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Chapter 1

WHEN TOMÁS AWOKE, darkness filled the hut. His eyes 
first met the thatched roof overhead. As he rubbed his head, the 
dullness of sleep receded, and he remembered. After a long wait, 
much too long, today he would resume his secret adventure. 

He sat up and looked around. In the back of the hut, he saw 
two lumps outlined on a raised pad formed by straw covered by 
crude homespun cloth, where his father and mother slept. To the 
side, a thin stream of smoke escaped from the cooking ring and 
sought a hole in the roof. Around him lay his brothers and sisters 
in motionless poses on their sleeping pads. Quietly, he stood and 
stepped off his mat. Shirtless and wearing only baggy trousers, 
he slipped barefoot through the door into the darkness outside. 
He walked quickly from the hut and breathed in the fresh air. 
Stopping at a grove in the orchard nearby, he picked two papayas 
from one of the trees, broke one open, and ate its moist fruit.

May had come, and the torrential summer rains had finally 
stopped. “Remember this year, Tomás,” said Esmerelda, who 
worked in la cocina, “one thousand seven hundred seventy and 
seven, the year of the rains. I have never seen such rain.” She had 
seen many years, for she was very old.

When the rain fell, he worked almost entirely in the confines 
of the slaughterhouse, a large, long, wooden barn. It was located 
south of the orchard and vegetable garden at a distance of about 
two hundred varas from la casa grande of la hacienda, where don 
Fernando and his family lived. It sat near the dirt road that led to 
and from la casa grande. The huts of the Indian workers spread 
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behind it. In the slaughterhouse, the cattle were killed, their skins 
taken, scraped, dried, and stored, and the meat was dried to make 
charqui. Tallow was made from the fat. The bones were dried, 
crushed and used for fertilizer. Refuse was burned in a large stone 
furnace. Tomás scraped the hides, a hot, wet, dirty work. But when 
the rain stopped, he also worked in the stables helping his father 
feed and groom the horses and muck out their stalls. Work had 
made him strong for his sixteen years. Though of only medium 
height, he was stocky and could do the work of larger men. 
Someday, he would work only with the horses as his father did 
now and as his grandfather and great-grandfather did before his 
father. Tomás loved working with the horses. He hated working in 
the slaughterhouse. He looked forward eagerly to the time when 
he would work only with the horses.

With dark skin and jet black hair, Tomás was but a shadow 
in the early morning darkness as he ran through the orchard. He 
ran at a distance behind la casa grande where he would not be 
seen. Seeing the corrals and stables in the distance, he ran in eager 
anticipation of his adventure.

He slipped through the railings of one of the corrals and 
looked beyond a stand of trees at la casa grande. He saw no 
movement there, only a light in la cocina.

Horses, one by one, stuck their heads out of their stalls, 
while horses in an adjacent corral began moving restlessly in their 
enclosure. At the far end of the corral, Mejor, a handsome dark 
brown stallion, looked out from his stall. “Only el Hacendado rides 
him,” his father told him. “In this corral are the most prized of all the 
horses on la hacienda, ridden only by family members and special 
guests. They have been bred from those ridden by the Spanish light 
cavalry in war against the Italians, which is someplace far away in 
the Old World. This same breed was brought to this land by the 
Spanish conquistadores. It has many names, but I remember only 
one, gineta. They are also called pasos, because they have a walking 
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gait, but they are very swift for war, for the bulls, for comfortable 
long rides. They are strong, have brio, which is liveliness and 
courage, and they are gentle. They are the most magnificent of all 
horses.” Tomás had heard this description so often he could repeat 
it in his mind each time his father told it. He loved the horses and 
knew them all well. Being around them made the hard work in the 
slaughterhouse and stables seem as nothing.

A bay colt, with a sliver of white down his nose, shook his head 
and neighed softly, beckoning from a central stall. Tomás ran to 
the colt, stroked his nose and along his jaw and neck. “Amanecer,” 
he whispered. Dawn; it was a special name he had given the colt 
when it was very young. The colt, now fully grown, was the bright 
beginning of his day and filled him with excitement. The colt 
shook his head at the touch of Tomás as if to say, “Tomás, let me 
out.” Of all the horses he had cared for, the colt was his favorite. 
But he knew he must be very careful with it, because it was the 
horse of Diego, the oldest son of don Fernando. And Diego was 
very proud of his horse.

As faint light began to appear in the east, Tomás opened the 
stall door. The colt bolted out and raced around the corral. He 
bucked and leaped and shook his head in the pure joy of running 
free. Tomás retrieved a bridle from the stall and walked into the 
center of the corral. The colt circled around him, slowing, eyeing 
him, shaking his head, until he stopped and faced Tomás. Tomás 
broke open the second papaya, took a bite, held out his hand with 
the papaya and stepped toward the horse. The horse pawed the 
ground and stepped toward the boy. Step by step they approached 
each other in a ballet of horse and boy.

When they met, Tomás fed the remaining papaya to the colt, 
stroked his nose and neck. Slipping the bridle on, he rubbed the 
neck of the colt and moved to its left side. He leaned against its 
side as the colt swung his head toward him, motioning him to 
continue back. With the reins in his hand, Tomás leaped up, lying 



6 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

on his stomach on the back of the horse. The colt began to walk 
around the corral as Tomás seated himself. Soon they were moving 
swiftly in the smooth natural gait of the colt. After several circuits 
of the corral, Tomás slipped from the back of the colt and led him 
out of the gate, closing it behind them. He leaped onto the back of 
the horse and turned it to the northeast, away from la casa grande.

Tomás led the horse along a path they had traveled before, 
walking slowly, then faster, then at a swifter and swifter pace. 
Tomás felt the wind in his face and the power of Amancer. Such 
exhilaration! Such freedom! Tomás felt new life pumping through 
him. They sped along for several minutes until the path ended, and 
Tomás halted Amanecer.

Tomás sat upon the colt and looked out at flat grasslands 
interrupted by stands of trees. Vaqueros, who watched the cattle, 
said that the great rain had brought swamps to the lowlands of 
los llanos, grasslands, where la hacienda was. The new swamps 
connected with other swamps all the way northeast to Chiquitos. 
The grass had grown higher than they had ever seen it. Some of the 
cattle had been lost in the grass and swamps, perhaps swallowed by 
the water. Tomás saw fingers of land reaching out into swamps that 
before had been dry land. The edges of the swamps were marked 
by higher grass and brush. He could see the dry land between the 
swampy ground, tempting him to ride farther.

But he was not permitted to ride the horses. Before the rains, 
he had ridden this colt and another horse to this point in the early 
morning. He had returned to the corral and was currying the horse 
he rode before his father or any of the vaqueros arrived. No one 
suspected what he had done.

The light in the east was brightening. Clouds glowed with 
streaks of pink, but the sun had not yet risen. Tomás did not 
want to return to the corral. The joy of finally being able to ride 
Amanecer again, to be free from the drudgery of work, was like a 
magnet urging him to continue the ride.
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There is still time for a longer ride this morning, thought 
Tomás. Who will know if I ride a little farther? He slowly urged 
the colt into a walk out into the plain, then faster. Soon they were 
speeding smoothly around trees and between bushes, farther and 
farther into the grasslands, Tomás keeping the brightening sky 
over his right shoulder. When he saw the tip of the sun rise over 
the horizon, he wheeled the colt around and turned back toward 
the corral.

With a tap of his heels, Tomás urged the colt into a fast walk. 
The direction, he thought, led to the corral, but the land narrowed 
with swamps closing on both sides. He slowed the colt and felt 
it balk and shudder under him. They had not come this way. Was 
that water slapping against the bank?

He turned the colt, but the ground which appeared firm was 
muddy and the horse struggled to free his footing. What is that 
smell? Swamp? Tomás felt the colt shudder again. Why is that 
bush shaking when there is no wind?

While the colt struggled to turn around, a huge creature, 
a monster, black on its back with a hideous yellow belly and a 
massive, long, narrow head rose from behind the shaking bush. 
A snake? Could such a huge monster be a snake? Its head lifted 
higher until it was as high as the head of the colt. Its gray eyes 
looked directly at the eyes of the colt. Hissing loudly and flicking 
its tongue, it weaved hypnotically in front of Amanecer. In the 
shadowy light of early dawn, a terrible nightmare had emerged 
from the swamp, more menacing than the kick of a horse or the 
goring of a bull. But it was no nightmare.

The colt reared and turned to run, throwing Tomás to the 
ground. Tomás fell on his back, his breath knocked from him. He 
gasped for air, pushing with his feet to get away from the thrashing 
horse and weaving monster above him. Terrified, he crawled 
quickly away from the horse and snake.

He turned to look back. The snake weaved in unison with 
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the motion of the horse. But the forefeet of the horse found firm 
ground. As he fought to pull himself from the mud and flee, the 
snake struck. Tomás scrambled to his feet and ran for thirty varas 
before looking back again. What he saw made him turn and run 
faster toward a large tree about twenty varas farther away.

The snake caught the colt and quickly coiled around it. The 
colt struggled, kicking and thrashing to free itself. But the snake 
rolled with the horse, squeezing it, crushing it. The horse rose on 
its forefeet. The snake pulled it down. The horse kicked with its 
hind legs and continued to squirm. It shrieked in agony.

Tomás had never heard such horrible screeches and squeals 
from a horse before, so that he had to put his hands over his ears. 
His friend, this colt he had known and loved from its birth, was 
in great agony. This sudden and horrifying battle of twisting snake 
and thrashing horse left him stunned, hardly breathing, and as 
motionless as a stone. He could do nothing to help the horse. But 
he could not take his eyes from the scene.

For what seemed to Tomás like an entire day, the snake 
crushed the horse, which at first thrashed and struggled and cried 
out. But the struggles diminished, the cries became gasps, until 
the colt was still, and silent. Yet the sun had only just risen above  
the horizon.

Tomás stood paralyzed behind the tree watching as the snake 
spewed saliva over the dead horse. It greatly extended its jaws and, 
beginning at the hind quarters, started to swallow the horse whole. 
With the horse partially devoured, Tomás covered his ears and ran. 
A scream rose in his throat, but no sound came.



 

Chapter 2

TOMÁS STUMBLED BACK to the corral. His father, Felipe, 
working with the horses, grabbed him and pointed toward the stall 
of the missing horse. “Where is the colt?” he yelled, shaking his son.

Tomás also pointed at the stall, his face contorted in anguish. 
He tried to speak but could only wail, “Monstruo, monstruo,” and 
point toward the grasslands. His father shook him again and 
slapped his face. “I have told you, before everything else, you care 
for the horses.” Tomás could not speak, except that one word, 
“monstruo,” which he repeated over and over.

Felipe ordered his son to go to their hut and pushed him 
toward it. He then ran to the next corral where old Ignacio was 
working with the horses and called to him. Ignacio had worked in 
the East at a mission of the Company of Jesus before they were 
expelled ten years earlier by order of the Spanish monarchy. He 
now worked as a vaquero on la hacienda and was a special friend 
of Felipe because of their shared work with horses.

Ignacio saddled a horse and rode off into the grasslands. He 
easily followed the track of the colt. Finding the snake sleeping, he 
returned in haste to the corral. He first spoke excitedly to Felipe. 
“A great snake has killed and eaten the horse.”

“A snake! It is not possible,” said Felipe.
“I have heard of such snakes, sicurius they are called. In 

Chiquitos they speak of such snakes, but I never saw one. The 
rains and cattle must have brought it here. I am sorry, Felipe, but I 
must tell don Fernando. Hide Tomás. Don Fernando will be very 
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angry. If he cannot find Tomás soon, he may soften in time, and 
the punishment may not be severe.”

Led by Ignacio, don Fernando took men and found the snake 
sleeping, exhausted from its fight with the horse and swallowing 
it. The horse had been completely swallowed, except for the 
head, which protruded from the mouth of the snake. When don 
Fernando saw it, he was furious at the snake for killing the horse 
of his son, but he was even more angry with Tomás for riding the 
horse out in the grasslands.

The men fired their muskets at the snake. Again and again the 
musket balls tore through the bloated beast. Then don Fernando, 
sword in hand, walked slowly to it. He pushed at it with his sword 
to see that it was dead. Then he raised the sword to cut off its head, 
but stopped. He turned to his men and said, “We will skin the 
snake and take its head with it.” He walked up and down looking 
at the snake. “Such a snake has never been seen in los llanos. I have 
never even heard of one. I will show it to other hacendados, to warn 
them of the danger.” But he only wanted to boast about it. “Before 
we skin it, we will measure it.” Ignacio measured it and said, “It is 
a monster twelve varas long, more than the length of four horses. 
And where the swallowed horse is, it is three varas around. Two 
men can just reach around it.”

Don Fernando took his sword and cut along the belly of the 
snake. When the cut had freed the body of Amanecer, it slipped 
out of the snake, dripping blood where musket balls had struck 
it and the sword had cut it. One young vaquero turned away and 
vomited. Don Fernando roared at him. “Have you never seen blood 
before? Have you never seen cattle killed? Go back and bring a 
mule cart. You are no better than a mule.” Seeing the dead and 
bloodied horse, don Fernando seethed with anger toward Tomás 
and anyone who did anything he did not like. The snakeskin only 
served to remind him of what Tomás had done.
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At la casa grande, when old Esmerelda saw the snake, she 
shuddered. “Terrible! Oh, terrible! It is a very bad omen.”

