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CHAPTER 1

STILL SEEKING EL DORADO

Peru is a beggar sitting on a bench of gold.

—Old Peruvian adage

In the stinging cold just before dawn, Leonor Gonzáles leaves her stone hut on a glacial mountain peak in the Peruvian Andes to trudge up a path and scour rock spills for flecks of gold. Like generations before her, she has teetered under heavy bags of stone, pounded it with a crude hammer, ground it to gravel with her feet, crushed it to a fine sand. On rare, lucky days, she teases out infinitesimally small motes of gold by swirling the grit in a mercury solution. She is only forty-seven, but her teeth are gone. Her face is cooked by a relentless sun, parched by the freezing winds. Her hands are the color of cured meat, the fingers humped and gnarled. She is partially blind. But every day as the sun peeks over the icy promontory of Mount Ananea, she joins the women of La Rinconada, the highest human habitation in the world, to scale the steep escarpment that leads toward the mines, scavenging for all that shines, stuffing stones into the backbreaking rucksack she will lug down-mountain at dusk.

It might be a scene from biblical times, but it is not. Leonor Gonzáles climbed that ridge yesterday during the pallaqueo, the hunt for gold her forebears have undertaken since time immemorial, and she will climb it again tomorrow, doing what she has done since she first accompanied her mother to work at the age of four. Never mind that a Canadian mining company less than thirty miles away is performing the same task more efficiently with hulking, twenty-first-century machinery; or that just beyond Lake Titicaca—the cradle of Inca civilization—Australian, Chinese, and United States corporate giants are investing millions for state-of-the-art equipment to join the Latin American mining bonanza. The business of digging deep into the earth’s entrails to wrest glittering treasures has long, abiding roots on this continent and, in many ways, defines the people we Latin Americans have become.

Leonor Gonzáles is the embodiment of “silver, sword, and stone,” the triad of this book’s title—three obsessions that have held Latin Americans fast for the past millennium. “Silver” is the lust for precious metals; the infatuation that rules Leonor’s life as it has ruled generations before her: a frantic hunt for a prize she cannot use, a substance that is wanted in cities she will never see. The passion for gold and silver is an obsession that burned brightly before Columbus’s time, consumed Spain in its relentless conquest of America, drove a cruel system of slavery and colonial exploitation, sparked a bloody revolution, addled the region’s stability for centuries, and morphed into Latin America’s best hope for the future. Just as Inca and Aztec rulers made silver and gold symbols of their glory, just as sixteenth-century Spain grew rich and powerful as the preeminent purveyor of precious metals, mining remains at the heart of the Latin American promise today. That obsession lives on—the glistening troves extracted and sent away by the boatloads—even though the quarries are finite. Even though the frenzy must end.

Leonor is no less a product of “silver” than she is of the “sword,” Latin America’s abiding culture of the strongman that accompanies it: the region’s proclivity, as Gabriel García Márquez, José Martí, Mario Vargas Llosa, and others have pointed out, to solve problems by unilateral and alarming displays of power. By brutality. By a reliance on muscle, coercion, and an overweening love for dictators and the military: la mano dura, the iron fist. Violence was certainly the easy expedient in the day of the war-loving Moche in AD 800, but it grew more so under the Aztec and Inca Empires, was perfected and institutionalized by Spain under the cruel tutelage of Cortés and Pizarro, and became ingrained during the hellish wars of Latin American independence in the nineteenth century. State terrorism, dictatorships, endless revolutions, Argentina’s Dirty War, Peru’s Shining Path, Colombia’s FARC, Mexico’s crime cartels, and twenty-first-century drug wars are its legacies. The sword remains as much a Latin American instrument of authority and power as it ever was five hundred years ago when the Dominican friar Bartolomé de Las Casas lamented that the Spanish colonies were “choak’d up with Indian Blood and Gore.”

No, Leonor Gonzáles is no stranger to oppression and violence. Her ancestors, people of the altiplano, were conquered and forced into labor by the Incas and then reconquered and enslaved by Spanish conquistadors. For centuries, her people were relocated by force at the whims of the mitmaq—the compulsory labor system that the Inca Empire, and then Spain, demanded of the vanquished. Or they were taken away in the Church’s “reductions”: massive resettlements of indigenous populations in the ongoing enterprise to save their souls. In the nineteenth century, Leonor’s people were herded at sword’s point to fight and be sacrificed on opposing sides of the revolution. In the twentieth century, they were driven higher and higher into the snowy reaches of the Andes to escape the wanton massacres of the Shining Path. But even in that airless aerie, eighteen thousand feet above sea level, the sword has continued to be master. Today in the wild, lawless mining town of La Rinconada, where murder and rape are rampant—where human sacrifices are offered to mountain demons and no government police chief dares go—Leonor is as vulnerable to brute force as her forebears were five hundred years ago.

Every day when she rises, Leonor touches a small, gray stone that she keeps on a ledge by her cot, near a faded photograph of her dead husband, Juan Sixto Ochochoque. Every night, before she crawls under a blanket with her children and grandchildren, she touches it again. “His soul rests inside,” she told me when I visited her in her frigid one-room hut, no larger than ten feet squared, where she lives on the lip of a mountain glacier with two sons, two daughters, and two grandchildren. She and Juan, the ruddy-faced miner in the photo, were never actually married; no one in Leonor’s acquaintance has ever taken the Church’s vows. To her, Juan is her husband and the father of her children; and, from the day a mine-shaft collapsed, and his lungs filled with the deadly fumes that killed him, that round, gray stone at the head of her bed has come to represent him even as it represents the whole of Leonor’s spiritual life. Like many indigenous people—from the Rio Grande to the Tierra del Fuego—Leonor accepts Catholic teachings only as they reflect the gods of her ancestors. Virgin Mary is another face for Pachamama, Earth Mother, the ground beneath our feet, from which all bounty springs. God is another word for Apu, the spirit that dwells in mountains, whose energy comes from the sun and lives on in stones. Satan is Supay, a demanding rascal-god who rules death, the underworld, the dark entrails of ground below ground, and needs to be appeased.

Leonor’s stone stands for the third obsession that has held Latin America in its grip for the past thousand years: the region’s fervent adherence to religious institutions, whether they be temples, churches, elaborate cathedrals, or piles of sacred rock. The first order of business when pre-Columbian powers conquered one another a thousand years ago was to pound the others’ gods to rubble. With the arrival of the conquistadors in the Americas, the triumphant monuments of stone erected by the Aztecs and the Incas to honor their gods were often reduced to mere pedestals for mighty cathedrals. The significance was not lost on the conquered. Rock was piled on rock, palaces were built on top of palaces, a church straddled every important indigenous temple or huaca, and religion became a powerful, concrete reminder of who had won the day. Even as time wore on—even as Catholicism became the single most powerful institution in Latin America, even as some of its adherents began to be wooed away by Pentecostalism—Latin Americans have remained a resolutely religious population. They cross themselves when they pass a church. They build shrines in their homes. They carry images of saints in their wallets, talk to their coca leaves, hang crosses from rearview mirrors, fill their pockets with sacred stones.

