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·.i. :'. ,:.· . ~ 
SOME . GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT 

THE 

WAPISHANAS 

BY: D. RAMPHAt 

.. · .. · ·,·; 

INTRODUCTION 
. : ~ 

th~ Wapi~han~ trih~ in Guyana inhabits the savannah grasslands 

i~: t~e S?~t~ R';lpu~~ni region. This area is separa:ted .from. the 
North Rupununi by the Kanuku mountains some of whose. peaks re:;tch as 

. ·: . ' . 

high as 3~000 f~et. 
!" . . . _(. i . 

The Kanuku mountains run across; the savannah dividing "it' into 
two alMost equal parts. The area occupied by the Wapishanas is bounded 
on the North by the Kanuku mo1,m.tains, . on the South by AdQlair Creek, 

. .. ... . . . . .. . ..... ....... .. ... ~-.. ... . -- ............... -.... . 

on the ~ast ~y ~he ~~s~quibo r~ye~ and. o~ th~ West by the,Takutp river 
w'hich separat(3S :Guyana' {rOJ;Il Brazil. ' .. 

: • • • . • • • I • ' • • . . : . • • : ~~ ) 

. The: South. Rupununi (also known: as catt1e or: cowboy country) has 
an area of 2, 500 square miles and is marked by rolling· savannah· grass,;.:. 
lands and plains, interrupted by lofty mountains and hills and., occo.sion
tlly, by patches of dense rain forest abounding with purple heart trees 
and with bullet wood (mimusops bidentata), from the sap of which balata 
is extracted. ... 

1some of the information used in this publication was given 
by Leonard Johnson who worked for a short while as a Research 
Assistant on the Amerindian Languages Project. 
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The Takutu and Rupununi rivers drain the area but several creeks 

and rivulets can be seen winding among the hills and the mountains and 
: . . 

meandering across the savannahs. -These strei~s abound with a wide 

variety of fishes which provide an important part of the diet of the 

people of the savannahs. The waterways ,are generally flooded in the wet 
season hut a:re reduced. to mere t,r,ickles in the· dry se-ason • · · ·· 

The average rainfall in South Rupununi varies from 1400 mm to 

1750 mm per annum with more than 80% falling during the short wet 
season between May and Aut.r,ust. The rest of the year is dry.and ~lmost 
rain free. Occasionally, droughts are severe and many cattle die. 

The Wapi~hanas live in small settlements s~~tt~r~d over the ~niir~ 
South Rupuriuni region: Their major· settlem'ents are. Aishalton,. Achiwlb, 

Awaruwaunawa, Dadanawa, Maruranawa, Sauriwau and Shea. Other smaller 
villages include' Katonarib, Achimiriwaii and·Mariwa·~. 

Main Occupations Among the Wapishanas 

Farming is ·the m~lin occupation of the Wapiihanas and' the main crop 

cultivated is cassava, from which tkeir staple foods,. farine·and cassava

bread are·made~ Such farming is generally dbne on·a smAll.scale- just 
enough for family us•e ..... , •·· , .. -,.,, .. '' 1 '-- • ·····-·:''' 

. . ~ I . 

. .i. 
. ! 

1 • ' . ! 

: ·; 
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Most Wapishanas, of course; hunt and fish for their meat. These two 

economic activities· occupy a large number of Wapishanas most of the·· 

time. · In addition to the latter traditional occupations, many· 

Wapishanas ·. t2're new invo1 vcd in the tattle industry which since 

around 1880 ·has been an important industry in the Rupununi. 

According to 'Lb*tt>h :('1958':'3):· ·c·att'le ·r'anching was started in 

1860at,Dadanawa by one De Rooy. The industry grew steadily, and 

provided employment as vaqueros (cowboys) for the Wapish'anas. in the· 

area. ·At present, the Rupununi ·Development Co inpany, established 

around 1920, is a major cattle company which employs· a large number 

of Wapishanas as cowboys and other personnel. 
. In the South Rupununi, some lumbering and gold mining are . aiso .. 

done. Individual families also have poultry and pigs and some may 

even cultivate a .kitchen garden. At present, .. some Wapishapas find 

employment in the. Government services as teachers, nurses, mechanics 

and drivers. , Some old~r women folk also collect cotton from the wild 

cotton trees and weave it into hammocks. 

