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By Matthew Dewald

“We will travel along 
 the king’s highway 
 and not turn 
 to the right or to the left 
 until we have passed 
 through your territory.”
 —Numbers 20:17

When the Romans, after the rebellion of Spartacus, crucified 
6,000 rebellious slaves along a 200-kilometer stretch of the 
Appian Way, the message was as clear as the highway beneath 
them: All roads lead to Rome. Whether that network embod-
ied conquest or progress depended largely on your point of 
view. centuries later, Vandals, Visigoths, and others would 
follow those roads back to the crumbling heart of the empire. 

The roadway as artery of development remains a familiar re-
frain today, one being sung loudly by miguel Piovesan, an ital-
ian priest in a town called Puerto Esperanza carved out of the 
Peruvian Amazon. For more than a decade, he has championed 
the construction of a 170-mile roadway connecting his town, 
currently accessible only by charter plane, with wider Peru.

he argues that for the 1,300 people of Puerto Esperanza, 
a road would bring down exorbitant prices for goods and 
services. it would mean better health care, education, and elec-
tricity. it would strengthen Peruvian national identity in these 
Amazonian hinterlands. A bill he’s pushing is currently before 
the Peruvian national congress; it declares the road “a public 
necessity and a national interest priority.”

Road 
to 

Ruin?
Puerto Esperanza, Peru
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Thousands of miles north, in a lab 
on the third floor of UR’s carole 
Weinstein international center, is 
one of the road’s unlikeliest skeptics: 
sophomore George Appling. The 
soft-spoken 19-year-old with thick, 
black hair and halting Spanish is 
throwing the brakes on the roadway 
project with one simple tool: a map.

his map, and the analysis that 
accompanies it, landed him and his 
professor in the middle of the debate 
over this road and the Amazon rain-
forest through which it cuts, a debate 
that will also decide the fate of some 
of the last people on the planet un-
touched by modern global society.

—
Alto Purús national Park and com-
munal Reserve takes its name from 
the Purús River, one of the Amazon’s 
main tributaries. it is Peru’s largest 
national park, 2.7 million hectares, 
an area roughly the size of mas-
sachusetts. Among its treasures are 
jaguars, monkeys, and peccaries, and 
the majestic mahogany and cedar 
trees that shelter them. The region’s 
rivers are home to rare pink dolphins 
and giant otters. much of the region 
remains little explored and poorly 
understood. World Wildlife Fund, 
which worked with the government 
to create the park, calls it “the Ama-
zon in its original state.”

That “original state” includes 
humans, too, at least eight distinct 
indigenous groups and an unknown 
number of people living in what 
researchers have come to call “vol-
untary isolation.”

To understand what is meant by 
such a term, it is helpful to spend 
some time with reporter Scott Wal-
lace, which a couple of hundred UR 
students did one September evening 
in Jepson hall. Projecting maps and 
photos on a large screen behind him, 
Wallace held students spellbound for 
an hour as he described a grueling 
2002 trek through the rainforest 
with legendary Brazilian explorer 
Sydney Possuelo, then director of the 
country’s department of unknown 
tribes, an office within the country’s 
national indian Foundation. 

Their mission was to document 
the territory of the flecheiros, or 
Arrow People, called so because 
they were known to meet intrusions 
by outsiders with a hail of poison-
tipped arrows. As with all tribes in 
voluntary isolation, almost nothing 
is known about them: not their way 
of life, nor their ethnic group, nor 
even what language they speak. 

Such people have been called 
“uncontacted,” as when in 2011 the 
BBc publicized dramatic footage of 
one group filmed from an aircraft fly-
ing a kilometer away. (We link to the 

video at magazine.richmond.
edu.) on the ground below 
in a clearing of thatched 
huts, nearly naked figures 
in red body paint stare and 
point at the aircraft above. 
What they thought of it is 
anyone’s guess.

