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THE TSONKIRI EXPEDITION 
 

The Ashaninka people have suffered violence for centuries, from invasions of their 

territories to initiatives to convert them and to exterminate their culture. As a consequence, 

today the Ashaninka people, with a population of approximately one hundred thousand 

people, live in discontinuous lands in Peru and Brazil. 

The Tsonkiri Expedition took place between July 17 and August 3 and was led by 

representatives of the Piyãko family from Apiwtxa village, Kampa do Rio Amônia 

Indigenous Land (State of Acre, Brazil). In this journey, these Ashaninka leaders from 

Brazil wanted to salvage the history of their family, walking through the places situated in 

Peru that featured in the stories told to them by their grandfather, Samuel Piyãko. They 

were searching for the teachings and the wisdom kept in these sacred places that he 

described. During the trip, they got together with Ashaninka from Peru to find the sites 

situated in the region of the Perene, Tambo and Ucayali rivers. This journey hoped to 

initiate a project to protect these sacred sites, which are symbols of Ashaninka spirituality, 

and turn them into World Heritage sites.  A further objective was to reunite the Ashaninka 

communities situated in this vast territory so as to mobilise together to strengthen their 

traditions. The next step is the realisation of a film about this journey that shall unite over 

a one hundred Ashaninka spiritual leaders to visit these sites and to tell the history of their 

people.    

From the Brazilian side, the journey included Benki Piyãko, Moisés Piyãko, Bebito Piyãko 

and Winko Piyãko, all from Kampa do Rio Amônia Indigenous Land, Apiwtxa village. 

Joining them from Peru, were Marichori Samaniego and Tsitsiri Samaniego, from San 

Miguel Native Community, and Berlin Diques Ríos, as representative of the Regional 

Organisation Aidesep Ucayali, ORAU. The anthropologist Carolina Comandulli, who is 

carrying out fieldwork with the Ashaninka from Apiwtxa, accompanied the expedition. 

This scoping expedition had support and financial contribution from the Society of 

Threatened Peoples and from the anthropologist Carolina Comandulli. Eliane Fernandes, 

Julie Binet, Anouk Alma Trotter and Vincent Carelli also contributed to the Expedition. 

The trip was filmed by film-maker Bebito Piyãko. 
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July 17 - 22: Marechal Thaumaturgo – Tipisca – Pucallpa 

 

 

 

On the way to the meeting with the Saweto – Alto Tamaya community 

 

We left Marechal Thaumaturgo on July 17 in the morning, by boat, towards Tipisca 

(Municipalidad Distrital de Yurua), on the border between Brazil and Peru. This first part 

of the trip was motivated by a meeting called by the Saweto, Alto Tamaya community, to 

ask for support to the Ashaninka from Apiwtxa in the protection and management of their 

territory. This land is due to be imminently demarcated by the Peruvian government and 

is situated on the border with the Kampa do Rio Amônia Indigenous Land. 
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The boat trip to Tipisca lasted for about 11 hours and we ended up sleeping for two days 

there due to delays with the flights. So, on July 19 we flew to Pucallpa, where we were 

welcomed by the widows of the four Ashaninka leaders that were murdered in September 

2014. 

On July 20 and 21 there were meetings with the Saweto community and with the Ucayali 

government. They hoped that the land title was going to be issued on July 21, but this did 

not happen. There was a gathering at the Governor’s Palace, in which the governor 

promised to issue the title in 21 days. 

 

In the evening, the Piyãko brothers gathered with the indigenous organisation ORAU, 

explained the objectives of the Expedition and gained support from its representatives. 

The latter chose Berlin Diques Rios to accompany the Expedition because of his deep 

knowledge of the region. 

July 22 - 25: Pucallpa – Lima – La Merced 
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Crossing the Andes: Tiklio and Muruai 

 

 
 
 
 

On July 22 morning, the Piyãko brothers 
visited an Ashaninka Native Community 
close to Pucallpa that was celebrating the 
anniversary of the demarcation of their 

land. The Piyãko brothers were invited to 
talk about their project for the recognition 

of the sacred sites of the Ashaninka 
people and about the history of their 

community. They stressed the importance 
of the union of their people as a way to 

ensure the political and spiritual 
strengthening of the Ashaninka from Peru 

and Brazil. 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

In the afternoon we flew to Lima, where 
we met Marichori Samaniego. She 

welcomed us in her flat, in Lima, where 
she lives with two sisters, a brother, and 
her son. It was a very special moment, in 

which both parties shared their 
expectations and feelings about the 

Expedition. 
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The following day in Lima we went shopping for equipment for the trip and had a meeting 

at the Peruvian Ministry of Culture. In the meeting, we presented the project of the 

Expedition to make the Ministry aware of the Ashaninka interest in converting these sacred 

sites into World Heritage and to ask for support. We also wanted to meet with the 

Interethnic Development Association of the Peruvian Selva Central (AIDESEP), but they 

informed us that they did not have time to receive the committee.   