Doña Clara, the wife of don Fernando, asked him, “Why did 
you bring that creature back here?”

“When the skin is cured, I will hang it on the wall of the great 
hall for all our friends and neighbors to see.”

“No, Fernando, not in la casa. Is it not enough that it killed a 
fine horse? Why am I in this wretched place, where there are few 
neighbors, no civilization, no parties? Now snakes that eat horses? 
And their skins in the house? Why did I ever come here?” She 
shouted after don Fernando as he walked away from her.

It was but one of her continuing complaints. “How could 
this awful native creature destroy that beautiful horse?” she asked 
the servants, who stood silently by. “Had not the horse been very 
important from the beginning of the conquest? Did not Francisco 
Pizarro with fifty horses and one hundred sixty and eight men slay 
seven thousand Indians at Cajamarca? This country was conquered 
by men with horses. Have not our horses made our lives tolerable? 
The only freedom and joy I have is riding my horse. Will I now 
be confined to this desolate and shabby casa? Is this now some 
plague of snakes come upon us? Will it increase our poverty?” 
After complaining to all who would hear her, she finally thought 
of her son. “Poor Diego,” she said. “Such a terrible loss.”

Don Fernando said, “It is no omen. There is no plague of snakes. 
Silly women!” The constant complaints of his wife increased his 
anger. He, too, was disappointed with his life. La hacienda was not 
doing well. The markets for hides, tallow, and charqui, dried beef, 
were so far away. He could not compete. Debts were increasing. 
His dissatisfaction and anger turned to focus on Tomás.

In a rage he paced back and forth in la casa grande, shouting 
and waving his arms. “That boy …. That ignorant, stupid boy …. 
Riding such a horse when it was forbidden …. He needs to be 
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beaten …. He needs to be whipped …. No, worse …. He must 
suffer—like the horse. I must find a harsh punishment for him.”

Diego, reflecting the rage of his father, also paced and shouted. 
But he was sad at losing his beloved colt and cried. Tears fell down 
his face as he slammed a chair against a wall, breaking the chair 
and tiles in the wall. Although he had played with Tomás when 
younger, now he shouted, “I hate Tomás! I hate him! I never want 
to see him again.”

While the rage continued in la casa grande, the father of 
Tomás kept the boy hidden in an abandoned hut far from the 
slaughterhouse. Tomás, still in a state of shock, could hardly speak, 
and he refused to eat. Each night he feared going to sleep because 
he had a recurring nightmare. A great snake rose above him, 
hissing, flicking its tongue, and weaving back and forth. When it 
lunged at him with open mouth, he woke screaming.

Felipe worried greatly about his son and what don Fernando 
would do to him. He heard from those who served in la casa 
grande that don Fernando would find a severe punishment for 
what Tomás had done. Tomás would have no choice but to accept 
the punishment, because he was a yanacono and had no rights. 
He, like his father, was assigned to la hacienda by la encomienda 
which allotted Indians to Spanish hacendados. The Spanish decree 
was to be for only a generation after the conquest, but the slavery 
continued generation after generation.

Night and day, when they were not working, the mother and 
father of Tomás and their friends watched over him. His brothers 
and sisters came also, but at first could not stay, because he 
frightened them with his inability to speak and his contorted facial 
expressions. Gradually, his fears subsided through the attention 
of his family and especially his mother and her friends, who 
constantly sat with him. He began to eat and speak again. When 
his two younger brothers saw his return to the big brother they 
had known, they hugged him, and, as in the past, their hugs turned 
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to wrestling. But all was not as it was before. As they wrestled on 
the floor, Tomas would suddenly stop, lie on his back, stare silently 
at the roof of the hut. Covering his eyes with his hands, he tried 
to shut out the terrible images that recurred unbidden, but the 
images persisted.

The mother of Tomás had been very disturbed about the 
unnatural behavior of her son. He was her treasure. She had come 
to the los llanos hacienda, a bride, traded like cattle, from the alta 
hacienda, in Cochabamba, high up in a mountain valley. The two 
haciendas were linked in an old Spanish family partnership. She 
knew the ways of the highland valleys and the altiplano, the high 
plateau. She taught her children the highland Indian language, 
Quechua, but they routinely spoke Spanish, the language of la 
hacienda. She told her husband and friends, “When I carried 
Tomás in my pregnancy, I dreamed of a condor. Did that not mean 
he would be a great man?” In anguish she had asked, “Why then 
has this terrible thing come upon him?” So she was much relieved 
as he began to recover, but the uncertainty about his punishment 
continued to haunt and distress her.

After two weeks, don Fernando commanded the local cacique, 
who was responsible for the Indians on la hacienda, to come to 
la casa grande. The words of el don, as he railed at the cacique, 
were heard by the house staff and spread quickly to all at la  
hacienda—La mita,, la mita, la mita—For the mines!” It was like a 
cold wind in this tropical land.

The cacique said, “There is no mita for the mines here. There 
is no way to send him. This region has no requirement, and there 
is no capitán enterador to take him.”

“Then he goes to the alta hacienda and my cousin in 
Cochabamba, where there is la mita for the mines.”

The cacique had protested. “Tomás is too young. A mitayo has 
to be at least eighteen years old. And he is not from Cochabamba.” 

Don Fernando cried out, “Who knows his age? Who 
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knows where he is from? From today he is eighteen, and he is  
from Cochabamba!”

The cacique protested more. “But it is forbidden to send a 
mitayo such a great distance. You know this, don Fernando. You 
have used local Indian mitayos to scrape the hides of the cattle.”

“There is no need for mitayos in any haciendas in los llanos 
now,” replied el don, as he strode back and forth in front of the 
cacique. “But they are needed in the mines. There has been a call 
from the mines for mitayos. The mitayos must go where there is a 
need. This boy,” he yelled, “will not remain where I can see him. He 
will go to the mines to pay for the horse and his disobedience. It is 
done! He will go with the first pack train to Cochabamba, where 
arrangements will be made to send him to Potosí.” The audience 
of the cacique with don Fernando ended. The Indian chief could 
do nothing.

When they heard the sentence, all workers became silent, their 
eyes searching each other. “Could don Fernando be so cruel?” one 
whispered. “Tomás, his father, and his mother were all respected 
for their hard work. If don Fernando could do this terrible thing 
to them, what could he do to us if he thought we disobeyed him?” 
They looked with great pity at Tomás and his father and mother. 
Among themselves, they asked, “If Tomás is sent away as a mitayo, 
will he ever return?”

Three weeks later, a mule train loaded with hides, tallow, 
and charqui prepared to leave for Cochabamba, where the hides 
would be used in the leather markets of Cochabamba, Chuquisaca, 
Oruro, and Potosí.

Don Fernando ordered the father of Tomás to bring his son 
to the slaughterhouse, where the mule train was being assembled. 
Tomás could no longer be hidden, and he could not run away 
to any place where he could not be tracked down and returned  
to la hacienda.

Tomás had recovered somewhat from his fright, but the 
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nightmares continued. When he first learned he would be sent away, 
he and his family hoped that don Fernando would change his mind. 
But when the mule train was being prepared, all knew he would go 
with it. His father tried to prepare him for his exile. “You must be 
brave. You must bear your burdens in silence and find ways to ease 
them. Find others with hardships like yours and help them. That will 
make your burdens easier.” He said more, but Tomás did not hear it 
for the crying of his mother, brothers, and sisters.

Felipe took Tomás to the slaughterhouse, where the muleteers 
checked the loads on the mules, pulled them into position, and 
tied them together in the last stage of assembling the train. Tomás, 
barefoot, dressed in clean baggy cotton trousers and a loose-fitting 
cotton shirt, stood silently with bowed head by his father. His 
mother, brothers, sisters, and other Indian friends gathered around. 

Carlos, a surly and moody mestizo vaquero, prepared a horse 
for riding and a pack horse to join the mule train.

Don Fernando looked at Tomás as he might an insect and 
said, “You have caused the death of a fine horse. You love horses 
so much, you say. How much will you love them when you have 
eaten their dust and walked through their droppings from here to 
Cochabamba and then to Potosí? Yes, Potosí. That fine horse was 
swallowed by the snake because of your disobedience. Now, you 
will be swallowed by the belly of the red mountain, Potosí.” He 
then nodded to Carlos, who tied the hands of Tomás together with 
a leather cord and led him to the pack horse. Tomás resisted, but 
Carlos yanked him hard, dragging him to the horse, where he tied 
his hands to the tail of the horse.

When Felipe saw it, he moved to rescue his son, but two 
friends restrained him. “Don Fernando will also punish you,” 
whispered one. “Then what will your family do?”.

The mother of Tomás sank to her knees and, holding her head, 
cried, “My son … my son … my Tomás. How can I lose him?” 
Over and over, she whimpered, “He was to be a great man. He 
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was to be a great man.” And her younger children cowered behind  
her, weeping.

Tomás looked at his family and the other workers gathered at 
the slaughterhouse. These were the only people he had ever known. 
A great sense of despair swept over him. What is happening to 
me? he wondered.

The mule train had already disappeared in a dust cloud behind 
trees ahead, along a trail leading west. Looking at the dusty path, 
Carlos mounted and whipped his horse, pulling the trailing pack 
horse into a trot. Tomás was yanked from his feet and dragged 
behind the horse. He fought to stand, and run, but he could 
not gain his footing. Rocks cut his hips and legs and feet. The 
momentum caused him to turn on his back which scraped along 
the path. He turned, again trying to get to his feet, the leather cord 
pulling the skin from his wrists. He scraped his knees as he tried to 
rise, but fell again, twisting and sliding along the path on his back.

Then the horse slowed. Regaining his feet and running 
behind the horse, Tomás glanced back, but la casa grande and the 
slaughterhouse were hidden by trees. He was intent on staying 
on his feet, but for an instant he wondered where he was going. 
Where was this Potosí? Would he ever see his home again? What 
would he do without his family, who had always been with him?

At the slaughterhouse, when Tomás disappeared from her 
sight, his mother, still kneeling in the dirt, whimpered between 
deep sobs, “My son, my son. What is to become of him …? When 
will I see him again …? I dreamed … I dreamed of a condor 
soaring above la Sierra when I carried him.”

Felipe bent over, gently lifted her up, and whispered, “Titu 
will watch over him.”



 

Chapter 3

WITH THE MORNING SUN at his back, Tomás stumbled 
behind the pack horse. He fell and was dragged, his feet searching 
for the path. Pulled by the horse, he lurched to his feet and 
stumbled after it. Dust churned up by the mule train and the 
two horses choked him. Confused by what had happened to him, 
ripped away from a life so simple, free of any change since birth, 
he trotted on. All his life he had only to travel from hut to stable or 
slaughterhouse and back to the hut. Now, a horse dragged him to 
someplace he had never heard of. Each step took him farther away 
from his family and friends, from the life he had known and into 
an unknown future. He felt alone, all alone and helpless. His only 
response was instinctive, to stay on his feet.

When the pace slowed to that set by the mule train ahead, 
Tomás felt only a little relief. He still had to run to keep his feet 
under him. His arms were pulled in front of him, his eyes only 
on the tail of the horse and the ground. Dust, dirt, and mud were 
thrown up in his face. His bare feet, scratched from having been 
dragged, squished, and slipped on droppings of the mules and 
horses. He barely glimpsed the lush tropical grasslands through 
which he passed. He was tired after only minutes had passed. 
With each step his fear of the future increased, until the words of 
his father came back to him, “Be brave.”

Hour after hour he walked and ran behind the horse through 
flat country. He wanted desperately to stop, to drink some water. 
With each step he had become more thirsty. He could hardly 
breathe. Gnats, mosquitoes, and other insects bit him, but he could 
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not brush them away. He was hot and exhausted. Yet he had to trot 
wearily on. Be brave, he thought. Be brave.

At midday, with the sun overhead, beating down with 
tropical intensity, the pack train stopped by the bank of a wide,  
slow-moving, muddy stream. Carlos untied Tomás from the horse, 
but left his hands bound. As Tomás collapsed, exhausted, beside 
the stream bank, Carlos waded into it and scooped water into a 
leather bucket. He set the bucket in the shade of a tree to settle the 
mud and clear the water. He pointed Tomás to the stream.

Tomás crawled to the stream and into it, letting it wash the 
dirt and mud from him and his clothes. It cooled and soothed his 
aching, scratched body and the insect bites that itched and burned 
all over his skin. He lapped directly at the muddy water to quench 
his thirst. He then crawled to the shade of a tree where Carlos 
dropped a handful of dried corn and a small piece of charqui beside 
him. Tomás picked the dried corn and charqui from the dirt and 
grass and gulped it down. He lay on the ground, free from the 
horse, but remembering that he had been ripped from his home 
filled him with fear and loneliness. Too exhausted to think about it 
for long or even to look at the scene around him, he fell asleep to 
the sound of rippling water punctuated by braying mules.