Leonor is not alone in her thrall to silver, sword, and stone. The majority of Latin Americans are bound to her by no more than a few degrees of separation. Extracting ore in Mexico, Peru, Chile, Brazil, and Colombia has resumed the primacy it had four hundred years ago, and the business of mining has gone a long way to redefine progress, boost economies, lift people out of poverty, and touch every aspect of the social fabric. Precious minerals pass from rural to urban handlers, from brown hands to white, from poor to rich. The gold that is dug from the rock beneath Leonor’s hut fuels an elaborate economy: the seedy beer hall a few steps from her door, the flocks of child prostitutes down-mountain in Putina, the bankers in Lima, geologists in Canada, socialites in Paris, investors in China. It is an industry whose profits ultimately go overseas to Toronto, Denver, London, Shanghai, much as gold once crossed the Atlantic Ocean in Spanish galleons and made its way to Madrid, Amsterdam, and Peking. The general flow of revenue has not changed. It lingers briefly—enough for a beer at the cantina or a fly-bitten shank of goat to hang from the roof beam—and then it goes out. Away. Over there.

The “sword,” too, has weathered history, from the keenly honed slate blades that Chimú warriors used to disembowel their enemies, to the crude kitchen knives deployed by Zeta gangsters in the Mexican city of Juárez. A culture of violence persists in Latin America, lurking in shadows, waiting to erupt, threatening the region’s fitful progress toward peace and prosperity. The sword has been the ever-ready instrument in this precinct of stark inequalities: as useful in Augusto Pinochet’s 1970s Chile, among a largely white, literate population, as in today’s blood-soaked streets of Honduras among the illiterate poor. The ten most dangerous cities in the world are all in Latin American countries. Little wonder that the United States has seen a flood of desperate immigrants fleeing Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador. Fear is the engine that drives Latin Americans north.

As for “stone’s” purchase on the spirit, there is no question that organized religion has played—and continues to play—a crucial role in these Americas. From the days of the Inca, when the great rulers Pachacutec Inca Yupanqui and Tupac Inca Yupanqui “turned the world” and expanded the empire by conquering vast swaths of South America and forcing the vanquished masses to worship the sun, faith has been a weapon of coercion as well as an instrument for social cohesion. The Aztecs shared the Incas’ appetite for conquest as well as a keen appreciation for the uses of religion. But they had a starkly different approach to conversion: they often adopted the deities of the newly conquered with the understanding that someone else’s god might have much in common with one’s own. Stroll through any Mesoamerican or Andean village, and you will find lively expressions of those ancient beliefs in contemporary art and ritual traditions.

Today, although various Amerindian, African, Asian, and European faiths are practiced in Latin America, the region remains firmly stamped with the one Spain imposed on it more than five hundred years ago. It is adamantly Catholic. A full 40 percent of all the world’s Catholics reside here, and, as a result, a strong bond unites the believers, from Montevideo, Uruguay, to Monterrey, Mexico. Indeed Simón Bolívar, who liberated six South American republics, imagined the Spanish-speaking, Catholic nations of those Americas as a potentially powerful unified force in the greater world. The Spanish Crown may have worked mightily to keep its colonies from communicating, trading, or establishing human concord, but it joined them forever when it led them to the feet of Jesus. In the end, Bolívar was never able to fashion a strong Pan-American union from the diverse, restless population of Spanish-speaking Christians that he liberated. But the Church today remains, as it was in Bolívar’s time, the most trusted institution in all of Latin America.

This is a book about three components of Latin American society that have shaped it for a thousand years. It does not pretend to be a definitive, comprehensive history. Rather, it is meant to cast light on the legacy of the Latin American people and on three elements of our past that may suggest something about our future. Certainly there are other obsessions we share that make for a brighter portrait of the region: our infatuation with art, for instance; our enthusiasm for music, our culinary passions, our love of rhetoric. The Spanish language that flows from the pens of Latin Americans has produced one of the most strikingly original literatures of our time. There are also few regional traits that shine more brightly than our fidelity to family or our propensity for human warmth. But none of these, in my view, has moved populations, marked the landscape, and written history as forcefully as Latin America’s fixations on mining, or its romance with brute force, or religion.

These obsessions are not tidy strands that can be addressed as independent narratives. Their histories over the course of the past one thousand years have clashed, overlapped, become intricately intertwined, just as gold, faith, and fear are tightly woven skeins in the life of Leonor Gonzáles. But Latin America’s inclinations to religion and violence, along with its stubborn adherence to an ancient form of extractive commerce that doesn’t necessarily lead to lasting development, have fascinated me for years. I believe the history of these inclinations can tell us much about who we Latin Americans are. And we are, as a historian once said, “a continent made to undermine conventional truths,” a region unto ourselves, unlike any other, where theories or doctrines fashioned elsewhere seldom have purchase. I also believe that, for all the years I have spent following the ways and warps of this skeined history, it cannot possibly tell the whole story.

How do you explain a hemisphere and its people? It’s an impossible task, really, made more complicated by five hundred years of skewed historical record. All the same, I am convinced that there is a ­commonality—a concrete character, if you will—that emerges from the Spanish American experience. I am also convinced that this character is a direct product of the momentous confrontation between two worlds. We are defined by a grudging tolerance born of this experience. There is no northern equivalent.

In Latin America, we may not always know exactly what breed we represent, but we do know that we are more bound to this “New World” than we are to the “Old.” After centuries of unrestrained mixing, we are more brown than white, more black or Indian than some might think. But, since raw political power has been held stubbornly by every anxious generation of “whites” since First Contact, a true reckoning of our identity has always been a tenuous proposition. Call it what you will, but the enduring presence of indigenous history in Latin America—quite unlike its counterpart in the North—suggests there is a very different explanation here. I offer mine in all humility in hopes of relaying something of the perspective it has given me.

Although my father’s family has had roots in Peru for almost five hundred years, my grandmother Rosa Cisneros y Cisneros de Arana was a great enthusiast of all things Spanish. She often spoke to me of Spain’s custom of sending sons into different walks of life as a way of building the pillars of a robust society. One son, as the logic went, would be a man of the world (a lawyer, politician, or businessman); the second, a military man; the third, a priest. The first would ensure prosperity by having a hand in the nation’s power and wealth; the second would maintain the peace by serving his country as a soldier; the third would throw open the gates to heaven by teaching us the way to God. I never saw reference to this custom made in history books, although I heard of it again and again as I traveled the countries of Latin America. In time, I saw that a banker, a general, and a bishop were indeed pillars of our shared society; they were precisely what kept the oligarchy, genders, and races in the rigid caste system that Spain had created in the first place. That triumvirate of sovereignty—of princes, soldiers, and high priests—had held for the Incas, Muíscas, Mayans, and Aztecs as well. In many cases, a supreme ruler was expected to be all three. Call it what you will, but the formula of triangulated control has worked for centuries in the Americas of the South. It allowed ancient cultures to expand and conquer. It allowed colonizers a firm lock on the pockets, fists, and souls of the colonized. For all Latin America’s gifts to the world—for all the storied civilizations of our past—the region continues to be ruled by what has always held sway here. By silver, sword, and stone.