But “uncontacted” is 
a misnomer, as Wallace 

pointed out to students and in his 
book The Unconquered. Such tribes 
have met the outside world, but 
with disastrous results. The trouble 
started with the trees around them.

An explosion of demand for 
rubber in the late 19th century 
sent prospectors scrambling to two 
regions of the world: the congo 
and the Amazon. in the congo, 
King Leopold ii of Belgium set up 
a private colony, killing 10 million 
Africans in the process of extracting 
the region’s riches. in the Amazon, 
traders went up the river and its 
tributaries and, when those areas 
were depleted, farther inland. To 
tap the rubber, they needed labor, 
so they enslaved entire villages at the 
point of a gun, but their most potent 
weapon, it turned out, was the germs 
they carried. Wallace reports that 
in one region, the local population 
dropped from 50,000 to 8,000 in 
just five years; one observer docu-
menting such scenes coined a new 
term: “crime against humanity.”

Today’s voluntary isolated people 
are thought to be descendants of 
indians who scattered deep into the 
forests rather than submit. Their 
contact with outsiders can be just as 
violent now as when their ancestors 
fled. The jungles today shelter illegal 
loggers, poachers, and drug traffickers 
with well-earned reputations for vio-
lence. As recently as August, Brazilian 
prosecutors filed an indictment ac-

cusing gold prospectors of helicopter-
ing into Venezuela and massacring as 
many as 80 Yanomami indians. Such 
incidents explain not only why such 
tribes avoid contact but also why they 
recognize the sound of gunfire.

As Wallace notes, governments in 
the region used to pursue a policy of 
peaceful contact with such groups, 
leaving gifts of axes and metal pots in 
the forest to woo them into peaceful 
contact before less scrupulous forces 
got to their territories. The results 
were often catastrophic for the indi-
ans: disease, poverty, dependence, and 
the destruction of their ways of life.

Possuelo, the Brazilian explorer 
who led Wallace’s expedition to 
map the territory of the flecheiros, 
pushed a new policy of avoidance 
and protection in the 1980s. create 
protected areas, keep outsiders out, 
and let the indios bravos initiate con-
tact on their own time and terms.

As he told Wallace, “The uncon-
tacted tribes have everything to lose 
and nothing to gain from contact 
with us.”

The assumptions of this Brazilian 
policy were applied in the creation 
of the Purús national Park and 
communal Reserve in Peru.

—
if you’re looking for an antidevelop-
ment crusader, a shaggy-haired, wide-
eyed dreamer of an environmentalist, 
George Appling is not your man. he 

dresses crisply and speaks with a mea-
sured tone that is more scientist than 
evangelist. he came to Richmond 
from a large high school in Austin, 
Texas—“almost as big as UR,” he 
says—to study business.

“i wanted to go to a top business 
school,” he said. “my dad has always 
been a businessman. he’s in com-
mercial real estate development.”

Appling is also a self-described 
“huge outdoorsman” with a love 
of fishing and climbing, so when 
he looks at the tensions between 
development and conservation, he 
seeks balance. 

“Everything is kind of a trade-
off,” he said. “You have to under-
stand the costs and the benefits. i
definitely don’t believe that all con-
servationists are good and developers 
are bad. Some lands are more worth 
preserving than others.”

Richmond being Richmond, he 
knew he’d have the opportunity to 
balance his business major with his 
environmental interests, which is how 
he found himself in a seminar on cli-
mate change during his first semester. 
From there, he started thinking about 
staying on campus for the summer to 
do research, so he researched profes-
sors and blindly emailed a handful of 
them to ask about opportunities. one 
of those messages landed in the inbox 
of geography professor david Salis-
bury. if you’re interested in a summer 
project, Salisbury told him, take the 

geographic information systems (GiS) 
class in the spring. no promises, but 
there might be something.

