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To my parents and grandparents





… almost everything I’ve written has been for someone who can no longer read me, and this book itself is nothing more than a letter to a ghost.

Héctor Abad Faciolince, El olvido que seremos, 2006

Con la espada y con la pluma

By sword and pen 
Coat of arms drawn by Garcilaso de la Vega ‘El Inca’, 1609
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Author’s Note

Patria is based on many years of research. To keep the text uncluttered for the general reader, notes are compiled by page number at the end of the book, and key works cited are included in the acknowledgements. Some names in the present-day narrative have been changed or omitted.

Latin Americans often use the word América not to mean the United States, but all of the Americas, North and South. This book does the same. Based on a geographical misconception that stuck, European empires referred to the original inhabitants of the American landmass as Indians. Except when quoting others, I employ the terms Indigenous, native peoples and first nations, as used by their modern-day descendants.

[image: A map of the Americas with the countries and their capitals marked in Central America, the Caribbean and South America.]



Introduction

One Hell of a Drug

Cerro Corá, Paraguay

We fly around fists of orange rock that punch out of the jungle. The horizon, a cloudless blue, pitches and rolls. Fuzzy chatter over the headsets, a gloved finger pointing out red triangles on a screen. From the air, you see them as rectangles of a spiky, lurid green amid the darker forest: marijuana plantations, spotted earlier on by reconnaissance flights. The men check their assault weapons, flick safety catches off.

Then we are down on the ground, ducking below the spinning rotors and running through flattened bushes of weed. It’s not long past 9 a.m., and already swelteringly hot. I follow Major Aldo Pintos and his unit through the thicket to a clearing. Black tarpaulins stretched over wooden poles cover a sleeping area: wooden bunks, duvets, a jar of toothbrushes tied to a tree – and bulging sacks of the harvest. The air is heavy with the dank, cloying aroma. A pot bubbles atop glowing embers. ‘They hide when they hear the helicopter,’ says Pintos. ‘They’re probably still nearby.’

The growers are impoverished farmers on the bottom rung of the international drug trade. They rarely pack more heat than a shotgun, used to hunt wild pigs. At most, they blast off a cartridge to cover their escape. Still, the major is taking no chances. Cradling his assault rifle under one arm, he grabs a bottle of cooking oil from a table, pours it over one side of the rudimentary tent, and touches a match to the plastic. It goes up in seconds, the flames shooting in all directions. The space beneath the forest canopy turns opaque with the fumes of a tonne of burning weed. The men and women of the SENAD – Paraguay’s anti-drug force – probably hotbox more pot than the most dedicated stoner.

Nearby, another SENAD unit hacks three-metre-high plants to the ground with their machetes. ‘Here, in a single day, I can take thousands of kilos of marijuana out of circulation,’ says Captain Óscar Chamorro, a stentorian soldier with cropped silver hair and wraparound shades. We watch as his men torch a giant wooden press, used to make compacted bricks of weed known as prensado. A couple of scrawny, mewling kittens inspect the flaming wreckage. Major Pintos picks up a child’s T-shirt – the word amor picked out in sequins – and tosses it into the inferno. Another blow struck in the War on Drugs, now well into its sixth decade.

On this front – like most others – the drugs are winning. Squeezed between Brazil, Bolivia and Argentina in the entrails of South America, Paraguay is relatively small: about the size of California or Sweden, home to little more than six million people. But its red, fertile earth yields two or three harvests a year, making it a marijuana powerhouse: the continent’s biggest producer of weed, second only to Mexico in the hemisphere.

The country is too flat to grow coca, the Andean bush whose leaves are steeped in gasoline and other chemicals to make cocaine. But it sits right on a key pipeline for the white bricks that head south-east from Bolivia bound for Brazil, Africa and Europe. In recent years, police in Europe have made record busts of the powder, stashed amid Paraguayan soybean, leather and paint in hauls of up to sixteen tonnes. That’s only a fraction of what the PCC – a ruthless Brazilian narco multinational – and the ’Ndrangheta mafia ship across the Atlantic via Paraguay every year.

Paraguay is the perfect transit country. Not only because of its geography: long, unguarded borders, rivers flowing down to ports in Uruguay and Argentina. The state is weak and permeable; in South American rankings, only Venezuela is more corrupt.1 SENAD agents are routinely accused of collusion with narcos. They rely on hand-me-down helicopters that saw service against the Vietcong.2 The country has no radar coverage of its north to detect planes landing at clandestine cocaine labs; its customs officials have few scanners to check containers. One in four people lives in poverty. They have little to lose by working as drug mules or growers.

Meanwhile, Paraguay’s crammed jails are ideal recruiting grounds for the cartels. Their commanders live it up in ‘VIP cells’ with sex workers on call, and regularly tunnel to freedom – or simply walk out the front door. A full legalisation of marijuana, at least, could undercut the gangs and provide poor campesinos with an honest living. But Paraguay is probably too conservative. Ninety per cent of the population is Catholic: a statistic only rivalled by San Marino, East Timor and the Vatican.3

The grisly consequences are mostly concentrated in the nearby city of Pedro Juan Caballero in Paraguay’s remote north-east. A grid-plan of bars, garages and gun shops running along the unmarked border with Brazil, it has a murder rate to rival Baltimore or Tijuana. A few days earlier, I called in on Cándido Figueredo, a journalist who has spent decades covering the narco takeover of his hometown. He takes out a stack of crime-scene photos of those who crossed the gangs: mass graves, charred corpses, SUVs turned into colanders, torsos torn limb from limb.

‘In this country,’ he says, ‘you can buy anyone: from a journalist to a minister.’ Reporters who blow the whistle on this cosy arrangement, known as narcopolítica, are gunned down in the street. Hitmen have shot up Cándido’s bungalow twice. He is now guarded 24/7 by a trio of police with sub-machine guns. A 9mm handgun also sits below his paunch. ‘Here, a life is worth absolutely nothing,’ he grimaces. ‘The police sometimes find a body near the border in the morning, and they dump it on the other side. It’s less paperwork.’