He slept what seemed to him to have been a very short time, 
when he was awakened by Carlos kicking him in his back and 
yanking him to his feet. His living nightmare had returned. Again, 
Carlos tied him to the tail of the horse. As he looked around, he 
realized that he must have slept longer than he first thought. The 
sun had fallen halfway to the western horizon, suspended above 
trees and grasslands like those he had known at la hacienda. Carlos 
tied the pack horse to the last mule in the train. That freed the 
horse of Carlos from the pack horse. Unfettered, Carlos could 
now ride up and down the train. But as the mule train resumed 
its journey, Carlos returned often to glare down at Tomás. Now, 
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a muleteer, who normally trailed the last mule, followed behind 
Tomás. Was that a good thing? Tomás did not know.

The afternoon passed as a blur as Tomás shut his mind to 
all around him. For a time, he focused on the horse. He did not 
blame the horse or hate it. He felt compassion for it, because he 
pulled its tail. He tried to keep up with the horse, to not pull on its 
tail. It became his main thought. Stay on my feet. Do not let the 
horse pull me. Walk with the horse. This gave him a purpose which 
eased his burden and kept him from thinking about his uncertain 
future. But his concern for the horse soon vanished in his quest for 
survival. When he had to use the tail for support, he did.

Night came with a sliver bull-horned moon lying just below 
the bright evening star. The dim light outlined the western tree 
line, and Tomás thought only of resting. But the mule train did 
not stop. It continued long after the moon and star had fallen into 
the dark trees, pulling other stars across the sky and into the trees 
with them. When the mule train finally stopped, again by a stream, 
Tomás lapped water from it and ate the roasted corn and charqui 
dropped on the dirt by Carlos.

He lay on grass beneath a tree and watched Carlos set up a 
lean-to beside another tree. In the distance, the muleteers, arrieros, 
unloaded the mules, fed them some grain and brushed them, 
then hobbled them for grazing. “Take care of the animals first, 
before you take care of yourself,” his father had said. If only he had 
done as his father said, he would not be here now. He watched 
the muleteers set up their lean-tos. As they cooked their meal, he 
thought of his home and the stews his mother cooked. A deep-felt 
loneliness swept over him, but, as at noon, exhaustion overcame 
the lonely isolation he felt. He closed his eyes, and the temporary 
cure of sleep took away his pain and sorrow.

In the night, a great snake lifted its head and stared into the 
eyes of Tomás, then gathered him in its coils. Tomás woke, crying 
out from the recurring dream, and sat up. His body ached from 
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the long walk and stung from scrapes and insect bites. He looked 
around, but all was dark, and there was no monster. Beside him lay 
a leaf with a neat pile of roasted corn, some charqui, and a piece of 
papaya. He looked around again, but saw no one moving. Quietly, 
he ate the food and wondered what ghost had provided it. Then, 
he thought, perhaps I am not alone. He lay back down with a little 
hope. Perhaps a friend is near.

He had not slept long when he woke again to the sound of 
braying mules resisting their return to work. The faint light of 
dawn illuminated the muleteers in the distance as they loaded 
their charges. With the sound of man and beast arranging for the 
journey, he walked across the grassy plain to the wide stream and 
drank. He rose from the stream and turned to see Carlos stare at 
him, reach into a leather bag attached to the pack horse, take out 
some corn, and drop it at the feet of the pack horse. Tomás picked 
the corn from the dirt, brushed each kernel against his trousers, 
and ate it in silence, giving no sign to Carlos of any feelings. He 
had remembered the second admonition of his father, “Bear your 
burdens in silence and find ways to ease them.”

The next three days passed like the first. Tomás began each day 
by telling himself to be brave. But he struggled on, just surviving, 
extremely tired, thirsty and hungry.

About midmorning of the fourth day, he heard a great whirring 
sound. He glanced up and saw an immense flock of birds sweep 
over his head. A few steps later he stumbled along a narrow, damp 
path surrounded by tall trees. The mule train had entered a jungle 
area. The mysterious jungle frightened Tomás. Trees towered above 
and hung over the path, blotting out the sky above. Leaves covered 
the path and hid great tree roots and holes pounded by the hooves 
of the mules. Tomás tripped over the roots and stumbled into the 
holes. Bugs scurried from under his bare feet, and he wondered if 
each step would find a snake that would rise up and bite him. The 
sweet smell of rotting vegetation and flowering plants filled his 
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nostrils, while parrots squawked overhead. Only the shade of the 
overhanging tree branches and clouds that hid the blasting heat of 
the sun gave him relief.

Then, rain burst in great torrents. It drenched and pelted him, 
and he had no relief from its relentless pounding. As it continued 
into the night, Tomás could find no place to hide from it. Each 
time he woke, he sat up, startled, trying to get his bearings. And 
when he saw where he was, he looked around, terrified at what 
might be near him. Fatigue, again his friend, banished his fear, 
sweeping away his sense of pelting rain, bringing a return to sleep. 

In the morning, he welcomed the light and activity. But then 
he returned to the agony of following the pack horse and mule 
train on the trail. He sleepwalked, ran, tripped, and fell behind 
the pack horse through the steamy jungle country until the train 
stopped in the late morning. It was too early for the midday break, 
thought Tomás. And Carlos did not come back to release him. 
The trailing muleteer rode past Tomás and up the line. Something 
must be wrong, Tomás thought, as he stood in a pool of water to 
his shins.

He edged out around the pack horse as far as he could to look 
down the trail at the long line of mules. Far in the distance a mule 
lay by the side of the trail. Arrieros had released its load and were 
loading another mule. He watched for a while, until his stretched 
out arms grew weary, and he stepped back behind the horse. He 
looked down. Leaves flowed gently past his legs in the pool of 
water. Suddenly, he jumped back. He thought he saw a snake. For 
several minutes he stood trembling in the pool of water, watching 
it carefully, ready to jump. Glancing behind him, he saw nothing 
but jungle. In the gloom under the shade of the trees, standing in 
the pool of water, and with no protection behind him, he felt even 
more alone than he had before. Tied to the horse, he was unable to 
protect himself, if he should be attacked.

As he studied the water around his legs, he was suddenly 
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jerked off his feet and dragged through the water to drier ground. 
Bugs scurried from in front of him, but some were forced down 
his trousers. When he finally regained his feet, he tried to shake 
out the bugs by jumping and skipping. Would they bite him? He 
yearned to have his hands free. Black leaves clung to his feet and 
ankles. Running and shaking his feet did not release them.

When he passed the stricken mule, he caught only a quick 
glimpse of it, lying on its side, breathing in quick labored gulps. 
Why would they leave it? he wondered. Would they leave him 
beside the path if he could not walk? That thought haunted him, as 
he continued to try to shake the bugs from his clothes. He wanted 
to cry out, squawk like the parrots overhead, for the pack train to 
stop so that he could brush away his tormentors. Then the words 
of his father came again. “Bear your burdens in silence.” And he 
stumbled on.

Long past midday the train emerged from the jungle and 
stopped in a meadow by a stream and the routine of the rest stop 
began. When Tomás was released from the pack horse he brushed 
himself, to wipe away all the bugs that remained. He sat down to 
brush off the black leaves, but when he touched them, they felt 
fleshy. Carlos saw him brush one off, returned to him and held his 
hands. “Leeches,” he said. “If I could, I would let you brush them 
off and see you infected, or leave them on to suck your blood, but 
I must deliver you alive to Cochabamba.” He touched his cigarillo 
to a leech and brushed it off, but left the cigarillo on the skin of 
the foot of Tomás.

Tomás yelled in pain. Carlos again put his cigarillo to a leech 
and the skin of Tomás. Tomás put his hands to his mouth and 
muffled a cry. Be brave, be silent.

“You have caused me to be taken from my home and the 
freedom of riding with the cattle on the grasslands,” snarled Carlos, 
as he removed the leeches until the last, when again he burned the 
skin of Tomás.
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When Carlos left him, Tomás crawled into the stream. He let 
the water cleanse him of the jungle, its bugs and mud and slime, 
and wash the mule crap from his feet and cool the burns on them. 
The pain from the burns kept him awake until late that night.

The mule train had now settled into a routine. Each morning, 
the journey began at dawn. The train rested by a stream during the 
hot hours of the day and traveled well into the night. And in the 
early morning when he woke, Tomás found beside him a pile of 
roasted corn, a piece of charqui, and sometimes some fruit.

Each day, after reminding himself to be brave, Tomás 
concentrated mainly on staying on his feet and not falling. But 
after seeing the mule left by the side of the path, he began to notice 
his surroundings. The position of the sun told him they had turned 
south. He could tell the type of country through which he passed, 
not only by glancing to each side as he trotted behind the horse, 
but also by the sounds and smells. And he began to observe the 
operation of the mule train when it stopped to rest. Some mules 
were loaded, while others carried nothing. There were three trains, 
each having ten loaded mules, with about eight unburdened ones 
following. A muleteer riding a mule led each train, while another 
rode behind.

Each morning and afternoon Tomás watched the loading and 
unloading and the transfer of loads from exhausted mules to fresh 
ones. All the men, the six arrieros and Carlos, dressed much like 
himself in light cotton shirts and trousers. But they wore sandals. 
Each man carried a machete at his belt. The muleteers coiled whips 
and ropes on the saddles of the mules they rode.

Over time, he suspected that one of the muleteers provided 
the food he found each morning. Who else could it be? It could 
not have been Carlos, because he could have given him food at any 
time. He saw the muleteers only in the distance. The lead muleteer 
seemed familiar to him, but he was not sure. His mind was hazy 



24 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

from exhaustion and loneliness, knowing that each day he was 
farther away from his home.

And so it continued, day following day, sometimes dry, 
sometimes rainy. The troupe traveled through the flat tropical 
tree-filled grasslands where the shouts of the arrieros, sharp 
snaps of their whips, and snorts and braying protests of the mules 
interrupted the sound of constant pounding hooves of the mules 
and pack horse.

But when Tomás heard the whirring of wings of birds and 
the screeching of parrots, he felt a chill down his back and dread 
struck deep within him. They were entering another jungle patch, 
thick with trees, ferns of all types, and other vegetation that 
reached out to reclaim the path. Insects attacked his feet, arms, 
and head. The strange sounds of unseen beasts thrust terror upon 
him. Parched with thirst, yet on every side grew wild unreachable  
fruit: bananas, melons, papayas. He hated and feared the jungles, 
which reminded him of the sicuriu, the monster that had killed 
and eaten his beloved Amanacer. And so, he was greatly relieved 
to emerge each time into grasslands.

Long after sunset, when the moon was nearly full, the trains 
arrived at an intersection with another trail by the same slow-
moving stream they had crossed many times.At the intersection, 
an inn of mud walls and sagging thatch roof sat among a settlement 
of a dozen small mud huts. The caravan camped beside the stream 
outside the settlement.

In the morning, Tomás woke later than usual, and sat up. 
Beside him was a pile of dried corn, a piece of charqui, and a 
banana. After he had eaten the banana and reached for the charqui, 
he saw Carlos striding toward him, yelling at him. Tomás jumped 
to his feet, but before he could do anything, Carlos struck him in 
the head, knocking him to the ground. Tomás lay on the ground, 
his hands covering his head for protection. Carlos kicked the food 
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out of his reach and bellowed, “Where did you get this? Have you 
been stealing from the bag on the pack horse?”

“No!” answered Tomás.
When he started to rise, Carlos kicked him hard in his ribs, 

sending him sprawling to the ground again, gasping for breath.
“Where did you get the food?” Carlos moved closer to Tomás 

to kick him again, and yelled again, “Did you steal from the pack 
horse supplies?”

Tomás, struggling for breath, could not answer.
As Carlos stepped to kick Tomás again, a whip cracked, and 

Carlos cried out in pain and hopped, holding his right leg. He 
turned and grabbed for the machete hanging from his belt. Facing 
him was the lead muleteer, a stocky, dark-skinned Indian, his 
whip ready and a machete already in his other hand. Behind him 
three other muleteers ran from their tasks of loading the mules, 
machetes in their hands. In the distance at the stream two other 
arrieros quickly climbed the bank and ran toward their leader.

“Stay out of this, Titu. This boy is my burden. You have 
nothing to do with him,” yelled Carlos.

“I have much to do with him. We are of the same blood. I am 
his uncle.”

Carlos stared at him in stunned silence, lowering his hand 
holding the machete to his side.

“I will not interfere with his punishment,” said Titu, “to be 
tied to the tail of the horse and walk all the way to Cochabamba, 
but I will not let you starve him or beat him.”

My uncle …? Titu? thought Tomás as he picked himself up 
and held his aching side.



 

Chapter 4

TOMÁS, LOOKING AT TITU, brushed dirt and pain-induced 
moisture from his eyes, trying to clear his clouded mind. Carlos 
stood silently beside him, staring at Titu. For a moment everyone 
was silent. Then Tomás slowly remembered. Titu, his uncle. Yes. 
He had seen him before, when he came to la hacienda with the 
mule train and stopped to talk briefly with his mother and father. 
But he came only occasionally. Usually, another muleteer led the 
mule train. He had spoken with his uncle only once, years ago. The 
mule train stopped only a short time at the los llanos hacienda. 
Don Fernando demanded that the hides, tallow, and charqui move 
quickly to market.

In his pain and dizziness, Tomás felt as if he were living in a 
dream and time had slowed. He gazed at the scene around him, 
expecting now to wake up from it. Beyond Titu, in the distance, 
he saw the settlement. A two-wheeled ox cart driven by a mestizo 
passed with a load of green bananas. Two Indian men lay by the 
side of one of the small houses. But this was no dream. This was his 
reality, and with Titu it had improved.

