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Summary
In his mid-thirties, Héliodore is a successful solicitor, the founder
of the national shooting society, and a loving family man. Despite
his traditional life style, deep in his heart, he is an explorer who
always wanted to travel the world. His family had pushed him to
follow a conventional path and as he got older he gave up on his
dreams.
One day, Héliodore meets an old school friend who tells him
about his time in Panama and on the Colombian Caribbean coast.
This encounter triggers something in Héliodore. He becomes obsessed with the idea of organizing an expedition to the Guajira
Peninsula - the home of the Wayuu Indigenous. One day, he and
his family decide that he will go on a three year expedition for
the Société de Géographie de Paris to South America.
In the following book, Héliodore describes what it was like
to travel from Europe to Colombia at the end of the 19th century.
Riohacha was still a small town and the last outpost before the
untamed Guajira Peninsula. Diseases like paludian fever were a
common threat there. During his stay at the Guajira Peninsula,
Héliodore studies the customs, language, and laws of the Wayuu
Indigenous. His book is also a testimony to the conflicts between
the "civilized" and "uncivilized" world.
After 125 years, Héliodore’s book of his travels is available
for the first time in English.

https://www.tierraguajiro.com

Figure 1: Henri Candelier, the author’s son and travelling
companion, deceased in the course of the mission, 24th
June 1890, aged 19.

TO MY OLD AND VALUED FRIEND,
ALEXANDRE BISSON

– H. Candelier
30th May 1893
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PREFACE
MY DEAR SIR,
The year was 1874 or, more likely, 1875. At that time,
on the ground floor of the Ministry for Public Instruction
building, giving onto the rue de Bellechasse, there was –
for want of a better description – a sort of paved grotto, in
which half-a-dozen clerks went about their daily business.
The oldest, most senior individuals had their desks on the
side nearest the street. The newest recruits were left to
fight for ill-favoured places on the courtyard side, nearest
the ministry.
The atmosphere in the room, the gloriously-named
“Book and School Library Deposit Office”, was one of perpetual gloom. No matter how high the sun rose, it never
penetrated the penumbra of what was more commonly referred to as the “rheumatism repository” – latterly equipped
with parquet and adequate lighting, and no longer such an
unhealthy environment as it once was.
The only thing able to move freely in that environment
was the powerful laughter of the younger employees.
One day, a provincial author of a certain age came in,
hat in hand, to ask – respectfully, but with a hint of bitterness – whether the book examination commission had
approved one of his books. Going up to the clerk responsible for collating reports, he began to speak:
“S-s-s-sir, I su-su-sub-submitted a volume to the mimi-mini-ministry some t-time ago, and I ha-ha-haven’t
heard anything s-s-since”.

He mopped his brow, damp from the effort of speaking, as the clerk in question, brimming with self-righteous
anger, raised his eyeglass with some violence before responding:
“S-sir, do you th-th-think that s-s-servants of the S-sstate are w-w-worth so little as to de-de-des-deserve your
m-m-mockery?”
“I shall complain to the M-m-mi-minister”, retorted the
visitor. “Th-things have come to a pr-pr-pretty pass if yy-you feel that it is acc-acc-accep-acceptable to mo-momock a vo-vo-voter’s inf-firmity, l-l-light as it is”.
The clerk tried, in vain, to present his defence. His
countenance, contorted in an involuntary grimace, went
through every shade of the rainbow, whilst from his throat
emerged a series of unintelligible and barbarous sounds.
The other clerks, attempting to control their amusement at
the scene, lacked the force to come between the two exasperated gentlemen, who had reached the stage of “p-p-pepersonal i-i-insults” and threatened to come to blows.
Common sense finally prevailed in the form of the office boy who, realising what had happened, cried out:
“But sirs, can you not see that you share the same affliction?”
Faced with the undeniable truth, the two men immediately ceased their dispute.
I shall not name the employee responsible; nowadays,
he is one of the most considerable landowners in southwestern France, and has almost certainly forgotten the incident. You were, purely by hazard, a witness to the scene.
I, too, was present for the whole rigmarole, having very
particular reasons for frequenting the offices on rue de Gre-