On the following day, we departed at six in the morning by car towards La Merced. The 

trip lasted for about 12 hours. We went up the Andes and reached the highest peak of this 

region, called Tiklio, which is about 5800m high. 

 

After this, we began to go down towards Selva Central. Soon after passing the Tiklio, there 

is a sacred place called by the non-indigenous population “Muruai”. Today, there is a 

sanctuary in this place. It is said that several ill people were healed by touching a big rock 

that stands there and by touching the water that exists in this place. According to the 

Ashaninka, this was a place where their ancestors would get blessings before entering the 

forest when they were on their trade routes between the Selva Central and the Inka Empire.   

 

A few kilometres after this place, still up in the mountains, the landscape transformed into 

forest. We continued downhill until we reached La Merced, where we rested. 
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July 22 - 25: La Merced – Comunidad San Miguel  - Satipo 

 

 

 

Perene River Region: Nawiriri, Boca del Tigre and Cerro de la Sal 

 

 

 
 

On July 25 we left early in the 
morning by coach towards San 
Miguel Community. Marichori’s 

father, Luis Samaniego, accompanied 
us from La Merced to the 

community, where we were warmly 
welcomed. 

 

The community association and the ecotourism business Ecomundo Ashaninka organised 

in the village the First Meeting of Successful Entrepreneurs with the Ashaninka Peoples 

from the Communities of San Miguel, Centro Marankiari, Alto Perene, Região Junin-Peru, 

and with the Ashaninka Association from Amônia River, Apiwtxa. The meeting discussed 

sustainable alternatives of income generation and the possibilities of cultural interchange 

between the communities. 
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As a result, Apiwtxa, Ecomundo and the Association of San Miguel Community signed an 

agreement for cultural interchanges in the future.  

 
 
 

In the evening there was a 
big fire in the village and the 

Ashaninka from Apiwtxa 
played their drums. 

 

 
 

On July 26, the Expedition team and about 15 members from San Miguel Community 

went to one of the sacred places, situated close to Oxabamba municipality.  

 

 
 

On the way, the team witnessed 
the destruction that is 

happening in the rivers of this 
region due to mining and the 

construction of roads. There are 
rivers that do not have fish 
anymore because of water 

pollution. 
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The arrival at the sacred place was a most special moment. Marichori’s father knew the 

location and guided the team. We stopped on the side of the road and found a trail to go 

down to the river. Everyone went down. 

 
When we got to the river it was 
necessary to walk through water 

to reach the place where the 
four tree trunks are located. It is 

said that these trunks were 
Spanish soldiers that were 

chasing the historical Ashaninka 
character Nawiriri. Nawiriri 

converted them into tree trunks 
and up to this day they remain in 

the middle of the strong water 
current without moving. 

 

 
 

 

Soon after our arrival, all the 
Ashaninka sat close to the sacred 

place and started telling their 
versions of the story of Nawiriri, 

while drinking masato, their 
traditional fermented drink. The 
Piyãko brothers were moved by 

seeing the sacred places described 
to them by their grandfather    

 Samuel Piyãko in the stories he told 
when they were young.  

 

 
After this special 

moment, everyone 
accompanied 
Moisés Piyãko 

when he decided to 
enter into the water 

and hold the 
biggest trunk, 

making a wish to 
Pawa, their God. 
Soon after, the 

group returned to 
the community.  
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In the evening, at the 

community’s request, Benki 
and Moisés Pyiãko conducted a 
kamarampi ritual, an ancient 
Ashaninka spiritual practice. 
Today, this knowledge has 
been lost in the San Miguel 

Community. The community 
members were most interested 

in the opportunity to regain 
this traditional Ashaninka 

practice.  

 

On July 27, there was another expedition with the San Miguel community to a sacred place. 

This time, there were about 30 Ashaninka who went together towards the Cerro de la Sal, 

a place that was historically visited by Ashaninka from all parts of their territory. Salt was 

an important element used in the trade made by the Ashaninka, as well as fundamental for 

the conservation of food. They would make big expeditions in which the Ashaninka would 

take out stones of salt and carry them for long distances doing commercial transactions on 

the way back to their villages.  