“From this day, I will feed Tomás from the food we have,” said 
Titu to Carlos.

Carlos looked around and saw Tomás looking past Titu at the 
sleeping Indians. He turned to Titu and said, “Like those plaza 
mitayos, drunk with chicha, you Indians are all lazy. You take so 
much time and move so slowly. You say it is for the mules, but 
I know now that you do it so this boy has an easy walk. Don 
Fernando will hear of this when I return.”
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“You will tell him nothing, Carlos,” said Titu. “We know too 
much about you. And how will you return? There are too many ways 
for you to have an accident. Have you traveled this path often?”

Carlos did not answer.
“Once? Twice? Can you travel it alone? Accidents can happen, 

Carlos. If you disappeared, who would know what happened? 
Do you know it well enough to avoid bandits or los tigres in the 
jungles? And what of the high mountain paths? Can your horse 
climb them without falling? Or your pack horse? And what if one 
of your horses fails you? What then, Carlos? Who will help you? 
You can return in safety with the mule train, Carlos.”

“Ha! I would be safer with a giant snake. I know this trail, Titu.”
Titu said no more, but motioned for the other arrieros to 

continue with the loading. He then went to a pack yet to be loaded 
and returned with some corn and charqui for Tomás.

“Thank you, uncle Titu,” said Tomás, holding his aching side. 
The left side of his face throbbed and felt hot. “Will Carlos speak 
to don Fernando?”

“No. It was a false threat. He knows what happens on the 
trail is not spoken of, unless the goods are affected. Besides, don 
Fernando has no control over me. I belong to la hacienda of don 
Bernardo at Cochabamba. He trusts me for special trips.” He 
was quiet for a moment. “Carlos is like some mestizos. He has a 
Spanish father and an Indian mother. He wants to be Spanish, but 
will never be accepted as one of them. He lives in a world between 
the two races. He despises his Indian blood. If he could he would 
bleed it out of himself. But, of course, that is not possible. So, he 
sees no good in Indians and can be cruel to them. Do nothing 
to offend him. I only came on this trip because a mule kicked 
Lorenzo, the regular leader, injuring him so he could not come. 
Fate brought me here to help my family.”

Titu looked at Tomás with pity in his eyes which contrasted 
with the leathery skin of his face and the muscular toughness of his 
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body. “I can do nothing to help you or stop this punishment. Don 
Fernando knows I am your uncle. He took me aside and warned 
me not to interfere. He even kept me from talking with your father 
and mother, my sister. He did not want them to influence me to 
help you. They only saw me when we left. Don Fernando is a cruel 
man. I can do little to help you.” He pointed to the packhorse. 
“We have a long way to go, a very long way. I have heard don 
Bernardo say that the los llanos hacienda is much too far away 
to be profitable, but the trade continues. It is family. And because 
there is the hacienda in Cochabamba, you are on this trail. You 
must be strong, Tomás. I will be watching, but you must be strong.” 
Titu walked back to the mules to help complete the loading and 
arrange the three trains.

Tomás had barely swallowed the last of his food when Carlos 
yanked him hard by his tied wrists and tied him again to the tail 
of the pack horse, as he had done each morning. “You have caused 
me great trouble. This journey will take much longer than usual 
because of you. And I will be even longer on this trail and away 
from my home. I will do nothing to ease your burden.”

After crossing the wide stream that passed by the settlement, 
one of the mules, which had grown scrawny and had been relieved 
of its burden, began to falter. It struggled on for about a league, 
then wobbled and fell sideways off the path ahead of Tomás. 
The muleteer who trailed the train called for the train to stop, 
dismounted, and looked at the fallen mule. He untied it, pulled 
the next mule up and tied it to the train, leaving the fallen mule 
beside the path. He remounted his mule and the train continued 
on, leaving the stricken animal. Tomás had now seen two mules left 
by the side of the trail. How many will die this way? he wondered.

When Tomás passed by the fallen mule, he heard its last 
labored breaths. Again he resolved not to falter and be left by the 
side of the trail. Not exhaustion or heat or thirst or hunger would 



29PART 1  POTOSÍ

defeat him. It was a brave but ignorant resolve, because he did not 
know what trials he would confront in the future.

After the moon had been full and grew smaller as it returned 
to the evening star, Tomás saw that the sun set into clouds 
covering mountains in the distance. The country about him had 
again become more jungle-like. He had seen the last of the tropical 
grasslands. For three days the train traveled through the jungle 
country. With each step, Tomás feared attack by snakes. At night, 
jungle noises created imagined monsters ready to pounce on him.

Tomás felt some relief when the train pulled him into a town, 
larger than the first, where two roads from the east met and became 
one going west. Stumbling through the town, he saw, for the first 
time, a plaza, surrounded by the best houses and shops, and on one 
side, the church. The train later camped in a meadow by another 
muddy stream, lined with many corrals for mule trains. Two other 
mule trains were already there. He heard men say that they carried 
cotton from Santa Cruz, and he saw the large bags the mules carried. 
As he lay on the grass exhausted, but relieved to be at the end of 
another day, he wondered, Where was Santa Cruz? What was it like 
there? And in this meadow, busy with the activity of the mule trains, 
his fear of the surrounding jungle slowly subsided.

For the first time on his trip Titu fed him a bowl of stew, with 
beef, carrots, and potatoes. “The trail ahead is more difficult. You 
must eat well,” said Titu. The taste reminded Tomás of the chupes 
his mother made. His thoughts of home returned and with them 
came the deep sense of loss and loneliness that he tried to push 
from his thoughts. But as on most nights, he was too exhausted 
to think much of his home and fell asleep listening to the sounds 
of muleteers exchanging news, crickets, braying mules, and the 
tinkling bells of the lead mules.

The next morning seemed like all those before. He woke to 
find the piles of corn, charqui, and a banana provided by Titu. But 



30 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

as Titu had said, he noticed that the trail led steadily upward, and 
the walk behind the horse grew even more strenuous.

Every day after that stop he would see at least one other mule 
train and often more than one. And scattered beside the trail lay 
the carcasses and bones of mules.

For a day, Tomás trod steadily upward. And again the train 
camped in a jungle meadow. The next day he followed the pack 
horse up a long, steep hill. His legs ached, and he did not know if 
he could continue the climb without rest. Just when he thought 
he must simply let the pack horse drag him, the path leveled out. 
With relief, he walked on the summit and glanced briefly behind 
him. Below were the rolling green hills through which he had just 
come. Beyond, the flat purple tropical plains spread to the horizon. 
He wondered if he had just had the last look at the land of his 
youth. Intense loneliness filled him so that his stomach ached, 
eased only by the brief glimpse he had of his uncle far ahead.

Beyond the summit, the red stony path descended rapidly. 
Tomás fought to maintain his footing. To fall and be dragged on 
this path would rip and tear his skin. They wound down through a 
small gorge, across a rushing stream, and entered a hot and steamy 
jungle wood. At night, after the sliver of a waxing moon had sunk 
behind the trees, they stopped.

Another two days of steady climbing followed, after which 
they entered and passed through another town. Tomás found 
walking on the cobblestones difficult and stumbled but never fell. 
For the first time he noticed the stares of those he passed and 
heard their comments.

“What has he done?”
“He looks young to be a criminal.”
“But he must have done something very bad.”
There were other words in an Indian language he did not know.
Within one day the train passed through another village, and 

then began a relentless serpentine trot up and down hill after hill. 
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Higher and higher they climbed. They camped at night by muddy 
streams. Tomás toiled up the paths each day, draining his energy. 
The travel through the grasslands seemed like a walk around la 
hacienda by comparison. At night he was too tired to do anything 
but eat and lie down to sleep. He welcomed the night for the rest 
he needed, but with it came his constant companion, loneliness. 
At night he was alone, always alone. And in deep melancholy, he 
drifted off to sleep with the fading memory of his home.

The next day, they climbed a steep hill to a windy puna, 
plateau, and down a steep path to a large river with the water 
rushing turbulently by. The muleteers stopped the trains and 
studied the current, searching the banks for the best place to cross. 
As he followed the pack horse to the river bank, Tomás heard Titu 
shout to him. “Watch the mules. Cross as they do.” So he watched 
as the mules crossed facing into the stream, bucking the water with 
their chests. His horse did the same, and Tomás, tied behind the 
horse, faced into the stream and tried to keep his feet touching the 
river bottom. Midway through, he lost the battle and his footing. 
He fought to keep his head above water, but repeatedly he was 
dragged under. Gasping and choking, he was pulled up the far 
bank by the horse. But the horse did not stop on the other side. 
Tomás stumbled and gasped along the trail which rose steeply 
from the river bank in a continuing zigzag.

Beyond the river, the land began to change. The flocks of 
parakeets and parrots diminished and then disappeared, as did 
the biting gnats and other insects. Shrub-and cactus-covered hills 
replaced the jungle. Descending a hill, the trail led to a flat, desolate 
valley. Repeatedly, they crossed a meandering river. With the water 
never higher than his waist, his feet had barely dried when they 
crossed again. His torn trousers never dried.

On that day two mule trains going in their direction passed 
them at a trot. Carlos rode his horse up and down the train, yelling 
at the muleteers to hurry, to urge their mules into a trot. Each day he 
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had done the same when mule trains passed them. But the muleteers 
took no notice of Carlos. And the mule train plodded on.

Relieved of the tropical heat and the irritation of its insects, 
Tomás now felt colder after the sun disappeared behind the 
mountains ahead. He did not expect cold, because he had rarely 
experienced it in los llanos. As the train climbed higher into the 
mountains, he suffered severe discomfort at night. He wore the 
same light-weight cotton shirt and trousers he began the journey 
with, and they were now tattered rags, affording no warmth. At 
night he lay shivering uncontrollably under a cloudless sky. His 
nose began to run and drip as he trotted behind the pack horse. 
He could only turn his head and try to wipe it on the sleeve of 
his shirt. The arrieros and Carlos had already taken ponchos from 
their packs and put them on.

After three days of suffering with the cold, Tomás woke in 
the morning to see Titu speaking harshly with Carlos. Titu took a 
blanket from a pack on one of the mules. He cut a slit in the center 
of it with his knife and gave it to Carlos.

Carlos brought the blanket to Tomás and threw it at his feet. 
“Titu said if I did not give this to you, he would make the mules 
go even slower and extend my journey. Put it on like a poncho.”

Tomás had just put his head through the slit in the blanket 
when Carlos dragged him to the pack horse and tied him to its 
tail. The blanket was coarse and scratched him, but immediately, he 
felt warmth coming back into his body. He looked ahead around 
the pack horse, but Titu had already moved out of sight, leading 
the mule train on a spiraling ascent up a barren hill. Tomás silently 
thanked his uncle. But as he struggled on with his nose continuing 
to run, wiping it on the coarse blanket made it red and painful.

The trail rose along the side of a hill flanked below by a valley to 
the left. Tomás fought to keep his feet along the trail, slippery with 
loose rocks. Ahead, another scrawny mule wavered and stumbled. 
The train stopped, the mule untied, its burden transferred, and it 
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was released behind Tomás. When the train moved on, the mule 
tried to follow, but slipped along the trail, let out a mournful bray 
and tumbled over the side, bouncing against rocks as it fell to the 
valley floor below. Would his horse stumble? wondered Tomás. 
Would he be dragged over the side, as his feet slipped on the rocks 
on the trail? If he slipped over the side, could the horse pull him 
back up? Tomas carefully watched his steps, trying not to slip. He 
but glimpsed the beauty of the hills across the valley, variously 
colored in reds and greens. But the scenery meant nothing to him; 
his footing meant everything. And the sure-footed pack horse 
pulled him, while he picked his way carefully with lurching steps.

Descending from the hill, they came to the largest town 
that Tomás yet had seen. He stumbled through cobblestoned 
streets, along a tile-paved plaza surrounded by single-story adobe 
shops displaying cloth of many types and other goods he did not 
recognize. Glancing from side to side, he saw the stares of the 
people, mostly Indian women, their long ponchos a colorful blur. 
A magnificent stone church anchored one side of the plaza. While 
staring at it, Tomás stumbled and fell. The horse dragged him 
across the tiles as he struggled to regain his footing. For the first 
time he heard Quechua, the language of his mother. The voice of 
an Indian woman among a group on the steps of the church carried 
to him like a rock thrown at his heart. “He must have committed 
a great sin.”

The pain in his skinned knees reminded Tomás again to watch 
where he stepped. He saw little else of the town as he studied 
the ground, and the train quickly passed through it to camp on a 
windblown plain by a small stream.

The next day, they crossed the plain and zigzagged up a 
mountain trail, higher and higher, endlessly, it seemed to Tomás. 
His legs ached. Despite inhaling deeply, he could not get enough 
breath. He had never experienced such cold. Not even the blanket 
he wore as a poncho kept him warm. His head hurt. He was 
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miserable and thought he might lie down behind the horse and let 
it drag him to his death. But through a deep-down unexplainable 
desire to live, he kept to his feet. Be brave, he thought, and he 
pressed wearily on. For two days of debilitating toil he struggled 
upward until the train reached the summit and began a long 
descent into the vast plain of Cochabamba valley.