PART ONE

SILVER

Once upon a time, my little dove, there was a dazzling city, floating on a blue lake, radiating such brilliance that, seen from afar, it seemed to be made of silver. They called it Tenochtitlán.

—Myths, Fables, and Legends of Ancient Mexico


CHAPTER 2

VEINS OF A MOUNTAIN GOD

Descend to the mineral depths and find, in those grim metal veins, mankind’s struggle on earth.

—Pablo Neruda, “Canto General”

POTOSÍ, BOLIVIA

The long drab, arid plateau between Porco and Potosí on the Bolivian altiplano is surely one of the most desolate landscapes on earth. What the ancient Incas described as a region of sparkling lakes and leaping fish—a grassland alive with alpaca, vicuña, chinchilla—has become a barrens that beggars the imagination. The brush is scarce. The earth is turned. To the northwest, Lake Poopó, second only to Lake Titicaca in size, has disappeared entirely; today it is an endless expanse of crazed sediment, a cemetery of aquatic life. What you see, as you cross the valley of Tarapaya and approach Porco or Potosí, the ancient medullas of Inca and Spanish dominion, is what you might see in any mined territory in this part of the world—a lunar scape, pitted with murky ponds that reek of ruin. The waterfowl are gone; few birds flap overhead save the occasional vulture. There is a rank odor about, the stench of dynamite and anatomical decay. Even the shearing winds and freezing rain cannot mask the smell.

Along the road to Cerro Rico, the fabled “rich mountain,” there are heaps of stone. An occasional figure slips past, weaving through the rubble. These are itinerant miners, springing from that bare and boundless plain like mythical soldiers, toting their worldly possessions on their backs. Eventually you come upon the famed red promontory and the city that sprawls at its feet. This is Potosí, once one of the largest urban centers of the Western Hemisphere: a metropolis, during its heyday in the 1600s, as populous and vibrant as Paris or London or Tokyo. A mighty cathedral clings to its heart. For as far as the paved streets will lead, you see rickety mansions with intricate Moorish balconies—lumbering phantoms of a splendid past. Thirty-six churches in varying states of dilapidation punctuate the decline. The storied city of silver is no longer. Gone are the stately palm trees, the silks from Canton, the Neapolitan shoes, the London hats, the perfumes from Araby. No one in Paris finery leans from the balconies anymore. A lonely dog howls from a rooftop. It is hard to believe that this was the seat of modern globalization as we know it—the sixteenth-century economic marvel that drove European commerce and prefigured the industrial age.

But that is precisely what Potosí once was. In the one hundred years between 1600 and 1700, Potosí single-handedly supplied more than one hundred million kilos of the silver that made the Peruvian Viceroyalty one of the most vibrant financial enterprises in the world. Lima grew rich because of Potosí. Metal mined by Indian hands poured into European capitals, giving that region the bullion it desperately needed, stimulating the economy and allowing capitalism to stamp out feudalism and become the prevailing wave of the future. Spain used that infusion of wealth to enrich its aristocrats, wage war against England, curb the spread of Protestantism, and ensure the dominion of the Hapsburg Empire. But the money did not stay in Spain. As England marched into the industrial age, boosted by the solvency that Latin American mines provided, and as Europe forged ahead, expanding its commercial reach, Spain stagnated—resolutely agricultural, doggedly tied to the past—and its colonies’ hard-won silver slipped through its fingers. Wealth moved on to build lavish fortunes elsewhere. The stain of that failure is still visible in this legendary boom town. Potosí.

At the edge of it, climbing in chaotic angles up Cerro Rico’s jutting rock, are a scattering of tin houses. Here and there, huts of stone. A string of humanity moves in and out of the holes that scar the face of the mountain. Along the precipitously winding paths, flocks of women in wide woolen skirts hurry with food and rude implements; children shoulder bags of rock. There isn’t much to carve away from Cerro Rico now. Legend has it that the many thousands of tons of silver extracted from this colossus would have built a gleaming bridge from here to Madrid. But the red leviathan seems deflated now; a tired heap that bears little resemblance to the soaring peak of sixteenth-century engravings. Riddled with tunnels, it is a fragile grid on the verge of collapse, a labyrinth of perils. The hopeful remain, but the bonanza has moved on.

It wasn’t like this when Huayna Capac, the Lord Inca, traveled between Potosí and Porco five hundred years ago, before the civil wars, before the plagues, and before the fateful conquest of his empire. Porco had long been one of the main sources of precious metals for the Incas. Since the thirteenth century, when the empire is said to have originated, the Inca lords traded no metals, nor did they use them as currency; they valued the glittering substances as sacred symbols of their gods, essential elements in the ritual worship of sun, moon, and stars. Gold, with its resplendent yellow, was a reflection of the heavenly body that ruled by day, the father of all earthly life. Silver represented the white deities who lit the night sky and commanded the seas. Copper was the swift current of lightning, a force to be revered. These metals were mined under strict supervision of the Lord Inca’s administrators in Cuzco. In Porco, the oversight was meticulous, as slaves scrabbled for silver with deer antlers and carried it away in animal skins. Reserved for the exclusive use of the nobility, these metals were hammered into strikingly original ornaments: ceremonial breastplates, gilded raiments, ritual altar pieces, decorative sculptures, funerary baubles, household decor. There was no incentive to steal or hoard them, nor search out their source, since they had only one use and only one consumer. They were mined as the emperor’s ceremony demanded. Nothing more.

That all changed with the reign of Huayna Capac, the eleventh Inca sovereign, who loved gold and silver with an abandon his royal forebears did not share. It wasn’t enough to have the sacred sun temple, Coricancha, arrayed in gold, or his chambers’ walls lined with silver, or his ceremonial raiments bespangled with both. This Lord Inca wanted to eat and drink from them, demanded that his chairs and litters be made of glittering metals, commissioned statues of himself and his ancestors made from hammered gold. His overweening love for these hard-won metals meant that the empire had to step up production, and it brought on a covetousness and oppression never in evidence before.

Huayna Capac was at the height of his power when he visited his mines in Porco in the early 1500s. Handsome, well built, a warrior king who had expanded his realm to far corners of his universe, he decided to take a grand tour to review those conquests, expel invaders, and stamp out the rebel factions. It was beyond his capacity to appreciate that dominion, but just then, at that pivotal moment in history, he presided over the greatest empire on earth. Bigger than China’s Ming dynasty, more vast than Ivan the Great’s Russia, larger than the Byzantine, Songhai, Aztec, or Ottoman Empires, the Inca Empire was more sprawling than any European state of its time. Huayna Capac ruled over lands that stretched for more than 2,500 miles, or roughly the distance between Stockholm and Riyadh. The Tahuantinsuyo, as he called it, was a territory as long as North America is wide, the most formidable domain this civilization would ever hold, and it had taken more than three centuries and eleven generations to build it. Huayna Capac had begun his reign just after Columbus’s fateful landing in Santo Domingo, and he would die just before Francisco Pizarro rode across his lands to plant an alien flag on the sacred Temple of the Sun. But now—right now, in the glow of Huayna Capac’s preeminence—he was mounting an expedition to beat back a Guaraní invasion in the South and reassure his people that they had his protection against the wild, marauding tribes of the known world.