I meet up with Néstor, a stocky forty-something in a pink-chequered cardigan. He was fourteen, he says, when he was first hired to help bring in the marijuana harvest. His father, a cattle wrangler, was away for months at a time; his mother washed clothes. The offer of 80,000 guaraníes a day – around £8 – was irresistible. ‘You know how much your family is in need, so you’re forced to take it. That’s why everyone gets corrupted and goes to work there.’

Néstor has since risen to middle management in the criminal underworld. He’s done time in Brazil and Uruguay for smuggling cocaine. Now he’s back home, running a marijuana operation in the nearby hills. In his back garden in Pedro Juan Caballero, a pair of parrots watch as he digs up six blocks of prensado. The bricks of weed are usually flecked with mud and insects – and sometimes doused with cheap cola to make them stick together. It’s hardly the finest kush, but it delivers a potent chemical high. Inside, a baby jaguarundi wildcat – another souvenir from Néstor’s plantation in the forest – scurries from under a wardrobe to snatch raw meat from his fingers.

The SENAD roll into town and Néstor stops answering his phone. Maybe it’s his workers’ meagre belongings that Major Pintos burns to a cinder. Another plantation set aflame, we jog back to the landing site, the smell of prensado clinging to our clothes. As we take off, the updraft blasts a giant tarpaulin covered with the drying harvest, scattering the emerald flowers to the breeze.

On 1 March 1870, a wheezing, corpulent figure crashed through the undergrowth below us on an emaciated white horse that foamed with sweat. His navy-blue uniform and gold epaulettes are filthy and torn to shreds. Blood pours from a slash to his forehead and drips from his beard; it pools in his crotch from a wound in his gut. Francisco Solano López – grand marshal and president of Paraguay – and his three followers are all that’s left of an army of tens of thousands.

He topples off his mount into the mud. His soldiers lever him down into a stream called the Aquidabán-Nigüí and try to haul him onto the far side. One of them runs off. Enemy riflemen appear along the banks, demanding his surrender. López, pallid and waist-deep in the water, curses and swings his sabre. ‘Muero con mi patria!’ he is said to have bellowed: I die with my country.4 A shot rings out. The man who styled himself the Napoleon of the New World collapses forward, blood from a fresh bullet wound in his back swirling into the muddy current.

It’s the final act of the deadliest international war ever fought in the western hemisphere: a conflict that redrew South America’s borders, appalled and fascinated observers, and almost wiped Paraguay off the map. Fought over six long years from 1864 against Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay, the War of the Triple Alliance left half of Paraguay’s population dead – hundreds of thousands of men, women and children. The country was bankrupted, in ruins, and under enemy occupation for eight years. López was declared a tyrant and a monster. The state was shackled with an unpayable war debt, chunks of its territory were annexed forever and its natural resources were auctioned off. ‘The Paraguayans exist no longer,’ wrote one eyewitness to the cataclysm. ‘There is a gap in the family of nations.’5

But as well as this devastating material legacy, the conflict would leave a permanent psychological scar. The nation’s heroic resistance would linger in popular memory. Before long, a beguiling half-truth would supersede it: that Paraguay was an emerging superpower, destined for greatness under López. That is, before foreign rivals – and internal traitors – stabbed the South American Sparta6 in the back, forbidding any mention of its martyred marshal so it could never rise from the ashes. One party, founded by López’s trusted lieutenant, would later cement its control by vowing to make Paraguay great again. Seventy years later, it is still in power, and Paraguay is still poor.

In August 1954, two generals are driven in an open-top car through the crowded streets of Asunción, the capital, flanked by bodyguards in suits and helmeted cavalrymen.7 One is the Argentine president Juan Domingo Perón, on a diplomatic visit to return cannons, uniforms, drums and sabres seized during the Triple Alliance war. The other is Alfredo Stroessner. He has just been sworn in as Paraguay’s president after being elected with one hundred per cent of votes. He was the only person allowed to run.

Armoured cars bring the war trophies forward in giant cases. A bald, bespectacled history teacher takes to the podium in the square outside the cathedral. For Juan O’Leary, today is a vindication of his life’s work. For fifty years, he has tracked down and interviewed toothless veterans, navigated swampy battlefields on horseback and canoe, and scribbled flowery verses for obscure literary journals. His guiding mission: ‘to return to our nationality its lost faith, to unify its conscience, to cure it of its defeat and its defeatism.’

Above all, he has sought to be an ‘agitator’, an ‘apostle’, to resurrect ‘the gigantesque figure of Marshal López … the binding knot of our history, the beginning and end of our epic, the key to our past’. López, he has long argued, ‘was and is Paraguay’.8 And now, when he looks up from his notes in the presence of the nation’s new commander-in-chief, he sees the marshal’s ghost ‘illuminate before my eyes’. For history, O’Leary proclaims, ‘is not a cemetery where the dead dwell, but the mother of the future; a fecund womb where fertile ground must grow, not sterile desert earth; the laboratory from whence come all the good and evil from which our lives are moulded.’9

Stroessner will go on to rule Paraguay for almost thirty-five years, armed and bankrolled10 for most of them by the United States. The longest dictatorship in South American history, his regime will murder and torture thousands in the name of an anti-communist crusade, force tens of thousands more into exile, traffic drugs, smuggle contraband, and plunder its own people on an unfathomable scale: claiming all the while to be resurrecting the lost fatherland of López.

The history of South America is littered with such nations: dreamed-up, dismembered, or disappeared altogether. You won’t find most of them on a map. But these places, and their long afterlives, still shape the continent to this day. This book is about what connects then and now: the lost country and the actual one, the marshal and the marijuana, cut down and growing forth again endlessly from the same remote patch of jungle.

