here in the village?” I ask, surprised. “Yes,” he says, laughing at
my surprise, T have lived here for the last five years. I was born into a Jewish family

in the south of the country. Some of my family won’t talk to me anymore because
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I have become Guarani.” "What made you become a Guarani?” I ask, intrigued.

He clears his throat before answering. ‘I worked in the Brazilian army and
I had an accident and couldn’t walk. I got to know a local Guarani tribe and they
cured me, so here I am. I have a Guarani godfather in this village and he sponsored

me to become Guarani.”

" Do you speak Guarani?” I ask. “A little bit,” he says, I'm learning.” "And
you,” he asks, sitting back from the fire and looking at me inquisitively. ~ Why are
you here in a Guarani tekod? Are you religious or something?” ‘It depends what
you mean by religious,” Tahmid says with a laugh. "We were talking to Whera Tupa
about the Caminho de Peabiru,” I tell him, “and he suggested we come to the

school to learn.”

‘I"ve heard a bit about that,” Karaf says slowly, “sounds really interesting, but

I don’t know much.”
"Why did you want to know if we were religious?” Tahmid asks.

“We get religious people here from time to time, still trying to convert the

Guarani,” he responds, shaking his head.
"Even now?” I ask incredulously.

Tast week, we had a couple of Jehovah witnesses. They said that they
wanted to exchange ideas on spirituality. We said “fine, come into the opy here and
smoke the pipe with us and we can exchange ideas”. Hah, they looked at us as if
the devil himself had invited them into hell and they went running from the place.”

Tahmid and I chuckle as we imagine the scene.

“A couple of months ago, a busload of Mormons stopped at the craft shop
and asked if they could make a donation,” he says, buoyed on by our laughter,
“we said ‘fine, what kind of donation?” They wanted to donate 100 bibles to the

village.”

"Whera Tupa said that his pipe is his bible,” I say, taking a puff from the
pipe. "Yes,” K. says, calmer now, ~ Whera Tupa is the pajé, the healer or shaman of
this village, he uses the pipe for visions, for spiritual clarity and when he is leading
the rituals.” ‘He said too that you learn about medicinal plants here,” Tahmid

mentions. “Yes,” the boys murmur, ‘there is a trail of medicinal herbs and plants
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just behind us here, with each one signposted, saying too its purpose.” “Can we
follow the trail?” I ask. “Another day,” K. says apologetically, ‘now it is time to start
school.” The boys start to move towards the door of the opy. Tahmid and I stand
up. “Thanks so much for talking to us,” I say nodding to the boys as well, “we will

call in on Whera Tupa again before we go to pick up our kids from school.”

When we arrive at Whera Tupa’s house, a young woman tells us that he is in
the opy. “Can we join him?” we ask. She nods gently. We go down into the mud-
and-wattle, windowless opy, carefully pulling aside the stiff wooden door. Inside,
the fire is blazing and Whera Tupi and Poty-Dja are squatting on wooden stumps
before it. They smile up at us as we entet, but say nothing. Tahmid and I close the
door behind us and pull up two wooden stumps to sit next to them before the
fire. The blaze of the fire warms me and welcomes me. The Guarani say that the
sacred fire has kept all of the ancient stories and songs through the ages. It is the
antidote to losing their cultural and spiritual heritage. The rain falls heavily on the
straw roof. I close my eyes, savouring the thick heat of the fire and the soothing

sound of the rain.

We sit around the fire, next to Whera Tupa and Poty-Dja and an hour passes
by in a peaceful haze. Concentrating on my breath, I fall into my Walking Flute
meditation, sensing the breath clean out each of my seven chakras. As I exhale, for
a fleeting moment, I am the blue heart of the flame, I am the cackle of the fire, I
am the rain as it beats down on the roof. I sit in the golden red glow of the fire,

sensing an ancient welcome to the Caminho de Peabiru.
GUARANI TIME

The third time we go to the village, the morning is bright and warm. We
arrive at Whera Tupa and Poty-Dja’s house with a bagload of food and tobacco
and a heart full of expectations. This is the day that Whera Tupa will talk to me
about the Caminho de Peabiru. This is the day that he will give me his blessing and
wish me an Oguatd Pord, a good journey. Two young women and a barefoot child
are on the porch when we arrive. "We are here to see Whera Tupa,” Tahmid says
to one of the women, as I peer into the house to see where he is. "He is working
on the crops,” she says in a low voice. “Can we go and see him?” we ask. She nods
gently, “the crops are on the other side of the motorway, there is a walkway under

the motorway just down there.” She points down along the river.
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We hurry down on the path that follows the course of the river and come to
the walkway. "Do you think he really will tell me some secrets about the Caminho
do Peabirur” I ask Tahmid excitedly. "Let’s find him first and see what he has to
say,” Tahmid says cautiously, as we come to the othet side of the motorway and
follow a path beaten into the grass. The path brings us through a light forest to an
open stretch of land looking eastward out to sea. There are endless banana trees
and thriving rows of beans, corn and potato growing along the steep hill. Whera
Tupa however is nowhere to be seen. We look all about the hill but there is no
trace of him. We see a house beyond the plantation and we venture down. Two
ruddy-cheeked and barefoot Guarani children look at us warily as we approach.
"Hello,” I smile at them, ** we are looking for Whera Tupa. Is he here?” The oldest
child, a girl, stiffly shakes her head and looks at the ground. There is no noise or
movement from the house, so we thank them and take our leave, frustrated. We
take another look around the small plantation and follow another forest trail for
a while, but we find nobody. There is no sign, no sound of anyone at all. It seems
like he has vanished into thin air. "Maybe he’s gone back to the house and we
missed him somehow,” I say, still hopeful. We walk back through the forest to the
walkway, cross under the roaring motorway and climb up by the river to the village
once again. When we arrive at Wherd Tupa’s house, the same two women are
still on the porch. “We went to the plantation, but we couldn’t see anyone there,”
Tahmid tells the woman, “did he come back here?” She shakes her head. "No,
he did not come back. He is there, he is tending the crops as he does everyday,”
she repeats to us. Tahmid and I look at eachother in frustration. "He must have
disappeared then,” I say, ‘because we couldn’t see him anywhere near the crops.”

The woman shrugs her shoulders and moves inside the house.
We walk back to the car and sit inside, deflated but still waiting;

After ten minutes, I start up the car and sigh deeply. ‘Maybe I was expecting
too much, too soon,” I say, 'Rosana Bond said that the Guarani only started to
talk to her about the Caminho de Peabiru after seven years of regular visits to the
Itaty village on Horse’s Mountain. Even Aleixo Garcia had to spend seven years
in the village of Massiambu, before they guided him on the Caminho de Peabiru

in 1524.” I drive slowly out of the village.

It looks like there are no short-cuts on this pilgrimage. Guarani time has its
own distinct rhythm. Whera Tupa wont reveal the heart of the pilgrimage to me.

I will have to discover it for myself.
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AYAHUASCA — IN SEARCH OF SPIRIT

Ayahuasca is a sacred brew made from a vine and a shrub that are native
to the Amazon jungle, which together create a natural hallocegenic used to
experience different states of consciousness. It is a widespread aid to help people
on their spiritual path. The name Ayahuasca comes from two Quechua words
that mean the chord of the spirit, as the brew allows the spirit to transcend the
body without dying. The first of the Ayahuasca plants, the vine, represents the
masculine and the shrub, represents the feminine. When it is time to harvest the
plants, the women collect and prepare the shrub and the men the vine. Outside
of the many indigenous tribes who use ayahuasca, including the Guarani who call
it kaapi, there are two main organised religions in Brazil that are centred around

ayahuasca — Union of the Vegetable and San Daime.

Just north of the Guarani Sparkling White Water village where we had visited
Whera Tupa and his community, Tahmid and I experience ayahuasca for the first
time at a Union of the Vegetable centre. The centre is in a place called Tijucas,
close to the home of the Brazilian Catholic Saint, St. Paulinha, who was canonized
in 2002 and is renowned for her works of charity with orphaned children and
ex-slaves. It does not surprise me that the first Brazilian saint would have been

brought up near this sacred stretch of Brazilian coast.

I hope that Ayahuasca will help me transcend my everyday consciousness
and allow me to glimpse Yvy Mari Ey. Since Alastair died, I have been stalked by
a visceral fear of death but also a nebulous hope of transcendence. In moments
of deep, raw suffering, I had fleeting glimpses of a deeper reality. In the hospital
corridor after he died, I found myself leaving my body and experiencing the pain
of others around me. I physically felt my heart reach out and inhabit others”
bodies. One day when I was driving along a road lined with pine-trees to pick my
eldest Tom up from school, drowning once more in grief at his father’s absence,
I suddenly found myself expanding beyond the body, beyond the car and found
myself hovering above the tips of the pine-trees. This expansive state of grace was
accompanied by such joy, such lightness, such glorious peace. These unforgettable
experiences, though momentary, awoke me to the palpable reality that I can access
a state beyond my body. This fear and hope both live within me, battling for my
soul. Maybe Ayahuasca will be a shortcut to strengthen the lived knowledge that I
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am bigger than the body, that my children are bigger than their bodies.

Inland from the coast in Tijucas, Tahmid and I drive along dirt paths late
on a Saturday afternoon and arrive at the Farm of Light ranch just as the sun is
beginning to set. Farm of Light is a centre for the 50 year old religion Union of
the Vegetable and its main ritual involves the cultivation, collection and drinking
of ayahuasca. Friends of ours from Florianpolis are part of the leadership of the

centre and have invited us to participate.

Union of the Vegetable was founded by José Gabriel, a man from Bahia
in the northeast of Brazil, who experienced ayahuasca when he went to work
in the rubber plantations in the Brazilian Amazon. He had a vision while using
ayahuasca which urged him to take the sacred plants out of the Amazon and
create a religion to share it with people in other parts of the country and the
wortld in a safe and structured environment. In 1962, he created the Union, a
christian organization with the fortnightly ritual drinking of ayahuasca at its core.
The Union is now present in all states of Brazil and some other countries such as
Switzerland, England, Australia and the United States. In 2011, the Union made
an important advance in the US Supreme Court, where ayahuasca was officially
recognised as a spiritual aid that could be legally imported from Brazil for religious

purposes, under the guidance of the Union.

The Union is not a secret religion, but it is discrete. I thought I knew nobody
who used ayahuasca, but a little bit of below-the-radar questioning uncovered a
small web of my existing contacts that are regular members of the union. Before
I was invited to participate, I met my friend for coffee to discuss the Union. My
friend sat opposite me in the café, her eyes set on mine with a serious intensity. ‘I
want you to be clear this has nothing to do with spititual tourism. The vegetable
is a sacred mixture of plants. It is not a spiritual adventure, but a spiritual aid that
together with the guidance of the ceremony and continued involvement in the

religion, can help us in our long-term spiritual growth, “ she told me sternly.

I nodded my head at her. "Listen, I am on this pilgrimage along the Caminho
de Peabiru,” I answered her earnestly, ‘I would like to expetience ayahuasca as part
of that. Trust me, my intention is spititual and not recreational.” She smiled at me,
more relaxed now. “Tell me though, is it dangerous?” I asked her. "Not at all,” she

responded quickly, ‘T have been taking the vegetable since I was 15 and I took it
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during pregnancy and labour. You know I am a trained bio-chemist, right? I have
researched it thoroughly and can assure you that it is not dangerous at all.” “But
doesn’t it make people sick?” I asked, pulling a face. "Yes,” she laughed, taking a
sip of her coffee, “that has happened to me many times, but always in times that
I was in need of some kind of cleansing, when I needed to let out some emotion
of tension that was stuck within me. ~ “But is it addictive? ~ "No,” she assured me,
shaking her head, ‘it isn’t physically addictive. I went without it for a year when I
travelled abroad and had absolutely no feelings of withdrawal. I missed the Union,
the social element and close friends I have there, but I experienced no physical

withdrawal symptoms from the vegetable itself.”
I finished my coffee, assured and excited.

Now, Tahmid and I enter the simple, circular temple in the Farm of Light.
Reclining chairs strung with bouncy, green plastic wire are organized in three rows
around a long table. Behind the table, there is a large framed photo of master
Gabriel, a short man with a smiling, wrinkled face with skin leathered and darkened
by the sun. Beneath a ceremonial arch, there are rows of small drinking glasses.
After a quick communal snack of bread and coffee, Tahmid and I take our seats in
the front row and cover ourselves in the blankets we have brought with us as we
wait. The doors of the temple are open and the evening has a distinct chill. I say
a prayer while I wait, opening myself to whatever the experience will bring. I do
my Walking Flute meditation, breathing deeply through each chakra and enter that
increasingly familiar empty space within. I watch as my mind gradually calms down

and I sink relaxed into the reclining chair.

I am brought back to sharp awareness of the room by the master of
ceremony who stands to welcome the group of almost forty participants at eight
pm. "Welcome especially to the several new people here today who have come to
experience the sacred vegetable for the first time. As it is your first time, I ask you
all to respect the order of the ritual and be silent when anybody else is speaking;
I will serve you the vegetable under the arch and when you are called, you can
make a line on my left side and move always in an anti-clockwise direction around
the table. Given that Master Gabriel was from Bahia, we call the vegetable the
Bahaian firework. May all of us rise with it,” he concludes with a good-humoured
lilt in his voice. He calls the Union members to take the vegetable first and half

of the people arise and queue in reverent silence to receive the vegetable. I watch
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as he fills the small glasses and each member drinks it back in one or two short
shots, some making a slight grimace as they swallow. Then he calls the first-
timers and I stand slowly and walk to the end of the line. I feel like I am in the
line for communion at mass and I am not sure what to do with my hands. I clasp
them together at my stomach in what feels like a respectful position. Tahmid is in
front of me in the line. The MC fills a full glass for Tahmid, before filling a half
glass for me. As I drink down the bitter brew, I am glad it was just a half glass.
When everyone is served, we all sit down and wait for the ‘borracheira” or trip
to begin. My friend stands up and prepares us for what is to come. "You might
start to feel light-headed soon. Allow yourself to go with the experience. You
may not understand what things mean now, but over the next few weeks, you will
begin to have an understanding of what you see and experience. If you are feeling
nauseous, open your eyes and try and concentrate on any music or talking that is
happening as part of the ritual. There is a bathroom outside and there is sawdust
in buckets by the doors, which you can use if you don’t make it to the bathroom.”
There is a collective giggle from the group that breaks the tension. My friend sits
down and a young man sitting at the table begins to read out the memorandum
and articles of the organziation in legalistic Portuguese in a monotone voice. I
struggle to understand what he is saying and that which I do understand is mind-
blowingly dull. Very quickly, I begin to feel a light-headedness and when I close
my eyes, I sense a fluidity, as if my head is at sea and I rise and fall with the waves.
The borracheira, the trip, starts slowly, gently and then colours start to appear. I
am surrounded by shocking pink pressed against blood red, the colours switl into
eachother and go twitling through the air like a whirlwind twister. I have dropped
into a silent carnival. All the time, the voice in legalistic Portuguese drones on in
the background and I try to return my attention to it. Faces appear and droop long
like Munch’s scream, drooping further and further, falling to the floor and then,
there’s no floor and the drooping faces turn into twisters, twirling like whirlagigs

downwards.

The MC brings me abruptly back into the room, as he shouts loudly, ‘the
borracheira is coming, the borracheira is coming.” Focus on the soul, not the mindgames,
I say to myself, dragging myself from the silent carnival and returning to my breath.
I try and connect with the empty meditative space within me. The colours and

fluid images keep drawing me back again and again and I sense a struggle within
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me. I feel nauseous and open my eyes to steady myself. I have to concentrate on
keeping my eyelids open and I breathe loudly and heavily. I look at the people
around me, who have their eyes shut and are making funny grimaces as they trip.
How can everyone remain seated, almost immobile, with such crazy psychedelia
exploding in their heads? I want to laugh out loud but now I am worried I will
vomit if I open my mouth. Nausea rises from the pit of my stomach to my throat
and I push it back down again and breathe through my nose. A retching sound
and then a stench to my left makes my stomach lurch. Someone is vomiting beside
me. I open my eyes and see several people vomiting on the floor in front of their
seats. From nowhere, country music fills the temple and muffles to some degree
the sound of retching, How strange that these well-dressed people, sitting politely
in orderly rows are vomiting violently on the floor before them. Somebody comes
and covers the vomit close to me with sawdust. The MC shouts above the music
“catch the bahian firework, let it bring you high and explode in the heavens.” The
music is in an endless crescendo, but I can’t follow it. I am all-consumed by the
herculean effort to stop myself from vomiting. Another bout of retching to my
left is the last straw. I stand up and stumble to the bathroom outside. The cold
air hits me and I shiver as I run to the cubicle. I fall to my knees, grab onto the
toilet bowl and vomit violently. I kneel there and vomit several more times until
there is nothing left but bile. I sink back on my ankles, feeling harrowed and grey.
I breathe deeply. After an age, I flush the toilet and slowly stand up and walk to
the sink, where I wash my hands and rinse out my mouth. My friend has come to
check on me and hands me a glass of water in a plastic cup. I smile at her wanly,
drink the water and slowly walk back to the temple. The desire to vomit has passed
and so has the psychedelic trip. I arrive back at my chair and sink into it, covering
my shivering body with my blanket. With my eyes closed, I hear a call for a next
round and people standing up to have a second dose of the ayahuasca. I have no
inclination to join them. It feels like only a few minutes have gone by, but when
I open my eyes, it is already eleven o’clock on the white plastic wall-clock. I relax
further into the chair, empty now and disappointed. I had been harboring quiet
hopes of communing in ecstasy with God: this could have been my short-cut to
instant enlightenment. Seeg and you shall find. 1 read once that if you take one step
in God’s direction, he will take two steps in yours. Why then had he sent me on a

nauseating merry-go-round? I feel a slight pang of rejection.
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As I stew in my wounds, the second wave of borracheira passes for the
rest of the group and the evening begins to wind down. One by one, people start
to speak of their experiences. “The borracheira was goooood,” one young man
smiles widely, his eyes still closed. “The firework took off,” another says with a
grin. “There was so much colour and faces of people I know,” a middle aged
woman adds. Tahmid starts to laugh. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but
I opened my eyes and saw all of your faces and it was so funny.” "You,” he says
pointing to the MC, “you make very funny grimaces.” The MC laughs with him,
and soon everyone is laughing heartily. I even begin to feel better myself. As the
ceremony draws to a close, I put my hand up to speak without knowing what I

am going to say.

Look, I vomited alot and I am feeling a bit disappointed,” I begin, my voice
slightly hoarse, ‘T had hoped for a moment of transcendent ecstasy with God or
some extrasensorial vision of reality that would change my experience of life.
I had not imagined that I would end up face to face with a toilet bowl for the
evening.” A ripple of laughter moves through the group. I sigh and continue, as a
a peatl of clarity, in the guise of a short zen story to mind. I share the story with
the group. “There’s a tale about a seeker who went to visit a Zen master. The Zen
master received him sincerely and asked the man to tell him why he had come, as
he poured him a cup of tea into a small cup. The seeker told him he had come to
understand how to achieve enlightenment. The Zen master kept pouring tea into
the cup, until it was overflowing, The secker called the attention of the Zen master
to the overflowing cup. “You ate like this cup,” the Zen master told the man gently,
‘you are full to the brim. You must empty yourself before you can receive any

wisdom from me.””