—
The carved paddles, masks, and 
arrows that line the walls of david 
Salisbury’s office tell the story of 
a lifelong love of maps and travel. 
Salisbury spent the summers of 
his youth as a camper and then 
counselor in the Appalachians, and 
in college traveled to Spain and 
morocco before signing up for a 
two-year stint with the Peace corps 
in Guatemala. he came back to a 
job as a teacher and coach at a well-
heeled maryland prep school but 
kept traveling, primarily to central 
and South America. The temptation 
to dive into a career that would keep 
his head, and sometimes his body, in 
the Amazon would prove too much 
to resist.

in graduate work at the Univer-
sity of Florida and then the Univer-
sity of Texas, he discovered a natural 
academic home for his fascinations: 
geography. Along the way, he added 
fluency in Portuguese to his Span-
ish and focused his interest on that 
part of the Amazon that straddles 
the Brazil-Peru border. As part of 
his doctoral research, he traveled by 
helicopter, on rivers, and along trails 
used by indigenous forest dwellers, 
smugglers, and drug traffickers to 
help map a proposed national park. 

Left to right:  
An Asháninka Indian 
navigates the Alto 
Purús River during a 
scientific expedition in 
the Peruvian Amazon.

Uncontacted Indians 
living in Brazil near 
the Peru border. This 
image was taken 
from an airplane by 
Brazil’s Indian Affairs 
Department as part of 
a campaign to prove 
such tribes’ existence 
and further their  
protection.

“A road is progress in every 
direction,” reads a pro-road 
sign in Puerto Esperanza. 
The proposed road would 
connect it to towns in Peru, 
Brazil, and Bolivia.
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maps, he would come to con-
clude, meant more than informa-
tion. They were tools of power. 
“Blank spaces on official maps could 
represent a state strategy of ignoring 
resident indigenous populations in 
order to maintain remote lands for 
national resource exploitation,” he 
wrote, citing another researcher, in 
the introduction of his dissertation. 

By the dissertation’s conclusion, 
he had drawn some of his own: 
“Local people who are obscured by 
emptiness or otherwise cartographi-
cally misrepresented on official maps 
cannot easily contend against the 
map wielder.”

—
George Appling didn’t know any of 
that when he walked into GiS class 
that spring and then signed on as 
Salisbury’s summer research fellow. 

he didn’t know the first thing about 
Peru, its ecology, or its indigenous 
people, let alone ones in voluntary 
isolation.

“i would never have thought there 
might be people like that any-
where,” he said.

Using sophisticated GiS technol-
ogy and a database built over many 
years, he spent the summer working 

with Salisbury in the spatial analysis 
lab painstakingly constructing maps 
of the proposed Purús road’s route. 
They got help and steady updates 
about the road project from partners 
at the Upper Amazon conservancy 
in Peru. 

“As i was going through and learn-
ing more, i was motivated to work 
harder,” Appling said. “The harder i
worked on it, the more i learned.”

After 11 drafts, he produced a 
research poster with the most detailed 
spatial analysis of the Purús road proj-
ect that anyone had ever attempted.

on his map, the road looks 
innocuous enough. From Puerto 
Esperanza, where the italian priest 
lives, a red dotted line runs straight 
south and then wraps generally east 
around the Brazilian border to an-
other dot on the map called iñapari. 
Roadways from iñapari radiate out 

into wider Peru, as well as nearby 
Brazil and Bolivia.

A second version of the map is 
more ominous. Studies show that 
in the Brazilian Amazon, two-thirds 
of deforestation has occurred within 
50 kilometers of paved roads, so Ap-
pling has shaded a 50-kilometer buf-
fer zone around his red dotted line 
to illustrate just how far-ranging the 

road’s effects could be. Throughout 
this zone, the road could disrupt 
migration patterns, introduce pol-
lutants, invite invasive species, and 
facilitate transport of drugs, timber, 
wild animals, and other contraband. 

The effects cross national boundar-
ies. of the 103 rivers and streams 
the road crosses, 69 percent flow 
into Brazil, the rest into Bolivia; 40 
percent of the entire buffer zone is 
in Brazilian territory. The effects 
also cross other boundaries. nearly 
30 percent of the buffer zone covers 
titled indigenous territories or terri-
tory reserved for isolated populations.