Two years out of a history degree and a few months on from a breakup, I fly out to Colombia and backpack down through the Andes to Chile for an internship at a newspaper. On my first morning at their office in Santiago, the editors admit they’re broke and shutting down in a few weeks. ‘We didn’t want you not to come,’ one shrugs.

I’ve got few bylines to my name and zero contacts in the media. My pitches moulder in unattended inboxes. Chile is a news desert, the same two centrist sexagenarians swapping the presidential sash for sixteen years. In the evenings, I pace along the churning dishwater of the Río Mapocho, looking up at the snowcapped peaks shining pink above the smog.

Searching for stories, I start to read about a catastrophic war, and its long shadow over a landlocked, poor and oppressively hot land that foreign desks covered – if they bothered to at all – from Buenos Aires or London. Six months and a thirty-six-hour bus ride later, I’m in a motel in Pedro Juan Caballero, waking at 5 a.m. to revving trucks, waiting for drug lords to pick up my calls. To pass the time, I catch the bus out to the forested sierra where Paraguay’s destiny was decided.

I take the trail through the trees to a watchman’s hut. He waves me through with a warning to look out for jaguars. I come to a scar in the jungle – an airstrip bulldozed for Stroessner’s visits. A monument of white concrete is freckled with plaques from trips by schools, regiments, diplomats and presidents. Nearby, a cross rises above the tomb of Colonel Panchito López: the marshal’s fifteen-year-old son, also shot dead after refusing to come quietly. Down at the fateful creek, a silvery, insubstantial bust indicates the spot where López left behind his hefty physical form and passed into immortality. A broken bough lies across the water, recalling the unlucky palm frond that the marshal leaned on as he expired.

A few days later, I pass the same national park again, as Captain Chamorro of the SENAD drives me out to the helicopter landing spot in the hills. Conversation inevitably turns to López. ‘Paraguay in 1870 was the most advanced country in Latin America,’ Chamorro claims. ‘It had railways two years before Brazil, today’s economic power.’ His ringtone sounds: ‘Danger Zone’ from the Top Gun soundtrack. He lets it play for a while before fielding the call.

‘And whatever you think of López,’ the captain continues, ‘he died sword in hand, on the battlefield. How many modern leaders can you say that about?’

In October 2019, in Temuco, southern Chile, a statue of a sixteenth-century conquistador was lassoed around the neck and yanked to the ground. Cheering protesters – many wearing the ponchos of the Indigenous Mapuche people – stamped on the broken effigy of Pedro de Valdivia and hammered it with wooden staffs.11 In nearby Concepción, a crowd felled a bust of the Spanish coloniser, impaled it on a spike, and barbecued it at the feet of another statue: Valdivia’s nemesis, the Mapuche chieftain Lautaro.12 A few months later, locals jostled to film with their smartphones as a bronze of General Cornelio Saavedra – who directed Chile’s conquest of the Mapuche in the late nineteenth century – was manhandled over a bridge and into the frigid Lumaco River.13

The historical reckoning spread across Latin America. In Popayán, Colombia, the native Misak, Pijao and Nasa peoples put Sebastián de Belalcázar – a man who had been dead for five centuries – on trial. They found the Spaniard guilty of the mass murder, enslavement, torture and rape of their ancestors. Then they tore down his equestrian monument, erected in 1937 atop a sacred pre-Columbian pyramid.14 In São Paulo, Brazil, masked men heaped tyres beneath a statue of Manuel de Borba Gato – an eighteenth-century frontiersman – and set them ablaze. The leader of Entregadores Antifascistas, a union of delivery workers, handed himself in. Borba Gato, he said, was guilty of genocide.15 Days before the king of Spain visited San Juan, Puerto Rico – today a US territory – to mark the capital’s 500th anniversary, locals awoke to find a steel effigy of the explorer Juan Ponce de León knocked off his plinth and shattered from impact. ‘No kings, no gringo invaders’, read a statement by the Fuerzas Libertarias de Borikén, named after the Indigenous term for the island.16 Monuments to Christopher Columbus in Mexico City, Barcelona, Madrid and London were meanwhile taken down, torched, or spattered with blood-red paint.17

Some were inspired by protests against police brutality in the United States, where more than 200 memorials to enslavers and Confederate generals were meanwhile being dismantled.18 But the challenge to traditional heroes across South America began much earlier. Back in 1986, a Benin-style bronze appeared in downtown Rio de Janeiro. It depicted Zumbi, ruler of Palmares, a powerful realm of runaways who resisted colonial slavery for a century. At the turn of the millennium, authorities in Lima shunted Francisco Pizarro, the conqueror of the Inca Empire, from the capital’s main square to a tiny square of grass beside a highway. In 2015, Buenos Aires replaced a statue of Columbus with Juana Azurduy – a forgotten heroine of independence who battled with Indigenous guerrillas against Spanish rule in the Andes.

It wasn’t just a question of rearranging the furniture: entire countries went by new names. Bolivia became the Plurinational State of Bolivia in 2009. A decade earlier, Hugo Chávez – a radical army colonel turned president – rebaptised Venezuela. It was henceforth to be prefixed as the Bolivarian Republic, after Simón Bolívar, who liberated swathes of the continent in the 1810s. Not content with the rebrand, Chávez later unveiled a new, computer-generated official portrait19 of Bolívar – now looking more like a regular Venezuelan than an olive-skinned Spanish-American aristocrat – based on measurements of the Liberator’s skull.

History – the saying goes – is written by the victors. Nowhere is the cliché truer than in South America. Its pre-Columbian polities boasted sophisticated state-builders, engineers, artists and agronomists. But none developed a system of writing with which to tell their own story – at least not one that we have yet deciphered.20 The lust of Europeans for silver and sugar, and the diseases they brought with them, caused many native societies to collapse. Few of the millions of Africans brought to the continent in chains were ever permitted to put pen to parchment. The oral histories passed down by Afrodescendant and Indigenous survivors have often been dismissed as myth. The region’s Cold War despots even made the bodies of dissidents disappear, kidnapped their children, and sold them into adoption abroad.21 Up until the present day, populists and dictators have tightly controlled the narrative: shuttering newspapers, pumping out propaganda on the airwaves, and spreading disinformation on social media.

