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‘Izagirre brings to life the Cerro Rico, its history and the people who work its seams. Clear-sighted and unsentimental, yet burning with a quiet power and rage, The Mountain that Eats Men will move you to tears and to anger.’

Mark Mann, author of The Gringo Trail

‘A gut-puncher of a book. A powerful, important work that puts the human back into human rights.’

Oliver Balch, author of Viva South America!

‘Explores the fascinating and tragic story of the exploitation of Potosí, one of the richest deposits of silver and tin on the planet. Izagirre’s narrative of characters eking out a living amidst what, for many, ultimately became silver-lined tombs is deft, admirable, and haunting.’

Kim MacQuarrie, author of Life and Death In the Andes

‘Izagirre uses what appears to be a small, personal story to tell a much wider, more universal one. Like Kapuściński, he finds the drop of water that reflects everything around it.’

El País

‘Izagirre … is an old-style reporter in terms of his exquisite technique and his professionalism, but also a journalist of the 21st century when it comes to the risks he takes, his incredible commitment, his irony and his humour.’

El Descodificador

‘Shares the spirit of Eduardo Galeano – and also of Naomi Klein’s Shock Doctrine. But Izagirre gets closer to the ground.’
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1

In The Land of Fabulous Treasures

‘A woman can’t enter the mine,’ Pedro Villca tells me. ‘Can you imagine? The woman has her period and Pachamama gets jealous. Then Pachamama hides the ore and the seam disappears.’

Villca is an old miner, an unlikely combination in Bolivia. He’s fifty-nine and none of his comrades have made it to his age. He’s alive, he says, because he was never greedy. Most miners work for months or even years without a break. Most miners end up working twenty-four-hour shifts, fuelled by coca leaves and liquor, a practice for which they have invented a verb, veinticuatrear: ‘to twenty-four’. Instead he would come up to the surface, go back to his parents’ village for a few months to grow potatoes and herd llamas, fill his lungs with clean air to flush the dust out of them, and then go back to the mine. But he was never there when his companions were asphyxiated by a pocket of gas or crushed by a rockfall. He knows he’s already taken too many chances with death and that he shouldn’t push his luck. So he’s decided to retire. He swears that in a few weeks’ time he’ll retire.

Villca is barely five feet tall. Even so, he has to crouch down to avoid banging his helmet on the eucalyptus beams that hold up the gallery. He walks bent almost double and with his arms pinned to his sides because in this tiny tunnel …

‘This damn wormhole!’

… because in this tunnel if you flex your arms they brush against the walls on either side, and if you raise your head your helmet bangs against the roof. We’re inside a mountain. There are a few inches of air around our bodies and, beyond that, millions of tons of solid rock. It’s as close as you can get to being buried alive. This wormhole is the only way back to the surface, as long as you know how to find your way through the labyrinth of snaking, crossing, forking, twisting, rising, falling galleries. There’s nothing in the tunnels, in the caves, in the shafts – no light, no breeze, no sound – to indicate if we are heading back towards life or down into the depths of the mountain. It is as if a single sneeze would be enough to make the mountain contract and crush this gallery as we feel our way along it like two insects, touching the walls, walking with our feet and with our hands.

It’s hard to breathe. In this position, crouching, with our arms held rigidly at our sides, our lungs can’t expand fully. Each intake of breath requires conscious effort: I flare my nostrils and pull in air that is stiflingly hot, saturated with humidity, sticky like cotton wool soaked in turpentine. It leaves a metallic taste on my tongue as if I’ve been sucking coins. It’s copajira, the acidic sweat of the mine that floats in the air and trickles down the walls, forming puddles of orange mud.

Villca is in his element. He’s enjoying himself. He tells me to sit down for a moment and switch off the torch on my helmet. Then he turns off his own. As soon as I hear the click, darkness falls like a flood, like a black wave that washes me down the gallery into the depths of the mountain. I haven’t moved but I feel movement nonetheless. A wave of dizziness crashes against my brain, I lose my balance, my ears are buzzing. I observe a stoical silence because that bastard Villca is laughing. I breathe deeply and I can feel my carotid artery pulsing in my neck.

‘Fuck.’

‘Turn it back on,’ he says.

I turn on the torch and look at Villca, and his long shadow is projected against the roof, stretched out tall across the beams. He smiles.

‘And those beams?’ I ask. They’re rotten, buckled into a V-shape by the weight of the mountain; some of them have already started to splinter.

‘Callapos. Thirty years since they were replaced, the bastards. Nobody has money to invest in safety, the mining gangs are small, we barely make enough to survive. We work the find, pray it doesn’t fall in, then look for another one.’

He keeps going. He’s agile, despite his fifty-nine years. He bends down, stands up, crawls on all fours, stands again. I can’t keep up and I lose sight of him when the gallery curves to the left. It’s only twenty seconds but I’m relieved when it straightens out and I can see him again. We’ve reached a larger gallery, with rails on the floor, and we can stand upright.

‘You’re in good shape!’

He laughs.

‘Yeah, I’m still pretty fit. My comrades, if they’re not dead they’ve got miner’s disease, silicosis. Lots of them are bedridden. My neighbour, he can’t take four steps without the oxygen bottle. He walks from his bed to the door, from the door to his bed. I’m good, thank God.’

He points to a narrow shaft, silted up with rocks: a chimney.

‘That’s from the Spaniards, from the colonial times. They used stone hammers, we still find them sometimes. In this part of the mine there are chimneys like this one, full of rocks they threw away because all they wanted was silver. They chucked them down from the levels above, the chimneys gradually filled up. The ore wasn’t pure enough for the Spaniards, but it’s plenty pure for us. Plenty. When Comibol was here, emptying the chimneys was forbidden, they said the mountain would collapse.’ (Comibol is the Bolivian state mining company.) ‘Now, everyone does what they want. Some gangs empty the chimneys. Others mine the columns the Spaniards left in the chambers. You can’t touch the columns, the
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