As the emperor and his armies crossed the valley of Tarapaya, he decided to stop in Porco and visit the silver mines. It was just after the turn of the sixteenth century, and although he didn’t know it, the winds of change and an epic plague had already been loosed on the peoples of that hemisphere. Hernán Cortés would soon capture the powerful emperor Montezuma and cripple the Aztecs at the Battle of Tenochtitlán. Pedro de Alvarado would sweep into Mayan territory and kill its ruler, Tecún Uman. Silver and gold had already left indigenous hands and crossed the Atlantic in what would become a brisk traffic to Seville, and a virulent strain of smallpox had traveled the seas in the opposite direction. But in the sublime isolation that Huayna Capac inhabited as he surveyed his empire, aloft on his litter of gold, the journey to Porco was a perfunctory visit.

As his retinue continued across the valley, the Lord Inca noticed an imposing peak on the southern horizon. It commanded that stretch of the Andean cordillera—the imposing mountain range that runs like a spine from Venezuela to Argentina—not only because of its height but also because of its rust-red hue. Pointing to it, he opined that surely it contained rich lodes of some precious metal. Legend has it that he ordered his miners to investigate, and, as they did, a mighty roar of displeasure arose from the belly of the mountain. Terrified, the miners withdrew. Earthquake, thunder, whatever the reason, the Inca potentates never did insist on exploring the mountain. Some say it was because the promontory was considered sacred, holding within it a great spirit—an apu, a mountain god; others, because there was no particular urgency, as long as the royal court had what it needed. It was not until a decade after the conquest, when a lowly miner for the Spanish Crown stopped to warm himself on a winter’s night, that everything changed. He saw a trickle of molten silver gather at the base of his fire, evidence of the bounty within. Soon after that, his Spanish overlord expropriated the discovery and made Potosí known round the world.

MOUNT ANANEA

Peru, 1829–2009

On the fourth day, the All Powerful beautified the world with the sun, moon, and stars. Once these were in the firmament, the sun gave birth to gold and the mines, and the moon saw about the silver.

—Bartolomé Arzans de Orsúa y Vela, 1715

In 1829, three hundred years after Huayna Capac made his grand sweep of the altiplano and pointed prophetically to the red mountain of Potosí, a young Irish geologist, Joseph Barclay Pentland, dashed off a letter to the celebrated explorer Alexander von Humboldt and, in it, pointed to the wealth of precious metals that might be found just north of that territory. Potosí’s glories were past, finished, its treasures sacked, its investors in ruins. But there were hard rock deposits of gold on higher ground four hundred miles away, Pentland assured Humboldt, especially in the Cordillera de Carabaya, on the forbidding slopes of the hoary behemoths that circled the highest navigable body of water in the world: Lake Titicaca.

The diplomat geologist—as interested in metal as in foreign ­affairs—had just returned to Lima, Peru, after a grueling two-thousand-mile mule ride through the rugged highlands of Bolivia. The wars of independence had just ended, Spain had been thoroughly routed from American shores, and Britain’s foreign secretary, George Canning, who had been watching the revolution with keen interest, was eager to assess Latin American mining and see what was in it for England. The great liberator Simón Bolívar, fresh from freeing Peru and founding Bolivia—and an avid fan of the British to boot—had welcomed Pentland to the task. Being an energetic social climber of the first order, Pentland now wrote about Latin American possibilities to Humboldt, Charles Darwin, and other great scientists of the day. As Huayna Capac had pointed presciently to Potosí three centuries before, Pentland now pointed emphatically to the promontories of the Carabaya cordillera, where future fortunes would be made.

The Carabaya mountain chain, which straddles Peru and Bolivia due north of Lake Titicaca and cradles Mount Ananea, was certainly not virgin ground to fortune hunters. Over the centuries, the glacial grind and lacerating winds had eroded the rock, hacked off enormous boulders, and coaxed forth the treasures that lurked within. According to Inca lore, gold nuggets as large as a human skull had rolled from cracks in the stone. One trophy was said to be as large as a horse’s head. El Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, Huayna Capac’s great-nephew, had written that the mountain contained gold beyond our imagining. He had good reason to think so: his lordly grand-uncle had sent a contingent to mine there. But the terrain had proved impossible: the peaks too vertiginous, the cold too punishing. Before long, the Incas stopped their operations in Ananea. The Spanish, too, eventually abandoned their mines, but for different reasons. The shafts, which bored deeper into the glacial rock than any Inca pit, had collapsed under ice and snow.

Ironically enough, Pentland’s projection, like the mines themselves, remained frozen in time as Bolívar’s newly liberated republics fell, one by one, into political and economic chaos. The gold and silver lodes that had been exploited to such advantage in Incan and colonial days were now left to the caprices of a string of despots and their temperamental regimes. It wasn’t until the Latin American mining industry experienced a vibrant renaissance at the turn of the twenty-first century that Bolivian geologists revived Pentland’s work and credited the Irishman for his meticulous analysis of the rich arteries that coursed through the geologically exuberant Carabaya. He had described, almost two centuries before, the Potosís that were yet to come.

In 2004, even as Pentland’s name was being resurrected on the Bolivian side of the cordillera by functionaries wanting to attract foreign investors, Leonor Gonzáles’s husband, Juan Ochochoque, was alive and laboring in the pitch-black mines of Mount Ananea, in the very region that Pentland had indicated would be the golden way of the future. After his meager breakfast of pig’s ear broth cooked over an improvised ethyl burner, Juan would head out with a pickax over his shoulder. Although he was a man of the twenty-first century, he was also a miner in the centuries-old lottery of cachorreo, a system in which a laborer works thirty days for no pay before he is allowed to keep whatever rock he can lug out on his back. Daylight would reveal whether or not it contained gold. Sometimes Juan’s haul was enough for a few days of water and food; sometimes it yielded nothing at all.

Juan’s days began in the freezing penumbra of dawn and ended long after nightfall. Joining the files of shadowy figures snaking up the muddy paths, he entered the mine to be swallowed into a deeper darkness. Night was a permanent state—tunnels, his natural habitat—and, like any nocturnal creature, Juan learned to navigate the stygian labyrinth of Ananea and suffer its fetid damp. There were few rules in the makeshift, informal enterprises dedicated to hewing that icy rock, but those that existed were firm: no female was allowed to enter that ­underworld—no one could risk the bad luck a woman might bring. Miners had to trust one another, share what little they had, and make offerings to the god of all miners, the lord of dark places, Supay. Chewing coca leaf to brace themselves against an airless gloom, hunched by cramped channels of stone, speaking to no one so as to conserve the scant oxygen, they trudged past husks of spent dynamite, pools of chemical waste, the leering, horned effigies of Supay, the litter of past sacrifices, until they were a thousand feet into the mountain’s heart. For Juan, it was, in every way but one, the repetition of an ancient practice.