The defeat can seem total, the diagnosis unchanged since Eduardo Galeano outlined it more than fifty years ago in Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent. In Galeano’s hugely influential broadside, Latin America’s story is a drumbeat of raw materials ripped out of mountainsides and flattening forests: gold, silver, tin, rubber, sugar, coffee, bananas, beef. Indigenous and popular resistance hardly stood a chance against ‘the caravelled conquistadors and the jet-propelled technocrats; Hernán Cortés and the Marines; the agents of the Spanish Crown and the International Monetary Fund missions; the dividends from the slave trade and the profits of General Motors’. The region’s underdevelopment ‘is a consequence of development elsewhere’, he later emphasised: ‘we Latin Americans are poor because the ground we tread is rich.’ While North America developed a strong internal economy and relatively robust institutions, ‘the south developed outwardly and blew into fragments like a grenade’.22

Bombarded by the winners’ version, we are used to seeing history ‘from the eye of the invader, from the perspective of conquest’, writes the Peruvian-American author Marie Arana. ‘The rest scatters into the haze.’ We divide the Latin American past into victors and vanquished: Pizarro and the Incas. Spain and her colonies. ‘The tinpot dictator and his unfortunate casualties. The Roman Catholic Church and the pagans. The vast world economy and the coveted veins that lie dormant in the earth.’ But the ‘ands’, Arana argues, remain ‘deeply imprinted’ in the very psyche of the continent. And ‘until we understand the “ands” of history – the ghosts in the machinery, the victims of our collective amnesia – we cannot hope to understand the region as it is now’.23

In a decade covering the region, I have often heard a similar refrain. On the far outskirts of Rio, where the city blends into jungle-covered mountains, an instructor of capoeira – a martial art brought to Brazil and honed in secret by the enslaved – had traced his suburb’s history to those who escaped. ‘This is a story of people who fought, died, suffered, who built this country,’ he argued. ‘They tried to cover up this history, but now we’re working to remember it.’ ‘It’s not like we were taught at school,’ said a young Indigenous guide, showing me around the ruins of a pre-Columbian metropolis in north-west Argentina. ‘Our people weren’t wiped out.’ I visited a Harakbut village in the Peruvian Amazon, clinging on amid the devastation caused by illegal gold mining. The first thing my host told me was their creation story: defying the idea that the world’s largest rainforest is a wilderness devoid of history. The spate of statue-toppling in Chile was hardly mindless vandalism, the Mapuche writer Pedro Cayuqueo told me: ‘There’s something far deeper going on.’24

Turn on the TV, scroll through a news app – or even buy a paper – and you can guess the headlines. Bombs dropped on innocents in Eastern Europe and the Middle East. The protracted crack-up of the United States. Symptoms of China and India’s inexorable rise. Perhaps even a report on a military coup or conservation initiative will have made it out of Africa. Meanwhile, the 650 million souls between the southern US border and the tip of Patagonia have to fight for the world’s attention. If Latin America is a ‘forgotten continent’25 – rendered invisible to outsiders – especially myopic is Britain, whose colonial footprint pressed heavier on the rest of the globe. The quarter of a million people of Latin American descent who live in the UK can’t even identify as such on official forms. Instead, they have to tick the box marked ‘Other’.26

Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean are slightly more familiar to the English-speaking world. Partly a legacy of Washington’s invasions of and interventions in its southern neighbours, a fifth of the 27US population is Latino. But when it comes to South America, we turn up more of a blank. The world’s southernmost continent save Antarctica, it is cut off from the rest of the Americas by a mountainous jungle called the Darién, and given a distinct cultural identity by the Amazon rainforest, the vast lowland plains and the Andes: the great mountain chain that curves for 5,000 miles down its western flank like an arched spinal column. Yet our understanding of the ancient history of this quarter of the planet begins and ends with the Incas: a late Andean empire contemporary with the Tudors.

Most are then dimly aware of a Spanish and Portuguese ‘conquest’, of those who fought back being easily bested by European ‘guns, germs and steel’.28 Some might be able to name Bolívar. The Venezuelan revolutionary freed his homeland then pressed onwards, seeking to forge a united continent – an ephemeral yet powerful dream, later referred to as the patria grande, which lingers to this day. In 1982, Argentina’s invasion of the Falkland Islands, which Buenos Aires still claims as Las Malvinas, briefly put the region’s juntas and autocrats on Westminster’s radar. Earlier this millennium, a wave of left-wing leaders such as Chávez made headlines – distributing oil wealth to the people, lambasting the warmongering and imperialism of the United States – only for the world’s interest to wane as the commodity boom went bust and the ‘Pink Tide’ ebbed.29

This strange, continent-sized gap in our memory leaves us far the poorer. To begin with, Latin American history is also our history. For over five centuries, Latin America has been entwined with the making of the modern world. It was the place where European imperialism overseas was first trialled and tested. Indigenous cultures, philosophies, political systems – and resistance – moulded debates about the nature of humanity. Many of the foods we eat, the stimulants we consume, and the words we use originated on the far side of the Atlantic. For centuries, the global economy and even the world’s climate has hinged on events in the New World.

People once walked into the Americas. Ten thousand years ago, the ice caps melted and the land bridge connecting Siberia and Alaska sank beneath a rising sea. The western hemisphere was not as entirely cut off as was once thought. Viking seafarers30 established a foothold on the tip of Newfoundland around AD 1000. Polynesian navigators undertook epic odysseys to South American shores. Siberian traders paddled across the Bering Strait bearing bronze and obsidian artefacts.31 But such fleeting encounters aside, millennia passed without sustained contact between the hemispheres. Their animals, plants, societies, technologies – and pathogens – developed in isolation.

