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Foreword

 The eastern Andean chain of Ecuador
hides the treasure of Atahualpa, the last Inca king. Martin
Litherland was summoned to explore this region. He tells his story
in eleven poems, a linking narrative and twenty-four previously
unpublished colour photographs, which manifest the emotions as he
and his companions tackle this essentially unexplored and
uninhabited mountain range. Read about the treasure, gold fever,
and the man with one hand.


Inca Treasure



Poems from the Andes of Ecuador


Introduction

 Tales of Atahualpa’s treasure,
gold fever and the man with one hand

 Following the writer’s
adventures in eastern Bolivia, recounted in Poems
from the Lost World, he was then sent to Ecuador for six
years to take charge of a UK government-sponsored project,
representing the British Geological Survey, involving the study of
the geology of the Cordillera Real, or Eastern Cordillera. This is
the eastern Andean mountain range, separated from the western by
the inter-Andean valley, along which lies population centres such
as Quito, the capital city (see map).

To explore the
cordillera was extremely difficult: in most parts there were no
roads or trails, so the geologists had to walk down the Andes from
the high snowline down to the Amazon jungle: a fall of some 3000
metres over some 20 or 30 kilometres. After a few days of high
moorland (paramo) one descended into
montane forest, leading to a river gorge which could prove very
dangerous. Rainfall in this forest is in the region of 3000 mm per
annum: i.e. it more or less rained all day.

Local
peons were recruited to carry, cook etc.
and most trips lasted over two weeks before the party was picked up
by the Land Rover in the tropical jungle, once as a starvation
party. Logistics were difficult as the teams needed sleeping bags,
tents and warm clothes for the paramos and
mosquito nets for the jungle, to keep out the vampire bats; there
was no food ‘on the hoof.’

These mountains
were once part of the great Incan empire and their Quechua-speaking
descendants still live in the paramos, but
any colonisation of the montane forest and lowlands has been
undertaken by mestizos.

Of course there
are many legends and tales: one of the most enduring is that of
King Atahualpa’s treasure. The king was captured in Cajamarca, in
present-day Peru, by the conquistador Pizarro, and seeing their
lust for gold, Atahualpa offered, for his liberty, to fill a large
room, once with gold and twice with silver, within two months. The
treasure from the kingdom of Quito was supposedly diverted to the
Llanganates Mountains, in present-day Ecuador, once the death of
Atahualpa was known.






The writer
spent much of his time writing up scientific books and papers for
office filing or publication. Scientific publications are dry,
factual, and to the point. Scientists are not ‘allowed’ to let
their emotions spill out in print: they cannot ‘wear their heart on
their sleeve.’

So, now, as a
frustrated poet first, and a scientist second, the writer offers
us, in verse, the story of those years, via poems written both
during and after his experiences.
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Back to Introduction


Quito, queen of
cities






The writer spent the years 1986 to 1992 living with his
family in Quito, the capital of Ecuador, and one of the most
beautiful cities in the world.






On the Equator up on
high,

The air is thin where condors fly;

Where snow volcanoes fill the sky,

There, queen of cities, do you lie.

Dawn rises on the
Milky Way,

On Cotopaxi’s slopes doth play;

The sun is warm and here to stay:

An English summer every day.

The exhilaration of
the morn

Doth make the spirit feel reborn;

Though years go by, you’re never shorn

Of that deep joyfulness of dawn.

At half past six a
turquoise hue

Heralds the night-time’s gentle dew;

And in the east there looms the view

Of Antisana’s ghostly blue.

And quickly as the sun
doth set,

The cool of night is on us yet;

Sleeping easy, there is no sweat:

No need for a mosquito net.

And off we go our many
ways

And all those Cotopaxi days;

Down the Andes; the river sprays

Into Amazon’s gentle lays.

So Quito, queen of
cities, you

Inspired my children as they grew;

Please once again come into view,

So we can share your joys anew.
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View to Cotopaxi
Volcano from the writer’s office in Quito
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‘Antisana’s ghostly
blue’: Antisana volcano behind the writer’s house and
family.
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‘All those Cotopaxi
days’: a trip to Cotopaxi volcano with the boys







Inca
treasure






In 1987 we set off for the Llanganates (pronounced
Yanganahtays) mountains,
east of Ambato: a wet, inaccessible area reached by three days of
walking. It was here that Ruminahui, a lieutenant of the Inca king
Atahualpa, was said to have hidden a fabulous treasure, intended as
a ransom for the king, after he heard that Atahualpa had been
executed by Pizarro’s men in Cajamarca in 1533. Some 50 years
later, a Spaniard called Valverde is said to have found the
treasure site, and wrote a route guide (derrotero) which many have used to
try to find the treasure.






Llanganates, the
mountains of the mind,

Where cold mists and rain leave you undefined,

You’re straddled by Cerro Hermoso’s sweep,

Atahualpa’s treasure is yours to keep.

Ruminahui, loyal
lieutenant he,

When advised of Pizarro’s treachery,

Manoeuvred his gold-laden llama train

To this twisted, ice-worn, rocky terrain.

Valverde was first to
the treasure site.

In a cave or a lake? Which one is right?

Wrote his derrotero before he died:

It’s always been an ambiguous guide.

After three days of
walking, cold and wet,

We reach two mighty tents in silhouette.

Standing outside: “Have you a drink for me?”

“Vee see you soon, Vee are having our tea.”

Bankers from Stockholm
with tons of supplies;

So the next morning I sent out my spies:

Charting the lake with sonar equipment:

Trying to find Ruminahui’s shipment.

We climbed Hermoso; we
mapped all the rocks.

We noticed the potholes that drained the lochs.

We followed the black marbles all around,

In which potholes and caves were underground.

Our final morning,
approaching the Swedes:

“We know what you’re doing! Hope it succeeds!

But surveying the lake may be in vain.

When our map’s published, you should come again!”
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The ‘two mighty tents’
can be seen to the right of the much smaller glacial lake, while
our tents are scattered on the left of the same lake.







Gold fever


 The
lust for gold came with the Spanish; before that gold was admired
only for its beauty. Nambija (pronounced Nambeeka), near the Peruvian border
in the south, was rediscovered in 1982 and became the site of a
modern gold rush. Pizarro and Cortez were the conquistadores of the
Incans and Aztecs respectively.


“So what do you do all
day up in the mountains?”

“Surveying the rocks,” say I.

Faces then pucker with misunderstandings:

‘Looking for gold then,” I sigh.

In Latin America
nobody goes

Up into the hills for fun.

It’s always for treasure or nuggets of gold:

Shining, sparkling, in the Sun.

They dream of their
gold in those stories of old

Passed down from father to son.

They know where it lies: in those hills further back:

The end of the rainbow’s run.

Just look at Nambija:
a mountain of gold:

A triumph of lust and greed:

There’s squalor and poison, mayhem and murder:

Dante’s Inferno indeed.

Yet a perverse
seduction’s haunting the place,

If you overcome the smell.

They’re dicing each day for death or tomorrow:

It’s drama, it’s life, it’s Hell.

It came with the
Spanish, this fever for gold:

Just a missionary vice.

Destroying the Incas who worshipped the Sun

For something without a price.

No farmers were they,
Pizarro and Cortez,

To work the soil and grow old.

But they still rule their lands in the name of Christ

Upon their altars of gold.
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Gold nugget
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