I finish my little monologue with a sigh, ‘I recognize that ayahuasca was
emptying me out of my many internal issues, all of my European conditioning —

so many obstacles that distance me from the true Caminho de Peabiru.”
A LESSON IN WONDER

North of Tijucas and the Union’s Farm of Light, in the town of Porto
Belo, we stumble across a B&B called Pousada Peabiru. This is the first time I
have found such a sign of commercial awareness of the Caminho de Peabiru, so I

excitedly ring to book a room. Nobody answers and I wait for the call to ring out
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before hanging up. Where the coastline south of Florianépolis had been such an
encouraging symphony of discovery, mystery and spectacular sunrises, north of
Florianépolis is proving more of a challenge. The BR101 motorway hugs much
of the coast, compelling us to drive rather than walk it and the beaches are much
more built up and uninspiring than in the south. It turns out that even the Pousada

Peabiru is closed, as we are out of tourist season.

Tahmid and I go for one day’s walk along the coast, north of Florianépolis.
We start our day in Porto Belo, the beautiful port. We catch a boat from the
renovated pier for Porto Belo island, where the most northerly rock art along
this stretch of sacred coast is found. As the motor boat moves away from the
mainland, I look back at Porto Belo beach, with its lush green trees behind the
sand. A handful of fishermen stand on the sand looking out to sea. The fish are
later than usual this year and there is a strain to their postures. The bay is dotted
with small, colourful boats, poised for action. I turn to look out on the calm sea,
where a slit of pink and yellow streaks the sky between the horizon and the clouds

above: the remnants of sunrise.

The island is almost deserted when we arrive. We walk down a wooden
walkway, looking through the slats in the hope of seeing the famous blue crab. We
push open a large gate and begin a trail through protected Atlantic Forest. This
island is privately-owned and fortunately it seems carefully preserved. The air is
a hum of insects and mosquitos. Being the first people to walk the trail today, we
startle butterflies from their slumbers and walk straight into spidet’s webs weaved
during the night. A humming bird crosses my path, flutters energetically close to
me and dives back into the undergrowth. A wooden sign asks for silence so as
not to scare the animals, such as otters and armadillos and I gladly stop talking
and focus all of my attention on the walk through the lush forest. Near the end
of the trail, we come to a large stone, the Stone of the Cross, about three metres
in height and half-hidden by trees around it. This large stone is the canvas for the
most northerly site of rock art. Like the other rock art that I have seen, it faces
east, towards Yvy Mara Ey, Guarani paradise in the Atlantic. Unlike the other rock

art I have seen, the stone is some fifteen metres inland from the sea-edge.

The rock art is well preserved by the natural canopy of trees overhead and
there are a glut of symbols, many resembling the art I have seen before. There

are several square shapes divided in four with a dot in each of the quadrants.
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Here there is another where the central shape of the cross is more prominent. It
is the cross of the directions, my pilgrimage cross. Just as I did with the ancient
cross in Ireland oustide Gallarus oratory, I place my pilgrim cross into the grooves
and it fits perfectly. Another symbol is like the infinity sign or maybe a string of
DNA. Here are repeated wave-lines, imitating the sea perhaps and what looks like
a v-shaped boomerang. There so many shapes and symbols that I cannot dicipher.
It is a blackboard scribbled with mystery. Frustrated, I stop trying to make out
what they mean for a moment and do my Walking Flute meditation, feeling my

breathe clean out my chakras, one by one.
Then I sit looking at the rock art, simply enjoying it.

What pleasure, what peace! What beautiful drawings, what mystetious,
unknowable art abounds on this sacred coastline. I sink into this delicious feeling
— sitting in the mystery without the mind reaching unendingly for rational

explanations.

After a few minutes, an image arises in my mind’s eye of a person thousands
of years ago hunched over with a sharpened rock in hand, engraving the rock.
Down through the ages, I can almost reach out and touch him on the shoulder.
I wonder too if he felt my presence somehow. I wonder if the sensation he felt
engraving the rock was somehow created by all those of us who are linked to him,
through his art, so far into the future? (As I write this, I can almost feel your eyes,

dear reader, looking over my shoulder.)

A blasted corner of the stone of the cross brings me out of my reveries.
I pass my hand along its uneven, sharp edge. The rock was partly blown up by
dinamite by treasure hunters who believed that the Jesuits hid an angel made of
pure gold under the rock, destroying some of the rock art in the process. Some
believed that the rock art was a type of treasure map too. It seems like a treasure

map to me; a map to a different, more connected consciousness.

Leaving the island and arriving back at the pier, we begin to walk the stretch
of sand from Porto Belo to Pereque beach. On the beach in Porto Belo, we
happen across a lone rock with a bowl-like cavity carved into it. I run my fingers
along it and feel once again marble smooth contours that I felt in the bullaun
in Ireland. Pereque beach is lined with large nut trees and from time to time, a

sizeable nut falls from the tree right next to me, making me jump back slightly.
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We pass groups of teenagers playing football barefoot on the sand to the sound
of loud music. We pass the lines of fishermen, standing, staring out to sea. I sit
to prepare the chimarrio and Tahmid stands next to a fisherman. "Have the fish
appeared yet?,” he asks looking out in the same direction towards the sea. "Not
yet,” the fisherman responds curtly, without taking his eyes off the sea. ‘'How do
you spot a shoal of fish?” Tahmid asks, straining his eyes. The fisherman clicks his
tongue disapprovingly. “You can’t just come here and ask how to see the shoals
of fish. It takes time. Your eyes have to become accustomed to all of the colours
of the sea and then you will sense when the fish have arrived. Sometimes the sea
turns red if they swim on their sides as they pass.” Tahmid strains his eyes for a
few more minutes, before sitting down beside me on the beach to drink chimarrio.

There is no short cut on this Caminho de Peabiru for him either.

We cross over a bridge to walk along the curving bay of Itapema, where the
beach is built up with apartment blocks and large houses towering over the beach.
This is just the beginning of the overdeveloped beaches on the northern coast of
Santa Caterina, that continue through Balneario Camborit to Picarras and Sao

Francisco do Sul, where they meet the neighbouring state of Parana.

As we move onto Itapema beach, the air seems to turn grey. The sand is hard
and pebbly and dotted with tiny jelly fish. Seagulls stand on the shoreline looking
out to sea with the same strained look as the fishermen. We pass a dead penguin,
his stomach ripped opened, and two vultures hopping around at a short distance.
The poor creature got caught in the wrong current down south and ended up
here, too far north. The walk now is unpleasant, the looming apartment blocks
and concrete paths contrast too strongly with the idyllic serenity of the Porto Belo

island and beach eatlier in the morning.

We need to walk on the edge of the BR101 highway to get to a large outcrop
of rocks at the very end of Itapema beach. “This is the last walk I will do on the

coast north of Florianépolis,” I tell Tahmid adamantly. He nods his head in relief.

We have arranged to meet Is. a local historian, who has agreed to show us
one of the great Peabiru treasures of these rocks. When we meet him, he invites
us to scramble on the rocks with him, getting closer and closer to the sea and its

violent spray.

Is. jumps up to higher ground. Now this is part of what you have come
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here to see,” he says with aplomb. He points to an oddly shaped rock, sticking
out from behind huge rocks. Tahmid and I, tired after our walk, look sceptical.
“This is Sumé’s boat,” he tells us as he touches the polished sides of the rock. As
Tlook closer, it really does look like the narrow tip of a boat, hollowed out in the
centre. "You have heard how Sumé was well-received by the indigenous people
when he gave them their sacred crops of maté, corn and mandioca?” We both nod
in agreement. “After he gained their trust, he started his moral phase, speaking
to them against practices such as human sacrifice and polygamy,” Is. Continues,
“so the tribes turned against him and tried to kill him. In some places they tried
to kill him with arrows, others tried to burn him and here, they tied him and his
boat up at night so that he couldn’t get away, so that they could kill him the next
morning, In the middle of the night, he caused a great storm to erupt and left the
tribe by walking on the rocks and then walking away on the sea to escape them.
This is the boat that they tied up, turned now to stone to remind everyone that
Sumé passed by here. “ I touch the smooth edges of the stone tip of a boat. "And
his footprints?” Tahmid asks, “are there any left on the rocks?” “Over here, he says,
leading us down to another rock. “This is Sumé’s footprint, that people used to
come and worship years ago.” I look down on the rock to see a hole the size, depth
and width of a man’s foot, but with only very slight indication of toes. ‘But there
are no toes,” I note, disappointed. “There were toes, but people came and scraped
off the part of the rock that separated the toes, to dissolve into boiling water to

make healing teas.”

I remember our Guarani grandfather south of Florianépolis saying the
same thing on the Morro do Indio Sambaqui on our first day of walking. Just like

negligience, 700 much veneration can be a bad thing.

‘Come, take off your shoe and sock and put your foot in,” Is. invites me. I
lean on his arm and take off my right shoe and sock. My foot fits well in the hole
and I breathe deeply to connect with where I am and what I am doing. Could it be

that T am now truly standing in Sumé’s footprint?

His footprints were reported as early as 1515. A shipwrecked English-man
called Knivet and high-ranking Jesuit priests were among those who wrote that the
indigenous people showed them the sacred footprints on the rocks as proof that
Sumé, a white man like them, had passed through their lands. The footsteps were

reported in many places in Brazil. There are also some in Paraguay. The indigenous
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people said that the footprints appeared the day after Sumé was expelled from the
tribe, to remind them of his presence and his message. “Apparently, the Incas used
footprints as a type of way-marking arrow on their paths,” Is. tells us, ‘maybe the
way-marking arrows on the Peabiru are in the shape of feet and they could even
suggest that the Incas walked all the way from the Pacific to the Atlantic, using
the Caminho de Peabiru. Some andean artefacts were found here on the east coast
such as a copper ax found in Cananeia.” I smile at the thought. I have been so
caught up in the idea of the Guaran{ using the path, that I had not given much

thought to the Incas using it to come eastward.

On another rock, I see a child s footprint, complete with toes and everything.
"Look at that,” I point to Is. “That footprint is perfect, but it is so small.” “Some
say, ~ said Is, “that a child’s footprints are often found close to the footprints of
Sumé. They are attributed to his guardian angel, who was with him in the moments
of difficulty that he encountered with the tribes.” “There is a huge footprint here
too,” Is. says, walking further north to a large hole full of seaweed in the rock, with
the general shape of a giant footprint. “In other places in Brazil too, there are giant
footprints, suggesting that there were some kind of giants in this area thousands
of years ago,” Is. tells us. I remember our fisherman on Ouvidor beach and the

legends of the giants crossing beaches with three strides.

When I was a child, we had a phantom “Big Foot” at the back of the
garden of our house in Dublin, that would eat your dinner if you weren’t quick
enough. He was a make-believe member of the patagonian tribe, researched by
Charles Darwin, because of the myth of their huge size. I chuckle to myself at the
possibility of this tribe of giants being here also and leaving these huge footprints.

“Who do you think Sumé was?” I ask, as we stand on the rocks.

Is looks me straight in the eye as he speaks. ‘Sumé was St. Thomas,” he
answers confidently, T have analyzed all twenty of the Jesuit letters that were based
on the first conversations with the indigenous about the mysterious Sumé and
everything points towards St. Thomas. It was hushed up by the church so as not
to overshadow the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage in Europe. I am publishing
a book on it later this year.” He looks out to sea now and exhales deeply, “there
is something very mystical about this coast. I have had some highly unusual
experiences, especially at solstices and equinoxes: images appearing in front of me

on the sand, strange coincidences, that kind of thing. There is some very special
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energy here.”

I feel a tingle throughout my body, a flush of warmth rising up through
my spine that makes me shiver with excitement. There are several theories about
who opened the Caminho de Peabiru and so little conclusive proof. This coast
is calling me to go beyond the mind, the rational, to a deeper, more subtle level
of understanding and consciousness. I have no idea if Sumé was St. Thomas or
St. Brendan, but I strive to keep my mind open and not reduce everything to a
thought small enough for my limited, rational mind to hold. This walk along the

coast is proving to be a two hundred kilometre wake-up call to wonder.
LEAVING THE ATLANTIC COAST

A couple of months later, the boys, Tahmid and I make the final coastal leg
of the the Caminho de Peabiru along the Brazilian coast by car. We drive from
Itapema to Barra Velha, the old estuary where the Itapocu River meets the sea.
The Itapocu winds down from the west and the Caminho de Peabiru leaves the
coast and moves inland along it. Here we meet the ghost of another European
pioneer along the Caminho de Peabiru, who walked in Aleixo Garcia’s footsteps.
Cabeza de Vaca, a Spanish explorer, sailed from Florianépolis into the Itapocu
river in 1541. From here, he and his entourage walked inland towards Assuncion in

Paraguay, where Cabeza de Vaca was to take up his position as governor.

Itapocu is an important word on the Peabiru pilgrimage. According to
the researcher Rosana Bond, there are six places called Itapocu on the Peabiru
pilgrimage. Itapocu is originally I Tape Poco, which means “the water by the long
path”. The placename was used as a way-marker along the Caminho de Peabiru.
Rosana has not disclosed where the other Itapocus are, as she is currently writing
an article on it. Like a mysterious treasure map, I would love to stumble across

some of them on my journey.

At the turn off the motorway into Barra Velha, there is a replica of the
Statue of Liberty, 57 metres high outside a large department store. This is the
largest statue in Brazil and it dwarfs the statue of Christ that rises on the hill over
the town before us: the new Brazilian religion of western consumerism dwarfs the

colonists” Christianity.

Near to the seafront, we stumble across a bronze statue of Mani, an indian
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woman kneeling proudly on a small roundabout amidst the traffic, her naked
pendulent breasts outrageous in this modern town. It has always struck me as
strange that on this coast, Brazilians will wear the tiniest, dental-floss bikinis, but
you will never see anybody going topless on the beaches. Displaying full naked
breasts has a boldness about it here that delights me. This statue is the first statue
of an indigenous person that I have seen in the 200 km of the Caminho de
Peabiru along the Sumé coastal songline. I stop before the statue and bow my
head in reverence. Some Guatrani mythology say it is Mani, half-God, half-human
who sacrificed herself to create the mandioc root which is a staple to this day
in Brazil. Other stories say it was Sumé or Sio Tomé who gave the Guarani the
mandioc root and taught them how to cultivate it. Mani is the female face of our

Peabiru’s Sumé.

Actoss the road from the statue, we stop to look at an Ossada at the side
of the road. Threaded through a thick iron bar, are fifteen whale backbones, that
look like huge stone knots. A tourist sign, rare along this coast, refers to the nearby
Armacio de Itapocordi, an old whaling station. This Ossada by the side of the
road is a small, exposed graveyard of the Right Whales, flaunting man’s barbarous
history against them. The Right Whales’s move from the south pole between July
and November each year to reproduce in these waters. Each year, we spot the
huge grey curves moving out to sea. The boys point them out excitedly as they flip
their large tails out of the water, seeming to wave at us before diving again under
the water. We have seen mother whales with their newborn calves, who hover on
the surface of the water, never far from the protective mass of their mother’s

enormous body. The sight of them is always exhilerating.

This is a good year for whale watching. There are more whales than ever
in recorded history. Almost 200 different whales were spotted. The Right Whale
species is endangered due to extensive hunting since whaling first began in this
area in the seventeenth century. Whaling only ended in 1973 and there is now a
community-based effort to protect the whales and to help them claw their way back
from the brink of extinction. The first whaling station or armacio was opened
near the M'Biguacu indigenous village that I passed earlier on the Caminho de
Peabiru. The third one was built here, close to Barra Velha in 1778. The largest
whaling operation and the last one to close down was in Imbituba, close to where

we began our pilgrimage on this songline of a coast.
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It dawns on me that our pilgrimage has followed the strip of coast used by
the right whales to nurse their young, Whalers were successful by attacking the
whales” weakest point, their newborn babies. They would harpoon the calf and
when the distressed mother would come to its rescue, they would mount her and
kill her with harpoons and long spears. Then they would drag the mother whale

ashore to be sliced and diced and turned into oil for streetlamps.

I hold my young boys close to me as I explain to them what the bones
are and I feel a mother’s relief that the whaling has stopped here. Slowly, the
Right Whales and their babies are increasing in number and enjoying once again
this sacred coast, that also drew the indigenous people thousands of years ago to
create intricate rock art and place huge Sumé Stones and astrological observatories

along it.

We arrive at the mouth of the Itapocu river and get out of the car to walk on
a strip of sand between the pounding Atlantic ocean and the wide, winding river. It
is late afternoon and the sun is already on its descent, beaming a path of glittering
gold along the river that is flanked at each side by dark green mangrove. The
sunrays fall on a small, red fishing boat as the fisherman throws his tarrafa net into
the river. The net hangs momentarily in the air, spotlit, before it drops audibly on
the water. The three boys run along the edge of the sea, daring the incoming tide
to catch them and laughing as the waves get closer and closer. Logs of driftwood
are scattered on the sand and a glut of perfect shells steal the boys “attention now;
smooth white, cream and grey shells are interspersed with long pink shells that

hint of perfect sunsets.

I sigh with contentment. The first leg of the trip, the 200km stretch of
sacred coast from Ibiraquera to Barra Velha, the Sumé coastal songline, is at an
end. This coastal walk has opened my eyes to the story of the place in which I live.
In total, I have been living on the Brazilian coast for seven years, the first three in
Rio de Janeiro and four now in Florianépolis. I have been busy, mostly working
on a charity project and having children — too busy running from the past and
chasing goals for the future to see the present all around me. It has taken me seven
years, a mystical number in both Celtic and Guarani traditions, to open myself up
to some of the incredible wonders that the Brazilian coast offers. A stanza from a

childhood poem floods me:
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What is this life if full of care,
We have no time to stand and stare.

How wonderful that life has afforded me this opportunity to stand and
stare. How wonderful that I have taken it. As I begin to awaken to all about me,
it feels like I have been somehow sleepwalking, I have been busying myself in
the bubble of everyday life, raising children, working, washing endless dishes and
filling spare moments with the distractions of modern life. Now, I am becoming
more conscious now of the ground on which I am stepping, more awate of the
beauty and history of this coast that is my home now. I feel one pulse closer to
the abundant nature around and to the Guarani that are slowly, and with difficulty,
reclaiming their sacred home. Perhaps too it has taken the coast seven years to
open itself and to flaunt its indigenous treasures to me, from the Sambaquis on
awe-inspiring hidden beaches, the last vestiges of the lush Atlantic Forest, the
mysterious rock art and ancient astronomical observatories and the recuperating
Right Whales frolicking along its coast. This dive into the Caminho de Peabiru
has brought me more awareness of the Azorian Portuguese culture too that is still
visible here and has adopted so many aspects of the Guarani outward lifestyle.

Layers of cultures have been peeling back from this coast before me.

Many Brazilians live on this coastline unaware of many of its treasures,
as I did for seven years. The Guarani are essentially invisible to almost all the
jurua. When people refer to the natives here, they are referring to the Azorian
Protuguese. Most people don 't know the meaning of the villages where they were
born, that bear Guarani names — Itapema, Ibiraquera, Biguacu. Nor do they
realise consciously that the Guarani taught their ancestors how to fish here, how
to weave baskets with native plants, how to prepare the different types of mandioc
root for their traditional farofa or how to drink maté tea in a chimarrio gourd and
use native plants for healing. Most people are unconcerned about the Guarani’s
past and their ancestors” role in it, ignorant to the challenges they still face and
dismissive of their way of life and the spiritual treasure that still pulsates, albeit

with difficulty, in their roadside communities. How much is being missed!

