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hatched, the female hoists them on her back and— one at a 
time— carries them up the tree, where she deposits them in a 
bromeliad tank pool. The female visits the tadpoles every few 
days, depositing several unfertilized eggs into the water to feed 
her maturing offspring as they turn into frogs. Considering 
that the adult frogs are only about an inch (2.5 cm) in length 
and the trees sometimes reach more than 100 feet (30 m) in 
height, one can only marvel at the intricate links and depen-
dencies between different species in tropical rainforests.

What is the traditional use of coca in the northwest Amazon?

Coca— not to be confused with coconuts or with cacao, the 
source of chocolate— is typically a 3-  to 6- foot (1– 2 m) bush or 
small tree native to northwestern South America. The leaves 
are employed as a masticatory by indigenous peoples of the 
Andes from Bolivia north to Colombia and also by the tribes of 
the Colombian Sierra Nevada. The leaves of two species they 
chew, Erythroxylum coca and E. novogranatense, are rich in co-
caine and therefore a powerful stimulant. Furthermore, coca 
chewing provides other benefits as well: hunger suppression, 
prevention of altitude sickness (employed regularly by miners 
working in the high Andes), and pain relief, and it also yields 
minerals, vitamins, and proteins.

Coca chewing has been documented as far back as 
3,500  years in the Andes, although some researchers posit 
that the custom may have begun thousands of years earlier. 
The plant was brought to Europe in the 1500s and become 
popular there in the late 19th century. Sigmund Freud was an 
early proponent, promoting its use as a stimulant and a po-
tential treatment for morphine addiction. Cocaine became a 
component of various tonics and patent medicines; Thomas 
Edison, Ulysses S. Grant, Henrik Ibsen, and Jules Verne were 
all said to be consumers of coca wine. One of the original co-
caine products is still popular today:  Coca- Cola. Though it 
no longer contains cocaine, a key flavoring ingredient in the 
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soft drink is extracted from leaves grown commercially near 
Trujillo in Peru.

There exists an unusual and widespread means of coca con-
sumption in the Colombian Amazon and neighboring Peru. 
The Indians cultivate a variety of the plant known as E. coca 
var. ipadu. Unusually, since most of their agriculture is carried 
out solely by women, the ipadu or mambé (as it is known collo-
quially) is cultivated by the men in gardens solely devoted to 
this plant. When the leaves are ready to be harvested— never 
less than a year after the shrub was planted and usually after 
18 months— a group of men trek to the garden and fill baskets 
with the leaves amid much good cheer and consumption of 
previously prepared coca powder. Hauled back to the round-
house in great handwoven baskets, the leaves are carefully 
spread out and toasted on a large flat clay or iron plate that is 
more often used to bake cassava bread. The dried leaves are 
then placed into a hollowed- out tree trunk— which serves as a 
mortar— and pulverized with a sizeable wooden club, which 
serves as a pestle. The rhythmic thumping of the coca being 
ground to a fine powder echoes through the maloca (tribal 
longhouse) for hours almost every night.

Meanwhile, other men burn leaves of the Cecropia tree, 
which will be added to the coca powder to provide the al-
kaline substance that facilitates the release of alkaloids. The 
Indians may also mix in the leaves or the leaf ash of several 
others plants to fortify the effects of the ipadu or to imbue a cer-
tain desired flavor. Which plants best amplify the strength or 
improve the flavor of the coca powder are the source of seem-
ingly endless discussions as the indigenous people consume 
the coca powder in their roundhouses each evening.

The ipadu powder is then stored in a hollowed out- calabash 
or— more commonly these days— a plastic container with a 
tight- fitting lid. Throughout the day, the container is seldom 
outside the reach of its owner who, when he (or more seldom, 
she) feels the need, uses a spoon or— in the case of the Indians 
of the Caqueta drainage— the leg bone of a tapir (Tapirus 
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terrestris) as a spatula to scoop about a teaspoon of the powder 
and place it between the cheek and gum. Unlike the coca leaf 
prized by Andean cultures, the ipadu quid is not chewed, but 
allowed to gradually dissolve and be swallowed, at which 
point the user takes another scoop. Among the most prodi-
gious consumers, such as the Yukuna tribe, a person may con-
sume over a pound of the powder daily.

Unlike purified cocaine, ipadu is not addictive and offers 
many positive attributes: slight and pleasant mood elevation 
while staving off hunger, thirst, and fatigue. Could coca leaves, 
coca tea, coca chewing gum, or even ipadu powder one day 
become an internationally safe and effective stimulant and 
diet drug?

To the Indians living a traditional lifestyle, coca is employed 
to facilitate conversation and bind the community together, to 
protect both the culture and the forest, to cure, and to give of-
ferings to the nature spirits. For much of the past half- century 
however, because of its ready conversion to cocaine, coca has 
been much more of a curse than a blessing outside of its ritual 
context:  violence, death, deforestation, pollution, and cor-
ruption have all flowed from the murderous cocaine trade. 
Perhaps some of the lessons learned from the increasingly 
widespread legalization of marijuana in many countries might 
one day help us pursue a similar path with coca in its native 
form. In the meantime, the traditional uses of coca by its tradi-
tional users should be celebrated and protected.

What is curare, and why is it important?

The Spanish conquistadors invaded the Americas with several 
insuperable advantages over the indigenous inhabitants: fire-
arms, steel, horses, and— above all, even if not seen as such— 
infectious diseases, against which the Indians possessed little 
or no immunity. But the Native Americans did have and use a 
weapon against which the interlopers had little defense and no 
antidote: arrow poison.