Administration in the villages 

The South Rupununi area falls within the Interior Administrative 

pistr.i:ct of Rupununi which is divi.ded into severa;L ·suh-districJ$ each 

administered by a District Co:mmissionar or, a Regional Officer from 

the Ministry .of Regional Qeve,lopment. 
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The village .retains· the tradition of being the main. polit,ical unit 

among the Amerindians,'· ·Each., villag~ is administered by. a ·Vil-lage 

captain or Touchou. ·A T.ouchou is elected.: by nwmber,s o·f the village fo.r 

a four-year term of ·offiice. H'i:;· has .official powers comparable to those 

of a rural constable an.d is .responsible to the government for maintain

ing law and orde.r.. · The Tot:1chou is also responsible ··for orga:nisirrg ·. · 

hunting and. fishing expeditions, fer the. whole village and is expected to 

play an important role wheneve.r the. village has. a ·celebration.. Gen.erally, 

Amerindian Village .Councils are formed to assist the Touchou in his ad" 

ministrative duties in the village~ 

~apishana Villages in Gtiyana 

Most Wapishana \ri'llages are found ori 'banks of rivers· or creeks where 

a steady water 'supply i.s av·ailab 1e ~· Each village has ·a 'sthool ·which 

untii re~ently .·was managed-by the Roman Caiholic Church but' which is now 

Governmen·t run. These 'schools were in fact established by the Roman 

Catholic Chur'c:h ~ Tho South Rupununi 'is generally a Catholic ar·ea · 

(with only recent limited incursi6hs of th~ Brethr~ri denomination). 

Aishalton is the administrative centre of the area and has the 

greatest concentration of social 5 educational, medical and .. a~mini~trative 

facilities. Its public facilities include .a.lwal th cLinic, a .... trade store, 

a p'olice station/·~· co:nsumers 1 co-op shop? a Roman''Cathofic Convent and 

rest house' an· air strip; a n'tir'sery '·sch~ol and a Commuri'i'ty High School. 

Aishaltm1 got. its name from a vine called AISHAL wh'ich. the Wapishanas 

found in abundance when they first jset"tled there. They the.refore called 

the place "Aishalton11 which means 11hill of aishal vines". Until now~ 

aishal vines are used by the Wapishanas to poison fish in rivers pr 
creeks. 
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At Aishal ton~ ~attle, rearing~ bala:ta: bleedi:ne, lumbering and. mixed 

farming are the 1Ilajor occ~p~t;iqp.s but sever:jtl people find employment as 

m~sons ~ .carpenters, poli tic~ans ~ teachers~ gold miners and .labourers~·. 
' .. .. . . . . 

Fishing and hunting. are ah-.r.ay,s practised by Amerindi:..1ns . 

./Ul' .agricultu:rftl produce from. South. 'Rup:ununi is air lifted via 
. . 

Aishal tol!l to ~Georgotown~ i Aishaltc..·n has· a population. of neal'ly 500; 

almost all Wapishanas. 

Achiwib is loc~ted:on the l~ft'bank of the Meriwa~ Creek about 12 

mil~s from the esiuary (Meriwau is ~ ~ti~titary of th~ T~kutu river) . 

Achiwib got its name from a wildherb."Achawi" which smells like garlic 

and which was found in abundance there when the'Wapishanas founded this 

village. 

Cattle rearing, balata bleeding, gold m1n1ng and mixed farming provide 

the mairi so~rce of incbme for the people. of Achiwib. Their traditional 

crops include· corn, cassava, ground provisions, fruits· and "hill rice",· · 

but recently, peanuts and black-cye:hava·been cultivated. The pnpulation 

is approximately 325 with a majority of Wapishanas. There are als~ 
sone Nc~roes living in this village. 