I move away from the perpetual movement of the children at the seafront
and look out now over the neat-stillness of the Itapocu river, into the west. The

Caminho de Peabiru now leads me westward, away from the paradise Atlantic

113



THE WALKING FLUTE

coast over the Serra do Mar mountain range and into the Brazilian state of Parand,
which I have never visited, before beckoning me on to Paraguay, Bolivia and Peru.
Sumé is said to have walked westward through Brazil and Paraguay, doubling as
Tunupa and Viracocha in the south of Bolivia and leaving Peru by walking on the

water of the Pacific, just as Sumé arrived on the Atlantic.

The eatly European colonisers mostly trekked along the Caminho de
Peabiru westward from the Atlantic in search of El Dorado, the city of gold and
silver. Aleixo Garcia went westward with 2000 Guarani in 1524. I imagine now
Cabeza de Vaca and his entourage following this same epic path in 1541, as he
went to take up his position as governor in Paraguay’s capital Asuncién. Different
to how I imagine Aleixo Garcia, I see Cabeza de Vaca before me sweating under
incongruous European colonial garb — frilly shirts and impractical trousers.
Cabeza de Vaca sailed from Florianépolis to this point at Barra Velha and
disembarked with twenty six horses, 250 Europeans, a couple of Franciscans and
a few Guarani guides before starting the long trek westward along the river. He
was taking an alternative route to that of the great majority of Europeans who
accessed Asuncién by taking a boat up the Paraguay river from Mar del Plata in

Argentina to the south.

No doubt the Serra do Mar, the Mountains of the Sea, covered then in
verdant Atlantic Forest held more dread and danger for these intrepid men than
they do for me. Both the indigenous tribes and the landscape have since been
tamed, beaten for the most part into a harmless submission or death. I too am
European and I too move westward. The treasure I seek however is spiritual, not

matetial.

T am leaving this sacred coast, the comfort and safety of my home here and
the ability to dip in and out of the journey. I feel a slight apprehension as my trips
will have to be longer now and I am entering a part of Brazil that I know very
little. I sense a palpible excitement also however, a sensation that has been largely
absent since Alastair’s death five years ago. The Caminho de Peabiru is re-igniting

my inate sense of adventure in life.
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Indian Hill: Fe;rugem beach, South Brdzil, I\/\o 2012.
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Santinho beach, Florianépolis, Sufh Brazil, June 2012.
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Footprint of St Thomas, Whale bones, ltapocy,
ltapema, South Brazil, South Brazil, July 2012.
June 2012.

Statue of Mani, tapocy,

South Brazil, July 2012.
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PEABIRU GUARDIAN

An old stone-paved path, over a metre wide, winds up the Monte Crista
mountain of the Serra do Mar, passing through the Atlantic Forest towards an
enormous stone guardian on the mountain top. The paving, which goes on for
several kilometres, is completely out of beat with the overgrown forest setting,
Some researchers suggest that it is a vestige of the Caminho de Peabiru, others
that it is an Inca trail, proving an Inca presence on the eastern coast of Brazil.
Others refute this hypothesis and contend that it was built in the 19th Century,
providing as proof a receipt on official record for work done on a stone road in

this area.

My two older sons, now nine-year-old Tom and seven-year-old Liam, and I
walk along these dark stones that are compactly set into the earth, some of which
are worn smooth from generations of footsteps. The path bewilders me with its
incongruity. It looks as if it was dropped here in the middle of the forest by

mistake, a forgotten vestige of a more ancient time.

Monte Crista is one of the peaks of the Serra do Mar, which stretch for
1,500 kilometres from the south of Santa Catarina to the state of Espitito Santo
to the north. The Caminho de Peabiru along the coast has been following it in
parallel but now we must cross over it to go westward into the heart of the South
American continent. In Guarani the mountain range is called Paray Jocoa, the
mountain that held back the sea, and the Guarani revere it as a sacred place. It was
here, they say, that their ancestors thousands of years before were saved from a

great flood by climbing to its summit.

We start off on a dirt trail, completely shaded by the huge native trees that
tower above us, which let through only a dusky light from the day’s sunlight. Tall
garapuvu trees and palms of all types rise us around us. From time to time, we pass
a fire-red tree trunk that breaks the swathe of green — the fire cinnamon. The
air is humid and buzzing with life. The path rises up and down before us and we

steady our feet on the bulging roots of the trees.

We pass by muddy patches, slopping through the reddish mud which is a
thick, clutching clay at our feet. When we come to a bend in the river, we come

across our first group of hikers of the day as they fill their water bottles. Each

119



THE WALKING FLUTE

one is carrying a big backpack, prepating to sleep over night on the mountain top
and they marvel at Tom and Liam leaping up the trail path. Tom and Liam ignore
their marvelling and have spotted a thin vine-snake in the water, shouting with

excitement as they watch it swim and slither away from the crowd.

We are walking with J, a guide in his early fifties, who has lived in this area for
twenty years. When we get to the stone path, I ask him as we walk, if he believes

the path is part of the ancient Caminho de Peabiru or is it a more modern creation.

He continues walking and calls to me over his shoulder. "Walk on it, observe
it for a while and then I will tell you what I know about it.” I fall into silence behind
him and allow myself to be guided by the stones. There is a sense of mystery to
the path, a hint of man’s will in this overwhelming domain of wild nature. | stops
to point out the width of the trail. I have to admit that it does remind me of the
Inca trail to Machu Pichu that I walked in my early 20s. ‘See here,” he says, pointing
with his walking stick, ‘the stones go all the way to here, about one and a half
metres wide, though more than half of it is covered by vegetation now. Remember
that the Jesuits who first described the Caminho de Peabiru said it was 1,4 metres
wide.” The width of the trail seems to change as we move, depending on the space
available. At times I can make out that it was as wide as the Jesuit’s description
of the Caminho de Peabiru, but at other times, it is narrow. At one corner, where
the path narrows visibly to follow the contour of the moutain, ] again stopped.
‘See how narrow it is here, due to the natural impediments,” he points out, “you
would never be able to get a carriage up this path, thetre are two many places where
it simply wouldn’t pass. That’s why I think it is unlikely that this was built in the
19th Century. Why would they pave it if it wasn’t going to be used by carriages?”

Further along, he points out a large, lighter coloured stone in the middle of
the path, which has a funnel carved into it. ‘See here, “ he points out, "this funnel
is for dinamite. This stone and some others you will see as we walk, are from a time
when dinamite was used and they are in the most-used places. That receipt from
the 19th Century probably points to a repair of the old path, not its construction.
They replaced the stones that had eroded, but the path was here long, long before
then.”

“So you think that this was built by the Guarani or by the Incas?” I ask. "No,”

he says firmly, ‘T think this path predates both of those tribes. I have a sense that
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it is around 12,000 years old, that it was built by a more ancient civilization that

we know little about.”

“If they were advanced enough to build paths like this, why didn 't they leave
any written record?” I ask. ‘T don’t know,” Romano replies, ‘maybe they didn’t

write or maybe they wrote or drew on wood and that has all decomposed by now.”
‘Do you think it is connected to the rock art along the coast?” I ask.

“Ah, that I don’t know,” he laughs, I just know that there is something very
special about this place. One time I thought of leaving here to explore other places,
and try to live elsewhere, but I had a vivid dream that told me that everything I

need to learn, I can learn here. So I have stayed here and I am learning here.”

I read that the Guarani believe that this Serra do Mar, this mountain range
of the sea is a good place to prepare yourself for the ascent to paradise, Yvy Mara

ey,” I tell him.
J laughs again, “there you have it.”

As we walk, he continues to talk. “You know when I was in my late teens, I
was evangelical and I went around telling people about the bible and Jesus and I
thought that I was going to change the world. Instead of changing the world, the
world changed me. I'm 51 now and life has shown me that preaching about the
bible is not my path. It has shown me that God is within me, not in some bible
or teaching. Life seems to be telling me more and more to just stop, simplify and
stop. It’s hard for me. I have such a drive to be busy, be productive, but years here
by this mountain have changed me.” I listen to him, my eyes navigating the stones
underfoot as I identify with his words. The boys have run ahead, leaping and
whooping along the path, shouting back with delight when they see a humming
bird or a wood-pecker in the thicket.

“In what way do you feel this place is special?” I ask him.

“Once in the forest, I came across a slab of stone and I had the sensation
that it was an old sacrificial table,” J tells me, I lay on it and I surrendered myself
to it. After a while, I started to see images and it struck me that the last person to
be sacrified on this stone was somehow still present. At the last minute, just before

his death, the holy men realised that he was not the chosen one to be sacrificed,
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that there had been a mistake, but they killed him anyway. I left the stone and a
few days later I brought a healer back with me to liberate the energy that was stuck
there. The next time I came back, a part of the mountain had eroded and fallen
down on top of the table, unbalancing it and making it fall lower down. I took that
to mean that the energy had been liberated. I planted flowers that day and as I did,

I heard three distinct cries. I feel they were cries of liberation.”

I am perfectly quiet as he gives this monologue. His sincerity is palpible.
There is an innocence to the way he talks, void of any desire to convince or
impress. My mind wanders to the indigenous and their convicton that Sumé would
return. According to some early colonial witnesses, some were so anxious about
his return that they sacrificed human messengers in ritual, as ] had described, in

order to intuit the timing and circumstance of his return.

J and T walk along in silence and he breathes deeply. "What I mean to say
is simply that this place is special. The energy on this mountain is special. There
is more to this than some 19th Century governor building a random path in the

middle of the Atlantic Forest.”

We come to a clearing in the woods, where the boys are sitting on a log
resting. “You took forever,” Tom says to me, “we have already been here for ages.”
laugh and sit down beside them. About us, there are several other hikers and the
place is littered with rubbish. ] stands in the middle of the clearing and in a loud
voice calls people’s attention, ‘Listen, not pointing the finger at anyone, but let’s
all remember that we have to bring our rubbish down the mountain with us. There
is not always someone ready to take our rubbish away, there are no maids here and
no mothers to pick up after us.” There is an uncomfortable silence in the clearing.
Some young men stand to the side, smoking and eyeing J silently. J picks up the
rubbish and gathers it in a pile. Tom, Liam and I scurry to help him. "We can take

this back on our way down,” ] says, as he leaves it piled by a tree stump.

The boys take a drink of water from the bottle in my backpack and then skip
off again up the trail. The slope of the trail steepens from here on, but the boys
take to it like leaping hares. “Alot of the people that come up here have parents
or maids waiting on them hand and foot at home,” | states clearly, with no hint of
bitterness, ‘they don’t really understand that when they throw something “away’,

there is no such place as “away”.” "Does it annoy you?” I ask him as we walk past a
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few recently discarded cigarette butts that he picks up and stuffs into the outside
pocket of his backpack. ‘It used to,” he says, ‘it used to really bother me, but now,
more and more, I just focus on doing what I can; reminding people to be more
aware and picking up as much as I can. I have stopped leaking energy by judging
others and feeling anger towards them.” He breathes deeply and strides ahead after

the boys.

After two hours of steep ascent, we emerge from the canopy of trees and
stand beneath a foggy sky. There is a group of panting hikers sprawled out on
some rocks and they laugh at their own exhaustion, as they remark on Tom and
Liam’s energy and stamina. The boys are fuelled by the adrenalin of the walk and
they quickly run up the last few hundred metres to the top of Monte Crista. As
they play on the rocks, surrounded by a heavy white mist, ] and I sit down on the
grass and prepate a sandwich lunch. Tom comes over to where we are seated, takes
my tin whistle from the pocket of my backpack and plays the music ‘Gabriel s
oboe’. Thus, heralding our arrival on the mountaintop. I smile with pleasure at
Tom playing this special song for us and the continued good humour of the boys

on this challenging walk. I am not the only walking flute in the family, it seems.

After a quick lunch of cheese sandwiches and apples, the cold air of the
mountain top starts to chill us. We gather our things together and walk to the
edge of the mountain. "When there is no mist, you get great views from up here,”
J laughs, pointing in front of us, “over there to the east is the sea and there to the
south, you can see the city of Joinville.” All we can see is the white mist before
us. The pajés of the Guarani often lived alone on mountain tops, especially where
they could see the sea. This provided the pajé with better vision spiritually as well
as physically. Here we are now at the top of the mountain and our vision is totally
limited. We are in a bubble of visibility surrounded by mist and all we can see are
the rocks dotted with purple ambrosia flowers among the vegetation. We stand on
a rock, which J tells me is on the edge of a sheer drop down the mountain that is
invisible to us now. I can’t see the abysses that surround us not how tiny we really
are in this landscape. Perhaps it is not yet my place to have the vision of the pajé.
Maybe it is enough to focus on the ground on which my feet are walking right now.
"Mum, I think we are 7z the clouds,” Liam says excitedly. I call both boys quickly

to me and we move to safer ground together. I hug them close, warming us up.

‘Over here to the west, you can see the rest of the Serra do Mar, the
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mountains of the sea leading into the state of Parand,” | points, ‘the Caminho
de Peabiru continues in that direction over the Quiriri fields.” J leads us to the
other side of the mountain top. A huge stone stands out against the mist. “The
Guardian,” I say quietly, as I move closer towards it. It is 10 metres high and its
profile looks like a man sitting down. It has a head and a body and his legs are in a
sitting position. I can’t tell if this it is a natural formation or somehow created or
placed by man. I think the body used to be one block of stone,” | says, standing
next to me, ‘but it has cracked at certain places that gives the impression that it
is sitting. Maybe the head was placed there or maybe it fell there by chance.” The
boys and I walk down to the huge stone and walk three times around it and I say
a silent prayer when we finish. There is a small space between the stones and I
crouch inside, nestled into the middle of The Guardian. I play my couple of tin

whistle tunes for him.

When I come back outside, the boys have started a sword fight with their
bamboo walking sticks and I see tears ahead. This is my cue for starting our
descent. I lean on the base of The Guardian and look in the same direction as he
is looking, All I see is mist before us. "Hey,” I say to J., he is looking westward,
right?” ] nods in agreement. “The Sumé Stones and the rock art on the coast look
eastward towards paradise, towards Yvy Mara Ey,” I remark with pleasure, ‘now,
this Sumé Stone is looking westward, in the direction that the Caminho de Peabiru
is taking us.” I laugh with delight as I hug against the huge stone. "Looks like he
will be looking over you, guarding you on your path,” ] smiles at me, giving voice

to my sensation, before he turns to walk down the mountain.

I call the boys to me, each of us shaking visibly now from the cold of the
mountain top. The three of us move on together. I can’t see anything through the

mist, but I feel quietly guided and guarded as I go.
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Serra do Mar, Sul do Brasil, julho de 2012.
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A PLAGUE ON NATURE

The Caminho de Peabiru leads me inland through the Brazilian state of
Parand in the direction of Paraguay. The state is named after the river that runs
endless like the sea through it. Five hundred years ago, as Cabeza de Vaca and his
two hundred and fifty men made their way along the Caminho de Peabiru, this area
was a tangle of thick Atlantic Forest. They were guided by Guarani from the island
of Florianépolis but they were entering now into the territory of other tribes.
Their pace was slow and cautious, taking nineteen days to cover two hundred
kilometres from the mouth of the Itapocu river, before arriving at the region where
the colonial town of Lapa is now situated. Eatlier in his life, in young adulthood,
Cabeza de Vaca had been taken prisoner by a native American ttibe near modern
day Florida and was kept captive for eight years before he managed to gain the
trust of the indigenous people and secure his own freedom. The experience had
been transformative for him, turning the young, gold-greedy conqueror into a
more humane, more respectful man. His pace, and his survival, along the Caminho

de Peabiru in 1541 attests to that.

The tangle of Atlantic Forest has since been decimated since he was here.
As I travel by bus over the 100km from the foot of the Serra do Mar to the
colonial town of Lapa, the only remnant of the area’s former verdant glory are the
few native araucaria trees dotting the conquered landscape of orderly plantations
and industrial towns. The last araucaria trees, or monkey puzzle trees, stand tall and
resilient on long, thin trunks, their branches sprouting ten metres above our heads,
outstretched like layers and layers of bare arms pointing their leafy palms upwards
towards the heavens. They seem to be in an ecstasy of grace — a willing surrender.

Like this posture in today’s material world, the araucaria is in danger of extinction.

The towns in this state are so very, very new. Some boast only seventy or
eighty years of existence. Others, like the town of Lapa that I visit, were created
in the eighteenth century as resting points for the cattle-herders or tropeiros that
rounded up the abundant wild cattle abandoned by the Jesuit missions in the far
south of the country and drove them northwards towards the ever-expanding
metropolis of Sdo Paulo. The tropeiros trail may well have been built in some

places along the Caminho de Peabiru.

While the coast of the Caminho de Peabiru was mostly colonised by the
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Portuguese, inland Parana was colonized later in the 18th and 19th Century by

other nationalities, mostly waves of German, Italians, Dutch, Polish, and Japanese.

The historic centre of Lapa huddles around a well-groomed square with
bronze busts of important colonial leaders. I have lunch in the courtyard of an
old colonial building and visit the small ornate wooden theatre, before visiting the
municipal museum. It is here that the silence of the indigenous people builds to a
crescendo for me. This land was inhabited by indigenous groups for an estimated
12,000 years before the arrival of the Europeans, while the town was created less
than 300 years ago. Nevertheless, the museum is teeming with information and
artefacts from the colonial history of the town but the indians are relegated to
the forgotten drawer of minimal arqueological interest, with one listless glass case

displaying a paltry selection of stone spear heads and mortars and pestles.

There is a demographic void in Parana’s precolonial history. The state’s

official history is a blip of blind colonial pride preceded by a deafening silence.

I travel further westward by bus, plunging deeper and deeper into the
patchwork landscape of Parand towards Campo Mourdo and its neighbouring
sixty year old municpality called Peabiru, in honour of this ancient path. The land
rises and falls over hundreds of kilometres of rolling hills. The bus winds through
a never-ending stretch of cultivated fields with clumps of green forest huddled
around river sources. Most clumps appear to be secondary forests, rather than
the original Atlantic Forest of tall araucarias and ancient round fig, cedar and
brazilwood trees. Lines of eucaliptus plantations, imported from Australia, stand
in military uniformity for kilometres and kilometres. These are the dead forests,
where no birds build their nests, no undergrowth survives the greedy thirst of
these green colonisers. I alight from the bus at Campo Mouréo, one of the many
new towns hobbled together, mostly unaware of the ancient landscape it invades.
I have arranged to walk for two days with a guide that promotes the Caminho de
Peabiru. My guide is a young man of mixed African and European descent and he

captivates me quickly with both an intelligence and wisdom that belie his youth.

It seems that as soon as I turned off the Peabiru sacred coast, the weather
turned too. My guide and I drive in a pick-up truck in the rain to a small forest
reserve where a statute of the virgin Mary is placed in the hollow of a large gatlic-

wood tree, next to a large stone painted in 2004 to mark the beginning of the
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Caminho de Peabiru in this area. As the rain pours down, we share a chimarrio
in the truck. When the rain lightens, we walk through the small reserve, which
is a mixture of original and secondary forest. The air recks of garlic from the
abundant gatlic-wood trees. The smell transports me back to the Saint’s Road
in Ireland, where the dainty white flowers of wild garlic purified our path. There
is a hushed silence in the reserve. I can hear no birds or insects. “This reserve is
privately owned, * my guide tells me, as we walk in the drizzling rain. ‘By law, the

landowners have to maintain some of the land as a reserve.”
"How does it work?” I ask, “is it a certain percentage of their land?”