After a day of descent and another trudging beside fields of 
grain and orchards, Titu rode back to him. “I will leave you now, 
but I will find out where you will be and send someone to you.” 
Tomás watched in dismay as Titu rode off.

Carlos, leading the pack horse, separated from the mule train 
near a large hacienda. In sight of la casa grande, he left Tomás 
beside the road, still tied to the pack horse. What could be next? 
wondered Tomas. He had come so far from his home, and he 
feared the future. Emptiness swelled within him again. He sat on 
the ground, hands over his head, still tied to the tail of the horse. 
Drained of hope, he waited. Now, even Titu was gone.

The sun had almost disappeared when Carlos returned and 
led the pack horse with Tomás still tied to it through orchards 
to a large stone hut. He untied Tomás from the horse but left 
his hands tied. Without saying a word, he put Tomás in the dark, 
windowless hut and secured the door. Tomás was now all alone in 
a place he did not know. Hungry, tired, and thirsty as night fell, 
he became very cold. Titu, his protector, was gone, but so was the 
trail and being tied to the horse. As the darkness overtook him, 
he wondered, what did Titu mean when he said he would send 
someone to him?



 

Chapter 5

TOMÁS LAY EXHAUSTED and emaciated on the hard earth 
of the hut, slipping in and out of sleep. He dreamed of snakes 
coiling about him, of steep climbs tied to the tail of a horse, of being 
pulled through raging rivers, of lying shivering on a windswept 
puna. The shivering was no dream. The ache from hunger in his 
belly was no dream. Nor was his thirst.

He woke abruptly from his restless sleep when the door of 
the hut opened. Out of the darkness appeared a small old woman 
carrying a candle-lit lantern, a bowl, and a jar. Startled by her, 
Tomás sat up quickly. She squatted in front of him, set the lantern 
down between them, and spoke softly and slowly in the melodic 
Quechua language. “I am your grandmother, the mother of your 
mother and Titu. He sent me to you. I have brought you some 
food and water.”

Still foggy with sleep, Tomás thought, Am I still dreaming? 
Here in this faraway place I am face-to-face with family, my 
grandmother? He had heard his mother speak of her, but only a 
little, because tears always came to her eyes, and then she became 
silent. Now, he looked intently at his grandmother and saw only 
kindness and sympathy in her face. For a very long time, he had 
seen kindness expressed only in the face of Titu. He fought hard 
to control his emotions, but could not repress the joy he felt, and 
he smiled at her.

He took the bowl from his grandmother, thanked her, and 
began to eat rapidly as if the food would be taken from him. After 
he gulped down the first mouthfuls, his grandmother held his 
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hand and said, “Eat slowly, Tomás. There will be enough to eat 
now. There is no hurry.” He sat back against one wall of the hut and 
savored the taste of the mutton stew with carrots and potatoes, the 
best food he had eaten since he left his home, even better than the 
chupes Titu had given him on the trail. And he had seen two full 
moons on the trail.

While eating, he studied his grandmother in the flickering 
candlelight. She wore a dark blue dress to her knees covered with a 
faded orange-red long-haired overgarment. On her head perched 
a coarse straw hat. She appeared very old with her dark brown, 
wrinkled face. But Tomás saw bright eyes searching him intently. 
He felt at ease for the first time since being dragged from his home. 

He ate all the stew in the bowl and drank his fill of water. 
The food filled his belly, but its warmth could not keep him from 
shivering from the cold night air. His grandmother took the bowl 
from him and noticed his shaking hand. “I will bring you some 
clothes,” she said.

“Thank you, grandmother,” he replied in halting Quechua. He 
was not a talker and had spoken little during the last two months. 
He struggled to recall the Quechua language.

His grandmother smiled. “Your mother taught you our 
language. Titu told me. He told me about your mother and father 
and all of you children each time he returned from los llanos.” 
Tears came to her eyes. “It is not the same as seeing her and her 
children. But now I see you. Did your mother tell you of the high 
country, where she was born and grew to be a woman?”

Slowly he responded, “Yes, but her stories were hard to believe. 
And she would only speak for a short time. Then, she would turn 
away to hide her tears. I think part of her heart is still here.”

His grandmother nodded and sat silently for a moment, while 
she looked at him. “I see her in you,” she said. “Tomás, seeing you 
has made me very happy, but I must leave now. We will have time 
to speak later. Then, you must tell me all you can remember of your 
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mother and father and your brothers and sisters.” She gathered 
the empty bowl and lantern, leaving the water jar, and turned to 
leave but stopped and looked back at Tomás. “Titu saw how you 
suffered on the trail. He said he tried to help, but could do little. 
He was proud of your strength and the family blood you share.” 
She turned, slipped through the door, leaving Tomás in darkness.

Full from the food and comforted by his grandmother, he 
lay down on the dirt in the cold empty hut to sleep. His thoughts 
drifted back to his family, so far away. His grandmother had been 
separated from her daughter, never to see her again. Would he ever 
see his family again? Or would he be like his grandmother, left 
only with memories of them? His thoughts swung between the 
sorrow of the possible loss of his family and the comfort provided 
by his grandmother. In this mental seesaw, he fell asleep.

He awoke as the hut door opened. With the faint light of 
dawn, his grandmother slipped through, leaving the door open for 
light. She brought with her clean but worn clothing: sandals, the 
first he would wear in his life; leggings, which she showed him how 
to wrap on his legs; trousers; a shirt; and a poncho of faded red, 
green, and white stripes. She said, “Tomás, hold out your hands. 
My grandson will not be tied when I am here.” She took a knife 
from a pouch she carried and cut the leather thong binding his 
wrists. “How can you dress with your hands tied? And what will 
they do to an old woman who unties her grandson?” Tomás put on 
the clothes, as his grandmother nodded approvingly.

His grandmother drew corn and dried apricots from the 
pouch and gave the food to Tomás. She then took the old blanket 
from him. “I will clean it and repair the cut in it. You will need it 
to keep out the cold here and on your next journey.”

After she left the hut, and he ate the food, Tomás wondered, 
What did she mean, my next journey? To Potosí? Where is Potosí? 
How far away is it? How will I get there? Would Carlos take me 
tied to the tail of the pack horse? Tomás had no answers.
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His grandmother returned again that day and the next with 
food and water. On the third day, she returned the blanket, clean 
and repaired. And she stayed to talk. “I work in la casa grande now. 
When I was younger, I worked in the fields. Today, no one will 
know I am gone. Tell me about your mother and father and your 
brothers and sisters.” She sat on the dirt floor facing him with the 
light from the open door streaming in.

Tomás began slowly, tentatively, in short Quechua sentences. 
“Los llanos is hot. We all wear loose-fitting clothes, not heavy 
like these.” He touched his poncho. “We do not wear sandals, but  
go barefoot.”

His grandmother shook her head and frowned.
“My father …” He stopped, realizing his grandmother had 

never seen him. “My father wears sandals. He is not tall, but taller 
than I am by this much.” He raised his hand above his head. “And 
he is very strong. He is respected by everyone at la hacienda for his 
knowledge of horses and his hard work. He does not appear old, 
but he has some white hairs in his head. He is kind to our mother 
and to all of us, his children.”

He stopped and looked at his grandmother, but she asked no 
questions. “My mother is thin and beautiful. Everyone says she is 
the most beautiful of all the women at la hacienda. But I do not 
know. She is my mother. My sisters look much like her.”

The grandmother smiled to hear it, but the smile faded when 
she thought of her daughter so far away.

“My two younger brothers are not alike. I wrestle with them 
both and we run races. They both are getting stronger. Hernan, 
the oldest, will be very strong like our father. He is the quiet one. 
Lorenzo, the younger one, is thin and will be taller than both 
Hernan and me. He is always moving, going somewhere, exploring 
la hacienda when he is not working. He can run very fast.”

He looked around the room, remembering, and then back at 
his grandmother. She just smiled and nodded for him to continue. 
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“Isabel, my younger sister, always wants me to tell her stories 
about the horses. Maria, who is named for my mother …” The 
grandmother smiled broadly and nodded. “Maria is only one year 
younger than I am. She worries about me when I work with the 
horses and always tells me to be careful. She always tells me what 
to do. I tell her I already have a mother.” He shook his head.

His grandmother only smiled and nodded.
“My mother makes the most delicious beef chupes. On my 

journey here I missed them so much. Your chupes are so good. I 
see where she learned to cook. My mother is teaching my sisters 
to cook and to spin cotton and to weave it into cloth.” He smiled. 
“I can still see Isabel stick her tongue out to the side when she 
works.” Then his smile faded as he wondered if he would ever see 
his family again.

He described working in the slaughterhouse. “We kill the 
cattle and skin them. The meat is butchered and cut into strips for 
drying in a smokehouse to make charqui. The hides are soaked in 
water and wood ashes, then laid over beams. And we scrape, scrape, 
scrape the remains of the cattle flesh and hair from the hides. The 
hides are dried to make rawhide. That is what is sent here on the 
mule trains. The men say the rawhide is tanned somewhere in 
Cochabamba. I do not know what tanning is. The work we do is 
hot and gory and slimy. It goes on and on until muscles ache and 
hands became raw and red and sore. Everyone in the family does 
that work.”

His grandmother sat up straight and gave Tomás an angry 
look as he described the work. “Field work is hard enough,” she 
said. “We plant, weed, prune, and harvest. We winnow the grain, 
dry the fruit, prepare the grain, nuts, and fruit for the markets. 
We take care of the animals. We prepare food for the table … but 
killing cattle and scraping hides …” She looked at the ground and 
shook her head. Tears dropped on the dirt floor.

Tomás changed the subject. “I like to work with my father in 
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the stables.” He told his grandmother about the work of his father 
with the horses and how he helped him groom, feed, and exercise 
them. But then he stopped. Talk of horses at los llanos brought 
back the horrible memory of his last ride.

“I will send Raphael to see you,” said his grandmother. “He is 
the oldest son of Titu. Did you know?”

“No.”
“Titu has three children. The oldest is a girl, Magdalena, and 

the youngest is also a boy, Justo. Raphael sometimes works with his 
father, with the mules and horses. He is only a little younger than 
you. You may have stories to tell each other.”

The days passed slowly for Tomás. He continued to receive visits 
and food from his grandmother. And soon his cousins and their 
mother visited him. All were shy at first, hesitant to speak. Tomás 
felt that his cousins were forced to visit him. He thought they did 
not want to see him, because they knew about the snake. But his 
aunt spoke kindly without hesitation. Shorter and broader than his 
mother, she told him about la hacienda and the work she and Titu 
did. And Tomás told of the home he had been taken from. Within 
a few days, she had made her children feel comfortable visiting 
with Tomás. The visits were brief, because all the family members 
had work to do on la hacienda.

Each night and after visits from his Cochabamba family, 
Tomás found himself enclosed in darkness. Left alone with his 
thoughts, he paced around the room, feeling along the walls. He 
searched his memory for more experiences of his life in los llanos 
to tell his new family. “You must tell me all about the lives of your 
family from the time they wake in the morning until they go to sleep 
at night,” his grandmother had said. But his memories were fading. 
The faces of his family and friends in los llanos became blurred in 
his mind. He and his grandmother had a shared melancholy each 
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day when the visits ended. Although his grandmother delighted in 
each incident he told her, she knew she was only hearing stories of 
her daughter and grandchildren. She would never see them or be 
with them or touch them. And Tomás was constantly reminded of 
a home he might never see again.

As a welcomed change, Raphael occasionally came alone for 
short visits. At first he felt in awe of Tomás, because he had heard 
about the great snake and the terrible journey Tomás had been 
forced to take. But their mutual shyness quickly disappeared when 
they talked about horses. They had a shared love for horses and 
soon talked freely. Raphael helped his father, Titu, with the mules 
and horses when his father worked at la hacienda between trips. 
“Mules are smarter than horses,” said Raphael one day. “They are 
stronger and more sure-footed. They are better on the trail than 
horses. That is what my father says.”

“I have seen many mules die on the trail,” said Tomás. “But 
the pack horse that pulled me did not.”

“Did he carry a heavy load?”
“He carried a load, and he pulled me.”
“I will ask my father about pack horses.”
That discussion of the merits of horses and mules remained 

unresolved, but the two boys each learned about the life the other 
had, forming a tentative bond. When Tomás asked Raphael if 
he knew about Potosí, Raphael was silent at first, as if he knew 
more than he wanted to tell his cousin. “It is a city high in the 
mountains, where much silver has been mined by mitayos. I do 
not know more.” But when Raphael looked at the ground, Tomás 
could see that he knew more.

What did he know that he would not tell? “Is it far?”
“Yes, very far. Many leagues past Oruro, and that is very far 

from here. My father goes to Oruro often and is gone for three 
weeks or more. But Potosí is no farther than los llanos.”

No farther than los llanos? thought Tomás. Could he walk 
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that far again tied to the tail of a horse? The thought of such 
torture depressed him.

The days continued to pass slowly. Each day and night Tomás 
paced the dark hut, gaining strength. One day a new idea came 
to him. Thinking about it, he could not remain still. Except when 
scraping hides, his entire life had been spent actively outside. The 
confinement in the stone hut suffocated him. He felt he had to get 
out. He had to escape.