With this essential difference: no miner in the service of the Inca would have dared penetrate a mountain so deeply. Perhaps because each was seen as harboring its own god, perhaps because the Incas had strong constraints against forcing slaves to suffer ill health—perhaps because so little gold or silver was needed for such exclusive purposes—mining in the time of the Incas was largely superficial, scraping a mountain’s surface, or scooping out a cave, rather than plunging a three-hundred-­meter hole into its flank. Shaft mining, after all, would have represented a flagrant violation of the most physical manifestation of a god, or apu, which was the mountain itself. Perhaps that is why the lion’s share of gold that the indigenous extracted was from rivers, sifted carefully from coursing silt. Indeed, the Huallaga River, which starts high in the Andes and flows majestically through the Amazon jungle, is said to have been so laden with gold that it made mining elementary for the Incas. But any explanation we might offer for a reticence to bore deep into Pachamama, the sacred earth, would be conjecture. We have no real explanation for this.

In truth, “real” explanations for the continent’s indigenous past are rare. Reconstructing pre-Columbian history or culture is a tenuous business. But there are facts we can deduce. The Incas and Aztecs did not see time as we see it: for them, it consisted of different cycles, other dimensions. Its organization was largely binary—rain versus drought; day versus night; harvest versus hunger—and time raveled in a way that reflected a profoundly held belief in the eternal repetition of order and chaos. The Aztec world view, too, was deeply binary: there was earth below, sky above; fire and water; darkness and light. But for all the seeming simplicity of this cosmology, much about these ancient societies was fluid, complex, built on a sense that while the physical world might be clear and evident, human affairs were not.

To be an ordinary mortal in the Inca realm was to inhabit a transitory existence: work was interchangeable, rotational, highly disruptive. As in later totalitarian systems under Joseph Stalin or Mao Tse-tung, whole populations were often uprooted and mobilized, families divided, all for the convenience of the state and its economic necessities. Rebel tribes would be relocated to areas where they could be watched by loyal subjects. Peons knew to expect a life of constant upheaval. A man in the labor force, the mitmaq, might scavenge for gold in a nearby mine, or harvest maize in a far field, or be sent to bear arms in war. A lifetime of travail in one line of work—a single industry—was almost unheard of. A laborer in this ever-revolving system might be required to fish for three months, be free to spend another three dancing and drinking, and then be called to resume labors elsewhere. We know from chronicles—or from evidence in tombs—how great rulers lived and died, but history has left scant record of the commoners.

Complicating our ability to fully appreciate the past, the Incas and Aztecs had no writing. Although the Mayans perfected a complex system of glyphs we can now decode, the Incas and Aztecs preserved the past in oral histories handed down through generations or, in the case of the Incas, through knotted string quipus historians are only now beginning to understand. Moreover, much of what we know about these ancient cultures is tainted by European bias—filtered through Spanish chroniclers, priests, or mestizos striving to please their colonial masters. The mark of the conqueror is all too clear in the extant “record.” In it, we read that the New World indigenous are heathen, unenlightened barbarians, a disposable race, hardly human; even though we now know that in many ways they were more evolved than Europeans. The Inca moral code, for instance—ama suwa, ama llulla, ama qhella (do not steal, lie, or be slothful)—was deeply ingrained in the Andean people. Eventually, when the colonial system locked into place, the accepted, popular gloss was that Indians were beasts of burden, whatever their rank in the preconquest universe, and their just reward was to serve the higher order of Spain. As a result, historians must navigate a quagmire of opinion and prejudice to understand even the most basic contours of indigenous life.

So what, if anything, can we conclude about these cultures’ interest in gold and silver? There is plenty of physical evidence that the Incas held a reverence for precious metals. Gold had been part of their belief system from the very beginning, since the day that Manco Capac and Mama Ocllo, the founding patriarch and matriarch, along with their brothers and sisters, allegedly left the hollows that surround Lake Titicaca to seek the sacred land on which to found their empire of the Sun. The Sun God, as legend had it, had armed them with a gold rod that would sink deep into the earth when it recognized Qosqo—Cuzco—the earth’s umbilical, the center from which their dominion would radiate to far corners of the world. That larger world was Tahuantinsuyu, and their charge was to penetrate it, enlighten it, and bring more hands and souls to the labors and glories of worshiping the Sun.

As the Inca Empire expanded, following a logic that is altogether different from any known model of conquest, precious metals became the symbols of its mandate, if never its currency or goal. The Incas fanned out from the holy medulla of Cuzco gradually, methodically, growing ever more powerful as they subjected others to their faith and will. Tribes were subsumed with promises of a more comfortable life, a grander community, a better god. The more rebellious were conquered in brutal wars. Once subdued, the curacas, or tribal leaders, were sent with their families for reeducation in Cuzco. When they returned to their tribes, prepared to rule in fealty to the Incas, a favorite son or brother would be detained indefinitely in the capital as a way of ensuring loyalty.

Each Inca emperor advanced the cause, bringing more worshippers to the Sun, creating a mighty webwork that grew along ceques: lines that reached like rays from Coricancha—the Temple of the Sun, the empire’s vital heart—to borderlands of conquest. Mobilizing a massive army of forced laborers, the Incas split rock, raised fortresses, and built storehouses and holy sanctuaries, as well as the magnificent Royal Road, the Capac Ñan, a road system traversing every possible landform and stretching twenty thousand miles from Argentina to Colombia—a span nearly four times as long as China’s Great Wall, and the equivalent of traveling from Lima to Tokyo and back two times. To glorify that expansion, they combed gold from rivers, carved silver from mountains, hacked copper from open pits, and sent it all back to ever more powerful lords in Cuzco. The walls of Coricancha, the “golden realm” of the Incas, were tiled in gold. Silver hung from its ceilings. Elaborate gardens made entirely of intricately wrought metals were fashioned for the emperor’s delectation. Indeed, every utensil in his house was made of precious metal. Gold was the “sweat of the sun”; silver, the “tears of the moon.” As such, these substances were cherished gifts from the heavens, signaling the essential connection between the earthly and the divine. The European intruders who came to these lands scavenging for riches never did understand this fundamental difference: to the Inca, gold was light’s refuge in a never-ending battle against the dark, a manifestation of the holy, a bridge between man and his creator. Only the anointed ruler, who himself descended from gods, could own such sacred stuff.

So revered were these metals and so personal their ties to the Lord Inca—who was, after all, primogenitor, Christ, and king—that when he died, no inheritance was possible. His mansion would be shuttered with all his gleaming possessions inside, exactly as he had left them. The belief was that he would hold court in the afterlife and come again to reinhabit those rooms someday. His bowels were meticulously removed and buried in a temple with his gold and jewels. His fingernail and hair clippings, painstakingly accumulated over the course of his lifetime, were stored away to be deposited in sacred places. His mummified remains, perfectly embalmed to resemble him at the peak of his powers, were placed on a throne in Coricancha, along with the mummies of all the other dead Lord Incas, to await the moment of return. He would continue to rule, as vigorously as when he was alive, through family representatives—or panaca—who would consult his corpse, control the narrative of his reign, and impart his ongoing will. So it was that all the gold, silver, and precious artifacts that an Inca took with him to eternity were seen more as tribute than principal. They were more illusory than real, more connected to the gods than to mortals, more a testament to collective memory than currency to be coveted in the here and now.