In 1492, these worlds collided32 when Cristoforo Colombo – a Genoese navigator in the service of the Spanish monarchy, known to us as Columbus – stumbled upon the Caribbean while looking for a shortcut to Asia. Europeans introduced plants like bananas and sugarcane to the Americas. Their cows, horses, pigs and rats multiplied unchecked, forming vast, marauding herds. In the other direction, the fruits and crops of the New World – painstakingly improved from wild varieties by Indigenous Americans over millennia – supplemented the meagre fare of the Old. Potatoes, tomatoes, maize, beans, cassava, peanuts, pumpkins, squashes and chili peppers – each with dozens or hundreds of varieties – transformed rural landscapes, defined national palates and powered demographic explosions from Ireland to Romania, Italy to West Africa, and Indonesia to China.

The most fateful exchange took place at the microbial level. Indigenous Americans had no immunity to Eurasian diseases like influenza, measles, typhus and pneumonia. Smallpox exploded among the Taíno people of Hispaniola – present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic – and hopped from island to island. Of the million people living on Hispaniola in 1492 – by one count – just 500 were left in 1548.33 The renegade Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés did not defeat the Mexica – better known to us as the Aztecs – alone. His victory was delivered by the armies of Indigenous allies like the Tlaxcalans – and the smallpox that raced through Tenochtitlan, the awe-inspiring Mexica capital, in 1521. At least a dozen epidemics34 ravaged the Mexica in the eighty years to 1600. Their population plunged from twenty-five million to barely a million.

It was probably smallpox that struck the Maya – whose great stone cities punctured the jungles of the Yucatán peninsula in Central America – in the late 1520s. ‘Great pustules rotted their bodies35 with a great stench,’ wrote one missionary; ‘so that the limbs fell to pieces in four or five days.’ Maya chroniclers vividly described the winnowing of generation after generation. ‘People threw themselves into the ravines, and the dogs and foxes36 lived on the bodies of the men.’ Perhaps as many as fifty-five million Indigenous Americans – ninety per cent of the pre-Columbian population – perished in this Great Dying: a cataclysm in human history rivalled only by the Black Death. So much of their abandoned farmland was reclaimed by forest – some scientists have suggested – that it contributed to the global cooling of the early 1600s, seeding harsh winters, famine, and civil war across Asia, Europe and Britain.37

The British Isles in particular have a far longer and deeper entanglement with Latin America than many realise. An Englishman and an Irishman sailed with Columbus’ first voyage into the unknown. They never came back: left on Hispaniola, they quarrelled with the Taíno, who wiped the European garrison out.38 In 1698, Scottish aristocrats bet the house on a disastrous attempt to colonise the Darién.39 Most of the 2,500 settlers – who named their ill-fated outpost Caledonia, and its capital New Edinburgh – perished from fever. A bankrupted Scotland was driven into Union with England nine years later. By 1796, an impecunious Irish farmer had risen in Spain’s service to become viceroy of Peru. Two decades later, rogue British admirals and volunteer riflemen, kicking their heels after Waterloo, joined his bastard son in the revolutions that overthrew colonial rule.40

Bolívar plotted his patria grande from exile in Jamaica, a British colony in the Caribbean. The Royal Navy plucked Portugal’s royal family from Napoleon’s clutches, deposited them in Rio de Janeiro, and stamped out the transport of enslaved Africans to Brazil. Still, Britain’s industrialists, banks and middle classes continued to profit from South American mines and plantations whose labourers suffered conditions little different to slavery.41 Meanwhile, English and Scottish surgeons, railwaymen, engineers and sailors propped up Paraguay’s war effort.42 Welsh nationalists and nonconformists settled in Patagonia, where their language is still spoken. The soldiers and settlers of Victorian empire were fed thanks to centuries’ worth of pre-Columbian bird muck, scraped off the Peruvian shoreline by refugees from Britain’s opium-pushing wars in China.

As most South American countries mark their 200th birthday as independent nations, they also hold the key to the present. Eight of them share the Amazon rainforest: the world’s largest tropical ecosystem, with an indispensable role in cooling the global climate. It is also home to the greatest numbers of Indigenous peoples living in voluntary isolation: put another way, avoiding all contact with us. But the Amazon and other biomes like the Great South American Chaco – also roamed by some of earth’s last ‘uncontacted’ hunter-gatherers – are fast succumbing to an onslaught of loggers, ranchers, farmers and miners. Latin America as a whole contains around half the world’s plant and animal species. But since 1970, its monitored wildlife populations have plunged by ninety-four per cent – the steepest decline of any region globally.43 As agribusiness engulfs the remaining shreds of green, and fleets of illegal Chinese trawlers scour its seabeds, Latin America is the world’s biggest net exporter of food, sustaining the diets of hundreds of millions around the planet – while over forty million of its own people go hungry.44

As fresh arteries are tapped, Galeano’s litany of looting needs an update for the twenty-first century. While a quarter of Paraguayans cook with firewood, their country’s abundant hydroelectricity powers Canadian-owned Bitcoin mines.45 Google, Microsoft and Amazon are cooling their global data centres with the freshwater supply of Chile and Uruguay – even amid a thirty-year drought in Santiago, and as brine trickles out of the taps46 in Montevideo. The extraction of South American metals is simultaneously undergirding the global ‘green’ transition and erasing ultra-rare ecosystems on the ground. The shimmering salt flats where Argentina, Chile and Bolivia meet contain two-thirds of the world’s lithium: essential to the rechargeable batteries in iPhones, Teslas and data centres. But around two million litres of water are sucked to the surface and evaporated for every tonne of the so-called miracle mineral.47 In the meantime, the recent discovery of billions of barrels’ worth of oil and gas off Guyana – joining huge reserves in Argentina, Venezuela, Bolivia and Brazil – will make South America a fossil fuel player to rival Saudi Arabia by 2030.48