During the next two weeks Tomás checked the door when 
his visitors left. He found it open twice during the day and once 
at night. Each time he opened it slightly and peered out, seeing 
only a grove of trees. Later, he found it open after Raphael had 
brought him his evening meal. They had talked again about horses, 
mules, and cattle, working in stables, scraping hides, and working 
in fields. During previous visits, Tomás had asked where the corrals 
were located, how far from the hut, in which direction. He tried to 
sound casual, just making conversation. Much later that night, he 
slipped out of the hut and crept through the darkness and looked 
at the corrals from behind the trees in the grove. Back in the hut 
he made a simple plan. He would save some of his food each day, 
the charqui and dried corn and fruit. When he had enough to last 
a week, he would leave the hut late at night, steal a horse or mule 
and ride to freedom.

But where would he find freedom? Each time Raphael visited, 
Tomás asked him a few questions about the world outside the hut. 
“How large is la hacienda? How far away are mountains? Do they 
have canyons with people? Where is Cochabamba? How big is it? 
Are there villages nearby?” He tried to intersperse his questions 
with their general conversation so that Raphael would not suspect 
his intentions. Each night he checked to see if the door had been 
secured. Each day he paced the hut to gain strength and saved 
more food in a fold of his blanket.

After two more weeks, Tomás left the hut one more time to 
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look around la hacienda, but the braying of a mule as he approached 
the corrals sent him quickly back to the hut. He sat in the hut, 
thinking. Mules bray often. And so, undeterred, he continued to 
prepare for his escape. Finally ready to go, he waited only for the 
door to be left open at night.

Then, both his aunt and his grandmother brought him his 
evening meal. He had begun to eat when his aunt spoke, “In this 
large valley there are many Indian communities, each with its own 
cacique. Where you came from there was only one Indian group 
and one cacique. But that cacique knew everyone in his group. 
And so it is here and for all of this valley and the entire altiplano. 
Every Indian is accounted for by the caciques, the hacendados and 
all the Spanish rulers. No Indian is free to go where he pleases. We 
have seen your footprints outside the hut and the food you save in 
your blanket. Tomás, you cannot escape from here.”

Tomás looked at his aunt with shocked surprise. Was his plan 
so obvious? He should have known to erase his footprints.

“Tomás, if you tried to escape, you would certainly be caught. 
And with your other offense, you would also certainly be killed. 
We have seen it. The Spanish would sentence you to death, tie 
you to the tail of a horse and drag you until you died. Would you  
want that?”

Tomás, looking at the ground, shook his head.
“It would be too horrible for us to bear,” his aunt continued. 

“But even more, they would punish our whole family. We would 
be put to the hardest work and our food decreased. Titu would no 
longer be trusted by el Hacendado. Some of us could also die. Do 
you want that?”

Tomás hung his head and shook it slowly.
“Perhaps,” continued his aunt, “in Potosí there may be an 

opportunity to escape, and you should look for it, but not here.”
Tomás, head down, said, “I would never want to cause you 

trouble. You have been so kind. But … but this place …” He waved 
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his arm around. “I cannot stay here. It …. It …” He could only 
shake his head.

His grandmother had watched him intently. She reached out, 
took his hands, and quietly said, “This place is where the workers 
stay when they pick the fruit. You must learn patience for your 
future trials. This dark place is where you will learn it. This is 
where you must gain inner strength. You must learn to survive in 
small, dark places with walls. You must erase emotion from inside 
yourself. Your journey will take you to a place where you must 
endure many hardships and greater confinement than this.”

What did she know? thought Tomás. What did she know 
about Potosí? About the mines? What am I not being told?

“Now, you must eat all the food we bring and what you have 
saved,” his aunt said. “You must walk the room, push the ground 
with your arms, and gain strength.”

Tomás was extremely discouraged that night after his 
grandmother and aunt left him. Did Raphael tell his mother about 
the questions I asked? he wondered. But he could not ask Raphael, 
because Raphael never visited him again. And Tomás never again 
found the door unlatched after family visits.

Reluctantly, Tomás began to do what his aunt told him to 
do. Each day he ate all the food given him. He paced the hut 
and pushed the dirt floor and walls with his arms. And his 
strength increased. He was no longer a carefree boy. His journey 
to Cochabamba valley had changed him. His plans for escape and 
the inner excitement they brought had been thwarted. Instead, an 
inner strength began slowly growing. He was becoming stoic. No 
one would know his thoughts or feelings unless he chose to reveal 
them. He would show no one that he suffered. If he could survive 
the journey to this hut and its isolation, what could he not survive? 

On a cool morning before the sun had risen, Titu and his 
grandmother came to him. “We leave today,” said Titu. “At the 
end of our journey we will pass through mountains where it will 
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be much colder than this, but for the first days it will be hot.” 
He pulled a leather thong from his belt and said, “Hold out your 
hands. I must tie them again.” Looking into the eyes of Tomás, he 
said. “You know I do not wish to do this.”

Tomás nodded. He trusted Titu as his protector.
“I will bring your poncho and blanket. We go now.”
Titu led Tomás through the orchard to the large stable and 

corral Tomás had seen late on the nights when he left the hut to 
explore la hacienda. Beside the corrals a mule train stood ready to 
leave. Some mules brayed and stomped their feet. Others stood in 
docile silence. “We are taking dried apricots, wheat, and almonds 
to Oruro. That is where we take all the farm produce. We will meet 
there with el capitán enterador from this region, who takes the 
selected Indians from his village to the mines of Potosí. He has 
already left, but we will find him in Oruro where he meets with a 
large group of mitayos who march to Potosí from Chucuito in the 
north by the great Lago Titicaca.”

Tomás understood none of what his uncle said. What is this 
city of Potosí, and where is it? What is el capitán enterador? What 
are Chucuito and Lago Titicaca? What was happening to him now?

Titu tied the hands of Tomás to a rope and then tied the 
rope to a saddle on a mule at the rear of the train. “I will ride that 
mule,” said Titu. “You must walk and run with the train.” Tomás 
looked at him. Run? he thought as he stood three varas behind the 
mule. He glanced around him and saw his grandmother, aunt, and 
cousins standing at the edge of the corral, away from the activity. 
One hand of his grandmother shaded her eyes from the rising sun, 
the other wiped tears streaming down her face.

Tomás felt a sudden emptiness in his stomach. Would he see 
his grandmother, cousins, and aunt again, or would they become 
only memories? But he had no time to think, only react.

The mule train started at a brisk walk, and Tomás walked 
quickly behind it. He looked back, but his grandmother was 
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hidden by the corral. As the train passed la casa grande it broke 
into a trot. Tomás ran to keep pace with it and not be dragged by 
the mule Titu rode. In all the weeks he traveled with the mule train 
to Cochabamba valley, that mule train had never trotted, although 
he had seen others do so. He ran as fast as he could. Pacing in the 
hut had strengthened him, but not to run behind a trotting mule 
train. Titu let his mule drift slightly back from the train, but he 
yelled at Tomás, “Keep up. Run, Tomás.” After a league, Tomás 
felt that he could run no more. He could not catch enough breath. 
His legs ached. But the mule train trotted on, up a slight hill, and 
Tomás faltered.

Titu yelled at him, “Run, Tomás.”
Tomás stumbled, fell back so that the rope became taut and 

pulled out his arms. He strained to keep up, even as Titu eased 
up the pace of his mule. “Do not quit!” yelled his uncle over his 
shoulder. But Tomás continued to falter as he reached the top of 
the hill and staggered down the other side.

Ahead, the lead Indian, Marcos, slowed the train and stopped 
it. Titu got off his mule and went to Tomás, who stood stooped 
over, gasping for breath.

Titu cut the rope and cord that bound Tomás. He put his 
hands on the shoulders of Tomás and said, “Sit, Tomás, we are 
now free from the sight of those at la hacienda. You need to run 
no more.”

Titu removed the burden from one of the mules in the train 
revealing a saddle that had been hidden there. Tied to the saddle were 
the blanket and poncho he had taken from Tomás that morning.

Tomás stood and walked over to the saddled mule.
“You will ride that mule,” yelled Titu as he and Marcos put the 

load on one of the spare mules and repositioned them in the train.
“It is old and gentle,” Marcos shouted with a smile as he rode 

past Tomás to the head of the train.
Tomás looked back in wonder at Titu, who now mounted his 
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mule at the rear of the train. His uncle had eased his journey to la 
alta hacienda and now had given him a mule to ride. Such kindness 
seemed unbelievable. No longer a bound walking slave but now a 
rider, Tomás yelled out, “Thank you,” to his uncle and to Marcos. 
He quickly mounted the mule, patting its neck and thanking it, 
too. With the morning sun at his back, Tomás rode as a free man, 
protected by Marcos in front and Titu behind. For the first time 
in months, he felt released from anxiety. But not completely. Deep 
down inside himself, many questions remained unanswered.



 

Chapter 6

TOMÁS BOUNCED in the saddle of the trotting mule, gazing 
in wonder at the scene around him. Marcos led the train and Titu 
ranged up and down it on an untethered mule. The rising sun 
shone through a cloudless, brilliant blue sky. To the northwest a 
large, snow-fringed peak rose above the surrounding mountains. 
Raised in a lush tropical country, flat and hemmed in by vegetation, 
Tomás scanned the country, astonished by the vast open spaces. 
He no longer followed the butt of a horse, watching carefully 
where he put his feet and seeing little except by glimpses from  
side to side.

The train traveled much faster than on the trip to 
Cochabamba valley. Turning south, they rode alongside a stream 
and in mid-afternoon passed quickly through a small town. At 
evening they passed through another town and turned west into 
a wind that never stopped blowing during the entire trip. They 
followed a wide, sandy riverbed, covered with large rocks and 
boulders. Sand and dust pelted them. They put on their ponchos 
and pulled them up to protect their faces as they squinted into 
the setting sun. That night they camped beyond the town in the 
river bed behind a large rock that partially blocked the wind. 
Nearby meandered a small stream with patches of grass along 
its banks. “In the rainy season this becomes a great river, but 
now we can safely stay here by this small stream,” yelled Titu 
above the roar of the wind, as he and Marcos set up lean-tos for 
wind breaks. “Tonight we need not worry about the water, only  
the wind.”
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After unloading the mules and hobbling them so they could 
graze but not run away, the three ate a chupe of potatoes, charqui, 
rice, carrots, and grit from sand blown in it. Tired from the work of 
the day, they rolled up in their blankets as a further protection from 
the wind, which meant little to Tomás. He felt free and content 
for the first night since he rode the colt out into the grasslands of 
Los Llanos.

After that first day, Titu positioned Tomás at the end of the 
train. “From now you will learn to be a muleteer and work for your 
ride.” Tomás smiled and thought, Yes! a muleteer.

For three days the mule train traveled beside the river on a 
trail that dodged around large rocks. They wrapped their ponchos 
around them and cloths around their faces for protection against 
the wind gusts that pelted them with sand. They stopped for rests 
at green areas that sprouted up along the riverbed, where the grass 
suppressed the grit blown by the wind. Desolate brown hills rose 
on each side in a vast empty country with only the green areas and 
mule trains to give it life, but it fascinated Tomás. Exploring with 
his eyes and working as a muleteer kept his mind from his home 
and family.

Each morning and night Tomás helped to load and unload 
the mules and care for them. He led them to water, hobbled 
them near grass for feeding, and curried their coats, all practices 
familiar to him from his work with horses. He learned how 
to load the bundles on the carrying racks, balance them and 
tie them securely. He became acquainted with each animal 
and the friend of most. Some bit and kicked. They would take 
more time to become his friend. Tomás worked carefully, 
though, and was never bitten or kicked. He liked these animals. 
Perhaps Raphael was correct when he talked about mules. They 
were strong and intelligent, maybe better suited to the trail  
than horses.

They met other mule trains on the trail going to Oruro, or 
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opposite them to Cochabamba and south to Chuquisaca. From 
his seat on his mule, Tomás watched them carefully. At a distance 
from the other trains, he could see how other muleteers loaded 
them, how they arranged the mules, how fast they drove the train, 
and how they treated the mules. He stored this information in his 
memory as he began to feel like a muleteer.

The train crossed the stream, where it flowed from the north, 
and toiled west up and down along the sides of barren brown hills, 
spotted only with dried bunch grass. “We must travel swiftly,” said 
Titu. “There is no pasture for the mules on this trail. We carry no 
fodder for them. They will grow very thin, and some will die from 
their burden and lack of food.”

At midmorning of the seventh day, the mule train climbed 
along the trail with a large hill rising to the right and a steep valley 
to the left. Through the dirt thrown up by the mules, Tomás saw 
one of the old and thin spare mules ahead wobble and shake. Titu 
and Marcos stopped the train and placed the ailing mule at the 
end behind Tomás, but did not tether it. It staggered to keep pace 
with the train, but the distance separating the struggling animal 
from the train increased.

High above the laboring mule soared a condor, the first Tomás 
had ever seen. Then another and another joined the first, circling, 
circling. Tomás thought of the words his mother had often spoken 
to him, “I dreamed of a condor soaring above the Sierra when I 
carried you in my pregnancy. You will be a great man.” Sadness 
swept over him as he thought of his home growing steadily farther 
and farther away. Thinking of his fate, he did not feel that he would 
be a great man.