“Yes, but the government are just about to redraft a law defining the balance
between forest and plantations,” he explains to me. “The current law has been in
force since the early 1960s. The law stipulates the distance from rivers that you can

plant crops and puts restrictions on cutting trees.”

“So do you think more land will be liberated for plantation or preserved with

the new law?” I ask.

‘T don’t know,” he says candidly, 'seems like there are lots of voices in the
negotiations, from farmers and land-owners to hard-core environmentalists. There
does seem to be some genuine interest in providing incentives to maintain the
original forest that still exists and to link up forest reserves into green corridors so

that the endangered wildlife has some chance of survival.”

“Well, it is good that it is being discussed, that there is some hope of

preservation,” I say, my feet squelching over the wet, muddy soil.

"Nature’s last hope here,” my guide says in a low voice, “this whole area of
Parana used to harvest wood and sell and export it, but now the original Atlantic
Forest has almost all been cut down. There is only about 10% of it left. The
landowners do plant trees now but mostly foreign species like pine or eucaliptus,

which grow quickly and can be harvested in eight to ten years.”
“Is wood still the major crop?” I ask.

"No. Once the original forest was mostly destroyed, the plantation frenzy
began in the 1970s. Landowners mostly plant coffee, soy-bean, sugar-cane, wheat,

corn, mate, mono-cultural crops like that.”
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“Are there government nature reserves?”

“Yes, but very few. Only 2% of the existing Atlantic Forest is protected. One
example is the reserve at the Iguazu Falls to the west, but the farmers plant right
up to the very edge of the reserves.” He half-laughs in distaste, “they even plant in
the space between the fence of the Iguazu reserve and the road. To get maximum

plantation coverage.”

The private forest reserve comes to an abrupt end and we walk now along
the dirt paths that criss-cross along the side of endless plantations. This landscape
has been carved up for tractors and pick-up trucks, not walking pilgrims and we
sink into the ochre red mud and swallow the dust of passing 4x4 vehicles as we

move.

A small stretch reminds me of Ireland with its rolling, patchworked hills and
out of nowhere I am filled me with a stomach-churning nostalgia. Even the cold
is reminiscent of Ireland, though it is late September and the temperatures should

be higher, even at the altitude of this Paran4 altiplano.

Most of the gold and green plantations of wheat, corn and soy in the fields
have been harvested and many of the tall green sugar-cane plantations have been
reduced to charred devastations. Smoke is visible on the horizon as more sugar-
cane plantations are burned. Only the low coffee plants, heavy with yellow beans,
seem to be left growing. The whole landscape has been mowed down, each field
imprinted with the colour of its crop. The earth lies raped about me — its soul

beaten to within an inch of its life.
"Why do they burn the sugar-cane?” I ask my guide as we walk.

‘It makes it easier for the labourers to cut it,” he tells me, “the fire burns all
the superfluous leaves around the sugar-cane and then the labourers are brought

by bus from the city to cut the remaining sugar cane. ’
T guess it’s good that they have some work?" I suggest.

T’'m not so sure. It’s tough work. It’s even rumoured that some labourers
take crack cocaine to persevere through it. Cutting sugar cane manually will
be illegal in the next couple of years and sugar cane will have to be harvested

mechanically. Once harvested, it is made into alcohol to fuel cars here or exported
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to Europe and Asia to mix with the tarmac that makes roads. Exporting of sugar
cane has been happening for hundreds of years of course. It was one of the
main crops cultivated in Brazil at the beginning of the colonisation and over four

million Africans were brought over as slaves to work on the plantations.”

“There is no denying that there are some benefits to technology,” I conclude,
‘better for a machine to cut sugar cane than exploiting human beings or leading
them to take cocaine.” My guide nods his head in agreement, ‘there are huge
benefits to technology when it is applied in a way that improves the wellbeing
of all people involved, not just the hands of the few that control it. My life, and
yours I imagine, are much easier and freer these days in large part because of

technological advance.”

We pass a tractor in a field, which is full of weeds and yellow wild flowers.
The driver of the tractor is wearing a mask over his mouth and waves at us in a

friendly way as we pass.
“Why is he wearing a mask?” I ask, surprised.

"He is about to spray the ground with insecticide to prepate it to replant
soy. Soy gets sprayed up to seven or nine times before it is harvested,” my guide

responds.
‘Isn’t it dangerous that he sprays while we are walking?” I ask, taken aback.

My guide shrugs his shoulders. “You have to be in direct contact with the
insecticide to kill you quickly. It kills everything that walks over it, weeds, insects,
wild pigs, rats and bigger rodents like capivari and gambas. It shouldn’t harm us if

we don’t walk through the field.”

‘It doesn’t bode well that the driver is wearing a mask over his mouth,” I say

and hold my breath as we pass the tractor.

‘I never drink or eat anything with soy,” my guide confides to me, “given that
I know how much poison is sprayed on it. I always study the ingredients” label of

any drinks I buy for example until I am sure they don’t contain soy.”
I nod at him as he talks, still holding my breath.

We walk in the direction of an indigenous burial site, which is on privately

owned land. Along the way, the local Peabiru interest group have put two
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pilgrimage stations to mark the path. On a hill ovetlooking the rolling valley of
harvested fields, there is a weathered ceramic statue of Saint Thomas blesses us
as we pass. The small shrine is an odd catholic-pagan mixture, with a concrete
pyramid at the saint’s feet and a clump of the St. George’s Sword plant nearby
to ward off evil spirits. We walk up the hill steadily and look down on the vast

expanse of plantations beneath us.

The second pilgrimage station is the skeletal head of a cow with one horn
which is attached to a wooden stake to remember the passing of the intrepid
Cabeza de Vaca, or Cow’s Head in English, through this region. Two famous
white men associated with the Caminho de Peabiru are remembered, while all that
is left to remember the thousands of Guarani that have followed the sacred path
is the lacklustre burial ground. At the burial ground, all I can see are unidentifiable
scraps of clay urns at the base of a mango tree and a comemorative stone, whose
inscription has been completely worn. ‘It’s difficult to get funding to maintain

the route,” my guide tells me with a sigh, “and our annual walks are petering out.”
"Why?" I ask, surprised.

‘A new Guarani village set up just outside the town a year ago, and they
said that they didn’t want the Caminho de Peabiru to be commetcialized, that it
is sacred to them. Some of the group of organizers think we shouldn’t organise
paid Peabiru walks anymore. The steam has gone out of the efforts to promote
it around here. There have also been some cases of vandalism on the organised
walks. On an organised Peabiru walk in August in Pitanga nearby, someone wrote

his name on top of Jesuit symbols engraved on the rocks.”
“You're kidding me,” I exclaim.
He shakes his head despairingly.

I realise that the thought hadn’t entered my mind that the Guarani might
object to the jurua following the Caminho de Peabiru. The practice of organised
walks along the Caminho de Peabiru is strongest here in Campo Mourio. But on
this walk, there are monuments created to honour Sio Tomé and Cabeza de Vaca
— the Caminho’s non-indian personalities that are part of the jurua culture. My
guide F on the coast, who led me with the group from the Caminho de Santiago

association, is also trying to promote guided walks there. He brought us to the
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Massiambu tekoa and our interest was mostly on Aleixo Garcia having lived there
before heading off westward on the Caminho de Peabiru. Once again, focusing
on the Europeans” experience of the Caminho de Peabiru. I have seen some
newspaper articles and municipal proposals talking of the opportunity for local
business offered by the Caminho de Peabiru or the Caminho de Sdo Tomé as
it often called. It dawns on me that we jurud are in danger of doing it again —

appropriating a Guaran{ treasure for our own blind interests.

With a start, I realise that I myself didn’t ask permission or an explicit
blessing from the Guarani to follow the Camino do Peabiru. I had identified with
the pilgrimage as a Latin American cousin of the Camino de Santiago, which
had been such a transformative experience for me in my twenties and the link
to such a popular pilgrimage had promised a possible English-language audience
for this, my book on the Caminho de Peabiru. I think back on my interactions
with the three tekoas on the coast. In the first, the cagique M showed concerted
disinterest in what we were doing and a reluctance to speak with us. In the second,
E, the female cacique did speak with us and the community received our offer
of lunch so that we could eat with them. E did not speak about the Caminho
de Peabiru directly however. In the third tekoa, I remember how I had bluntly
informed Whera Tupd that I was already doing the Caminho de Peabiru and how
he shook his head and said “Biru, biru” at me. Internally, T cringe. I hadn’t asked
any Guarani representative how they felt about me doing the pilgrimage, but rather
had just informed them I was doing it. Even still, I was graciously received to sit
by the sacred fire in the Opy prayer house in Whera Tupa’s tekoa. No doubt I
appeared both arrogant and insensitive to them yet they gently welcomed and
included me. They didn’t talk to me about the Caminho de Peabiru, but they let
me sit with them in silence at their sacred fire and smoke their sacred pipe. I feel
deeply humbled.

A stronger and more authentic desire arises in me to use this book to
contribute to the current plight of the Guarani and to bridge in some small way
the distance between the Guarani and my readers in Brazil. I am undertaking the
Caminho de Peabiru as a historical pilgrimage, following the footsteps of mythical
or historical figures as the beginning of a true encounter with the Guarani but also
as part of my own inner psychological and spiritual path in our shared, universal

search for greater lightness of being and transcendence.
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"Look over here,” my guide says, pulling me out of my thoughts. He points
out an indentation in a field of high grass to our left. “That is probably the remains
of an old road, probably Peabiru,” he says, ‘the problem with the Caminho de
Peabiru here is that most of the land and the arqueological sites have been
destroyed by intensive farming and the government has done little in terms of
preservation. The trails have all been made into roads and it is difficult to know
exactly where the Caminho de Peabiru passed. Like the forest and the fauna here,

indigenous history is on the brink of extinction.”

We walk onwards, on our symbolic Caminho de Peabiru. When we are
nearly back to the truck, we meet a wild-eyed local farmer in a blue felt hat and an
unbottoned yellow shirt and torn blue shorts. He is carrying a bale of hay and two

small dogs snap at his ankles as he moves.

"When we arrived here, 30 years ago, this was all forest,” he says nostalgically,
pointing all around him. "We used to hunt all kinds of animals here, deer, wild
boars, even jaguars. Now there are none left around here. Even if we were allowed,

there’s nothing left to hunt.”

"The Atlantic Forest houses 60% of the endangered species in Brazil,” my
guide tells me as we take our leave from the farmer, “there are many primates and

birds that simply don’t exist anywhere else and are on the brink of extinction.”

"How are the farmers faring here?” I ask, slightly shocked at the farmer’s

dishevelled appearance.

"Most of the farmers are part of the cooperative COAMA, which is the
largest farming cooperative in Latin America. That way the farmer gets a fair price
for his harvest. Farm labourers are becoming more scarce and the whole process

is becoming machinised.”

"The same changes happened in Europe,” I tell him, drawing from my
limited knowledge from my Irish urban upbringing, ‘but here it seems so fast and
so recent. It sounds like a mere thirty years ago, everything was so different.” He

nods his head slowly in somewhat melancholy agreement.

We drive to a farm for lunch, that has opened an eco-hotel on its land.
The farm was set up by a Swedish man in the 1960s and almost half of the land

has been protected as primary or secondary forest. Though the Swedish man
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died eight years ago, his octegenarian wife and their son and family continue to
manage the farm and the hotel. We sit eating a lunch of rice and beans with the
owner. I congratulate her on her concern for the environment and she laughs
light-heartedly. "When we first came here in the 60s, my husband put up a sign
saying "Here, we protect flora and fauna, no hunting or fishing allowed.” Nobody
understood what he was talking about. The local farmers thought him a crazy

foreigner.”

After lunch, we walk through the forest with the owner’s son, now in
his forties. An abundance of buttetflies buzz around us as the sunrays of early
afternoon dapple the forest with a magical light. "What do you plant on the rest of
the land?” I ask him as we walk past a hazy blue stream. "We used to plant coffee
and soy,” he says, ‘but now we focus on sugar-cane and eucaliptus trees.” I close
my eyes momentarily, as a stray sunray warms my face. Isn’t eucaliptus bad for
the soil?” I ask innocently, my eyes still closed. The owner’s son stops abruptly
and his voice hardens. "Well,” he begins defensively, "soy does much more damage
than eucaliptus. When we planted soy up until 1994, we used to spray it four or
five times with insecticide, now they spray it seven or even up to nine times. That
damages the soil much more than planting eucalyptus. It’s true that eucalypus
trees don’t let other vegetation grow or encourage wildlife, but once they are cut,

the land quickly regenerates.”

His defensive tone snaps me out of my relaxed post-lunch mood. "What
about organic farming,” I ask reactively “is that an option for a farm like this?” T
don’t know of any examples of organic farms around here, “ he says curtly. With
that, he starts to walk ahead of me at a faster pace, and I scurry after him, the spell

of the forest broken now. It seems I have touched a nerve.

As we come to the end of the forest trail, he shakes my hand to say goodbye,
adding in a sad tone. “The truth is that man is a plague on nature, whatever way

you look at it, man is a plague.”

My guide and I leave the farm and start our walk along our symbolic
Caminho de Peabiru again. The farmer’s words ring through my mind. "Man is
a plague on nature. Man is a plague on nature.” Are we a plague though? My
experience in Parana would lead me to agree with this defensive farmer, trying to

maintain his business and family in the cut-throat, competitive environment of
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today’s agricultural world, while also honouring his father’s pioneering efforts to

preserve nature.

The colonisation of Brazil does seem to have been a plague on nature. What
though about the Guarani? When they lived in their traditional ways, with their
much smaller population, were they a plague? In the Guarani story of origin,
mother earth tells man, Tupa-mirim that he has the power to create. Man is a
co-creator of the earth, and what he thinks and says becomes matter. Man came
down from the mountain with the talents of the earth and the talents of the sky. He tried out his
power saying; “arara’ and the first parrot was created. Then, he said “urknrea” and the first owl
appeared..(..).. And that is how it happened with all of the fish, plants and animals.

For the Guarani, man was not given a divine right to use nature, but a
divine responsibility and opportunity to create. We colonisers and their mixed-race
descendants in Brazil have treated nature with arrogant superiority as a useful and
exploitable possession, as has happened in the rest of the industrialised world. The
Guarani way of looking at the world on the other hand seems to suggest loving

co-creation. What we create is part of us and we are part of it.

The Guarani were a semi-sedentary tribe that lived in small communities of
extended family. They used to move from place to place every six or seven years
after they had used up local resources. They would plant seeds of trees and plants
before they left and then move on to different land, allowing nature to recuperate.
When they returned to the earlier land, there would be plentiful trees and wildlife
to feed the members of the tekod. Some writers believe that the Guarani’s constant
search for Yvy Mara Ey is a reference to their constant wanderings and migrations

towards new, untouched, fertile lands.

I wonder if there is any way our world of seven billion could come back
into some kind of a rhythm with nature again? I have heard about the Kayapé
Indians in the Amazon forest who to this day, make small clearings in the forest
and plant medicinal herbs, plant brazil nut seeds all year, build soil and use
companion planting, I have also heard of the promising work of Ernst Goetsch in
the Northeast of Brazil with his synthropic agriculture, where he co-creates with
nature, creating healthy soil as well as harvesting crops and providing a sustainable
alternative to farming, There is the biodynamic farming movement as well that

promises more balance, more integration and sustainability for man and nature.
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Indigenous, synthropic and biodynamic agticulture however seem so distant from

the destructive agricultural practices on this Parana altiplano.

As I walk, I wonder if there is any way I could get back into some kind of
rhythm with nature again? I am your quintessential 21st Century blind plague on
nature. In thirty six years, I have flown about one hundred times on planes, many
of which have been trans-Atlantic flights. For the first half of my life, my parents
drove me to school, to activities, on holidays and for the last nine years, I have been
driving my own three children around in an even more frenzied way. How many
tonnes of waste have I produced? As I walk onwards, I wonder sullenly if the huge
pile of my children’s nonbiodegradable plastic nappies will be the longest lasting

legacy that I leave on this earth.

I walk for four kilometres with my guide along a dirt road, waking up like
never before to my own arrogant, unconscious treatment of nature, as the sky
threatens rain again. A couple of cars pass us along the way and stop to offer us
a lift. They balk at us incredulously when we tell them that we would rather walk.
Here in Parana, where there are no paths and only mud roads and insecticides,

people simply do not walk for pleasure anymore.

Along the reddened track, we come to a clump of forest surrounded by a
barbed-wire fence. My guide holds apart the barbed wire for me and I squeeze
through to the forested area. We weave our way laboriously through thick, wild
forest. Branches catch at my hair and over-ground roots grasp at my ankles. When
we battle our way into the middle of the dense forest, my guide crouches down

and points to a large stone that is partially protruding from the ground.

I crouch down beside him among the twigs and leaves, next to the dark grey
stone. As I look closely, I see that three concentric circles have been engraved
into the stone, one inside the other. I gasp as I see them, taken aback. The stone
looks so ancient and so lost in this thicket of forest: a forgotten message from a
forgotten past. I pass my hand over its moist surface and feel a giddyness. Nobody
has studied this. Nobody has signposted its existence. I am filled with a sense of
intimacy, this is just between my guide, the one who carved it and me, crouched

here in the undergrowth, touching it, tracing its concentric circles with my fingers.

This is an echo of the spiral found on a stone by St. Brendan’s Saint’s Road

last year and the concentric circles I saw on the rocky outcrops on the eastern coast
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of Brazil. I am awash with a sense of privilege and I beam a smile of gratitude at

my guide.

The universe is playing hide and seek with me. Hetre I am in the far west of
Parana, squirming at man’s self-destructive greed and blindness, and my own, and
out of nowhere, life has presented me with a mysterious stone with the sacred
symbol of the concentric circles. “You know,” my guide says, breaking the silence,
“ for the Guarani these concentric circles are the emanations from the central
beginning, the Great Mystery. There are three circles here and the Guarani God
Tupi is known as the third emanation. He is the God of thunder, god of the
West. He breathed a blessing into man’s left ear and it became intelligence and
he breathed a blessing into man’s right ear and it became wisdom. Tupa made his
painting in man’s head which is called thought, which both creates and destroys.
This is the most difficult cycle for mother earth, because humanity almost
extinquishes her, with its incorrect use of the power to create. Due to the bad
seeds that have accumulated in his blood — fear, illusion, slavery, forgetfulness of
our true nature — humans create an era of possessiveness, dispute, attachments

and a feeling of omnipotence that endangers the very earth they walk on.”
THE SPIRITUAL CONQUEST OF THE GUARANI

There is a parasitic fig tree in Brazil that slowly kills its host tree. It grows on
top of the host tree, using it as a base to extend its huge, hungry roots and suck all
of the water and minerals from the earth nearby. The host tree slowly dies away,

leaving the core of the fig tree hollow.

I step inside the hollowed centre of a sprawling fig tree in the ruins of an
old Spanish colonial town on the outskirts of a town called Phoenix in Parana and

a chill runs up my spine.