nelle.
This event marked the beginning of our friendship, a
friendship which has developed over time to the point
where you honoured me with a request to introduce you
and your work to the public.
I am both grateful and, truth be told, rather apprehensive.
I have spent the past twenty years in close contact with
explorers, following their every move, encouraging and
supporting them, assisting in the organisation and, to a certain extent, direction of their endeavours; still, this does not
make me in any way qualified to instruct readers in their
choice of subject matter.
Why did you not choose to approach one of the eloquent and learned writers who have weighed and analysed
the new and precious results of your forays into the unknown?
Were you, perhaps, too modest? I, for one, shall not humour your modesty; I shall not fail to highlight the adaptability, energy and dignity which are so integral to your
character.
And what a journey you took, from your first appearances and successes at the bar, to your first exploration of
the Sierra Nevada!
In the meantime, however, moved by patriotic fervour,
you established a national shooting championship.
Through the journal which you edited and by means of
your everyday conversation, you attracted the attention of
a host of young men, eager to learn what you had to teach
them. Your efforts did not go unnoticed, and you received
official government honours for your work. Later, your

interests took a different bent: cheered on by artisticallyminded friends, who appreciated your judgement of their
theatrical activities, you became, in a way, a mentor to one
of the youngest and most exciting directors in Paris.
Finally, you succumbed to the “travel bug”, heading
for the snowy peaks of South America. You spent two
years climbing, exploring and communicating your findings. Returning to France, you found that your wanderlust
was still untamed; a short while later, you were back in
South America, this time on the Guajira Peninsula.
The handsome and athletic Indians of the area had never
encountered a Frenchman prior to your arrival, so your discoveries – related with a charming simplicity in this book
– were entirely new.
The unassuming tone of your writing admirably demonstrates your absolute sincerity and attracts the reader’s sympathy. Not one detail of your extensive observations has
been omitted; and yet you say very little of the difficulties
you encountered, the obstacles you overcame and the sufferings you endured. God knows they were many, and their
impact must still be sorely felt!
You pass over a brush with death in but a few words;
and the unknowing reader would be hard-pressed to know
that this encounter left a bleeding wound deep in your soul
which can never be filled.
Your pride in contributing to the scientific wealth of our
country is evident, but what you do not reveal is the real
and terrible cost of this knowledge: the loss of a young
man, brave, kind, loyal and true: your faithful travelling
companion: your son, struck down in his prime.
I would be remiss if I failed to honour his memory here,

in spite of the painful feelings which such memories may
produce.
We must speak of our dead. Their existence must be
made known, their memory honoured, their names chalked
up as martyrs for all time.
To be struck down by paludian fever at the tender age
of nineteen, on the point of encountering a new, untamed
and untameable people, is a pity indeed. That you continued in your work following such a blow, in spite of the
gaping hole left by such a loss, and all for the honour of
your country, is proof of virtue indeed.
And that is what you did, quietly and unflinchingly.
Devoting yourself to studying the Goajiros, in their tents,
at their fireside, in their forests, you collected precious information which you then relayed back to us. For this, we
thank you.
Thanks to your work, we can admire, from afar, a people unspoiled by civilisation. Their qualities and their shortcomings are a reflection of a pure, untouched nature. I have
a great admiration for your Goajiros, just as they are. My
most heartfelt wish is that we should not attempt to civilise
them. You say that they would rather die than bend to our
yoke? Hurrah for the Goajiros! What right have we to
impose the trappings of our alien social structures upon
them? Their customs appear, to me, to constitute a legitimate privilege of which we could not justifiably deprive
them. Furthermore, these customs are admirably ordered.
We cannot, I feel, criticise the Goajiros for the somewhat submissive position which the women occupy within
their households, nor the repetitive drudgery which falls to
their lot. Their devotion is compensated by freedom from

