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Even today there remain tribes in the far reaches of the Amazon rainforest that have avoided contact with modern

civilization. Deliberately hiding from the outside world, they are the last survivors of an ancient culture that

predates the arrival of Columbus in the New World. In this gripping first-person account of adventure and survival,

author Scott Wallace chronicles an expedition into the Amazon’s uncharted depths, discovering the rainforest’s

secrets while moving ever closer to a possible encounter with one such tribe—the mysterious flecheiros, or “People of

the Arrow,” seldom-glimpsed warriors known to repulse all intruders with showers of deadly arrows. On assignment

for National Geographic, Wallace joins Brazilian explorer Sydney Possuelo at the head of a thirty-four-man team

that ventures deep into the unknown in search of the tribe. Possuelo’s mission is to protect the Arrow People. But the

information he needs to do so can only be gleaned by entering a world of permanent twilight beneath the forest

canopy.

Danger lurks at every step as the expedition seeks out the Arrow People even while trying to avoid them. Along the

way, Wallace uncovers clues as to who the Arrow People might be, how they have managed to endure as one of the

last unconquered tribes, and why so much about them must remain shrouded in mystery if they are to survive.

Laced with lessons from anthropology and the Amazon’s own convulsed history, and boasting a Conradian cast of

unforgettable characters—all driven by a passion to preserve the wild, but also wracked by fear, suspicion, and the

desperate need to make it home alive—The Unconquered reveals this critical battleground in the fight to save the
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planet as it has rarely been seen, wrapped in a page-turning tale of adventure.

Amazon.com ReviewAmazon.com Review

Guest Reviewer: Jon Lee Anderson on Guest Reviewer: Jon Lee Anderson on The UnconqueredThe Unconquered  

In an age when there is little left in the world that can be said to be

still "virgin," contemporary travel literature has come to seem

increasingly derivative, even farcical. The Unconquered: In
Search of the Amazon's Last Uncontacted Tribes is a rare

exception, an original that works on several levels. Scott Wallace

has sensitively documented the immensity, history, the terror,

and the beauty of one of the world's last true wildernesses and the

people who live within it. This is a wonderful book: deeply

moving, riveting by turns, laced with finely wrought passages.

On the one hand, The Unconquered is the account of a nightmarish three-month expedition into the Amazon jungle

in 2002 led by the irascible Brazilian wilderness explorer Sydney Possuelo, a legendary defender of the region's last

uncontacted Indians. Rife through with moments of danger, loneliness, and hunger, as well as the testosterone-

fuelled dramas that seem peculiar to groups of men undergoing hard times together, The Unconquered makes a

spellbinding tale of real-life high-adventure.

This is also the account of an equally fascinating inward journey taken by its author, the American journalist Scott

Wallace, who originally joined Possuelo on his trek in order to write about his journey for National Geographic. In

this book, Wallace, who renders memorable portraits of his fellow expeditionaries (the cook, Mauro, haunted by

nightmares about monkeys who castrate him; Soldado the backwoods scout, who refuses to return home and see his

aging mother) is also brutally honest about himself. Recently divorced, Wallace sets off into the jungle just shy of his

forty-eighth birthday; he is out-of-shape, guilt-ridden for not having said goodbye to his three young sons, and

fretful about the implications of a prolonged separation with his new girlfriend.

The main character of The Unconquered, however, is Sydney Possuelo, a larger-than-life figure who emerges as a

kind of Indian Jones- meets latter-day Bartolome de las Casas. Some years before Wallace met him, Possuelo, Brazil's

best-known sertanista, or "agent of contact" with the Amazon's isolated indigenous people, had undergone a crisis of

conscience about the destruction wrought by his life's work. He had become instead the main proponent of a no-

contact policy for the Amazon's remaining "uncontacted" tribes. He had lobbied for and secured the designation of a

vast Maine-sized tract of Amazonian wilderness called the Javari Valley Indigenous Land, to be closed off to all

outsiders in perpetuity. It was the refuge of several uncontacted tribes hostile to outsiders, including the implacable

flecheiros, the Arrow People, whose territory Possuelo planned to explore.

The motives behind Possuelo's 2002 expedition seemed nonetheless obscure, even contradictory. As Possuelo

explained it to Wallace, he wished to gather vital information about the flecheiros and to ascertain their wellbeing,

but could only do so by penetrating their sanctuary on foot and by dugout canoe with a band of armed men, while at

the same time seeking to avoid contact with them. During the journey itself, the inescapable Catch-22 of Possuelo's

logic became more and more apparent until the moment, retold dramatically by Wallace, when the expeditionaries

blundered inevitably through a flecheiro settlement, spreading panic as they went.

In the end, The Unconquered is the unforgettable story of a troubled journey through a doomed landscape, its

characters—the outsiders and the Indians—locked together in an ever-tightening fatal embrace by their respective
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needs and compulsions.

At one point in the book, Possuelo points to a path they have slashed out of the jungle with their machetes and tells

Wallace: "Five years from now, you will never know we were here." But Wallace is unconvinced, and notes ruefully:

"It was doubtful the Arrow People would forget us so easily."

Jon Lee AndersonJon Lee Anderson is a staff writer for the New Yorker magazine. His books include: “Che Guevara: A Revolutionary

Life,” “The Fall of Baghdad,” and “The Lion’s Grave: Dispatches from Afghanistan.” Anderson began his reporting

career in 1979, in Peru. In 2009, he won an Overseas Press Club Award for his reporting on Rio de Janeiro’s gangland.
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