But halfway through the 1400s, with the spread of empire by two dynamic Inca rulers, Pachacutec and Tupac Inca Yupanqui, gold and silver began to be regarded as a mark of earthly glory.

Pachacutec decreed that only the royal family could wear these precious metals, while Tupac Inca Yupanqui returned from conquests with trains of llamas weighed down by silver. Huayna Capac, who delighted in symbols of power and grandeur more than either his father or grandfather, honored the birth of a son by commissioning a chain of gold that reached from one end of Cuzco’s marketplace to the other. An army of men was required to carry it.

These metals were not forged in the same way as gold or silver were forged in Europe—by pouring liquid metal into molds. The American Indians didn’t value metal for its solidity but for its malleability and resilience. They fashioned masterpieces by hammering the metal into sheets, pounding it with mallets until they were left with a tough and brilliant foil. Working the sheets around sturdy molds, they would then solder the parts to form a magnificent, glittering whole.

With time, the Incas became renowned for these symbols of power, and, because of ongoing conquests, news of their love for them spread through the continent. They became known as the people who wore glitter: the white kings. The shining. The warriors of sun and moon. This is not to say that they were the first civilization on the continent to develop precious metals or that they had a monopoly on production. Indeed, the art of metallurgy had been flourishing in the Americas for thousands of years. The Chavín culture, which dominated Peru’s coastline for much of the millennium before Christ, had excelled in metalwork. Like the Incas, they had pounded gold into intricate jewelry and headdresses, sewed it into garments, valued it as a badge of nobility, proof of a higher order, a more aristocratic bloodline. The “Lady of Cao,” a Mochica priestess who ruled the Peruvian coast in AD 300, was buried with a splendid array of jewelry, as well as elaborate crowns, nose rings, and scepters.

The Andean cultures that followed—the Moche and the Chimú—were equal masters, especially of silver. Eventually metalwork was taken up by the powerful Muísca people, a highly sophisticated confederation that inhabited the Colombian highlands and, in the fifteenth century, began producing exquisite gold for its chieftains. Indeed, it was around a particular Muísca prince, or zipa, that the legend of El Dorado took hold: the young eminence was said to be so wealthy, so accustomed to an abundance of shimmering metals, so winsome and athletic, that he would dust himself with a thick layer of gold powder before plunging into Lake Guatavita for his daily swim.

So it was that the art of metalwork spread along the cordillera and prospered in Andean isolation, the strict property of royalty in cultures that dominated those mountains for more than three thousand years. But at some point during the eleventh century—even as Norman invaders swept into England and Vikings slunk home, even as Spain suffered the grip of the Arab conquest—an invasion of a very different kind was taking place in the Americas. Trade from the Andes gradually began to creep up the continent and across the Caribbean, and the art of metalworking began to pique the interest of peoples elsewhere in the hemisphere. Call it gossip, cupidity, curiosity, trade route serendipity, but it was then—almost five hundred years before the arrival of the ­conquistadors—that a wider interest in precious metals began in earnest, spreading that mastery through Panama and the Caribbean to the great civilizations of the North.

TENOCHTITLÁN

Mexico, 1510–1519

There was no sin then. No disease. No aching in the bones. There was no gold fever.

—Chilám Balám, c. 1650–1750

Intercontinental trade, which began to proliferate along the coasts—­especially in precious shells and feathers—brought metallurgy to Mesoamerica. By the turn of the first millennium AD, the Mayans, whose extraordinarily advanced culture was thriving in what is now Guatemala and Mexico, began to mine silver, gold, and copper for the same purpose as the Andeans: as a mark of nobility; as a way to distinguish class. Just as the Egyptian Queen Hatshepsut draped herself in gold frippery and dusted her face with silver, the Mayan potentates used shiny metals to signal their growing power. It did not occur to the Mayans, or to any of the early Andean cultures, for that matter—as it had to the Egyptians, Romans, and Germans—to forge something as utilitarian as arms and tools from iron ore. Not until the rule of Huayna Capac had the Incas begun to use bronze in crowbars, knives, and axe heads. And not until the Aztecs began fashioning copper spears in the fifteenth century was metal used for killing. Stone was the preferred bludgeon, obsidian the favored impaler, and though iron was plentiful in the landscape that surrounded these first nations, they did not mine it or imagine it as weapons until conquistadors disembarked on their shores. Much as the load-bearing wheel was unknown in the Western hemisphere until European contact, metal would not enter the American imagination as cudgel or currency until the conquest imposed it in radical and transformative ways.

In truth, Spain’s startling encounter with the people of the “Indies” brought it face-to-face with an original world, entirely distinct from any that Europe had ever imagined. Certainly it was a world beyond the conquistadors’ capacity to understand—one they hardly paused to consider, having crossed seas not to learn about civilizations but to enrich themselves, reap honors, and evangelize the natives by force, if need be. In turn, the hemisphere into which they had sailed was hardly prepared for such bewildering aliens. For millennia, the so-called New World had felt comfortably old to its inhabitants—a “great island, afloat in a primordial sea.” Isolated from the rest of the world and left to its own devices, it was a land teeming with residents. They were descendants of the people of Beringia, who had once inhabited a remote strip of grassland between Siberia and Alaska that, nineteen thousand years before, had been overrun by the Bering Sea. Migrating south, as waters rose and separated them from Asia and Europe, these newly indigenous Americans were flung far and wide by necessity and a pioneer spirit. They adapted to terrain, became a profusion of cultures, conducted wars as well as commerce, and developed strong tribal identities and a vigorous appetite for conquest.

By the 1400s, when Europe was no more than a modestly populated area roughly the size of Brazil, indigenous Americans occupied every habitable area of their hemisphere, from the Arctic tundra to the Caribbean islands, and from the Andean peaks to the deepest redoubts of the Lacandón Jungle. It was, to put it plainly, a world brimming with people. By 1492, historians say, there were one hundred million of them—one-fifth of the human race—and they had become distinct cultures and tribes. The Mayans had abandoned the great cities of Tikal and Chichén Itzá to fan out into the countryside. The Aztec capital, Tenochtitlán, was a bustling home to a quarter million residents—quadruple the population of London at the time. But beyond the city limits, the Aztecs governed twenty-five million more, double the density of the population of India or China. The Inca capital, Cuzco, too, was a humming metropolis. At the height of Incan power, Cuzco held two hundred thousand citizens, with as many as thirty-seven million more under its control—more than the Arab caliphate that had once held Spain, the Middle East, and northern Africa in its clutches. Though a vast and surpassingly difficult geography separated them, the great civilizations that were destined to defend the hemisphere against the Spanish invader shared striking commonalities. This was so evident by the 1500s that conquistadors were able to repeat strategies of conquest by assuming that the Aztecs and Incas were virtually identical in important ways: they were highly hierarchical, with a single emperor, perceived simultaneously as god, king, high priest, and supreme warrior. Both considered themselves People of the Sun. Both the Incas and the Aztecs had subjugated others over great expanses of land, and so had acquired many enemies. Thrones did not pass automatically from father to eldest son, which made the process vulnerable to intrigue and manipulation. Both cultures practiced human sacrifice and incest, and therefore were handily labeled by Christians as abominators. Both employed sophisticated techniques of engineering, agriculture, timekeeping, and astronomy, and so a vast knowledge base was immediately available to their conquerors. Both worshipped the sun and moon and glorified them in art. Perhaps most significant of all to the plundering Spaniards, both had reached zeniths in the production of gold, silver, and copper and had erected vast and efficient slave systems that could support—even increase—the output.