The town is named after the phoenix because it is a city that arose from the
ashes of a much earlier village, called Villarrica del Espirito Santo, created at the
end of the 16th Century to secure these lands called Guaira for the Spanish crown.
The fact that this area is now Parana, part of the portuguese-speaking Brazil,
highlights the failure of this effort. The Portuguese pushed back the boundaries
with Spain and the colonial town was eventually settled six hundred kilometres

away in its current location in Paraguay.
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To get to the town of Fenix from Campo Mourio, my guide and I drive 60
km past endless cultivated fields with palm tree borders and random clusters of
trees around the water sources. I wonder if any wildlife survives in these clumps
of nature. Surely they need larger spaces to hunt and thrive. We drive through
nameless warehouse towns, many with large statues of Jesus or grottos of Our
Lady at their entrance. This is still staunch Catholic country, with evangelical
churches only beginning to creep stealthily into the towns. We drive to a small
nature reserve that houses the four hundred and fifty year old ruins of the Spanish
town of Villarrica del Espiritu Santo, which was strategically located where the
river Ival meets the river Corumbatai. As we drive through the gate and nod at
the sleepy guards, the forest is lush about us. The reserve is a refreshing oasis of
wilderness after the endless uniformity of machine-sown plantations. I breathe
more freely and enjoy the shade. When Villarrica was created, the area was
inhabited by the Guarani and J¢é tribes and must all have looked much like this lush

oasis of preserved forest.

We stop the car and look through the one-roomed museum. A model of the
town shows the square, with a church and cross at its centre, surrounded by rows
of mud houses with clay-slate roofs. Religion and politics hand in hand. Over the
centuries, the mud houses have crumbled in on themselves to form little mounds,

reclaimed now by Atlantic Forest.

We walk on a trail graciously carpeted with brown and green leaves, through
the forest down to the river. The branches of the stout trees around us clasp
eachother above our heads, shading us as we walk. Rays of sunlight break through
the canopy to spotlight birds and fallen logs. The forest is heaving with life and
I congratulate myself on recognizing the red-backed guaxo bird and the yellow-
bellied bem-te-vi. A lizard, half-a-metre long, scuttles loudly out of the foliage and
swaggers unperturbed across our path. This trail used to be the main road in the

village, which survived mostly from maté plantations.
“Wias this a Jesuit mission?” I ask my guide as we walk.

"No,” my guide responds thoughtfully, ‘this town dates to just before the

Jesuit missions.”

‘Really? Didn’t Cabeza de Vaca meet a catequized indian in the region on

the Caminho de Peabiru in 1541 and employ him as a guide,” I said.
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"Other religious orders were active, Fransicans and Dominicians for example
but the Jesuits came nearer the end of the century. The first Jesuits arrived as the
town of Villarrica was being relocated to this site in 1589. You re Irish, right? Did
you know that one of the first Jesuits in this region was an Irishman called Thomas

Fields? He was from a place called Limerick.”

I stop walking and laugh out loud. How bizatre life is! Here I am, a random
Irish woman, following the Caminho de Peabiru, a possible Way of St. Thomas
and I discover that one of the first catequising Jesuit to use these same paths over
four hundred years ago is an Irish man called Thomas! He even comes from the
same part of Ireland as my own father. As the surprise settles in, I realise that
it also shows how my Irish ancestors too have had some part in colonising and
catequising, Millions of Irish emigrated to North America, enabling those of us
who remained on our native soil to survive and thtive, while they made a new life
for themselves on Native American land. Only a small number of Irish came to
South America, but perhaps since St. Brendan set out to find paradise in the 6™
Century, we have been involved in missionary work here in Brazil as demonstrated
by Fr. Thomas Fields. I myself came to South America on a secular but charity-
driven mission, unconsciously inculcated in me as a young Catholic in a strongly

missionary Ireland.

My guide continues, unperturbed by my surprise, “at first, the Jesuits were
wandering evangelists, moving among the indian villages with their crosses and
their books of biblical images but by 1610, the indians were being reduced, their
freedom limited as they were gathered in ‘missions”. The leading Jesuit priest here,
Montoya, justified the missions as a way of facilitating their work of ’spiritual
conquest’, which was impeded by the fact that the indians lived dispersed in the
jungle, the mountains and the valleys. In settled missions, the Jesuits could ensure
that the indians lived in a civilized way, ensuring that they were wearing cotton to

cover their traditional nakedness for example.”

"Montoya was one of the first people to write about the Caminho de

Peabiru, wasn’t he?” I ask.

“Yes,” my guide nods his head, "he spoke about a wide, extensive trail, which
must have been used nonstop for the Jesuit’s catequising efforts. He also wrote

about St. Thomas as being the true identity of the Guarani’s Sumé. He wrote even
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that he had in his possession a piece of wood from St Thomas” cross.”

He stops for a moment before continuing, “although Villarrica wasn’t a
mission, fifteen missions were later built in this region, allowing the Jesuits to win
the souls of thousands of indians to make up for the great loss of followers in

Europe due to the Protestant Reformation.”

I nod in understanding, This same religious battles continues in Brazil today
with the protestant evangelicals making huge strides in winning over tradionally

Catholic communities.

‘But why did the Indians join the missions?” I ask uncomprehendingly, “it
must have been hell for such wandering souls to be stuck in one place and held to

an exact schedule.”

"The Guarani joined the Jesuit missions as a means of survival. Their
traditional means of living off the land, by fishing, hunting and semi-nomadic
subsistence farming, were no longer feasible since the rude arrival of the
Europeans. The Guaranis” options were to be treated like slaves in the Spanish
encomienda system or hunted by the Portuguese bandeirantes who raided the
forests to capture them as slaves for the unmanned plantations in Sio Paulo.
Countless hundreds of thousands if not millions of indians were killed, tortured

and enslaved by these bandeirantes.”

‘But,” I protest, “the bandeirantes are considered heros here in Brazil. I saw
bronze statues of several of them at the entrance of towns that I passed on my

busride through Parana.”

“They are heros in a way for Brazil,” the guide continues, "they are credited
with increasing Brazils territory three-fold as they pushed the Spanish further and
further westward and southward, and they discovered alot of the great mineral
wealth of Brazil as they went. They also cleared land of the indigenous and

gathered them to sell as slaves.”

‘But how could they possibly justify what they were doing? These were
Christians, right? Part of their whole justification for colonisation was to bring

christianity to the indians,” I beseech of my guide.

“This was wild-west territory,” he reminds me, * religion was often just a
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supetficial facade, unconsciously and sometimes consciously providing a sense of
righteousness to the most heinous acts. One priest in the 16th Century, Frei Ortiz,
said that the God that the colonisers were preaching to the indians was ‘Give
me gold, Give me gold.” These bandeirantes even went so far as to justify their
treatment of the indians as their divine duty, citing the old testament’s call to
combat pagan nations. There were always a couple of priests with them on their

expeditions, to anoint the dead and ease their conscience.”

‘So the bandeirantes were the white Portuguese paid by the government?” I

ask, trying to get clarity.

"No, no. The bandeirantes were private hoards of adventurous, desperate
men from around Sdo Paulo, but their activities were supported or at least not
curtailed by the Portuguese government. The bandeirantes were led by a small
number of white Portuguese, the ones whose statues still dot the country, but
they were made up mostly of indigenous men and caboclos or those with mixed
Portuguese and indigenous blood. Many of these caboclos were the sons of
bandeirante fathers who had hoards of children with different indigenous women.
They even spoke a mix of Portuguese and Tupi-Guarani called Nhangatu.
Nhangatu, or the general language as it was also called, was created by the Jesuits
and it was the main language used in Brazil at the time until it was outlawed in the
mid 18th Century. These bandeirantes had a devastating effect on the country’s
indigenous people. There were an estimated four million indigenous in Brazil in
1500 and two hundred years later, there were only 300,000. They died in droves
from illnesses brought by the colonisers, and thousands of indigenous people

were enslaved or killed by the bandeirantes.”
I fall into silence as we walk, trying to digest this painful information.

“Are there any mission ruins nearby that we can visit?” I ask finally . "No,” he
shakes his head. “The missions were built mostly out of clay here and have literally
disintegrated back into the landscape. They were attacked in the mid 17th Century
by the Portuguese bandeirantes, led by Raposo Tavares, taking sixty thousand

indians as slaves. The indians probably used the Caminho de Peabiru to try and
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escape the bandeirantes, who pounded after them down the same trail. The Jesuits
fled this region with the surviving twelve thousand indians. They headed south to
set up missions further from Sao Paulo, along the Uruguay river. There are stone
ruins there spread throughout southwest Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay.

I think there are some in Bolivia too.”

My mood is sombre as we walk back to the car and leave the reserve. My
initial sense of peace and joy at walking through such exuberant nature is washed
aside by sickening dismay at learning again of the physical brutality towards the
indigenous people, with God, the God I was baptised and brought up to believe
in, used as justification. It was such a long time ago, but it hangs on here in the air

somehow, unresolved.

We drive to the nearby town of Phoenix, where we have lunch. As we
walk past the catholic church, a large painting above the main entrance grabs my
attention. The painting depicts the river Ival passing through lush green forest.
When I look closer, I see a sandy inlet on the right hand side of the painting.
There on the sand, several semi-naked indigenous figures are gathered, waiting as

a brown-robed priest baptizes an indigenous man in the river.

I stand looking at this painting and minutes tick by. It is very large,
monopolising the front of the church and dated 1974. Is the Catholic Church still
so proud of the catequisation of the indigenous, the bulk of whom died soon
after, due to their contact with Europeans? I wonder to what extent the Catholic
Church questions its role in justifying the brutal colonisation and massacte of the
indigenous people of Brazil. In five hundred years, is it possible that the Catholic
Church has failed to appreciate the natural spirituality of the Guarani? When the
Pope and the bishops go to sleep at night, I wonder how they evaluate their success
or failure in bringing the conquistadors or the indigenous closer to God. If the
European conquistadors had come to South America without the partnership of
the Roman Catholic Chutrch would they have had an even weaker moral compass
or would they have come with a more open mind and heart? Would they have been
more humble? Less assured of their superiority in all ways physical and spiritual?
Would they possibly have come ready to thank the Guarani for the bounty they
often willingly shared and entered into an equal conversation about ways of

working harmoniously with the land and eachother and growing spiritually?
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In Ireland, Christianity arrived much eatlier than to the Guarani’s Pindorama.
It arrived in the 5™ Century with Palladius and then St. Patrick. It is said that in
Ireland there were no martyrs of the church as the eatly Christians came with a
respect for the animist spirituality of the native Irish and the Irish druids were
awaiting them. During the period that followed, a Celtic Christianity flourished in
Ireland, a blend of the Irish naturally spiritual ways and Christ consciousness, not
a dogmatic one-sided conversion. That came later in the 12* Century when the
Roman Catholic Church gave papal permission to the British to intervene in Ireland
for the first time and bring the Celtic Christianity into the order and discipline
of organised religion. That was the end of the uplifting, inclusive Christianity in
Ireland and the beginning of colonisation by the British. It strikes me that the
two possible Christian Sumés, in whose steps I am following, St. Thomas and
St. Brendan, were from a purer, more loving, more open Christianity than the
Roman Church that came to prominence later in its history. If it was one of those
early Christian saints, they did indeed come from technologically more advanced
people, who had entered into a relationship of active transformation with the land.
The stories of Sumé would bear witness to how they shared this knowledge with
the hunter-gatherer Guarani, teaching them how to engage in agriculture. If Sumé
was St. Thomas or St. Brendan, they also shared a more pure, loving Christianity
with the Guaran{ in contrast to the Christianity that was superficially professed and
used as justification for the violent and arrogant behaviour of the conquistadors.
The endless wave of colonial Sumés, who could have shared their agricultural and
technological know-how in exchange for the local and spiritual knowledge that the
Guarani had in abundance, have been such a devastating, disappointing curse for

the tribe and for their sacred land.

This painting’s image of the riverside baptism stays with me as we walk
along the dusty trails towards our bed for the night. As we walk southwards, the
landscape is a technicolor of ochre red against dark green, pressed against the
blue-black of the late afternoon sky. To my left, a pale white moon, almost full, is
already visible in the sky. To my right, the sun is setting over the chequered hills
in a symphony of yellow and pink, with switls of black smoke rising still from
the burning sugar cane. We walk along the red, dusty road, flanked by moon and
sun, in subdued silence until the sun disappears and Venus appears on the western

horizon and a star-clad cloak of darkness envelops us.
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THE LAKE OF TEARS

I am aching with homesickness. I take a bus homeward early the next
morning, I started on this Caminho de Peabiru to encounter a sense of peace,
move towards some Guarani Yyy Mari Ey, and all I am finding here in Parand is a
putrid glut of unconscious destruction and cruelty. I am in a world that hurts itself
unawares, by hurting those around it. The tragic history of the indigenous people
in Brazil, the despicable behaviour of many colonists and their bandeirantes, the
collusion of the Catholic Church fills me with a desire to bury my head in the
sand, like the wild ostriches I spot from time to time from the bus window. I just
want to be near my boys and cuddle up in a protective ball with them. I want to
close my eyes and heart to the reality of this continent’s history and return to my
bubble of middleclass busyness and family fullness. This evil world of salivating
greed and decay has nothing to offer me. Surely I need to retreat from it, not
immerse myself in it, to achieve some modicum of inner calm. On the coast, this
sense of awakening to my adopted home had brought mostly a sense of wonder
and intimacy. Inland, the shadow side to this awakening to nature and the history

of the land dismays me.

Why, oh why, is Brazil so bloody big that my journey home to Florianépolis
on the coast will take fifteen hours? To avoid any further delay, I forgo stopping on
the way in Pitanga, to see the Jesuit rock engravings that have been found near the
Gamalio waterfalls. These are the same historical engravings that were vandalised
by someone on a recent locally-organised Peabiru group walk; another fact that

makes my stomach lurch.

I have to make a two-hour stop in Guarapuava however, before taking my
final bus back to Florianépolis. Guarapuava means Angry Wolf, referring to the
once-plentiful wild wolves that the first colonists found in this area. They are, of
course, extinct here now. The air is bitterly cold as I get off the bus in Guarapuava
and I close my light rain jacket protectively around my neck. Winter has decided to
hang around for the spring it seems. Is it the weather that is crazy, as everyone one

says, or we who are crazy for causing its erraticity?

Guarapuava is on the main highway between Paraguay and coastal Brazil,
possibly along the Caminho de Peabiru. It is on a major drug-trafficking route

and I am wary as I walk out of the bus station. I signal to a waiting taxi-driver and
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clamber into the taxi. I know that there is a bronze statue of an indian warrior
somewhere in the city and I am determined to see it. Perhaps we Europeans
haven’t completely blocked out the history of the indigenous people. Perhaps

there is some respect left for the ancestral owners of this land.

The taxi drives me along the wide streets of Guarapuava. The city is bigger
than I thought and I am soon disoriented. We pass a large, solid bronze statue of
a military man on a horse in the middle of a round-about. "Who is that?” I ask

the taxi-driver.

"That is Diogo Portugal,” he says offhandedly. "He was in charge of building
the first fort here in the 18th or 19th Century to secure the lands for Portugal and

to protect the first white inhabitants from the indians.”
“Were there Guarani indians here before the Europeans?” I ask.

‘T don’t think so,” he says, ‘there were three other tribes, but I can’t

remember their names.”
‘Do they have a reserve nearby?” I ask, hopeful.

"No,” he laughs good-humoredly, “those tribes were massacred. They don’t
exist anymore. I think there is a reserve of Kaingang and Guarani indians not too

far away though.”

We come to another statue on a roundabout and I ask the taxi-driver to
stop the car, so I can jump out to take a picture. This statue, at two metres high, is
much smaller than the eatlier one of Diogo Portugal. The statue itself is dwarfed
by its five metre base, which is filled with the names of members of the Rotary and
Lions Clubs that financed and erected it in 1978. The statue is made of bronze and
depicts a proud-looking indigenous man looking defiantly outwards and upwards,
wearing a cloth around his waist, a beaded amulet and a feathered head-dress and
holding a bow and arrow. By his side a wolf, one of those historically abundant
in this region, howls at the sky. The statue pays homage to the great indigenous
leader or cagique, Guairaca, which means The Wolf of the Fields and the Waters.
On the base of the statue, there is an inscription with the words “c6 ivi oguerek6
yara’. This was Guairacd’s battle-cry against the Spanish in the 16th Century: “This

land already has an owner".
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It is refreshing that the bravery of the indigenous is celebrated, a people
that must have shown unimaginable courage and cunning when at war against
the guns and canons of the Europeans. The cynic in me notes however that the
indigenous leader celebrated here fought against Spanish rule, not Portuguese rule
later on. In that way, he can be celebrated as if he was one of the first flag-bearers
or bandeirantes, protecting what was to become Portuguese or Brazilian land from

the Spanish.

I jump back into the taxi that drops me off at the municipal museum in
a pretty, low-roofed colonial building overlooking the original central square of
Guarapuava. The museum is full of objects from colonial time, an endless stream
of old beds, tables, portraits. I can see only two references to the indigneous in the
whole musuem. One is a painting depicting or perhaps celebrating, the slaughter
of Indians by the Portuguese from their fort in the 18th century. The other is
the glass-cased golden book which lists all those who contributed financially to
the construction of the Guairaca statue in 1978. Like the bandeirante attacks,
the indian statue was privately, not publicly financed. I find no such book on the
financing of the Diogo Portugal statue that I passed, which was constructed even

more recently.

In the city of Sio Paulo, there is a huge monument built in honour of the
bandeirantes — Monumento as Bandeiras. A group of over 4000 indigenous people
and sympathisers splattered it in red paint as an act of protest. The newspapers
were outraged what they considered vandalism. One of the indigenous leaders,
Marcos Tupa, sent a letter to the press to better explain the protest. What follows

is an extract of that letter:

We marched in direction of this stone statue, called the Monument to the Bandeiras, which
honours those who massacred us in the past. We tied a red cloth to the statue, that represented
the blood of our forefathers that was spilled by the bandeirantes, of whom the white seem to be
50 proud. Some non-indigenons supporters understood the force of this symbolic act and painted
the statue with red paint. For us indigenons people, paint is not an act of aggression against the
body, but a form of transformation. Although some criticize this act, they helped us to transform
the body of this work for at least one day. It stopped being stone and bled. It stopped being a
monument in honour of the genocides that decimiated onr people and was transformed into a
monument of onr resistence. Occupied by onr warriors, by onr women and children, this new

monument made our long-suffering history into something living and beantiful, shouting ont to
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all those who can hear — stop once and for all the shedding of indigenons blood in this country.
How can a statue be considered Brazilian heritage, if it honours the genocide of those who are
meant to be part of Brazilian society? What type of society pays tribute to genocides before the
eyes of its survivors. Only those societies that continne to practice genocide in the present day.
This monument for us represents death. For us, art is something different. 1t is something that
transforms bodies and spirits. For us, art is the body transformed into life and freedom and this

act of protest was art.
Thantk you, agnyjevete, for all those who fight!

I leave the museum, deep in thought, and cross the squate to visit the
Catholic cathedral which dominates the square. Before being called Guarapuava,
the settlement was called Our Lady of Bethlehem, as is the Cathedral. The
settlement was taken for Portugal and the Catholic church with the act of
possession solemnified by the first mass that was held there in 1771. A priest,
Padre Chagas, was decisive in determining the location of the settlement, as he
argued that this land was the best location for the cathedral. After the cathedral

was built, the town of Guarapuava grew around it.