the horrors of adultery, which is most severely punished.
You tell us that a Goajiro woman will never grant her
favours to more than one man – an astonishing and marvellous situation! If she succumbs to the weaknesses of
the flesh – if an Indian betrays the trust of his friend or of
his neighbour – then, according to the Goajiro code (untouched by any legislator), the two must, in any and all
cases, be put to death. Marriages, here, are free, established without the interference of public or clerical authority. Nevertheless, the union is an indissoluble one,
wrapped around with moral certitudes and with such respect that, should a woman be suspected of entertaining
tender feelings toward any man but her husband, she will
be scorned and mistrusted by the whole company.
An unusual situation, you must concur!
This is worlds away from the situation in Paris, where
we are more “down to earth”. Free unions here may be just
as permanent and involve just as much devotion as those
formed by the Goajiros; and yet, they are not considered to
be respectable. Nevertheless, even marriages established
according to all of the social codes and sanctioned by both
State and by Church may be the talk of the town, of society
and of the courts. Madame X. is notoriously unfaithful to
her husband; Monsieur Z., father to an impressive brood,
is known to have had some “assistance” in the creation of
his progeniture. But what of it?! Both Madame X. and
Madame Y. are still received with all due honour by even
the most scrupulous of hostesses. After all, they are married, and so anything is permissible.
A state of affairs which would be shocking to the Goajiros, do you not agree?

Clearly, my dear sir, full mutual understanding between
ourselves and your savages is an impossibility.

Your devoted friend,
Raoul de Saint-Arroman.

CHAPTER 1.

ON HOW I BACAME AN EXPLORER.

As a young man, I developed a taste for travel.
As far back as I can remember, my greatest delight, after dinner, was to sit and devour – there is no other word for
it – the tales of Fenimore Cooper, or, better still, Robinson
Crusoe. Oh! Poor Robinson, on his island – how he ensnared my young imagination! Heaven knows how many
times I read and re-read that book, and what new pleasures
I discovered each time. And oh, how I loved Man Friday,
his devoted companion, to whom I vowed a cult of affectionate gratitude!
More thrilling still was when an old uncle, who had
been a captain in Napoleon’s army, came to spend a few
weeks with my family. What joy to hear him tell of his
campaigns! I hung off his every word. He sat me on his
knee, and responded to my every question. And oh, so
many questions there were, and all at once; his answers
never came quickly enough, were never thorough enough.
I gobbled up every last detail, of the Spanish guerrillas, of
the ambushes, of the dangers encountered at every turn; of
the retreat from Moscow, the Russian Steppes, the crossing
of the Berezina. I wanted to know the name of every village through which he had travelled, every battle in which
he had fought. I quivered with excitement to hear him talk
– and the greater the danger he related, the greater were the
thrills.
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Later, at school, I sought out friends who shared my
tastes: time and again, our conversations would come back
to the same subject, as we spurred each other on. Along
with other friends, my desk-mate and I concocted the most
elaborate schemes. On finishing our studies, we would
travel the world: from Africa to Asia, from Asia to Oceania, and on to the Americas.
Then, as often happens, our dreams simply evaporated.
The family intervened.
I would, it was decreed, study the Law, and in due
course become a solicitor.
I resigned myself to my fate.
Years went by, and in spite of its manifold attractions,
I had given up my idea of becoming an explorer, when
one day – by the greatest of hazards – a chance encounter
stirred up my regrets and revived my dreams, changing, in
a mere instant, the course of my existence.
Towards the end of October 188x, I was wandering
the wide thoroughfares, lost in thought, enjoying the last,
warm rays of a fading autumn sun, when coming towards
me, hand outstretched, I perceived a young man, around
35 or 36 years of age, with a yellowing and sickly countenance and the sad, pinched look of the invalid.
How happy I am to see you, my dear friend! said
he. How long it has been since we last met!
I must admit to being rather stunned by this sudden
outburst, and I looked this person up and down, without
being able to “put a name to the face”, so to speak. But he
went on:
But do you not recognise me?
This time, I was struck by the sound of his voice.
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Oh, my poor X. . . , I replied, please excuse me: you