Karaudanawa is a .W::tpishana village located on the Ea~t Bank of the 

Rup;uJ;J.ul1i River .. It is app.roximately 16 miles £:rom Achiwib and the mode 

of :Life resembles closely, that of the people of Achiwib.. It has about 
. . . . ' •' .· ( ··. '.. . 

300. inhabitants, most of. whc:;,m are of Amerindian origin. 
' . . ' 

'.· A\.J~ruwatinawa is .l;·catecl, about 2 s miles from Aishal ton on the right 

bank of the Awarewau creek, (the 1\warewau·creek is a tributary .of the 

Katiwau or Sand river). The population is estimated to be a~:·c:ut 275 and 

their occup~tions are mainly cat'tle rearing, mixed 'farming arid' ·lJal:ata 
bl~~li.ng .. 
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, Maru~anawa is ·a lVapishan~ village about 5 miles from Awaruwatina.wa 
It has an 'estimated population of 325. The villa,se got· its name' frO'm . I 

the giant armadillo (maruru) and hence ttMaruranawa 11 means "giant ·armadillo 
hill H 0 This village is mainly Roman Catholic in religion and ·the 
occupation! of' the inhahi tants · in:clucl'e cattle, rearing~ bala ta b.leeding, 

.;. r ·:-::·: ; .... .·t ··:.: 

Shea :is situated about three miles from Maruranawa and has a. 
--· :i: 

populatiQn of abo.ut 300. The r~sidents of Shea are mainly Roman Catholics 
and their livelihood depends on cattle rearing~ balqta bleeding~lumqering 

. . l : . 

and mixed farming. Th~s villag~ is noted for its beautiful.scenery and 
captivating landscape of mountains, rocks and savannahs. 

· Sauriwau is located on the left bank of the Sauriwau river from 
which tho village got its n~mo. · It has a population of about 225 almost· 
~11 of ~hom are Catholics~ Farming is the main occupation in this village 
except for experienced vaqueros who find emplcym.ent with,the Rupununi: 
Development Company. Many people~ however, in an effort to findemploy
ment~ migrate to Brazil where they work as;l~bourcrs. 

Sand Creek is located in a valley of tho Kanuku mountains through 
which the Katiwu or S:.?.nd River ri1ns. Tl1is village has abo].lt 450 inhabitants 
who-are mostly herdsme~p fa~mer~, halata blee~~~s or s~op-ke~pe~s: There 
is a landing strip fo~ light ~itc~~£t at this village and thi~ gives ~ise 
to some commerce. . Fish~s ana' turtles are plentiful in this .:h~'gf~n:· during 

the dry season. 

Potarinau is a ~nixe.d village .with b~:th Mak}l$his apd Wapi~hana.s ·. a~d . 
has a population of less than 400. Most of the inhabitants seek employ-

} ~ 

ment a.t Lethem - about 30 miles from Potarinau. 
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Language 

Tlle Wapishant:J. languu..9e belo:n.~s to the .A:ra~alqn tii:t)gu.s~ fa . .t!f~- It is 

... :,; spoken as the· first language (11} thro:ughout the South Rupunun:i. 
English, 'on th~ other hand, is used only as a second languag~ (L2) 
but remains_.th#n~~nguage of officialdom since it is used a~ the 
medium of instr'l,lction in schools and i.s the language of co]\lmunication 

. : ,_.. ! ·: ' . 

with Noh-Amerindians. 

· The Portuguese laneuage has significantly influenced Wapishp.na 
_because of the prqximity of Braiil .to.Wapishana settlements. In a 

few villages on the. Brazil/Guyana border, Portuguese is as widely. 
used as English. 

Some Wapishana words and expressions and their meanings 

The following:.list of words and phrases were obtained by 
elicitation from Christopher James, Oscar Marcello and 
Dolly Winters. The items are given both in English ortho
graphy and phonetic script. 

2For a fuller. word~ list, readers: are:· referred 
Dictionary:~ English- WaEishana~-Wapishana 

(Unevangelised Field Mission; August 1972) 

to Tracy (1972) :-. 
- English . ~ . 