I push open the heavy wooden doors of the white-painted cathedral and I
am blinded by the overwhelmingly elaborate decoration of the interior. All of the
walls and the ceiling are intricately painted in gold. Cherubs abound with messages
in latin, the stations of the cross are depicted, endless statues line the side naves.
The well-trained Catholic girl in me bows and bends her knee, before walking, head
down, up the aisle to the front pew. My heart is beating with a fearful uncertainty,
as if someone will sense my criticisms of the Catholic Church and throw me out
of the cathedral as a blasphemer. I calm myself as I kneel down and focus on the
face of Jesus on the cross. It is his message, his example, not the politics of the

church, that is of interest.

The altar before me is exquisite and stone angels flank each side of the
altar. Behind the altar, a huge painting bears down on me. I do not dare to take
a photograph, but I note that on the side of the painting, there are two indians
standing in traditional dress, looking upwards towards Jesus on the cross in
heaven. To their right side, there are two tall vibrant palm trees that represent
Christianity. To their left side, I see a dead tree with a serpent wrapped around it

which represents their indigenous beliefs. Palm trees are so sacred to the Guarani.
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They are the five cornerstones of their Pindorama world. Sumé himself is said
to have survived a flood by holding on to a palm tree. But here they have been
distorted and co-oped as part of the synchretic evangelization of the indigenous.

I stand up to leave, perplexed.

Outside, I breathe in the fresh, cold air and sigh deeply. I am heavy with
a feeling of sadness. Twinges of anger rise and fall but this deep sadness is the
stronger emotion. I walk two blocks uphill to my final destination, the Lake of
Tears, before I have to go and catch my bus home. The day is grey and overcast
as I come to a deserted lack-lustre lake about half a kilometre in circumference,
surrounded by concrete paths, roads and office buildings, with some token
greenery dotted around it. There are two rusty swan peddalboats tied to the edge.
I stand on the verge of grass and look despondent at the lake. Legend says that
the lake was formed by the tears of Irassai, the wife of Guairaca. When Guairaca
went off to lead the tribes against the Spanish, she had the premonition that he
was going to die. Her tears were shed for her husband, for her tribe, for their way

of life. The lake strikes me as far too small to represent so much loss.

I stand there and feel so disgusted, so powetless, so lonely. This must be but
a shadow of what the indigenous people feel on learning their history, never mind
living it. I don’t have much time before my bus leaves, but I decide to walk briskly
around the lake, to say sorry in a tiny way for the way we Europeans and Catholics
have treated them. With my bag heavy on my back, I start to walk. With each step,
I pound the concrete path and say the word sorry out loud. When I am halfway
around the lake, passing the rusty swans, an image of a crying Irassai comes to me.
She is bent over on the ground, weeping desolately. All of a sudden, I recognise
her pain. We are now just one young widow watching another. I feel within me
once again the overwhelming weight of realising that I will never be held by my
husband again, that he will never smile at me again, that our children will grow up
without their father, that all security and certainty has gone from the world. How
would it be to feel on top of that pain, the unbearable despair of knowing that
your children’s future, your whole family, your whole culture and the sacred earth

that has always been your home, was being destroyed?

The sensations I have been feeling throughout this trip in Parana move from
my head to my heart and I crumble in a loud, heaving sob. I have to kneel by the

edge of the lake to release the welling pain.
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What has happened to the indigenous people of Brazil is not a dusty page in
some now irrelevant history book. It is true suffering, a real, palpible pain for the
indigenous people and a bloody blot on the history of this country. The situation
has not been acknowleged, never mind addressed. How can modern Brazil
ever hope to include all people if it won't recognise openly the atrocities it has
perpetuated and put a stop to them? The indigenous people continue to be treated

like unwanted outcasts on their own soil.

I wipe my face on my sleeve before running around the rest of the lake
and hailing a passing taxi. The good humour of the taxi driver shakes me out of
myself. After my first couple of monosyllabic answers to his questions, he asks, ‘so

what is an Irish woman doing visiting Guarapuava?”

I speak quickly, composing myself. ‘I came to see the statue of Guairaca, the
museum and the cathedral and now, of course, the lake of tears. I am interested in

indigenous history and legend.”

‘Did you hear about the snake?” he asks me, looking at my teat-stained face

through the rearview mirror. I shake my head.

“There is a legend that a child was thrown into the lake and it became a huge
serpent, which slithered out of the lake and into the place where the cathedral is
now. The cathedral is built on top of the snake and they say that it will be a fearful
day if that snake breaks free.”

The taxi-driver’s story settles within me, as he drives me back to the bus-
station. There is a snake in the Guarani story of origin but it is very different to
the symbol of the snake we know from the Christian story. The first man goes to
a mountain in the East to learn how to live on earth and sees a cave with a light
coming from it. When he enters the cave he sees that the light is coming from a
silver snake. It was a snake that filled him with a sense of serenity, not fear. The
man asks “can you teach me how to live on earth?” and the snake says, “of course,

I am the spirit of the earth.”

As the bus lurches through the endless GMO soy and corn plantations on
the twelve hour trip from Guarapuava to Floriandpolis, a great sadness fills me as
I think of how the spirit of the earth has been butied and trampled in this state

of Parani. Even the Caminho de Peabiru itself has been covered in tarmac or
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neglected into disappearance. Perhaps though it was always more a spiritual than

a physical path.

How different to the Saint’s Road in Ireland and Spain’s Camino de
Santiago! On the Camino de Santiago, the trail has been largely maintained since
the Christian pilgrimage began over 1000 years ago. You can follow the Camino
by foot for over 800 km in Spain, or by bicycle or horse if you prefer. The state
of Presence that I experienced on the Camino de Santiago came from weeks of
walking along trails, mostly immersed in nature and following clear yellow arrows.
There were pilgrims, generous locals and plenty of hostels, restaurants and water-
fountains to support me along the route. There was little need to exercise my
over-worked brain and I could slip naturally and easefully into a more intuitive
and peaceful state. The combination of unfettered walking and embracing nature
lulled me organically into a delicious state of meditation or Presence. On the
Caminho de Peabiru however, the trail has dissolved back into the landscape or
been covered with tarmac by five centuries of fevered activity. Many of the main
South Brazilian highways are built along the Caminho de Peabiru. Even where the
trail does still pass through natural surroundings, it has not been maintained or

way-marked.

On this Caminho de Peabiru, my left brain is constantly busy, reconstructing
the trail from different sources, learning the history of the path, searching out
guides and places associated with Peabiru. On the Camino de Santiago I was held
externally, so that I could go deeper internally. On the Caminho de Peabiru in
contrast, I have to keep my wits about me to navigate my way. Along the coast,
there were moments of sublime beauty and introspection, glimpses too of
Presence at the Guarani fire and sitting by the ancient rockart. But here inland, I
am immersed more in the violent past of this region and its destructive present.
The sense of disgust and dismay that I am feeling at the violence and injustice
towards the indigenous and towards the earth itself is only intensifying on this
pilgrimage. I am becoming more aware of the country’s past, of the ongoing
injustices, but I long to escape it all. I long to melt back into wild nature about me,

cast off all worries, sing a song of Presence. Isn’t that what pilgrimage is all about?

The Guarani in general follow the Caminho de Peabiru as a pilgrimage from
the West and move towards the sacred coast in the East in the direction of Yvy

Mari Ey. Their earlier origins are in the West, the Amazon, central Paraguay and
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they migrated to the East. From the 6™ to 10th Centuries, it seems they did follow
the paths from East to West but their objectives on those trips seem to have been

more bellicose or at least commercial rather than spiritual.

After a while of living relatively peacefully with the Azorian colonists in
the 18™ Century, they also escaped along these paths westwatd, but in a bid for
desparate survival in the face of violence and oppression. The early European
conquistadors too, like Aleixo Garcia and Cabeza de Vaca, also went from east to

west but they went in the direction of power and riches.

It dawns on me that as a pilgrim on the Caminho de Peabiru, I am going in

the wrong direction.
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lapa, Parand, South Brazil, July 2012.
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Parana, South Brozil, September 2012.

Pond, South Brazil, September 2012.
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Guairaca Fenix, Parand, September 2012.
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lagoa de Lagrimas, Parand, sefembro de 2012.
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IN SEARCH OF REDEMPTION — THE JESUIT MISSIONS

The Jesuit missions are the only experience that offers any hint of redemption
for colonist Europe s history towards Brazil's indigenous people. When the Jesuits
and the 12,000 Guarani fled the Bandeirantes in modern-day Parana in 1628, they
most probabaly used some branch of the Caminho de Peabiru to escape. They
came to the Parana river at The Seven Falls, a gushing group of 19 waterfalls in seven
groups. Like many tribes native to Paran4, these falls no longer exist. They were
flooded thirty years ago to create the Itaipu hydroelectric dam. The fleeing Jesuits
tried to circumvent the falls, but feeling the rancid breath of the slave-traders on
their necks, they decided to speed up their walking pace by dropping their nine
hundred canoes down the falls in the hope of catching up with them down river.
Nine hundred carved wood canoes were thrown like offerings into the Seven Falls
and broke into millions of pieces of driftwood. The desperate group continued
on the trail, carrying with them the bones of dead Jesuits that they had dug up
from the mission cemiteries and the barroque statues of the saints imported from
Europe. Two Jesuit priests died on the perilous journey southwards. Of the 12,000
guarani, only 4,000 arrived by foot in the more southetly region of Tape, ravaged
by illness, hunger, wild animals and slave-traders. Perhaps many Guarani ran off

to take their chances in their native forest.

The region of Tape, which means ‘the way” in Guarani, is today part of
Brazil’s most southern state, Rio Grande do Sul. There, a handful of Jesuits and
thousands of Guarani built seven missions on the now-Brazilian side of the
Uruguay river, far away from the bandeirante’s Sio Paulo and the sugar-cane
commerical interests to the north. In this isolated corner of the new world, they
created a closed cluster of communities of up to 7000, where the Guarani toiled
the land, reared cattle and learned trades such as iron extraction and violin making.
All the time, the Guarani were being catequized, their pagan souls saved from the
devil and the fires of hell.

I travel by car southwest to visit the ruins of the Jesuit Missions with my
friend Cida, my sons Tom and Liam and Cida’s two sons Francisco and Pedro. We
brave an eleven and a half hour drive with all four boys in the back of the small
car. On the journey, we see only one Guarani village, made up of a gypsy-like

glut of tents dangerously close to the busy road, with lines and lines of washing
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hanging everywhere. I notice an evangelical church, incongruous and conspicuous
among the mud and wood houses. By the time we arrive at the area of the seven
missions, the mood in the car is brooding with pent-up energy and and are-we-
there-yet frustration. We drive the last 20 km heading straight into the setting sun.
The now-monotonous scene of endless golden plantations is set alight in a deep

crimson hue.

When we finally arrive at the town of St. Michael of the Missions, it is
enveloped in darkness. We stop for pizza at a corner restaurant called Indigenous-
Village Grill. With stomachs filled and tantrums averted, we wind down the car
windows as we slowly pass the shadowed ruins of the mission in the distance,
spotlit and rumbling with the nightly tourist sound and light show. We arrive
exhausted at the local hostel. The hostel is themed around the Guarani, teeming
with information about the Guarani way of life, their flande reko, and their
cosmology. Every room is named after one element of the Guarani culture and
the reception area is filled with indigenous arts and craft. I sleep in exhausted relief

at finally being in a place that celebrates the Guarani.

The next morning, we walk the three hundred metres to the ruins of St
Michael Arcangel mission and pay our entrance fee to a group of uninterested,
uniformed guards. The day threatens rain and dark grey clouds ate low about us.
The missions throughout South and Central America were all set out in a similar,
orderly way. We walk through an open field, which was once filled with rows and
rows of indian mudhuts with mud-slate roofs. The Guarani were organised into
nuclear families, alien perhaps to their sense of extended family, and housed in a
mud-floor cubicle. I stand in the field and try to imagine rows and rows of slated
mud-huts with wide paths between them and a perfect symettry promising an
incongruous uniformity and order. Each mud-hut had a small plot of land to
grow their own subsistence crop. The main road through the huts led straight to
the main square, which led to the entrance of the church, the beating heart of the

mission.

Our boys run ahead through the field, past a two-metre high mission cross.
The mission cross is different to the traditional Christian cross in that it has two
horizontal lines rather than one: faith doubled. Purple and yellow wildflowers dot
the large unkempt field which leads us to the huge red-brown ruin before us: the

remains of the great St. Michael Archangel’s church.
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A melancholy invades me as I look up at this large, sulking remnant. It starts
to rain and we try to take shelter in the ruin. There is no roof left but we burrow
ourselves into cold-stone corners that protect us from the downpour. I play the tin
whistle in the rain to mark our arrival. To the sound of Gabriel’s Oboe, the theme
song of the film “The Mission’, we look out from the sodden, crumbling walls,
slowly being reclaimed by the fig trees, the tufts of grass, the wild flowers. Such

great Jesuit aspirations, such endless Guarani graft and sacrifice: all turned to ruin.

I try to summon before me the image of indigenous children standing in
angelic rows in a choit, or the men carving their violins with a surprising mastery
in the workshops next to the church. But all I can see are the ruined walls and the
sullen looks on my children’s faces as the heavy rain pours on. I look out from the
church ruin to where the square must have been and try and imagine the women,
awkwardly draped in thick white cloth. All T can see is the uneven grass stretching
out desolate before me. Does all human effort evaporate like a wisp of cloud at
the merciless hand of time and greed and politics? Why do anything in this world

if all we can do is so small and transient and inconsequential?

Cida and I stand under the arched entrance of the church and pour hot
water into our cuia gourd to drink maté. The maté warms me up and lifts me out
of my morose thoughts. This chimarrio tradition is from this region, a practice
of the gaucho cowboys of Rio Grande do Sul, who in turn learnt it from the
Guarani indians. Maté, ca’a, is a sacred plant for the Guarani. At first the Jesuits
forbade it in the eatly missions as “the herb of the devil’, but soon, they wete
encouraging its use as a means to reduce the alcoholism that had taken hold of the
Guarani in the missions. The missions began to produce maté in large quantities
in the their ‘tupanambae’or community lands and it soon became one of the
economic foundations of the missions. How must the Guarani have felt about
the commercialisation of their sacred plant? The Guarani had always lived on a
subsistence basis, and concepts of money, profit, storing and selling of food must

have been startlingly strange to them.

We walk behind the church, where the Jesuits lived their private lives, seperate
from the Guarani. The area now is overgrown, a clump of fig trees growing huge
and hollow. The Jesuits experimented here with new crops from Europe before
introducing them to the Guarani. Though the Jesuits and the Guarani lived in the

same missions, they did not live together in the same way. The small number of
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Jesuits were the clear leaders of the missions, dictating every aspect of the everyday
life of the Guarani. They did however concede some voice to the Guarani civic
leaders, the caciques, and some of the traditional ways were respected. Given that
the Jesuits were so few in number, compated to the estimated 300,000 Guarani
that were ‘reduced’, it is very telling that the missions are to this day known mostly
as the Jesuit missions, rather than the Guarani missions. This must have been a

Catholic Communism where some wete more equal than others.

The missions must though have been a better alternative to many Guarani
than ending up in the encomienda pseudo-slavery of the Spanish or the hands
of the slave-trading bandeirantes. The Guarani’s old way of life in the forest was
gone and their survival must have seemed to lie within the mission boundaries.
The missions may have met the material needs of the indians for a time but how
painful it must have been though for the Guarani’s to give up their way of life,
to commercialize their sacred ca’a and to be confined and denied their perpetual
movement and pilgrimage for Yvy Mara Ey. Perhaps that pain is the price they
paid to continue to exist. Though many other indigneous tribes in Brazil have
disappeared, the Guarani still do exist to this day and make up almost 10% of
the indigenous community of Brazil. They persist in the material poverty of their
roadside villages, in the blood and facial characteristics of many South Americans
and in the traditions and language of Paraguay and Brazil. In some tekoas, they
seem to be maintaining the ancestral heritage and even sharing it with the Jurud
around them. The Guarani believe that the earth was created for them to live in
their traditional way as a path to paradise. They lived physical life, their fiande reko,
for a spiritual objective. They harbour a belief that if all Guarani perish, so too
will the earth, to the detriment of the estimated 225,000 Guarani in South Ametrica
and the rest of us as well. They hang on not just for themselves, but for the earth

and for the rest of us too.

Our children run off through the open field with their back to the ruins of
the church. Cida and I walk slowly after them. We walk past a tree about my height,
its trunk twisted with a mix of dark and light green oval leaves hiding its small,
round purple-black fruit. "What’s this?” I ask Cida. “This is a maté herb,” she tells
me. ‘But this isn’t a herb, it’s a tree,” I reply, nonplussed. “You are such a gringa,”
she laughs at me, ‘the maté herb is only called a herb, but it’s actually a tree.” I

laugh with her. I have been drinking this maté for a couple of years now and I had
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no idea. "Apparently, maté or cad was another one of Sumé gifts to the Guarani,” I

note, trying in vain to reassert myself as the trip’s knowledgable guide.

Soon, the boys are beckoning to us to join them and Cida and I walk slowly
back to look through the mission’s museum. The museum houses many statues of
Jesus, Mary and the saints, intricately carved from wood. They are so delicate that
they make me want to run my hand along their cheeks and touch the downward
curve of their noses. A cough from one of the security guards makes me put
my hand back by my side. In the middle of the room, I see some large imposing
wooden statues, taller than me. The back of the statues has been hollowed out. If
the security guards weren 't around, I would have been able to step into the back
of one. The treasure-hunter mentality says that they were left hollow so that the
Jesuit gold and silver could be carried unnoticed within them. Others say that the
Jesuits would stand inside the statues and speak to the Guarani from behind them,
tricking the Guarani into believing that the Christian saints could speak through

their statues.

On the veranda behind the museum, we come across a small group of
Guarani, silently selling their wares; a selection of hand-crafted wooden knives and
bows and arrows, small carved jaguars and owls. I buy each of the boys a present.
Liam chooses a knife and Tom chooses a bow and arrow, impatiently stringing
the bow and whooping loudly as the blue painted arrow flies through the air. Two
indigenous children sit barefoot on the museum porch, half-hidden behind a pillar,
silently peering at the noisy Jurud children. The Guarani stand with their back to
the ruins, completely seperate to the group of uniformed security guards who also

stand out of the rain, bunched together on the varanda.

These Jesuit missions lasted for 150 years, though they moved several
times to escape the barbarian apetites of the bandeirante slave traders. Among
some considerable successes, the missions suffered from droughts and bad
administration, epidemics of European diseases that almost wiped out whole
missions and endless attacks by the bandeirantes. Perhaps it was convenient for the
bandeirantes to have the now well-trained agriculturalist Guarani brought together
in one place, rather than having to hunt them like animals in their native forests.
In the 18th Century, when the Spanish handed the region of the seven missions
over to the Portuguese, the Spanish joined forces with the Portuguese to evict the
Guarani from this mission land. All but two of the Jesuits had fled by this stage,
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saving their necks and their religious ordet’s presence in South America, for a
while, and perhaps even the surplus of wealth from the missions. The war that

ensued is called the Guarani war.

The missions belonged to the Jesuits. The war to the Guarani. The church

that had lured them out of the forests, abandoned them to their fate.

The Guarani hero, the mission-born Sepe Tiaraju, who led the Guarani for
years in an effort to protect the missions, is famed locally for shouting at the army
of colonizors, “This land has an owner, it was given to us by God and by Saint
Michael,” before he was stabbed by a Spanish soldier and shot by a Portuguese
captain.