Synthetic drugs and smuggled guns are also big business in today’s Latin America. It’s producing more cocaine than ever before, matching surging demand in Africa and Asia: though Europe and the United States still smoke and snort the lion’s share.49 An iron river of more than 200,000 firearms50 flows south across the US border, and over from Europe, in the opposite direction every year. The predictable consequence: criminal groups with military-grade firepower – more private armies than petty drug gangs – are fighting over lucrative shipping routes, corrupting and assassinating politicians, and transforming once-tranquil countries such as Ecuador into violent narcostates. Today, Latin America and the Caribbean is the world’s homicide hotspot. The region encompasses eight per cent of the planet’s population, but one in three of its murders.51

Where a century ago South America took in tens of millions of the Old World’s poor and huddled masses, she now exports her own people in bulk. Whether refugees from violence, political exiles or economic migrants, the Latin diaspora can be found cleaning offices and performing surgery, giving lectures and delivering takeaways, launching startups and scoring penalties from Brisbane to Brooklyn, Burgos to Brighton FC. In 2023, Border Patrol apprehended a record 2.4 million people trying to cross from Mexico into the United States – no longer just Cubans, Haitians or Central Americans but record numbers of South Americans, especially from Venezuela and Ecuador.52 The backlash is likely to fuel the journey of would-be authoritarians to the White House well beyond the 2024 election.

But there are ways around walls. By 2050, a quarter of the US population will be Hispanic.53 The United States increasingly resembles its southern neighbour Ñamérica, to use the term coined by Argentine journalist Martín Caparrós: that vast, searingly unequal land of megacities split into gated communities and sprawling shantytowns; of restless, resourceful Spanglish-speakers; a continent on the move, soundtracked by the stuttering dembow beat of reggaeton. ‘Ñamérica and her inhabitants have changed a lot in the last few decades,’ Caparrós writes. ‘We are no longer what we were54: what many people, looking the other way, suppose that we still are.’

For one thing, South America’s twelve sovereign states and 450 million people – roughly equal to the population of the United States, Canada, Britain and Australia – increasingly act as an assertive bloc on issues of trade, foreign policy, the climate crisis, the legalisation of drugs, and war and peace. This is to say nothing of the Latin American contributions to art, architecture, music, fiction, poetry, cinema, science – and sport, especially (but not only) football.55 Penetrating beyond the clichés and understanding the backstory of this distant land is not only an academic endeavour, but essential to grasping our interconnected and fragile planet.

Forty-two years ago, as Colombia’s greatest writer accepted the Nobel Prize for literature, Gabriel García Márquez issued such an invitation to the world. From its very inception, Latin America has often seemed stranger than fiction, he conceded. Florentine navigators brought back tales of Patagonian giants and hogs with navels on their haunches. El Dorado, ‘our so fervently coveted and illusory country, appeared on numerous maps for many a long year, shifting its location and form to suit the fantasy of cartographers’. Mexico’s president held a funeral with full military honours for his right leg, mangled by a French cannon in the Pastry War: sparked by the looting of a patisserie on the outskirts of Mexico City.

But the condescension of the global north – forgetting how turbulent and violent its own rise had been – ‘serves only to make us ever more unknown, ever less free, ever more alone’. And as new technologies shrank the distance between continents, García Márquez predicted, Latin America’s enormous solitude would soon come to an end. Those who share in the dream ‘of a more just and humane patria grande could help us better’ – he suggested – ‘if they changed their way of seeing us’.56

That long-overdue paradigm shift is already upon us. The future of South American history has never looked more exciting. Cutting-edge technologies are turning up new archaeological, genetic and paleobotanical clues. Archivists and historians are rediscovering and reassessing old manuscript evidence. Pioneering scholars – Latin American, Indigenous and from overseas – are deploying fresh perspectives and frameworks, dramatically changing how we understand the continent’s past. New generations are reconstructing their own history, challenging outdated discourses to do with race and Indigeneity. As statues to cut-throat conquistadors and genocidal generals tumble from Colombia to Chile, hoary national myths and stale hagiographies are also being dismantled, along with grand narratives that render everyday people helpless victims or two-dimensional martyrs.

A new, continent-crossing history from below is starting to take their place. It’s one of complexity, coexistence, resistance and revolution, where ancient Amazonian agriculturalists mould the world’s largest rainforest; Inca noblemen press the flesh with Mexica princes in Habsburg palaces; Muslim master-engineers build fortresses against Dutch mercenaries in the forests of Brazil; a transgender Basque nun trades his habit for armour, seducing and murdering his way through the Andes; Angolan revolutionaries cut down Spanish royalists on Chilean battlefields; Bolivian silver – mined by Andeans, minted by Congolese artisans57 and shipped in Mexican galleons to Manila – fills the coffers of Turkish, Iranian and Chinese emperors; and the mounted armies of an Indigenous Patagonian power are wined and dined by British diplomats, rescue shipwrecked Royal Navy sailors and their pet sheep, and elect a penniless French penpusher their king.

To tell some of this story, and to de-familiarise us with what we think we know, this book doesn’t begin with existing lines on the map, taking modern South American states and explaining how they got there. Instead, it uses as stepping stones places that can’t be found in an atlas but still shaped the continent, and sometimes the world, as much as any present-day nation. This is a history of some of those ‘ands’: not the mythical realms of outsiders’ fantasies like El Dorado, but real-life kingdoms, nations, territories and peoples, whose legacy both material and upon the imagination – like the lost patria of López – can still be felt. In many cases, they have not disappeared as entirely as once believed.