Later, looking back, he saw the tiny figure of the old mule far 
below. It stumbled and fell to its knees. As it tried to stand, it fell 
off the trail into the valley below. The three condors spiraled down 
after it. Tomás had seen mules fall before, but this one had been 
gentle with him. He had loaded it, stroked it; and talked to it. Its 
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death brought back the terrible memories of his early morning 
ride with the beloved colt, and his sadness increased.

The train strained on, stopping only occasionally to rest 
the mules. The weary plodding amplified the sorrow of Tomás 
and his thoughts of los llanos and home. But at one of the rest 
stops, he remembered that his grandmother had told him he 
must not show emotion. To not show emotion, he thought, he 
must put aside memories of home. He tried to stop thinking of 
the past, and when his home would come to mind, he turned 
his attention back to the work he had to do and the scene  
around him.

Such mental discipline was not easy. At night, millions of 
stars shone in the black sky. They seemed to crowd the sky for 
space, so many were the brilliant specks of light. He clearly 
saw the great river of stars that crossed the sky. His mother 
had told him they brought water to the earth. He turned his 
thoughts away from what his mother had told him. Instead, 
he wondered how the water flowed from the stars to the earth. 
How did it flow to los llanos? He fell asleep putting thoughts 
of los llanos away and thinking about what he had seen that 
day, a vast open country that made him feel freer than he ever  
had before.

On the last night on the trail, after the mules had been cared 
for and the three had eaten, Titu took Tomás away from the 
campfire to sit by the bundles of produce. Titu sat silently for a 
while, seeking the words he needed. “We will soon be in Oruro, 
where I have much business. I may not have time to talk with you 
there.” He leaned against a bundle and looked at Tomás through 
the darkness of the night. “There are some things I must tell you, 
but are difficult to say.” He searched for the right words.

Tomás waited patiently for him to continue.
“You must understand that you can never return to los llanos. 

You will never be accepted again at la hacienda there. You will 
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never see your family again. You will never see me or my family 
or your grandmother again, because you will not be accepted at 
either hacienda. If you try to return you will be caught and killed, 
and your family will be punished.” Titu stopped talking to let his 
words work their way into the heart of Tomás.

Tomás slumped forward, putting his hands to his head, hiding 
his face, saying nothing. He now faced his greatest fear, which 
before he would not let himself believe. But because Titu had said 
it, he knew it was true.

“The mines at Potosí,” continued Titu, “eat mitayos. Every 
year many of those who go never return. You must know this. You 
must protect yourself while you are there. Your only hope is to 
escape. And you must go to some new place to live, because you 
have no village to return to. I do not know how you can do it, but 
you must find a way.”

They did not speak for a long time. Tomás still bent over, 
holding his head, shaking it back and forth. Could anything 
change what he had just heard?

While Tomás struggled with thoughts of his future, Titu 
walked over to a pack by the campfire and brought back a small bag 
of leaves. “We are in the high country now. Chew these. They will 
help your strength and keep hunger away in the higher mountains.”

Tomás took them, thanking Titu. He chewed some leaves 
the next day, but disliking the taste, spat them out and did not 
chew any more. He did not need them, he thought. He felt strong, 
and, with the food Titu gave him, he was not hungry. Worse than 
hunger, he felt empty of hope.

At first, the words of Titu stabbed deep into him. He thought 
of little else the next day as the trail climbed to the top of a hill. 
Ahead, a vast brown plain spread out below. In the distance 
appeared the tiny speck of Oruro. At that moment, he felt like 
a small leaf at the mercy of the constant wind, blown first here, 
then there, covered with dust that might at any time bury him. 
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He would never see his family again. He would be completely 
alone. He must escape from Potosí. What did that mean? He felt 
desperate. What could he do? How could he survive? How could 
he live? Then the words of his father returned to him. “Be brave. 
Bear your burdens in silence and look for ways to ease them.” And 
the words of his grandmother, “Show no emotions.” They were 
preparing him. Even though he would never see them again, and 
their faces would fade from memory, they were still with him with 
their words. And Titu, riding behind him, comforted him, even if 
he would be with him only for a short time.

The mule train zigzagged for hours down the mountain. 
The thoughts of Tomás swung back and forth with the trail from 
acceptance of his fate to denial. I will escape from Potosí as Titu 
said. And then …. And then … I will become a muleteer! He 
delighted in the thought. I will be older and look different. I will 
change my name. No one will know the old Tomás. I will go from 
Oruro to Cochabamba and then to …. What was that place?  
Oh, …yes. I will go to Santa Cruz. It is near los llanos, I think. I 
will disguise myself and sneak back to los llanos and see my family 
in secret. Then, he remembered the jungles and shuddered. Would 
I really look different when I am older? Would I be caught? Would 
I endanger my family? And so it went, back and forth until the 
train emerged from the reddish brown hills into a large infertile, 
dusty plain.

With the sun in their eyes, they rode at a trot across the 
plain, the city gradually growing in size. In the late afternoon 
they passed a few small herds of sheep nibbling the sparse 
edible grass. Titu pointed to the north. In the distance tents and  
lean-tos stood scattered about the plain. Tiny figures of people 
and strange animals moved among the temporary shelters. “Some 
of the Potosí mitayos have already arrived. Your capitán enterador 
must be there,” said Titu. Tomás looked intently at the distant 
scene until it became hidden by red-tiled adobe buildings that 
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stood scattered beside a road they now traveled along. They had 
entered Oruro. He looked ahead at the looming city and wondered,  
What next?



 

Chapter 7

AS THE TRAIN ENTERED Oruro, it passed squat, dusty 
homes and buildings standing side-by-side on both sides of the 
wide road. Side roads intersected the one they traveled on. When 
they passed a large road, Titu yelled, “The royal road.”

Hot and wind-blown, they entered the center of Oruro, and 
Titu slowed the train to a walk. This was the largest city Tomás 
had ever seen. His anxiety about his future increased as he looked 
about him, amazed at every unfamiliar sight. Occasional houses of 
stone mixed with those of adobe. Red-tiled roofs predominated, 
with thatching covering a few here and there. Ahead, stalls with 
flapping dull white canopies indicated an open-air market. Far in 
the distance, Tomás could see a large stone cathedral and other 
large buildings surrounding the plaza. Except for the plaza area, 
Oruro was a flat, dusty city.

Indians and mestizos wearing colorful clothing, dulled by the 
dust, milled about everywhere. A few Spanish women dressed in 
black walked quickly along the streets and among the stalls of the 
market. Tomás stared at strange animals he had not seen before. 
They had long necks, with heavy, tan, brown, and spotted coats and 
carried burdens at a leisurely gait, while their caretakers walked 
beside them. Bells at the throats of the animals signaled their 
approach, and some had ribbons in their ears.

“Llamas,” said Titu, seeing Tomás staring at the animals. 
“They are well suited to this high country. They can live on the 
sparse vegetation and travel for long distances without water. 
You will see many from now on. But they are slow. So those who 
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transport large amounts of goods prefer mules, which are much 
faster and can carry heavier loads.”

He suddenly kicked his mule, cracked his whip, and raced to 
the front of the mule train. “Use your whip, Tomás!” he yelled back. 
In the far distance men dressed in black jackets and breeches ran 
in front of a large building by the plaza, their sombreros flying off 
their heads to lie on their backs.

Tomás cracked his whip, and the train bolted into a trot. 
To his left from a side road burst a large mob of men, some 
wearing ponchos, others in shirts and vests. They carried clubs and 
machetes. Two men on horseback, swords at their belts, led them. 
They dressed plainly; ponchos, flapping in the wind, covered their 
clothes. Their horses were outfitted magnificently, however, with 
braided harnesses, silver rings, and carved wooden stirrups inlaid 
with silver. Silk blankets fell to the flanks of the horses, covering 
the saddles. One man glanced arrogantly over at Tomás and 
touched the hilt of his sword. Tomás looked far ahead at the men 
dressed in black, where a few uniformed soldiers carrying lances 
ran to join them.

Titu turned the mule train to the right into a crossroad. “Go 
wide,” he yelled at Tomás. The train arced into the crossroad. A 
Spanish woman, dressed in black, backed into a doorway and 
shook her fist at Tomás as he passed her. Another woman in a 
long, flapping colorful overgarment, pushed a young girl against a 
building wall. Then the train slowed to a walk. The mob had passed 
the road on its way to the heart of the city.

At another crossroad, Titu turned the train to the left and led 
it several blocks to a long stone warehouse building with adjacent 
stone-walled corrals. After they stopped by the building and a 
corral, he rode back to Tomás. “You did well. You are becoming a 
muleteer.” And he smiled.

While they unloaded the bundles and carried them into 
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the warehouse, Tomás asked Titu, “What happened? Who are  
those men?”

“Those two on horses are brothers, criollos, Spaniards born 
in this country. They control the city and have already robbed its 
treasury. They hate the European Spanish and el Corregidor, the 
governor. The men in black and the soldiers are in the employ of el 
Corregidor, who is from Spain, appointed by the King.”

“But why do these two Spanish hate each other?” asked Tomas.
“El Corregidor comes here as a governor but only to enrich 

himself and take his wealth back to Spain. Los criollos resent that 
he takes wealth from here to Spain. Both are greedy. Gangs support 
el Corregidor and war against those who support los criollos and 
mine owners. Criollos and Europeans fight each other, and the 
Indians suffer. This is a most dangerous, lawless, and corrupt city. 
You must be careful here, Tomás.”

“How do these Spanish become wealthy?” asked Tomás.
Pointing his hand at the setting sun, Titu said, “Much silver 

has been taken from the hills we saw beyond the city to the west 
and from the river that flows by there. The royal treasury is in this 
city. It is guarded by the soldiers and men in black employed by the 
governor. The criollos and mine owners believe he steals from the 
treasury and charges them too much for taxes.”

“But why did they fight today?”
“Who knows what caused this confrontation? Perhaps only 

a slight thing, an insult, maybe. It takes little for the two to fight 
each other. We could not be in the middle of a fight. I must protect 
our goods.”

With the cargo unloaded, the mules were placed in a corral 
to be fed and watered. Titu said in disgust, “With all their wealth, 
el Corregidor and other officials have not improved this city.” His 
face showed anger as he pointed to the heart of the city. “Instead, 
they hoard their wealth or spend it on their person, on outfits 
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for their horses, on banquets and travels. And they impose great 
burdens on the Indians.”

“How are the Indians burdened?” asked Tomás.
“Many are now toiling in the mines. They are taxed more than 

the royal law. They are forced to serve in la mita far beyond the 
required time and are not paid the four reales a day that is due  
to them.”

“Are the mine workers all mitayos?”
“Not all. Some were mitayos and continued to work in the 

mines when their mitayo service ended. They had no other work 
for pay or anywhere else to go. Some miners are from families 
who have been miners for many years. The Spaniards have mitayos 
working everywhere. Those working in the city are called plaza 
mitayos. They all have to work too hard.” He kicked at the dirt and 
turned toward a group of Indians in the corral.

He spoke to the Indians in a harsh language that Tomás did 
not understand. Returning to Tomás, Titu said, “These Indians 
are from this city. They are Aymaráns. When the Incas conquered 
this land, they let the local Indians keep their language. The Inca 
language, Quechua, which your mother taught you and we speak, 
did not spread this far. You will hear this language from here to 
Potosí. You should learn some of its words.” He looked at the 
warehouse. “I must now go to meet the agent of el Hacendado and 
do business to sell the produce. Work with Marcos to feed, water, 
and curry the mules.” He turned and entered the warehouse.

The different people, the many buildings, the fighting 
groups, the new language to learn, the new animals, confused and 
perplexed Tomás so that he wanted to hold his head, close his eyes, 
and return to los llanos. But he knew he could not do that. Despite 
his feeling of hopeless loss and dread of his future, he continued 
to show nothing of his feelings, say nothing, but only do his work 
with the mules, observe the bustling activity around him, and try 
to understand it.
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After the goods had been inspected and reckoned, Titu 
returned to the corral where Tomás and Marcos were currying the 
mules and checking their health. “The goods are secure,” he said. 
“Tonight we protect the mules. Even though he is very wealthy 
from his corruption, el Corregidor has a band of mitayos who steal 
mules in the name of the King and then resell them to the original 
owners. Because healthy mules are rare here, the owners have no 
choice but to buy them back at high prices. It is only one of his 
many corruptions. Tonight, we stay in the corral, armed with clubs 
to fight any thieves who come.”

When night came, Titu armed Tomás with a club and a 
machete carried in a belt. “Do not use it,” said Titu, “unless 
someone attacks you with one. It is a dangerous weapon and can 
kill. The men who come are thieves, but they are not killers.”

The three Indians began their vigil sitting against a stone 
wall in a corner of the corral, watching the corral gate and for 
any disturbance among the animals. They munched on dried corn, 
charqui, and dried apricots as hour followed hour. Tomás fought 
to stay awake after such a long day of riding and work. A few 
hours before dawn, his head nodding, his eyes opened widely 
after a poke by the elbow of Titu, who pointed at shapes of men 
skulking outside the corral and moving toward its gate. Titu stood 
and quietly walked to the gate. Tomás and Marcos followed. Titu 
raised his club and banged it loudly against a gate railing. “Hipólito, 
is that you and your drunken thieving friends?”

“Titu, is that you?” came the reply. “We only take a night walk 
to our homes.”