·,; 

,' ;, 



r 

hello 

goodbye 

thank you 

it doesn't matte~ 

x ~,.. r ir{ht 

' I cc.n t tell you 

she's~ept the yaid 

r lov''' yoti 
how are you 

[x c:tm} fine 

and you 

river 

creek 

ocean 

hill 

ono 

two 

ten 

cat 

cow 

dog 

pig [domesticated] 

horse 

rat 

bird 

chjcken 

dove 

duck 

humming bird 

kllimen 

mo.kunu 

kaimen ua.t 

na isha pan_ 

wa H,.~it.da;~ai din 
'·".: '·-- ._·y,,.. ' . ' ' 

w·~ -'1.~: r,~.>.a.k,_.?hi ieJ.p 

na angkt'.ichan 
kuadan pu1t 

i 

uparo.idan panep 
pejroo 

1lt riaikda pugar 
shapang pugar 

kaimen 

pugarman 

waooj · 

waoojsap 

par an 

unauwach 

bau?dap 

·daiutam 

baukooka 

pi shan 

tapeej 

ariimir.a,k 

kush 

kawar 

kuurii 

kutid3r · · 

J<irik 

uuoorek 

bai 

piimuk 

kaxme:n 

makuna 

kaxme:n uat 

na xJa pan 

•.-w k a 0. <v:t': a I d I n 

u'{'' 11 r a n k tj' j_,a p . · 

na aQkaxtJan 
kuadan pua t: · ' 

uparaxdan pane:p 
pe:d3ro 

u na:t.? r}a pugar 
japa!J pugar 

kaxme:n 

pugarman. 

waod3 

waod3'sap 

par an 

unauwatj 

.bau?dap. 

· daxutam· 

baukoka?. 

pxjan 

taped3 

arirr.xrak 

kuJ 

kawar 

ku.r i: 

kut I d·3r, • 

kxrik 

uore:? 

bai 

pimu? 

8 

.. 



pprrot 

turkey 

fish 

ant 

village captain 
councillor J . :; " .. ·· ' 

God 

black eye [peas] 

banana 

bitter cassava 

cutlass 

farm 

farmer 

pepper 

plant [v] 

-~-Tr .. r::an 

man 

people 

W~:..pishnna 

hammock 

house 

eat [ v] 

arrow 

bow 

shoot 

gun 

pet 

·: i·. 

•• v 
p~~ruu 

kupai 

·mat 

tuu::3hau 
· ' 1fo:om.h.li' 

· tumingkyar 

kumas 

sij 

kanuj 

·soopa:r· 

·.· jrakap 

jrakapsan 

diijak 

paawan 

jrun 

da.uniur 

p.iikyanau. 

wapi chan 

jramak 

kabun 

·· aroopan 

bai·rU.' 

suma·r 

baikyan 

mukau 

ijrai 

• v 
p~ru 

kupai 

mat 

tuta~ 

foman 

tum·I YJkyar 

kurnas 

sopar 

d3rakap 

d3rakaps'an 

did3a? 

pa:wan 

. d3ron· 

;'";f.\,r;Jn Ci ~ ur 

p~kyanau 

w·a:pr tJ an 

· a·3ramak 

kabun 

aropan 

barri 

sumar 

bar?yan 

mukau 
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R E P F R E N C E S 10 

Amerindian Integration 
A brief outline of the progress of Integration :,in;: , ·. 

·Guyana. 
{Ministry of Information And Culture, Guyana) 
January 1970. · 

British Guiana Population Census Volume II PT A 
(Eastern Caribbean Population Census, Central 
Statistical Office, Trinidad nnd Tobago) 
April 1960, 

Soil And Land Use Surveys No, 2 7 LOXTON, R, F. 
British Guiana~ The Rupununi Savannahs. 
(The Imperial Coli ege of Tropical Agriculture, 
Trinidad. B. W. I.) 
:March 1958. 

* * * * * * * * * * * ~ * * * * * * * * * * 
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BALP is a publication of the Amerindian Languages Project. It is 
typed and duplicated at the University of Guyana. The general · 
edito~ is WaJteE~F. Edwards. 
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