There is more evidence than there might seem at first glance. Stretching along miles of shelves inside a palace in Seville sit thousands of bundles of fragile, yellowing manuscripts bound by ribbons and labelled after far-off places: Guadalajara, Cuzco, Cuba, the Philippines. Spain’s Archivo General de Indias contains the nervous system of the world’s first global empire fossilised on parchment. The authors of these reports – viceroys, judges, ambassadors and inquisitors – were rarely impartial observers of the Indigenous realms that defied them. But other voices sometimes break through the spidery handwriting, or can be perceived against its grain. National archives, private collections and museums across South America also contain countless other pieces of the puzzle.

Reams of documents are being digitised58 and declassified – from Portuguese governors plotting the downfall of Palmares to US Secretaries of State trying to keep Stroessner on side. Messages from those long gone can sometimes reach us in unexpected forms. Among the pointers that would aid my search for South America’s lost countries were a mysterious carved slab buried beneath a dungheap and long mislaid in the vaults of the British Museum; a painting on a shattered pot unearthed from a lost Inca city in the jungle; and a cardboard box of dusty tapes in a wooden shack. My backpack, mosquito net and borrowed machete would prove as essential as a notepad and pen.

Some of these vanished realms are ancient civilisations whose mutually beneficial relationship with the natural world holds lessons for us today. We tend to think of the Amazon as a pristine wilderness, untouched by human hands. But new aerial technologies – along with old-fashioned trowel work – are uncovering vast complexes of roads, pyramids, earthworks and interconnected settlements beneath the canopy. Such discoveries point to the existence of flourishing Amazonian societies that enhanced the ecosystem around them: and to a future, say their present-day inheritors, in which the rainforest can be preserved for the benefit of all.

Others were hybrid realms that straddled the pre-Columbian, colonial and modern eras, adopting every new tool available – swords, horses, writing, guns – to withstand European invasion. After Cuzco, the Inca capital, fell to the conquistadors, the survivors retreated to the mountains behind Machu Picchu. Here, they founded a rump Inca state known as Vilcabamba. It endured for a generation, inspiring rebellions far beyond their cloud forest refuge. Palmares – the rebel kingdom of African and native fugitives – has had a similarly subversive afterlife throughout Brazilian history.

By contrast, few in Argentina today recall how a warlike Indigenous confederation resisted Spanish rule for a century and a half. Yet the Diaguita people have recently re-emerged, challenging the official history that their ancestors were wiped out during their last great uprising. On the other side of the Andes, the Mapuche are Chile’s largest pre-existing nation, whose southern homeland of lakes and valleys some call Wallmapu. In recent years, a radical constitutional experiment briefly promised to restore their autonomy and self-determination. But it hasn’t proved enough for the armed Mapuche revolutionaries who demand nothing less than Wallmapu’s liberation.

The past two centuries have seen a flowering of more chimerical countries: whether nationalist reveries of lost greatness, the fearful hallucinations of the powerful, or the utopian visions of revolutionaries. Fired up by memories of Inca and Mapuche resistance, patriot leaders laid the blueprint for a United States of South America, ruled by a descendant of the Incas enthroned in Cuzco. Many Bolivians, from the president downwards, insist that their nation will not be whole until it recovers the coastline it lost to Chile in a nineteenth-century war. Until then, their landlocked navy putters around Lake Titicaca and practises in a simulator for its return to the high seas.

In 1964, Colombian troops bombarded Marquetalia – a remote refugee commune that officials in Bogotá and Washington feared was forming a breakaway socialist republic. In response, the survivors founded the Marxist-Leninist guerrilla army known as the FARC. It was the beginning of the world’s longest civil war, leaving 450,000 people dead and counting.59 In the past decade in next-door Venezuela, the Bolivarian dream of reviving the patria grande turned into a nightmare of hyperinflation, hunger, corruption and repression. Protesters have destroyed statues of the late Chávez and even Bolívar. The crisis has triggered the planet’s largest exodus of refugees outside of a war zone: nearly eight million Venezuelans have fled.60 I would later join some of the hundreds of thousands now risking their lives in a desperate attempt to reach a better life on US soil.

‘We find a little of everything in our memory,’ runs a line from Proust’s In Search of Lost Time. ‘It is a sort of pharmacy, or chemical laboratory, in which our groping hand comes to rest now upon a sedative drug, now upon a dangerous poison.’61 As for individuals, so for nations. Paraguay’s nostalgia for the lost patria of López has shored up one-party rule for generations. It’s a kind of state religion, an opiate that distracts the people while their rulers embezzle public funds, bulldoze the forests and get into bed with organised crime. Like the choking fumes that swirled around me in the jungle at Cerro Corá – damp sacks of weed bursting into flame, mingling with gasoline, mildewed bedding and molten plastic – it’s one hell of a drug.

In his study62 of Europe’s vanished kingdoms, Norman Davies dwells on the theme of transience, the ‘pitiless passage of time’. His ancient Britannic monarchies, patchwork medieval duchies and ephemeral Carpathian republics are today ‘poorly remembered or half-forgotten, or completely derelict’. The historian of such deceased and friendless polities is forced to become ‘a beachcomber and treasure-seeker, a collector of flotsam and jetsam, a raiser of wrecks, a diver of the deep, scouring the seabed to recover what was lost’. My experience was to be very different. At times, the trail went cold, leaving only fragments and guesswork. But nearly everywhere I travelled, these supposedly dead and gone societies were live issues.

And in most places I visited – among smouldering Brazilian rainforest; climbing up to melting glaciers; traversing the world’s driest desert, now turning wetter and warmer – the evidence of natural breakdown was unmistakable. As man-made forest fires incinerate the Amazonian orchards planted by ancient hands, and rain disinters mummified bodies buried in the sand seven millennia ago, the accelerating climate crisis across South America is disturbing the dead as well as the living.

It was to the coastal desert of Peru that I headed first of all: the seat of a pre-Columbian kingdom that rivalled the Incas in affluence and might. But, pummelled by invasion, civil war, lethal epidemics and ecosystem collapse, their civilisation crumbled overnight, leaving little trace. Centuries later, their riches would be siphoned off by British capitalists amid an early commodity rush that changed the world forever – and depended entirely on the bowels of Peruvian seabirds.