Indeed, the Aztec ruler Montezuma, like the Inca Huayna Capac, favored gold and silver adornments above all others. Whereas rulers of more ancient times in Central America had preferred emeralds, amethysts, jade, turquoise, and precious stones, Montezuma arrayed himself in ear spools and lip plugs of gold, as well as nose rings and silver necklaces. Gold—“the excrement of the gods,” as the Aztecs called it—was available only in limited supply in Mesoamerica, harvested largely from the rivers of Oaxaca and seen as the exclusive preserve of the royal family. But when the Aztecs launched conquering incursions in the early 1400s, they annexed neighboring territories that were rich in silver, establishing mines that the Spanish would adopt, expand, and make world famous: Taxco, Zacatecas, Guanajuato, and the prodigal veins of Sierra Madre—some of which are still in operation today. “What can be grander than a barbarian lord,” Hernán Cortés crowed to the Spanish king about Montezuma, “wearing phony baubles … alongside gold and silver ornaments that no goldsmith in the world could rival.”

That meeting between Cortés and Montezuma in 1519 was, as far as we know, the first in which a Spaniard beheld an American sovereign in all his magnificent glory. Cortés had seen no one remotely like this Indian in Hispaniola or Cuba, where he had spent fifteen years serving the Spanish Crown. Born into a family of impoverished nobility and all too eager for the metal that would restore his status, Cortés reckoned correctly that the eminence before him was a man of formidable power. Those baubles would bring him glory.

Montezuma II was the huey tlatoani, the supreme leader of the Mexica Triple Alliance, an agglomeration of tribes that included three city-states: the Aztec metropolis of Tenochtitlán, as well as the neighboring cities of Texcoco and Tlacopan. The language he spoke—the elegant, mellifluous tongue of Nahuatl, still spoken in areas of Guatemala and Mexico today—was part of a vast family of languages spoken by the Comanche, Shoshone, and Hopi peoples. His empire, expanded vigorously by eight generations of Aztec leaders before him, was a territory roughly the size of Britain. As the huey tlatoani, or “reigning speaker,” of this scrappy, pugnacious federation, he held unrivaled power in Mesoamerica. But he hadn’t been born into that role. Montezuma II had been elected democratically in 1502 by a small cabal of elders. Chosen from among the princes of Tenochtitlán’s royal families, he seemed an appealing candidate. He was deliberate, serious, with a pronounced gift for oratory. He was also, by all apparent evidence, an unpretentious young man. When the old men sent for Montezuma to tell him of their decision, legend has it that they found him sweeping the temple floors.

All that was to change. Charismatic, dignified, tall, the emperor Montezuma had impeccable personal habits and demanded as much from those around him. He bathed twice a day, favored lavish clothes and jewelry, was finicky about food, and discreet about sexual affairs. His long, triangular face, punctuated by an assiduously groomed goatee and a piercing gaze, gave him the appearance of an alert fox. Infinitely charming when he chose to be, he had an army of concubines who fussed over him and answered his every whim. It was said he took special potions to boost his virility and, at one point, had impregnated as many as 150 of his concubines at the same time. It was also said he was strong, nimble, and an excellent archer, attributes that—at least at first—earned him the wide-eyed admiration of his warriors.

If the ruling elders thought the mild-mannered man sweeping the temple floors would be a tractable and easily controlled puppet, they were soon proven wrong. Once the initiation rituals were done—his nose pierced; his limbs pricked and bled as custom demanded—­Montezuma turned to the business of making his predecessors’ vast dominion into an empire all his own. History books, especially those written by early European chroniclers, describe Montezuma II as a weak and anxious ruler, a coward in the face of peril. Nothing could be further from the truth. He was cunning, ambitious; a consummate strategist. As years passed, he grew increasingly ruthless in human affairs, fierce in command, and surpassingly cruel in war. He would become—as the Nahuatl name Mon­tezuma actually means—a raging, unforgiving force.

He had good reason for wanting to bring change to the Mexicas: it was clear something drastic needed to be done. The Triple Alliance had grown so quickly, become so unruly, that it was threatening to come apart at the seams. Tribes conquered in brutal wars had begun to chafe under their Aztec masters. A general truculence had swept over the land, and, as a result, an angry spirit of rebellion lingered in the outlying territories like a low-grade fever. The populace, battered by ongoing fears of violence, was in a constant state of agitation. To keep them under control, Tenochtitlán’s military now commandeered every aspect of society, turning a former theocracy of priests and Sun worshipers into a virtual paramilitary state. Soldiers were deployed at the slightest provocation, and a coterie of powerful generals had emerged to edge out the nobility on important state decisions. Soon the military was involved in commerce as well, serving as guard for a burgeoning class of powerful merchants that traded in all manner of goods from the shores of the Caribbean to the banks of the Rio Grande. The central plaza of Tenochtitlán had become nothing so much as a magnificent, well-policed bazaar for rich, freewheeling entrepreneurs, and a lively trade of gold and silver—once the province of kings and princes—was now a buoyant market at large.

Here was a profound cultural shift. Precious metals under the Aztecs had become a commodity like any other. Just as shells, feathers, and tools were fungible currencies in the vibrant marketplace of the day, so too were the “excrement” and “tears” of the gods. The manufacture of gold and silver was now so widespread among the Mexicas that citizens at the periphery of empire paid tributes to the state in bracelets and necklaces; even ingots and precious stones. A wealthy protobourgeoisie had materialized to accommodate it. To some, this economic exuberance might have signaled a welcome progress, but, to Montezuma, it was one more indication that things had gone badly awry. Too many liberties had been taken. The economy no longer answered to the state, and, for this progressively ungovernable bedlam, the military was to blame. Authority needed to be put back into the hands of the nobility. His government would clamp down.

Montezuma’s first move was to reverse modifications that his predecessor, the warrior-emperor Ahuitzotl, had made to the very fabric of Mexica society by favoring a man’s merit over his caste. Montezuma spared no time in dressing down the plebeian soldiers who had risen through the army’s ranks to exercise what he perceived as exaggerated power. Never mind that they had spilled their blood to win him an empire. They were commoners, undesirables, and would be treated as such. He ordered them to wear simple cotton tunics and shave their heads. In a time when style and vestment defined one’s status in the ruling hierarchy, this was a humiliating blow. Among those fighting forces, after all, were officers who had suppressed rebellions and maintained authority in time of perpetual war. To Montezuma’s armies, this draconian response seemed misplaced, excessive. Resentment began to simmer among the rank and file.

The corrections did not stop there. Intent on consolidating the royal house’s power, Montezuma II now declared that a nobleman’s bastard children—whose status in Aztec society had never been questioned—would no longer enjoy hereditary rights. Not surprisingly, a wave of abortions followed. Montezuma’s 150 expectant concubines made haste to terminate their pregnancies, convinced that their issue would have no place in the Aztec future. That purge, which began quietly enough in palace boudoirs, turned into a very public bloodbath when the emperor sent his guards to slay all the tutors and handmaids of the imperial nursery. He wanted it made clear that the purification and reeducation of the bloodline was to be complete.