Like Guairaca before him, whose statue I saw in Guatrapuava, Tiaraja
symbolizes the indigenous resistance to the European powers. Both of them lost
their lives to it. Tiaraja’s education at the hands of the Jesuits did not dampen
his indignation at the brutal colonisation and perhaps fuelled it further with the
understanding of the righteousness of defense in the eyes of even the white man’s
God. Tiaraji’s statue stands proud at the entrance to the municipality of Saint
Michael of the Missions, opposite a statue of a Jesuit. Tiaraji’s indigenous features
and long hair remind me of the statue of Guairacd but unlike the loincloth worn
by Guairaca, Tiaraju is wearing the restrictive clothing of a European soldier of
the 18th century. The Guarani accepted the clothing of the colonist, in the naive

hope that the clothing and the Christian conscience of the Jurud would save them.

Sepé Tiaraju is known as a popular saint in the south of the country for
having defended the Catholic missions for years against the allied forces of Spain
and Portugal, with a nearby municipality called Saint Sepé. The Catholic church
however to this day has made no move to beatify or canonize him. In 2009, Sepé
Tiatajd was named a national hero in Brazil. Could it be that even the Brazilian
state is quicker at recognizing and attoning its failures and omissions than the
Catholic Church?

Sumé, our Peabiru creator, was famed for teaching the Guarani to make
clearings and plant their sacred mate, awati or corn and mandioca and to grind
the wheat to make flour. In some versions of the legend, he taught them of one
true God, carried a cross and prohibited polygamy and anthropomorphy. The

Jesuits must have seen themselves as following in the footsteps of St. Thomas,
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the christianized Sumé. There must have been some truly beautiful, innocent and
well-intentioned men in their ranks. Ignited with missionary zeal and at least some
competence, they ‘reduced” an estimated 300,000 Guarani. They managed on
a large, settled scale what Sumé or St. Thomas had merely urged as a walking
prophet. Yet it is Sumé, and not a Jesuit priest, who is revered to this day by the

Guarani.
GUARANI VOICES

Leaving the sombre shadows of the Mission of Saint Michael, we drive 30
km to the nearest Guarani tekod. We get directions from the tourist office near the
Mission. “They will try and charge you more, but only pay R$50 for the visit,” the

tourist representative warns us before we go.

We seem to be nearing the village and we stop to ask a Guarani man on
the road. He answers in Spanish that it is just up the road. Soon thereafter, we
arrive at the village school, where several laughing children are spilling out of
the classroom balancing plates of food and being admonished in Guarani by a
white female teacher. A young man approaches us and offers, lacklustre, to be our
guide. I hand him R$50 and he accepts it without a word. We walk over to a mud
and wattle building with a straw roof, which acts as a community centre. I put my
head in the door, where four modernly-dressed Guarani teenagers are looking
at a Mac computer with two young jurua men. Hello,” I call out. One of the
white men beckons me through the door with a smile. "Hi, we are helping these
guys to make a documentary of their village life,” one of the white young men
tells me enthusiastically, “we have worked in several other Guarani villages around
Brazil.” "How is it going?” I ask one of the Guarani adolescents and he smiles and
nods his head. Our guide has already moved on to the next building, the health
centre, so I wave goodbye to the small group and follow after him. He is showing
Cida and the children the community health centre and explaining that the nurse
comes once a week. "The people go to the pajé before going to see the nurse,” he
explains to us in a defiant voice. ‘Do you have an opy in the village, a house of
prayer?” Cida asks. "We used to have, but we don’t anymore.” ‘Do you have rituals
to welcome the sun and celebrate the setting of the sun?” I ask. "We used to,”
he answers, “‘when we had an opy. From 5.30 in the morning we would sing and

dance together. Now, people do it in their own homes.” “Are some of the people
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Christians here?” I ask, thinking about the Jesuits” efforts at spiritual conquest. He
snorts in contempt, ‘no there are no Christians here and we don 't let any Christian

church set up in our tekoa.”

The houses in the village are all made of wood, but our guide brings us
behind one wooden house whete a low, traditional mud and wattle house has been
built. There is man sitting at a fire smoking next to the house. When he sees us,
he goes into the house without a word and comes back with a selection of small
animals carved out of wood and a bunch of CDs of Guarani children singing their
traditional songs. I buy a CD and thank him. He takes the money, says nothing and

sits down again by the fire.

Many questions are exploding inside of me, but the guide is looking
nonchalantly at the muddy ground, eager it seems to wind up our visit as soon as
possible. I grapple around for something to bridge the gaping divide between us,
“we spoke to a Guarani man at the entrance to the village and he spoke Spanish to
us,” I tell him, “do you have many people from Argentina or Paraguay here?” "We
don’t recognise your borders or your countries,” he says causticly, ‘he is Guarani

like us.”

Nothing to lose, I think to myself, as I launch the question I really want to
ask on him. "We have just visited the ruin of St. Michael’s mission,” I tell him,

“what do you think about it, what do you think about the past of the Guarani?”

He shrugs his shoulders, his eyes not leaving the muddy ground. After a
moment, he says in a quiet, monotone voice, ‘when I think about it, I feel anger.
But for us now, this tekod is good. The land is good and there is a lot of space. We
have a natural water source and a small forest.” "Many other Guarani live without
their own lands, on the edge of the roads,” I remark to him. "Yes, some villages
are very poor,” he agrees quietly. The situation of neglect and cruelty towards
the Guarani is not news to him, it has been going on in different guises for five
hundred years. Cida and the children, sensing the brooding atmosphere, thank
him quickly and move towards the car. Our guide walks off in another direction,

without waving goodbye.

In the car, I put the CD on to play and we leave the tekoa to the sound
of children’s angelic, soothing voices singing the Guarani ancestral songs. These

songs, the Pora Hei recount the oral history and myths of the Guarani people
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and the intonation of the words are considered to have a healing power. As Cida
drives, I relax into the unfamiliar words and regular beat of the song, opening
myself to the voices of Guarani children to heal my futile anger and sadness on
their behalf.

As I listen to the songs, I feel my perspective expand. It expands to include
the 500 years that the Guaranilived in the southeast of Brazil before the Portuguese
arrived. Idealised images assail me of Guarani walking from tekoa to tekoa towards
Yvy Mard Ey, cultivating their lightness of being, their aguyje and their sacred
crops, living in happy communion with eachother and with nature. My perspective
expands further back to the arrival of the Guarani on their slow migration south
from the Amazon. In the Amazon they are known as Tupi but those who came
south and took possession of the more distant lands are the Guarani, which means
“warriors”. For the first time, I imagine the Guaran{ taking possession of the land
by force from the small communities that predated them on the coast. I see these
warriors moving westward also, bellicose and widely feared by their adverseries. I
recognise for the first time, this shadow side of the Guarani and see them more
fully. I begin to recognise the human beauty and beast that we all share. Like me,
they have been to some degree both colonised and coloniser. I sense a distinct

loosening of my pity for them and of my idealised reverence of them.

As the songs sing on, a rush of closeness to the Guarani arises in me and
I feel more authentically our common humanity. I marvel at a community that
have kept alive their language and their oral culture during these 500 years of
oppression. Perhaps the Guaran{ are not victims but cultural warriors, singing their

way to wholeness around their sacred fires.
GUARANI SACRED CAA CEREMONY

The sky is weeping in a torrential downpour, when we arrive at a tiny Guarani
museum in the town. Shouting loudly, we rush from the car to the museum, getting
drenched as we do. At the entrance of the small, private museum, we hardly glance
at the large statue of St. Michael subduing the dragon. Inside the tiny dimly-lit

building, we are met by S., who greets us with enthusiasm.

‘I set up this house of memory to share some of the Guarani things I have

in my posession,” he tells us with a smile, ‘my grandmother was Guarani and
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although I was not brought up in the traditional Guarani way, the flande reko, I
see myself as Guarani too. Many people around here have Guarani blood. Some
are ashamed of it, but I am not. I consider it a privilege.” S. shows us a collection
of pottery vases and urns, decorated with the Guarani cross and red natural paint.
“This is the result of a project I did with the local Guarani village,” he tells us, “a
Guarani grandmother taught me and ten teenage Guarani to create their traditional
style of pottery and we made almost fifty vases.” We admire the work, some of
which is unfinished. “Only two of the ten teenagers took part in the whole four
months of the project,’he laments to us, " many young Guarani are turning away

from their heritage.”

"What is this?” Tom asks, pointing to a large stone bowl on a high pedestal,
full of green leaves. “That is sacred,” the man tells us, “as well as a museum, this
is also a small opy or house of prayer. I perform a Guarani ritual, called the ca’a

ritual or maté ritual.”

‘Could we participate?” I ask intrigued. He looks at me and smiles. “Of

course,” he agrees, nodding his head.

We all follow him over to the stone bowl and he picks up a string of round
beads. He hands it to Cida. "Please put this on my neck to start the ceremony,” he
says in a low, respectful voice. Cida takes the beads from him and puts it around
his neck. The boys are completely silent, watching him. He stands beside the stone
bowl and closes his eyes. He breathes deeply for a moment, before opening his
eyes. “The ca’a, the maté, is very sacred for the Guarani, as is the awati or corn,
which we will also use in this ceremony. I will do the ritual and then each of you
can do it, one by one, after me. I will stay with you to help you remember the
different stages.” Liam looks up at me, questioningly and I smile reassuringly at

him.

S. picks up a long bamboo stick in his right hand and takes a handful of
ca’a from the bowl in his left hand. He walks in a circle around the stone bowl in
an anti-clockwise direction to a corner of the room, where there is a small bowl
with burning embers on the ground. “As I put the maté into the fire, I strike the
bamboo stick on the ground three times and I think of all of the negative things
that I want to let go of.” Smoke rises up from the bowl as he throws in the maté

and bangs loudly on the ground three times. Slowly, calmly, he turns back to the
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stone bowl and takes another handful of ca’a. He walks in a circle to another
corner where he throws the maté into a second bowl of embers, again hitting the
bamboo stick three times on the ground. “This time, I think of all of the positive
things T am asking from God, especially that I want to be closer to God.” He walks
in a third circle around the stone bowl and between the two corners with bowls
of burning embers, he takes a handful of corn from another bowl in his right
hand. With the left hand, he flicks himself with water three times and says, In the
name of the father, son and holy spirit,” before hitting the bamboo three times
on the ground. The ritual space is full of smoke and the smell of burning maté.
He turns to us and says, 'smoke is more powerful than meditation in bringing us
close to God. That is why the Guarani always use the pipe, wafting the smoke over
themselves. The smoke purifies them.” One by one, Cida, the boys and I undertake
the maté ritual. I go first. Silently I make my prayer. ‘Please help me to stop running away
[from the painful history of this continent, of the pain of the past.’ As I throw the second hand-
Jull of ca’a, I add * May I move forward on the Caminbo de Peabirn without being swallowed
whole by the pain of the past.’

I stand back and watch the children as they respectfully, silently complete
the ritual. They are fully present in what they are doing. How naturally aware they
are of the sacredness of this simple ritual. I feel so much love for these boys, who
are on their own path of growth and discovery. What a joy to be able to shate this

sense of the sacred with them.

Cida is the last one to do the ritual and as she finishes, we both hug S.
in thanks. The rain has lessened and we go outside to see the few items he has
outdoors, before taking our leave. We arrived twenty minutes earlier in a frenzied
burst of internal and external noise, escaping the rain and we are leaving now

quieter and internally more peaceful.

As we stand outside beside the statue of St. Michael and his dragon, I ask my
question again, "What do the Guarani think of the missions?” I ask S. He pauses
to reflect before answering, ‘I sense a note of sadness in the Guarani when they
talk of the time of the Missions,” he answers me gently. Then he adds, ‘but when I
did a ritual with them on the grounds of the St. Michael s mission last year, during
the ritual they cupped their hands in respect to the communal fire and then also to

the mission’s cross. It was as if they recognise that, like the communal fire, there
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is also sacred spirit at the core of the Mission’s cross.”

I feel deeply humbled by this gesture. Despite 500 years of oppression

under this cross, the pajé can sense the sacred spirit at its core and honour it.
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Sao Miguel das Misses, Guarani village, September 2012.

Sa@o Miguel das Missdes, Rio Grande
do Sul, setembro de 2012.
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Sa@o Miguel das Missees, Guarani village, September 2012.
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ZENITH PARAGUAY

Iguacu Falls, Parand, September 2012.
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GLIMPSES AT THE IGUACU FALLS

I cross the Brazilian border with Paraguay alone at the sacred Iguazu Falls.
Cabeza de Vaca was the first European to officially encounter the Iguagu Falls
as he followed the Caminho de Peabiru through Parand towards Assuncion in
Paraguay. There is a bronze plague in his honour on the Argentinian side of the
falls.

I awake before sunrise and open the window of my hotel, which is inside
the Iguazu Falls nature reserve. A flowering ipé tree curtsies to me beneath my
window, cascading yellow sun-drops in the darkness. The stars are still out. I pull
on my jacket and steal out of the silent hotel. I walk behind the hotel, past the
sleeping staff quarters and along a deserted, overgrown path. I am utterly alone.
I soon reach the banks of the Iguazu river. I sit down on a wooden step, just as
the sun begins to rise over the river. It is a gentle, silent sunrise, just for me. The
golden disc in a haze of pink winks at its reflection in the wide, free-flowing river
before me. There are two suns now, one rising in the sky and the other stretching
out across the water towards me. Cabeza de Vaca and his men came up this Iguazu
river on canoes that they had bought from a tribe over 100 km away. Like me now,

they could hear the rumble and roar of the falls getting closer and closer.

With a hint of red still in the sky, I leave the riverbank and make my way
to the front of the hotel. It is still very early. The natural park opens to tourists
between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. but residents in the hotel can visit the falls all day long.
I skip down to the entrance of the falls, as they are awakening, their monotonous
gushing music interspersed now with caws, chuckles and chirps. I laugh with
delight and run down the wooden walkways, scattering butterflies and lizards as
I go. The walkway is flanked by rock on the left side and thick, green foliage on
the right side. From time to time, the view peeping through the foliage to my right
makes me slow my pace and simply gape in awe. There are so many waterfalls,
finding natural dips in the hard rock to allow their water to flow through and leap
down to circular pools below. There are layers of waterfalls. One waterfall falls
into a pool, which falls again in another waterfall into another pool, before falling
a third time into the Parand river below. What an unstoppable flow. How feminine

they are, with their long, sleek cascades of cristal hair.

171



THE WALKING FLUTE

The first Guarani woman emerged from a waterfall. In their story of origin,
the first man, Tupa-mirim went to a waterfall of pure, cristal water that fell into
a pool of clear water that mirrored his image back to him for the first time.
"Mavutzinim’, he called out, which means ‘what a marvelous, beautiful thing”,
and the first woman emerged from the water and was called ‘Mavutzinim’. They
walked on the earth together and as she had come from the water, he wanted to
teach her everything. "With the talents I was given,” he said, T created everything.”
She responded, ‘there are only grey creatures and no coloured creatures’. Then
she said ‘panamby” which means butterfly, and the first butterfly appeared. In
this way, she said the name of all the colourful and beautiful creations. She said
the names of the tasty fruit and the perfumed flowers and thus took part in the

creation of the world.

All these beautiful things, created by the first Guarani woman, abound
around me now. Several green parrots, with their backs to me, watch the early
morning falls. Yellow-bellied birds jump from branch to branch, chuckling at
me. A humming-bird flits among the trees about me and then flies ahead of me,
hovering for a moment above the path, urging me onwards. And now, a toucan
with its oversized orange beak and its surreal colours looks at me inquisitively from
a high branch.

And the rainbows. Rainbows appear and disappear against the prisms
created by the waterfalls in an elaborate, incessant show of lights, oblivious to
their audience. There is nobody else on the walkway, nobody else enjoying the falls
or the rainbows. The whole of nature is displaying itself only for me. My heart is
beating as I run and I feel it might burst with joy. Suddenly, a rodent-like animal
the size of a hare, a cutia, walks nonchalantly in front of me and brings me back to
earth with a thud. It eyes me distainfully and sniffs the ground with its long snout,
before walking slowly off the path. I start to walk again downwards towards the

falls, my pace slower now, my eyes more alert for the abundant wildlife.

The indigenous Kaingang are native to this area. Their legend recounts
that the falls were created when Naipu, who was bethrothed to marry the god
M Boy, ran away with her lover, the young warrior Taroba. M"Boy chased them
as they escaped down the river. He was so angry that he hit his fist against the
ground, causing it to crack open to create the falls. He caught up with Tarob4 and

Naipu and changed Naipu into a stone at the bottom of the falls called the Devil s
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Throat, to be struck by the water for eternity for her crime. Taroba was turned
into a palm tree that dangles over the edge of the falls, watching the suffering of

his beloved Naipu, unable to help her. I wonder which of them suffered most.

The noise of the falls is like thunder now. A broad sheet of yellowed water
hurls itself down to the rocks below. I feel a flash of empathy for Naipu as I
watch the rocks below grit themselves against the endless force of the water. The
vegetation on the rocks is pulled back by the wind created by the falls, , and is

caught standing like hair on end.

I follow the wooden walkway to the centre of the falls. The water sprays
me from all angles but I face it triumphantly, laughing as my clothes stick to me
and drops of water roll down my face. I am right in the heart of the falls with the
Devil s Throat before me. A rainbow forms in the water beneath me, brilliant hues
of pink and blue against the white foam of the water. Hundreds of delicate black
swallows dive their curved wings into the water again, and again. The communal,
dilerious chirp competes with the thunder of the water as it falls. These swallows
are in a frenzy, in ecstasy. The rainbow beneath me bends into a full circle of
colour on the water and I am inside the circle. Euphoria fills my heart. I expand.

I am all of it.

I laugh out loud and blast into my tin whistle, part of the cacophony of
sound. How blessed I am. Not only can I feel nature from the inside, I am aware
of its awesome beauty and can communicate it too. I can express all that the water
is feeling as it rushes and falls, I can express all that the light is feeling as it erupts
into a rainbow. I am swept up in the deafening chirping of the swallows and the
chuckling of yellow bellied birds. My joyful tears become part of the gush of

water, falling gratefully from the Iguazu river to the Parana river below.
OASIS OF NATURE

An old indigenous trail snakes through the Iguazu nature reserve. When
Cabeza de Vaca heard the thunder of the falls, he wisely decided to carry the canoes
through the forest and cross the river upstream from the falls. It must have been no
mean feat to hike with 250 men, supplies and canoes through this Atlantic forest. It
is said that Cabeza de Vaca was mesmerised by the falls when he came across them

and called them the falls of Saint Mary. I wonder though if the weary Spaniards
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did not also curse the falls for making their intrepid voyage more difficult. It
could however have been alot worse for them. Ten years eatlier in 1531, all of
the members of a Portuguese expedition led by Pero Lobo along the Caminho de

Peabiru were massacred by an indigenous tribe close to these Iguazu Falls.

The trail through the reserve is a gem. The forest is semi-deciduous and
subtropical and it pulsates audibly with life. As I wait for the tour group to form,
I immerse myself in a cloud of colourful butterflies in a glint of sunlight that has
made its way through the canopy of trees overhead. They look like flittering dots
of blues, reds and yellows. “So many butterflies,” I remark to the guide as we start

off. "We have almost three hundred species here,” he explains.