 
 

As had happened before, 
when they arrived at the 
salt mine, the Ashaninka 
got together and started 

telling the history of their 
ancestors who used to go 
to this place. Today, it is 

a private property. 
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Also, there was a great sadness on the part 

of the Ashaninka when they saw the 
destruction that has recently been made to 

build a bridge in the  
Cerro de la Sal.  A dynamite was thrown 

and caused great impact in the area, 
removing earth and the waters.  

 

The owner of one of the properties in the Cerro de la Sal showed some interest to support 

the Ashaninka in the process of the recognition of this place as a sacred site.  

 
On the way from Cerro de la 
Sal to Satipo, we passed by 

another sacred place, named 
Boca del Tigre. It is a big 
stone wall that has in its 

surface several indigenous 
faces. In this place, the great  
Antyawiari (wise men) 

Ashaninka would enchant 
different beings, converting 

them into stone. 
  

 

As it was the celebration of the anniversary of the Peruvian independence, many Ashaninka 

native communities were having parties in their territories. On the way towards Satipo, we 

stopped in one of these celebrations. 

In Peru, many communities are abandoning their traditions. Also, the demarcation model 

in Peru is very different from Brazil, which means that the majority of communities live 

on very small pieces of land, which restricts the usufruct of their territories and natural 

resources.  
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When the community 

and the visitors saw the 
expedition committee 

dressed up in the 
traditional Ashaninka 

clothing, all the 
attention was attracted 

to them.   
 

 

After this place, we headed towards Pichanaki, where we met Marichori’s grandfather. 

There was a small gathering there where they shared stories and chants. 

 

 

 

After this, we went to a healing centre called “Aldea de Salud” (health village), that the 

Association of Ashaninka Wisemen is establishing with the financial support of a French 

NGO. There, the Ashaninka healers have space to work with traditional birth, kamarampi, 

medicinal plants and other traditional healing practices of the Ashaninka people. 

We then finally went to Satipo, where we slept. 
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July 28 - 30: Satipo – Puerto Ocopa – Atalaya 

 

 

 

Tambo River: Katsiworeni, Nawiriri and Samairene 

 

 

 
 

On July 28 we went 
early towards  

 Puerto Ocopa, 
where the Tambo, 

Ene and Low 
Perene rivers meet. 
We rented a boat 

and motored up the 
Tambo River, 

which is mainly 
inhabited by the 

Ashaninka. 
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This region was heavily affected by the Shining Path. This terrorist group perpetrated 

several acts of violence against the Ashaninka people until the mid-1990s. This region is 

still well preserved, with dense forest and clean waters.   

 
 

Sadly, we could identify 
the presence of loggers in 

the region, which are 
opening up roads to 
transport the timber. 

 
 

 

 
 

The first sacred site we saw was  
Katsiworeni. It is a beach at the 
bottom of a hill that is said to be 
inhabited by a bad spirit named 

Katsiworeni. Before being 
converted into a dragon by 

Nawiriri, this bad soul would 
provoke the war among the 

Ashaninka. Up to this day, no 
one goes to this beach.  

 
 
 

Along the river, we also passed by 
one of the springs of the Tambo 

River that emerges from the middle 
of stones that are at the bottom of 

a mountain. We stopped and 
bathed in these clean waters. It is 
said that this place is inhabited by 

the spirit of a snake that protects it. 
Recently, when trying to open up a 
road there, there was a landslip that 

partially blocked the exit of the 
water. 
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After this, we passed by one of the main sacred sites of this expedition. It is a Spanish ship 

that was transformed by Nawiriri into a big stone. We could see this monumental stone 

and walked all over it. In the time of the year when the waters are high, people told us that 

the waters there get agitated, which makes it difficult to navigate in that part of the river. 

Moisés and Winko found medicinal plants in the middle of the stone.  

 

 

The day was ending and because of that we slept in an Ashaninka community along the 

river called Poiene. We were again warmly welcomed and camped on the river shore.  

The following day we woke up early and continued onwards. Around this community, 

along the river, the people say there are the pieces of Nawiriri’s body. He asked to be killed 

and handed his powers to the Antyawiari masters. It is possible to see big pieces of stone 

that are believed to be part of his body. 