Montezuma then moved to reduce the power of the wealthy merchants, the majority of whom were living splendidly in the neighboring metropolis of Tlatelolco. Once he had extracted a healthy tribute from them, he introduced a new economic model. Henceforward, the empire’s financial center would be in the imperial palace, hefty taxes would be the order of the day, and, with manufacture under unilateral control, the merchants of Tlatelolco would be reduced to mere distributors. The state’s most desirable commodities—including gold, silver, and copper—would be held under strict supervision of the state.

In these ways did Montezuma II achieve his goal to centralize power, although the fury he reaped as a result would ultimately be his undoing. No famine, no plague, no war—and Montezuma’s rule was eventually visited by all three—would be as ruinous as the loathing he now invited from his subjects. He was as hated within his realm as without. Enemies made auguries about the tlatoani’s imminent destruction and the return of an angry, vengeful god. Evil omens began to be reported: a tongue of fire had pierced the night sky and brought down a rain of sparks. A thunderbolt had ripped through the volcano god’s temple. A comet with a long, sinister tail had streaked overhead at sunrise. The lake waters surrounding Tenochtitlán had foamed up in a rolling boil. An army of men hunched over galloping deer had been glimpsed in a clouded mirror. The evidence for impending doom was so overwhelming that rebellious tribes took heart and began to look for alliances with anyone willing to wage war against the tyrant of Tenochtitlán. And yet no one could doubt that the man had done what he had set out to do: he had secured unconditional power for the Aztec nobility. He had preserved the purity of his race. Sisters in royal families would now continue to wed their brothers, as was the custom; cousins would propagate with cousins; and the sacred blood of ancestors would be passed on in a perfectly preserved chain. No one, not even the most celebrated warrior, could penetrate that closed circle. As for the gold and silver that Montezuma so favored, it was now corralled within the perimeters of his imperial walls.

If Hernán Cortés thought Montezuma’s glittering gewgaws were worthy of the Spanish king’s attention, he had a point: the tlatoani’s treasures were marvels of surpassing beauty. They had so dazzled Cortés that he saw little else. More than the breathtaking sight of the luminous capital on the lake—more than the impulse to take that shining citadel by force—it was the gold and silver that gleamed from Montezuma’s throat that piqued Cortés’s ambition. Nothing else mattered much after that: not the culture that the Mexica represented, or the history that had gone before, or the architectural splendors of a differently imagined universe. It was the “barbarian lord’s baubles” that launched the cruel history that was to follow.

QUITO

Ecuador, 1520

With the Pacific to the west and the Amazon to the east, the Incas were confident that they had absorbed almost all civilisation.

—John Hemming, The Conquest of the Incas

Even as Montezuma fretted about racial purity, three thousand miles away, the Lord Inca Huayna Capac, too, began to worry about the integrity of his royal line. He came to the conclusion that it was high time he married one of his sisters and produced a solid heir to the throne. The Lord Inca had hundreds of concubines by whom he had left a sizable progeny, but like his counterpart in the land of the Mexicas, he descended from a long line of rulers who believed that marrying within the royal family would ensure purity of bloodline and a legitimate successor. The marriage he finally consummated with his sister produced Huascar, a spoiled, capricious boy whose privileged place in the royal household evoked nothing so much as an inflated sense of entitlement. To mark his arrival, Huayna Capac called for a lavish festival and a chain of pure gold, thick as a man’s forearm and long enough to span the main plaza of Cuzco. On the appointed day, a legion of noblemen from all corners of the Tahuantinsuyu paraded the seven-hundred-foot cable through the streets, dancing joyously, holding the gold aloft so that it gleamed in the sun. The name Huascar itself means “chain” in Quechua, the language of the Incas, and, true to the moniker, the boy remained firmly fettered to Cuzco, unwilling to stray far from his father’s palaces. Born of high blood, raised with every assurance that he was the chosen one, Huascar did not inherit his father’s expansive spirit or his curiosity about the work of empire and the lands and mines from which his fortune sprang. Arriving at manhood at a remove from his more adventurous, illegitimate brothers and from the wayfaring Huayna Capac himself, Huascar gained a reputation as something of a wastrel. Cruel, cowardly, and vain, he developed the habit of demanding sexual favors from other noblemen’s wives. Although he could not possibly have foreseen it, his character, like that of Montezuma’s, would play a central role in the loss of empire.

Maintaining the royal bloodline was not the only preoccupation these two great civilizations shared. Montezuma was fully engaged in battling rebellions in far reaches of empire when Huayna Capac began to be pestered by similar troubles. Faraway conquests by dead ancestors now plagued the living. Huayna Capac’s father, Tupac Inca Yupanqui, one of the most aggressive expanders of the Tahuantinsuyu, had built roads, bridges, and crossed the desolate Atacama Desert many decades before to push his empire’s frontiers to the remote shores of what is now Chile. In the process, he had found metal making in full swing among the conquered tribes of the South. Triumphant in those forays and addicted to adventure, Tupac Inca had gone on to conquer lands in the North, and, in Quito, he was delighted to find that there, too, there were mineral rewards in the newly won ground. Pressing on to the Galapagos Islands, he came away with a surprisingly bountiful booty of dark-skinned slaves, gold curios, brass chairs, and the hide and jawbone of a beast he had never encountered before in the flesh: a horse. His victorious armies came home to Cuzco weighed down with gold, silver, emeralds, spondylus, turquoise, and—most precious of all—jade. Tupac Inca happily installed all of it in his palaces and temples, thrilling the royal family, securing his place in legend, and inspiring his son Huayna Capac to greater glories.

Not everyone was elated by Tupac Inca’s exploits. The conquered became increasingly resentful about their enslavement to distant despots and gods. Whereas Tupac Inca had spent a lifetime expanding his rule, his son now found himself faced with the task of simply holding on to what had been won. The troubles began in the South, in highlands that surrounded Lake Titicaca, precisely where the empire’s most productive silver and copper mines were located—precisely where mining would focus for the next five hundred years. A skilled warrior and passionate defender of his father’s demesne, Huayna Capac now sent forth his powerful armies to quell a number of bloody insurgencies. He decided to follow these with a goodwill expedition. He was completing a “pacification” tour of the borderlands in Chile, assuring himself that the royal mines were out of harm’s way, when he learned that the conquered peoples of the North, too, were rising up against him. Near Tumbes and Quito, where rivers glittered with gold, his governors had been found with their throats slit. Leaving Huascar to govern in Cuzco, Huayna Capac called for his younger sons Atahualpa and Ninan Cuyochi to prepare for a military campaign that would wind north through the towering cordillera, cross the eyebrow of the jungle, and make its way along the magnificent Royal Road, the Capac Ñan, to root out the malcontents.

Not least on Huayna Capac’s mind as he crossed his vast empire with a retinue of thousands, stopping at sumptuous rest houses along the way, were his
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