We walk along the trail, flanked by tall trees that provide a canopy to shade
us. Underneath the foliage of these tall trees, palm trees and countless other
species flourish. The guide points to a red fungus on the bark of some of the trees.
‘Is it a sickness?” a walker ask perturbed. "No,” the guide says, “this fungus only
flourishes where the air is pure. The more you see, the purer you know the airis.” I
breathe deeply, savouring this delicious, pure air. The guide points the trees out to
us as we pas. “This is the red anjiko tree. It is used to make excellent furniture. It
takes 150 years to reach 30 metres. Most anjiko trees in Parana have been cut down

to plant corn and other crops.”

“This one here is a timbuava tree, used by the indigenous to make canoes. Its
fruit is called ear of the monkey and is used by the indians to make soap.” Further
along, he points to another tree. “This is a uvaia tree, like a guava tree, that gives a
round yellow fruit. There isn’t much fruit in this forest though, mostly seeds, so

there are lots of rodents here that live off the seeds.”

I point to a familiar tree and say smugly, “this tree I know. If we get lost, at
least we will have bananas to eat.” The guide smiles at me. "You re almost right,”
he tells me, “ that is a heleconia tree. It has the same leaves as the banana tree, but
it doesn’t give the banana fruit. The tree that gives banana is not native to Brazil.

It was imported from East Asia.”

“What?” I ask gobsmacked, "bananas are not native to Brazil? I 've been living
in Brazil for seven years and I never heard that!” The guide laughs goodhumoredly.
Internally, I think of the Sdo Tomé bananas and wonder for a second if it was

Sumé who introduced the banana first to Brazil.

174



THE WALKING FLUTE

We continue on and another walker says cautiously, I hear there are jaguars
here.” The guide nods his head. “We are tracking sixteen jaguars at the moment.
We also have over forty types of snakes, so keep a sharp eye out.” I shudder with
a deep, culturally inbuilt, aversion to snakes, grateful that I didn’t know of the
dangers when I went on my solitary pre-sunrise walk to the river. There are no
snakes in Ireland. Myth says that St. Patrick, the country’s patron saint, banished
them from the top of Croagh-Patrick, a mountain on the west coast. Science
points to the cold climate. As a child I had sworn that I would never live in a

country with snakes. Nevertheless, here I am.

The guide signals to us to be quiet. We hear the single-pop sound of a
woodpecker pecking a tree. ‘Listen,” he whispers, “the woodpeckers are talking to
eachother.” Off in another direction, we hear a different woodpecker peck at another

tree. We follow their conversation for a few moments before continuing on.

We pass by a sanga, a little river with water reddened from the soil. “This
soil is the fourth richest soil in the world,” the guide informs us, “that is why it is
so intensely farmed. Only the mountains and the scant government reserves have

kept the Atlantic forest alive here.”

We come to a swampy area where we climb a wooden look-out tower to spy
the papo-amarelo crocodiles below. They lie motionless in the glistening water,
only their eyes visible above the water. A cloud of butterflies swarm around each
crocodile, feasting on the minerals left on its back as the water evaporates. On
a fallen log, a carcara eagle looks over the river, searching perhaps for crocodile
eggs. A graceful, white aninga bird stands on one pink leg in the reeds. I watch,

mesmerised.

That night, I stand like an aninga bird, one foot on a railing, watching the
sun set over the falls from the look-out tower in the hotel. There in the west lies
Paraguay and the continuation of the Caminho de Peabiru. I lean on the barrier,
watching the scorched red light soften into the dark blue of night. The moon,
almost full, takes charge of the sky as I descend the tower and then the walkway
for my last visit to the edge of the waterfalls. The thunderous sound is more
intense in the near-dark and demands an external and internal silence. The stars

begin to appear in choreographed perfection above me, heralding the beginning
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of the Guaranf summer, ara pyau, the new time. I walk slowly, bringing attention
to each step, quietening and emptying myself, melting into a sense of hollowness
and Presence. When my feet reach the edge of the falls, I feel myself expand once
more into the landscape, crowned now by a lunar rainbow — effervescent and

other-worldly.
GUARANI LEGACY

Paraguay is the Zenith of the Caminho de Peabiru. As I follow the path
of the sun from the Atlantic coast on the east to the Pacific coast on the west,
Paraguay, the Guarani world, is at the Zenith. I make it to Paraguay on the second

try and with a strong dose of apprehension.

I had planned to go ecarlier and had booked a flight and organised my
itinerary. Three days before I was due to leave, the Paraguayan Senate impeached
its president. Meanwhile, my babysitting arrangements began to unravel. By the
time the Peabiru researcher Rosana Bond invited me with a tight voice to her
house before I left, I was alert to the signs that it might not be the best moment
to be travelling alone through Paraguay. As we sat in R’s little wooden house,
drinking maté, she told me that the night before her indigenous spiritual guides
had warned her in a dream that I should postpone my trip to Paraguay. As we
spoke, an exquisite humming bird fluttered down and beat its wings to hover next
to us. ‘Look, the presence of the humming bird confirms it,” she says decided. I

surrendered to Guarani time and postponed the trip.

When I tell my friends in Brazil that I am going to Paraguay, the typical
reaction is one of concern. There are frequent reports of violence in the border
areas, where hoards of Brazilian go laden with cash to buy low-cost, duty-free
electronic goods. Nobody I know has travelled to Paraguay beyond the border and

I sense a palpible disregard and disinterest in this small, flat, landlocked neighbour.

I finally make it to Paraguay at the beginning of the summer in November.
The sun is truly at its zenith and I swelter under 35 degrees of heat. Crossing
the border between Iguacu Falls and the Paraguayan town of Ciudad Del Este
is a cacophony of cars, vans and trucks beeping and cutting into eachother to
cross the border bridge. The queues coming back over the border to Brazil are

teeming with cheap plastic goods, imported from China at low tariffs. There is no
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obligatory immigration control, but the bridge is dotted with officials ineffectively
eyeing up passing cars. Lines of trucks exporting soy-beans beep loudly as they try
to pull their heavy load into a lane on the bridge. This too is one of the major drug

routes of South America — a chaotic free-for-all.

Alejo Garcia, as our Peabiru pioneer is called here in Paraguay is officially
credited with “discovering” the country, when he followed the Caminho de Peabiru
towards Bolivia. I am quite sure thousands of years of indigenous people of
Paraguay would disagree that he discovered anything, Cabeza de Vaca followed
in Alejo’s footsteps and walked from the Iguazu falls to the Paraguayan capital
of Assuncion in the summer of 1541. I plan on making a similar journey before

heading northwards up the Paraguay river in the direction of Bolivia.

Opver the border, I go in search of El Sabio, the wise Bertoni, an eccentric
Swiss botanist who lived in Paraguay a hundred years ago. Bertoni spent decades
studying the Guarani traditions and he discovered and classified many new species
of plant, including classifying the sacred maté herb and writing of the type of short,
tough grass that was planted along the original Caminho de Peabiru. The Guarani
informed the bulk of the work that lent him both national and international fame.
When Bertoni died, he left part of his estate to the Guarani who lived near him

and I wonder if their descendants still live on the land.

A Paraguayan taxi-driver, with rosary beads hanging from the rearview
mirror, sweeps me safely out of the frenzied chaos that spills incessantly onto the
streets of Ciudad Del Este, passing signs for the Alejo Garcia airport. We drive
past the ubiquitous advertising signs and posters, clashing in a visual cacophony
of personalised political campaigning and desperate commerce. I am relieved
to be leaving the border town and breathe deeply to release the remnants of

apprehension.

The taxi-driver and I start up a conversation as he brings me over the Monday
river and drives along 10 km of tarmaced road. “The problem with Paraguayans,”
he tells me, launching into a monologue, is that so many want to have a good
life without doing much work. It is in our blood, it comes from the indigenous
blood that is running through all of our veins here. Even the Spanish that came
over to the new world were looking for an easier life.” We turn onto a dirt-road at

a tilted, half-hidden signpost: Moises Bertoni Musenm — 16%m. A cloud of crimson
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dusty earth rises as we pass along the dry, parched roads. We have entered into
a labyrinth of knee-high soy plantations, the bottle-green of the plants clashing
with the ochre-red of the soil, softened only by the pale blue in the sky expanding
cloudless before us. We lose ourselves quickly in this monoculture labyrinth.
Where, oh where, has the famed biodiversity of the Guarani lands disappeared to?
Many of the medicines of the world originated from the plants of the Guarani’s
Atlantic forests and fields. The Guarani language is one of the most used in the

world in botanical classifications.

We take another wrong turn and back up into a whitl of red dust, before
taking another identical road into the heart of the labyrinth. I strain my eyes to see
some sign for Bertoni’s museum. “There,” I say relieved, making out a faded sign,

half-hidden by a bush, “we turn right here.”

We pass a small plantation of corn, like an army of thin men clustered
together in no clear order. Between the corn, we can see some wooden shacks,
small mounds of rubbish and a glimpse of Guarani sitting outside a wooden house,
the children half-naked in the heat. ‘See,” the taxi-driver mutters dismissively, little
work.” We pass an old school building, abandoned and lifeless. Next to it, there is a
shelter of four tree-trunks holding up a roof of straw. The chairs from the school
have been placed in a circle underneath the shelter. The chairs are empty except

for one, where a cockerel sits proudly.

Further along the dirtroad, flanked now with corn on each side, we come to
the entrance of the Moises Bertoni museum and the taxi-driver stops the car. A
large, official sign tells us that it is closed and under reform. I ask the taxi-driver
to wait for me and I walk to the little reception booth to see if there is anyone
around, but the booth is abandoned and surrounded by a swathe of rubbish. No
reform seems to be underway, but rather a policy of concentrated neglect. I walk
past the booth through a thicket of heaving trees bearing down on me on either
side. The trees from each side meet in an arch over the path, giving me some
welcomed shade. I turn a corner and a lone Guarani boy further down the path
looks at me, startled, before jumping into the undergrowth. What rich vegetation
this must be, teeming with the Guarani’s native herbs and plants. I am completely
illiterate in their language of botany, unable to identify their plants. I arrive at an
information centre, with the door wide open. The windows are broken and the

centre itself stripped totally bare. There is not a trace of furniture or equipment
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in it. I continue along the downward path lined with incongruous but pretty,

wrought-iron outdoor street lamps.

The bulbs though are all broken now and shards of glass scatter the ground.
In a palpible silence, more abandoned than peaceful, we saunter down to a house
on a hill, that looks down over the Parana river. The house is closed now and
the shutters on the window locked tight. I stand on the wooden varanda and
look down on the unkempt garden before me that runs downhill into the river.
A little path worn on the grass down to the river is almost invisible now. Nature
is gradually reclaiming its land. In Paraguay, the Caminho de Peabiru is known as
the Tape Avird, the well-worn trail. Bertoni wrote about the ingenious way the
Guarani maintained their trails through the forest. They would clear a path and
quickly, plant two or three types of grass, that grew quickly and easily, to impede
the forest from reclaiming the path. They chose particularly sticky plants so that
the people who walked on the path would bring the grass along on their feet,

planting seeds in this way all along the path for long distances.

I walk down to the river, where the smell of jasmins perfumes the air and
the sounds of crickets and unknown insects herald ownership. The river drags
lethargically along before me. I stand on the small strip of sand, where the local

Guaranis come everyday to sing songs of gratitude to the setting sun.

I sit down on the sand and stare into the brown sludge of the river. I take
out my tin whistle and play a melancholy song for Bertoni and for his decaying

home. He is buried somewhere nearby, beneath the large trees still growing here.

A movement to my left makes me turn and I see a man pulling at some
overgrown weeds. He keeps his eyes to the ground until I am next to him. Do
you work here?” I ask. He nods, looking up at me timidly. "How long has the
museum being closed?” “About a year,” he answers, without looking up from his
half-hearted tugging at the weeds. A suspended walkway snakes along the little
oasis of forest and I long to walk along it and marvel at the Guarani’s botanic
treasures, but when I find the ladder, it is unsafe and boarded up. As I turn away,
disappointed, something starts to bite my leg. I wriggle, smacking my legs and then
something bites me on the other leg, and now on my thigh. I run behind a big tree
and take off my trousers, yelping. A whole colony of ants has decided to infest

me. I jump about frantically, squashing the ants, until at last the biting stops. I turn
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my trousers inside out and hit them against a tree before picking the remaining
ants out of the trouser legs one by one. Bertoni’s land seems to belong more to
nature than to his visitors. Something tells me that he would prefer it that way. As
I calm down and put back on my trousers, I giggle to myself. As I step out from
behind a tree, I notice another caretaker, sitting on a varanda drinking chimarrao

and silently watching me.

I shiver, slightly embarrassed and exposed, and hurry away from the house
and from the river back down a different path. I pass a clearing in the forest, a
silent graveyard with tiny iron crosses and simple cloth dolls attached to the cross.
Perhaps it is a Guarani graveyard. The Guarani traditionally burn the dead inside
their houses and build a new house for the remaining family nearby. At some
point, there are so many graves, that the Guarani move the whole village a short
distance away, so that the dead continue to be in their homes and close to the
community. The line between life and death is thinner here. The Guarani believe
that when we die, we become one with everything around us. The sacred water
from our body becomes the water in our descendants and other life forms. I stand
silent for a moment among the graves. Further along, I come to seven wooden
pedestals that must one day have held some kind of statues. There are no statues
left now but when I rub the brass nameplates, I can make out the names of some
of the Guarani mythological monsters Kurupi, Ao Ao, Teju Jagua. Perhaps the
Guarani don’t need statues of their mythical monsters. Maybe they know what we

have forgotten, that such monsters are inside us, not outside.

A stone’s throw from the graveyard, I come across a clutch of mud and
wattle houses, some covered with layers of corrugated iron. These must be the
descendants of the Guarani from whom Bertoni learned about their fiandu
reko, their way of life. Some adults walk close by, carrying white sacks over their
shoulders, but they do not look up. I pass a house where three small children sit
out on the mud floor playing in the earth. The little girl in a grubby dress smiles
at me, one of her front teeth missing. She must be around the same age as my son
Liam. The smallest boy, around Eoin’s age, is naked and caked in dirt. He looks
up at me as I pass by. An older brother, maybe twelve or thirteen, comes out of
the house and stops in his tracks when he sees me. ‘Do you have any arts and

craft to sell?” I ask him quickly in Spanish. He smiles at me and goes back into
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the house for a moment, before coming out with a large cloth. He lays the cloth
on the ground, arranging a number of bead necklaces on the cloth. I squat down
by the cloth, savouring the presence of the small children who look at me with
wide, curious eyes. I don’t know who is more intrigued with whom. I buy some
necklaces with reed crosses and thank the older boy. He beams a radiant smile of
strong, white teeth as I go. I smile back at him and his siblings, somehow soothed

by their quiet beauty.
WHAT'S IN A NAME?

Ilurch on a bus all that afternoon along the motorway that stretches through
the country to the Paraguayan capital of Assuncion, which was built along the
Caminho de Peabiru. The road rises out in front of me, straight and unending;
Other buses hurtle precatiously past, passing droves of teenagers on motorcycles
without helmets. The bus is filthy and I kick some questionable rubbish under my
seat to hide it from view. The air conditioning, necessary in this 35°C heat, buzzes
along ineffectively in grating disharmony with the spluttering rattle of the bus. I
read for a while, but I find it hard to concentrate, so I close my book. Everyone
around me on this precarious bus seems to be on their mobile phone and a stream
of nasal sounds surrounds me. I only recognise the odd Spanish word thrown into
the conversations. They are all speaking Guarani or jopora, a mix of Guarani and
Spanish. I lie back on the chair and try not to think of what is crawling from the
seat onto my hair as I travel. Outside, shaggy, unkempt fields hold lone cows near
lone houses and random clumps of palm trees. This is so different to the ordered
monotony of the productive Parand plantations. I seem to have entered into a
world of scrub. All along the motorway, there are little Catholic shrines by the
roadside. Paraguay is a highly Catholic country. In 2007, the Pope, in recognition
of Paraguay’s religious fervour, said the Christmas message in Guarani for the first
time, in addition to 61 other languages. Even the recently ousted President Lugo

was an ex-bishop.

The bus rattles through a town. A glut of make-shift stalls spill onto the
ground, selling huge, green watermelons, yellow melons, peeled oranges, medicinal
herbs and an unending array of knick-knacks. Everyone is trying to scrape a living.
At the stalls, the people sit with their gourds and metal straws, drinking terere, the

Paraguayan maté, which they drink cold. Fat flasks of cold water stand at their
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side. Gaudy mobile phone advertisements abound. Paraguay has joined the pay-
as-you-go mobile network with gusto The town is called Caaguazi and I recognise
the reference to the sacred mate herb ca’a in its name. I congraluate myself on
recognising some basic words now in Guarani. Guazi means big, so the town
means Big Maté Plants. Maté was the main plantation in Paraguay during the
colonialisation, making it peripheral to the interests of the Spanish crown, hungty
to exploit more lucrative crops and mines. Perhaps this lack of colonial interest is

one of the reasons why the Guarani language lives on here.

As the bus continues on, I look around in the dimming light for any sign
of maté trees but I only see shrub and the odd plantation that looks like soybean.
The name, like so many others, doesn’t seem to fit anymore. Night is falling as
the bus enters Villarrica in the modern state of Guaira. We pass a dimly lit square
and I jump with excitement when I see that it is named after Le6n Cadogan, the
twentieth century ethnologist and defender of the Guarani, who compiled many
of their myths and spiritual teachings. This is the final location of the town of
Villarrica Del Espiritu Santo, or Phoenix as it is known in Brazil, that I visited in
Parani in the interior of Brazil, eatlier on the Caminho de Peabiru. The town is
known as El anderilho, ‘the wandering one’, as it moved seven times after it was
set up in the 16th Century before settling here 600 km away, deeper inside Spanish

colonial strongholds. This truly is a pilgrim town.

I have arranged to meet my Brazilian friend Cida here at the Villarrica
bustop to explore Paraguay together for a couple of days. As I step off the bus, I
am bowled over by the stifling heat and heckled by taxi-drivers. I hear someone
shout my name and gratefully spy Cida waving at me. She extracts me from amidst
the taxi-drivers and hugs me. I am relieved to see her. "Let’s go,” she says, “there’s
a hotel called San Miguel up here. I saw a little sign.” The side-streets are dark
with only occasional streetlamps. We come to the San Miguel hotel along a dark
and dirty alley. The hotel itself looks like more of a doss house, with the door
of a bedroom wide open, showing the silhouettes of men lounging on beds in
the darkness. A noisy ventilator whirrs. As we ring a bell on the gate, I see a large
antennae-ed cockroach nibbling a piece of bread by the gate. The owner of the
hotel arrives, short, unshaven and bare chested, with a round Paraguayan potbelly.

Before he reaches us, Cida and I scurry past the cockroach, out of the gate.

We come to a main street and into the sharp relief of regular streetlamps. We
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laugh together in relief. How wonderful to be with a friend, rather than grappling
about on my own. Along the main street, we see a hotel called “Ybytyruzu hotel”,
which reassures us with a bright and clean reception area. Just where we want
to be,” I say, delighted with the name of the hotel, which is the name of the
mountain range we will climb in the morning. We check in and fall onto our beds
with a contented sigh, turning on the air conditioning for a blast of relief from

the unrelenting heat.

After taking a shower, we walk down to the Plaza de Armas, a typical
Spanish colonial square, though much of its arquitectural beauty is now hidden
behind gaudy plastic shop signs. The evening heat is more bearable now and we
sit at a table in the square. Soothing melodies from a Paraguayan harp, brought by
the Jesuits and now the country’s iconic musical instrument streams out onto t