 

 
 

The next stop along the 
river was Betania Native 

Community, where 
Berlin was born. We 
were again warmly 

welcomed, with plenty 
of food and masato.  
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Here, we visited another sacred place of clean waters and waterfalls, called Samairene. We 

walked for two hours in the forest to reach it. There, we saw a number of waterfalls 

protected by the forest. Berlin informed us that only one elder there knows the story of 

this place, but it was not possible to locate him this time. The families in this land suffered 

a lot the attacks from the Shining Path, including Berlin’s family that had to escape. This 

led to serious consequences to the memory and cultural survival of this group.    

 

 

 

After a long day of trekking and interactions at Betania community we went towards 

Atalaya, where the rivers Tambo and Urubamba meet, encountering the Ucayali. We spent 

one day there, organising the next steps of the journey. Also, the expedition members held 

a meeting with the Regional Indigenous Organisation from Atalaya, OIRA, and passed 

them information about the Expedition and the plans for the film in 2016. Benki also 

participated in a radio programme in which he explained the work they had been doing.  
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July 31 - August 3: Atalaya – CN Nuevo Paraiso – Pucallpa – Tipisca – Mal. 

Thaumaturgo 

 

 

 

Ucayali River: Covas de Nuevo Paraíso 

 

On July 31, at 2am in the morning, we headed to the Nuevo Paraiso indigenous community, 

at the margins of the Shawaya River. We sailed until 10h30 in the morning, when we 

reached a Shipibo community, close to the mouth of the Shawaya river.  

 

 

 
 

The amount of timber that 
is being extracted along 

the  
Ucayali river caught our 

attention. This was a 
pattern that was present 
until the end of the trip 

along the Ucayali. 
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In this great river, from 
Atalaya to Pucallpa, one 
can see very few boats. 
The ones we could see 

were either from 
logging or oil 
companies.  

 

 
 

From the Shipibo community, we got a boat that took us to Nuevo Paraíso indigenous 

community. 

  

 

 
 

When one sails on Shawaya 
River, the muddy waters of the 
Ucayali become crystal clear. It 

is a place of unique beauty. 
From the river margin one has 

to walk for about twenty 
minutes to reach the 

community. In this place there 
is another sacred site - three 

deep caverns which are 
important references for the 
Ashaninka spiritual world: 
places of meditation and 

learning. Only pure spirits can 
enter these sites which should 

be approached with deep 
respect. 
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Unfortunately, in the 
proximity of the village, 

there is also a logging road 
that has been opened along 

the river.  
 

 
 

 

 
There was an atmosphere of 
distrust in this community 

when welcoming the expedition 
committee. When we asked 

them about their knowledge of 
the caverns, they informed us 

that there was no spiritual 
leaders present and that they 

did not know about this story.   
 

 

This community is mainly converted to the Adventist religion and a part of its population 

works for loggers. Unfortunately, sometimes community members end up doing this type 

of work due to the lack of other alternatives to generate income in a sustainable way.  

 

 
 

After some time talking, a 
couple of elder women 
started to tell what they 

knew about these places, 
narrating a little bit of the 
story. Nonetheless, there 
was no time to visit the 

sites. This should be done 
during the filming in 2016.  
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We slept in the community and on the following day very early in the morning we went 

back to the Ucayali River towards Pucallpa, which took us 12 hours by boat.  

In Pucallpa, we spent two days waiting for the plane. We took this opportunity to gather 

again with Ashaninka leaders and organisations, including ORAU and the Association of 

Ashaninka Native Communities from Masisea and Callería, ACONAMAC. In that 

occasion, they expressed again their support to the Piyãko brothers’ initiative for the 

protection of the sacred sites of the Ashaninka people, and they presented a proposal to 

hold the First Binacional Congress of the Ashaninka People from Peru and Brazil. This 

Congress will happen on September 21-22, 2015.    

On August 3, we returned to Brazil, in a charter flight from Pucallpa to Yuruá, and then 

travelled 11 hours by boat from Yuruá to Marechal Thaumaturgo. 

 

Final Remarks 

 

The Tsonkiri Expedition became a first step towards the protection of the sacred sites and 

history of the Ashaninka people, as well as the (re)union of one of the biggest indigenous 

ethnic groups from the Amazon. During this expedition, we witnessed the strength of the 

Ashaninka spirit and the strong desire of the Ashininka to protect their traditions and their 

sacred places. These are threatened by the destruction of the forests and waters that protect 

them as they are no longer in Ashaninka hands. The realisation of a film, with the 

participation of Ashaninka spiritual leaders, has the potential to transform this reality. Only 

the support of partner institutions and friends can make this dream come true. 

   

 