took me quite by surprise, and so, at first. . .
For it was he, my friend X. . . , my old school-mate, but
Heavens! How the poor boy had changed!
He quite understood my hesitation, and guessed at my
thoughts:
You find that age has changed me.
He took my arm and joined me in my stroll. In a few
words, he told me his story, about what had happened since
we last met, around three years prior.
Seized by an irresistible urge to travel, he had taken a
post as an engineer in the Panama Isthmus, where he spent
around eighteen months, before returning home, half-dead.
His time abroad had not been kind to him, and he had
been brought down by the cruel hand of paludian fever six
months after his arrival.
But even so, he said, you cannot know how happy I
am to have seen that part of the world!
And for over an hour, he held out with an indescribable enthusiasm about a race of Indians as yet unknown in
France, the Indians of the Guajira Peninsula; he spoke so
warmly of the beauty of that race, that I was thoroughly
gripped.
I became acquainted with them

said he

in the

course of a month which I spent at Rio Hacha, a town on
the northern coast of Colombia, separated from their territories by only the Calancala River. My greatest regret
is that I was unable to study them in their own environment. You must see these men, masculine and virile, noble
and proud, draped in their Roman-style robes, and their
women, buxom and firm in body, fair and submissive of
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countenance. Ah! If only I had not been taken ill! But you
– why not go yourself? What better have you to do? That
whole section of the Colombian coast is healthful, and I
tell you, its exploration would be an interesting and curious venture. But have you given up on your schoolboy
dreams?
Certainly not, were I free; but I am a married man,
and not so young as I once was.
Believe me, my good man, when I tell you to go
without a second thought; you will be glad you did, and
you will thank me.
On that note, and with a warm shake of the hand, we
parted company.
Following my return home, our discussion continued
to haunt me. At first, I did not consider it to be of any
import. But little by little, the germ of an idea began to
grow, to follow me wherever I went, to become a real obsession. There was nothing for it. I was beset by my
old friend X. . . ’s compelling descriptions of these tropical lands, their inhabitants, their virgin territory, their unknown, unsuspected vegetation, and, spurred on by my
imagination, I developed an idea of these far-off tribes as
an entirely primitive caste of natural athletes.
I ceased to dream of anything except my Goajiro Indians, and yet, still I could not make up my mind to go. Oh!
Had I been single, my decision would have been simple;
but one does not take leave of a kind and devoted wife,
charming and loving children, without a certain hesitation.
The fight between my heart and the call of the mysterious
unknown was a long and hard one. Without my willing
it, my mind wandered back to Octave Feuillet’s delightful
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comedy, Le Village1 , and the simple but melancholy scene
in which Rouvière tells his friend Dupuis of his agonies
in a miserable room in an Italian inn, his solitude, abandonment, the indifference of others, and to his eloquent
imagining of a death without a friend, without a tear being
shed.
It was as if I was foreseeing the terrible illness which
attended me in that far-off place!
Finally, one fine day, with the support of my family, I
took the decision to leave. With the precious aid of one of
my closest friends, I succeeded in obtaining a charge from
the Ministry of Public Instruction, that of undertaking an
ethnographic study mission in Colombia.
On 10th July 188x, armed with everything an explorer
might need, my heart filled with courage and my head filled
with dreams, I boarded a steamer belonging to the Transatlantic Company, bound for Sabanilla.

1 First published in 1856, the play remained popular for some decades.
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Thank you for buying this ebook! We hope you enjoyed Héliodore’s expedition to the Goajiro Indigenous. If
you want to get in contact with us or learn more about the
Wayuu and the Guajira Peninsulas please visit:

https://www.tierraguajiro.com
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