Part One



RESISTANCE

[image: An illustrated map of the Chincha Kingdom in Peru in western South America. The major locations were Lima, Chincha, La Centinela, Paracas and Nazca Lines.]
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The Feathered King

The Chincha Kingdom, AD 1400–1532

ESTEEMED, FAMOUS AND FEARED

We cast off around 4 a.m. The air is thick with the greasy smell of fishmeal and gasoline, shouting men and thudding motors, bilious floodlights shining on a dark, freezing sea. Jehovah is King, her turquoise planks spattered with white, weaves through the trawlers. They haul bulging nets of anchovies into the air, the glistening globes appearing as from under a conjurer’s cloth.

We emerge alone in the fishing boat – me, a grizzled scallop diver called Rodolfo Soto and Nick Ballon, a photographer – under a vast streak of stars. We steer north-west towards a faint, flashing speck. Muted by the wheezing outboard motor, Soto wordlessly shines a torch onto leaping shoals of kingfish. I settle on a damp foam pad. The boat lurches through the waves, my skull reverberates with the swell.

When I wake, three grey smears with silvery-white crests are rising out of an ashen dawn. As the trio of islets loom higher, I make out dark cliffs, inlets where waves crash and boil. Crumbling concrete walls, collapsed piers, wooden cranes garrisoned by feathered sentries. An eerie, high-frequency hum, growing in volume, and an acrid, ammoniac smell become installed in the senses.

As we come to a halt in the strait off the central island, a figure appears on the veranda of a dilapidated house. It sprints down a flight of rickety stairs, shoves a dinghy into the surf, and leaps in. The man plunges a paddle tied to a plank into the breakers and pulls up alongside us. Augusto is six feet tall, in his late forties, with a mop of black hair that makes him look younger. He wears a ragged, sun-bleached T-shirt, his toes poke out of his tattered trainers, and he is beaming from ear to ear.

We hop into his craft, now with a few jerry cans of water brought by Soto bobbing on a line, and Augusto steers back to land. We drag the inflatable ashore and haul in the containers. Soto moseys off to do some fishing. We are left with our host and half a million non-human residents1 – screeching and dive-bombing around our heads – on a rock barely a mile long and half a mile wide on the edge of the South Pacific.

Augusto, who has spent much of the past two years here on the Chincha Islands alone, is buzzing in the presence of visitors. He is part of a peculiar Peruvian tribe, the guardaislas: biologists, watchmen, climate scientists, gamekeepers, steeped in the lore and solitude of a lighthouse keeper. ‘You have to be content with birds,’ he warns us. ‘If you don’t like birds, you’re going to suffer.’

16 November 1532. Hidden in the buildings around the square in Cajamarca, northern Peru, they wait, sunken-eyed and shaking. Sweating in their armour, fiddling with their sword-hilts, checking their harquebuses – better at producing putrid smoke and a deafening bang than killing a man – one final time. Shadows lengthening, they hear Mass, beg for divine assistance: please, Lord, anything but a night attack. Then word arrives: they are coming. Many piss themselves – one will later remember – ‘out of pure terror’.2

They are right to be afraid. The 180 Spaniards and a handful of Indigenous allies have marched right into the largest empire in the New World. Tawantinsuyu, the realm of four parts, stretches 2,500 miles between Colombia and Chile: the width of the United States, or the length of London to Timbuktu. Commanded by Francisco Pizarro – a poor, illegitimate soldier made good in the Caribbean – they are the first Europeans to tread so deep3 into this unfamiliar land. And on their gruelling journey, down from Panama in ships, along the Ecuadorian coast on foot and up into the Andes, they have been dumbfounded by the wealth and power of what is better known today as the Inca Empire.

They have passed storehouses stacked with years’ worth of supplies: bulbous ears of white, golden and purple maize, the dried llama meat called charqui and dozens of kinds of tubers. Paved roads that snaked along even the most vertiginous ridge. Squadrons of soldiers surveilling them from forts of impeccable, mortar-less masonry in whose joins not even a needle could be inserted. Convents full of the fairest young women, destined to serve the Sun as priestesses or as concubines to his living descendant, the emperor, or Sapa Inca. Haughty local chieftains who trembled in the presence of imperial messengers. Towns razed to cinders, trees hung with corpses: the losing side of a pitiless civil war.

Yesterday, at the hot baths east of Cajamarca, they had a chilly audience with the victor. The emperor Atahualpa had not even deigned to look at them – even when the nostrils of a Spanish officer’s horse, a beast none of the Inca’s court had ever seen before, came close enough to disturb the thick scarlet tassel covering his forehead. The Spaniards’ protestations of love, and their offer to conquer his enemies, had met only with a wan smile. He agreed to return the visit, however. That night, the sleepless Spaniards gazed up at his army’s campfires, stretching across the hillsides ‘like a brilliantly star-studded sky’.4

And now, that vast constellation of warriors is descending: 40,000 of them, 80,000. They come singing, sweeping wisps of straw off the road, dressed for a party rather than a battle, with glittering discs of gold and silver encircling their heads, and tunics chequered like a multi-coloured chessboard. The Inca emperor, wearing his crimson-fringed crown and a collar of giant emeralds, travels in a silver-tipped litter lined with golden plates and Amazonian macaw feathers, borne aloft by eighty noblemen in livery of ocean blue. They have left their spears, shields and clubs behind, bearing only slings and ceremonial axes. Although only Atahualpa’s honour guard enter the plaza of Cajamarca, they still outnumber the Spanish by forty to one. The invaders have one shot at seizing control of this empire and its untold riches: by capturing Atahualpa alive.

First, there are some formalities to
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[image: An illustrated map of the Vilcabamba in southern Peru. The kingdom is to the west of the Amazon Rainforest. Two major routes in the Andes and the cities along the routes are marked.]
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