“We have the saying that a picture 
is worth a thousand words,” Salis-
bury said, “but a map is worth more 
than that. People knew that roads 
were bad for a variety of reasons, but 
no one had pulled together the latest 
scientific literature and enumerated 
all the impacts of roads. … it’s a very 
simple process, frankly, but no one’s 
modeled these impacts on this road.”

Appling’s poster also weighed 
the economic and national identity 
arguments being put forward by the 
priest, politicians, and others sup-
porting the road. At $1 million per 
kilometer of construction costs, plus 
maintenance on top of that, it didn’t 
make economic sense, he concluded. 
it wouldn’t build Peruvian national 
identity when 80 percent of the 
Purús population opposed it and 
the road would invite outsiders and 
lawlessness.

When they shared the analysis 
with Peru’s ministry of the En-
vironment, the Upper Amazon 
conservancy, and other Peruvian 
partners, they got in return grati-
tude, compliments, and before long, 

a stunning invitation: Would they 
come to Peru’s capital, Lima, in two 
weeks to present their findings to 
the Peruvian congress?

—
For Appling, the trip to Lima was 
a blur. At a five-hour session in the 
legislative palace, he found himself 
sitting on a congressional panel with 
an indigenous woman in a headdress 
explaining the harm the proposed 
road would bring to her people. The 
congressman sponsoring the road 
bill was there too, waving a copy of 
the constitution at them—“i think 
he was looking for a photo op,” 
joked Salisbury—plus numerous 
activists, government ministers, and 
others. Appling, whose Spanish is 
passable but not dexterous, mostly 
looked on and took it all in as Salis-
bury walked through their research.

Before the pair left, they would 
also meet with the U.S. Agency for 
international development at the 
American embassy and with the 

nature conservancy, a local partner. 
Appling stayed a day longer than his 
professor, using the time to wander 
around markets and take in the 
local culture. he had arrived in the 
wee hours of a Friday morning; by 
monday afternoon, he was back on 
campus.

“For George, this was an incred-
ible growth experience,” Salisbury 
said. “here’s a young man with 
limited experience in life and in the 
subject but who took initiative as 
a first-year student. ... he realizes 
that there’s no guarantee he’ll ever 
have an experience like this again, 
and he’s thankful for the opportu-
nity, but i think, ultimately, a lot of 
people are thankful to him: indig-
enous activists, conservationists, 
environmental activists.”

Whether the road will be built 
remains a political question as 
unpredictable as the winding path 
of the Purús River. if Appling’s 
analysis helps preserve the region’s 
biodiversity and the people who de-

pend on it, he’ll be able to point at a 
map and say that a place he’s never 
been and a people he’s never seen 
will remain, for the time being at 
least, beyond the legacy of contact, 
decimation by disease, extermina-
tion by violence, labor exploitation, 
and loss of culture that have shaped 
the experience of indigenous people 
throughout the Americas since co-
lumbus arrived in the 15th century. 
They will remain in the forest, a 
vestige and a mystery.

in turn, they will know nothing 
about his efforts, his world back in 
Richmond, or even him.

“These people are not going to 
shake your hand,” Salisbury said. 
“You’re not going to get any recog-
nition from the people, but it’s for 
the best.”

Matthew Dewald still carries in his 
wallet the 1,000 cruzados note he 
carried back from a monthlong trip 
to Curitiba, Brazil, more than two 
decades ago.

“The uncontacted tribes have  
everything to lose and nothing  
to gain from contact with us.” 

As Peruvians from 
indigenous areas look 

on (left), Salisbury 
and Appling (far right) 

testify before Peru’s 
Congress at the  

legislative palace  
in Lima.

The shaded red area 
of Appling’s map 
shows the breadth  
of the proposed 
road’s impact. 