“And tomorrow the sun will not rise for you, if you try your 
tricks here. We have waited for you, and we are many with weapons. 
Leave now, or risk your life.”

No response came.
“We guard the gate,” whispered Titu. “They cannot take the 
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mules unless they can open the gate. Watch the walls. They will 
come over the walls.”

Silence followed for a few minutes. “Look, three climb over 
the back wall,” said Marcos.

“Three more over the side wall,” said Titu. “They will drive the 
mules to the gate, try to crush us or make us jump over the gate.”

“I will drive the mules back at them,” said Marcos. He yelled 
and waved his club over his head. The mules began to mill about. 
Titu and then Tomás also yelled. But there were more thieves than 
the three of them, and the mules were forced toward the gate.

Two of the thieves jumped back over the wall and were soon 
outside the gate, trying to open it. Instinctively, Titu jumped up on 
the gate and swung his club down, striking one of the thieves on 
his shoulder. The thief yelled and fell away from the gate. Another 
thief jumped on the gate and swung a club down at Tomás. Tomás 
did not see him, but felt himself suddenly pulled and thrown on 
his back to the ground. He looked up to see Marcos swing his club 
at the bandit as he jumped back down from the gate.

Moments later, two shapes jumped back over the wall and 
yelled at their companions. “They are only three.” The thieves knew 
now that they outnumbered the defenders. They massed together 
inside the corral near one of the walls and charged the gate.

“Separate them and take them one at a time, if you can,” 
Titu yelled hoarsely to Marcos and Tomás. One of the attackers 
charged out in front of the others. Titu and Marcos stepped out 
to meet him. Marcos swung his club at the head of the man, but 
the attacker blocked it with his club. Titu swung low, striking the 
thief in his midsection. The man slumped to the ground gasping 
for breath. Marcos struck him on the head, and he lay still. But the 
others reached the defenders. A melee of swinging clubs, blocked 
thrusts, near misses, scrapes, and body blows ensued. Mules milled 
about away from the fight.

While Titu and Marcos swung their clubs into the mob, one 
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attacker separated Tomás from the edge of the group. When the 
man hesitated, Tomás swung wildly at him with his club and missed 
as the man jumped back. The man hesitated again and Tomás 
could see that his attacker appeared old, but stocky and powerful. 
He carried a machete. He moved around, backing Tomás toward 
the other attackers. Tomás reached his hand for the machete at his 
belt just as the attacker swung his machete wildly and staggered. 
Tomás jumped to one side and swung his club again, striking the 
man on his hand and knocking the machete to the ground.

This man is drunk, thought Tomás. He reached back with his 
club to strike again, but the man leaped at him and grabbed his 
arms, shaking the club from his hand. He then grabbed Tomás 
around the neck and tried to wrest the machete from his belt. 
Tomás held the hand of the man to keep him from taking the 
weapon. The breath of the attacker smelled of chicha. Tomás felt 
suffocated, caught in a grip from which he could not escape. He 
thought of the colt in the grip of the snake and struggled in panic. 
He felt helpless but continued to struggle more desperately. He 
dropped suddenly to the ground, hoping to turn the man over, but 
the man held tight. Tomás could not breathe, his strength gone. 
Suddenly, the man released his hold and lay still.

Lying on the ground, his attacker limp beside him, Tomás 
choked and gasped for breath. As he sucked in deeply and his 
breath began to come again, he looked around to see what had 
happened and for his club. Titu now faced two men, and a third 
rushed at him. Two more climbed down from the wall and raced 
toward the fight. Marcos swung his club at two others, while one 
lay groaning on the ground. Tomás jumped up, picked up his 
club and yelled, “More are coming.” He ran to meet the new man 
attacking Titu. But that man struck one of the attackers on the 
side of his head. The attacker yelled and fell to the ground. Tomás 
turned to face the two new attackers, coming from the wall.

“No, Tomás,” yelled Titu. “Wait. They are friends.”
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Tomás turned toward him just as Marcos brought his club 
down on one of the attackers who had turned toward the wall, 
while three others scurried over it.

Titu and Marcos, panting with exertion, greeted their friends 
warmly with smiles and embraces.

“We are glad you came, but did you have to wait so long?” said 
Titu, smiling, but holding his shoulder where he had been struck.

“We, too, watched for the thieves when we heard the noise,” 
said one. “And we knew the thieves were here. Mariano woke up 
some of the sleepy ones, and then we came.”

“Mariano?” said Titu, who, looking around, found a tall, lean 
Indian among the group, the same man who had clubbed one of 
his attackers. “I did not recognize you in the dark. Tomás,” and 
he looked at Tomás, “Mariano felled the man holding you.” He 
looked again at Mariano. “Where have you come from? How long 
will you be here? Where do you go from here?”

Mariano hesitated. “I only visit. I am on another journey.”
“Another journey?”
“In two days I go to Potosí.”
“Potosí? But why? Are you to carry silver from there to Oruro?”
Mariano hesitated again. “I am now a mitayo.”
“A mitayo! But how can that be?” said Titu in astonishment. 

“Did José Gabriel not protect you?”
“He could not. He is in Lima, and the cacique of my village, 

who is an old man, had few men to select from to meet his quota. 
It is my fate.”

“It is a terrible fate. My nephew, Tomás, also goes there.” 
He pushed Tomás in front of him to meet Mariano. To Tomás 
he said, “Mariano is also a muleteer, working for the great José  
Gabriel Condorcanqui.”

Mariano took the arm of Tomás and said, “Then, we are 
brother muleteers … and mitayos.”
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When Titu said nothing about Tomás not being a muleteer, 
Tomás also said nothing. He liked the sound of it.

The muleteers then dragged the three thieves, who lay 
unconscious on the ground, outside the corral. Those who came to 
help in the fight returned to their corrals to watch for more trouble, 
though they did not expect any more that night. Titu told Tomás 
that he had many duties the next day and that Marcos would watch 
for more attackers who might come during the remainder of that 
night. He and Tomás could now sleep. He took Tomás to a corner 
of the corral, made a straw bed, and they both were soon asleep.

When Tomás woke, the sun had already risen. Titu and 
Marcos had fed and watered the mules. Titu brought some dried 
corn and apricots to Tomás. “The thieves have gone,” he said. 
“They leave like timid sheep. At night they wear the skin of los 
tigres when they are many, but they remain sheep. They are only 
brave when there is no opposition. They will not return tonight. 
They know there are too many of us. But beware of such cowards, 
Tomás. Do not turn your back on them. That is when they will 
strike.” He turned to go. Then turned back. “Today, I must go into 
the city to arrange for goods to be brought back to la hacienda. 
Often el hacendado and sometimes other family members come 
to do the buying, but this time they have provided me with written 
lists for the agent. Later, we will look for el capitán enterador who 
came from the valley near Cochabamba.”

Tomás had little to do after caring for the mules with 
Marcos. He rested in the shade of the warehouse, listening to the 
muleteers exchange news of the road while they waited for loads 
for their next journey. One old Indian said, “I will be going to  
Chuquisaca tomorrow.”

“Then you will be going the way we came yesterday for the 
first part of your journey,” said Marcos. “The wind will be at  
your back.”
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“La Plata?” said a young Indian. “I have not been there. I have 
heard it is a pleasant place.”

“Ha!” said the old Indian. “It is Chuquisaca. It will always be 
Chuquisaca. And no place is pleasant, except the road. That is the 
only place where we can have some freedom.”

“Yes,” said another. “I will be going north, to La Paz, and 
maybe to Puno and as far as Cuzco, but that is uncertain.”

“I have been to Cuzco, but only once,” said another. “It is a 
large and grand city.”

“I have been there often,” said Mariano, “and along the royal 
road beside Lago Titicaca.” After a pause, he said, “and to Lima, 
where José Gabriel is at this time seeking an end to la mita. It is my 
hope he succeeds.” Mariano said no more, but sat in moody silence.

The conversation continued with the telling of places where 
the muleteers had been and speculation about future journeys. 
Tomás sat looking from one man to another, perplexed by a 
geography he knew nothing about, but eager to hear more about 
the faraway places.

When Titu returned that night after he had arranged to pick up 
clothing, fabric, household goods, and some of the latest European 
imports that had been previously ordered by el hacendado and his 
family, he said to Tomás, “Tomorrow afternoon, when I return 
from town, I must take you to el capitán enterador. You saw the 
camps. The many Indians coming from Chucuito are approaching. 
The reports are that they will arrive near Oruro tomorrow evening, 
and el capitán will join them for the journey to Potosí.”

The next day, late in the afternoon, he and Tomás saddled 
two mules, and he bundled up supplies in two packs for Tomás 
which he tied behind the saddles. The bundles held a change of 
clothes; some dried corn, potato flour, charqui, dried apricots, and 
almonds; and a pouch of coca leaves.

Titu hesitated for a moment, then took a cloth pouch and a 
small leather cord from his saddle bag. He handed the pouch to 
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Tomás. “It contains coca, the leaf I gave to you to chew to survive 
the high altitude. I saw you spit it out before, but now you will 
need it on your journey and in the mines at Potosí. Also, there 
are two pesos in there to buy more. I had saved them for other 
purposes, but you will need them more than I will. Tie the pouch 
around your waistband. There is a large pouch with more coca in 
the bundles that contain the food and clothing.”

Tomás did as he was told and said, “Thank you, uncle Titu. You 
have been very kind to me.” These last twelve days had been among 
the best in his life, despite the hard work they entailed. Hard work 
was not new to him, but freedom was. He found freedom on the 
trail, as the old Indian had said the previous day. The freedom and 
wide expanse of country gave him new life. That freedom appeared 
now to be quenched. His thoughts returned to his lost past and 
frightening future.

“I must again tie your hands, Tomás,” said Titu. “You know I 
do not wish it.” Then he began to speak but stopped. He had said 
everything to Tomás he needed to say.

The two rode silently side by side, the setting sun to their 
backs. Apprehension and fear began to envelop Tomás. His 
thoughts returned to the long trail ride from his home in los llanos 
to Cochabamba. Would he now face a similar ordeal? Would he 
again be tied to the tail of a horse? What would he do without 
Titu to protect him? All these terrible speculations raced through 
his mind.

With the city behind them, they arrived at the campsite in a 
flat, dry area east of the royal road. Several tents and lean-tos stood 
scattered about the plain, set up by early arrivals. In the distance to 
the north amidst a dust cloud plodded a rabble of hundreds, single 
men primarily, but also whole families. An immense number of 
llamas and smaller animals that looked like them accompanied the 
group. The travelers looked forlorn, extremely tired, and defeated.

“They are like the locusts that swarm from the south, coming 
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sometimes as far north as Cochabamba, devouring everything in 
their path,” said Titu. “This throng does the same, except they come 
from Chucuito in the north and travel to Potosí in the south. Each 
year the march is repeated with new locusts. But these locusts are 
forced to make their journey. They have no choice.”

Tomás looked at him quizzically, then at his tied hands. He 
looked again at the approaching crowd with a sense of dread. His 
head hurt and he did not feel well. He would soon become one of 
the locusts. He looked frantically around, wanting to run, but he 
had nowhere else to go.



 

Chapter 8

TOMÁS RODE BESIDE Titu into the broad, barren plain east 
of Oruro. Scattered groups of tents and lean-tos flapped in the 
dying wind. Men and some women cooked their evening meals 
over llama dung fires. Other men tended their llamas and alpacas. 
A few children ran around the tents and lean-tos. Some men sat 
on the ground, resting. Others simply stared at nothing. Out of the 
dust cloud to the north, groups emerged to unload their animals 
and set up camps for the night.

Tomás had never seen so many people and those strange 
animals which seemed greater in number than the people. He 
looked around apprehensively, feeling uneasy among the hustle 
and confusion of the throng of strangers. Among this mass of 
people was el capitán enterador, who would take him to Potosí. 
He saw no horses, so he could not be tied to one and dragged. 
But would he be beaten or starved? he wondered. Would he be 
treated kindly like Titu had treated him? Amidst the chaos, he 
remembered the third instruction of his father. “Find others with 
hardships like yours and help them. That will make your burden 
easier.” Around him he saw many people, all bound for Potosí, 
who would share his hardships. But would he be accepted or be an 
outcast? How could he help them when he did not know them? 
With his uncertain future and feeling unwell, he did not think he 
could even help himself.

Titu led the way first to one group, then another, then another, 
seeking el capitán, looking for groups that were not just arriving. 
He stopped at a fourth group of tents and lean-tos where men, 
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some with families, were well settled in their camp. Their animals 
grazed on the sparse grass under the watch of some men and boys. 
A few other men sat in front of their shelters, while some women 
worked over a fire with a cook pot and griddle.

Titu spoke to one of the men, who pointed to a man sitting 
in front of the largest tent. Titu went to him, dismounted from his 
mule. “I am looking for Antonio Calisoyo.”

“You have found him,” and a stout man, taller than Titu stood. 
He bore himself regally in his bright poncho of fine and intricate 
weave as though he were accustomed to being respected. He 
looked at Titu questioningly, as Titu handed him a paper.

“Can you read Spanish?” asked Titu.
The man appeared insulted. “Yes, of course.” But Titu knew 

that few Indians could read.
Upon reading the letter, the man exclaimed in Spanish, “This 

is an outrage!” Antonio began pacing back and forth in front of 
Titu. “Isidro, the cacique, refused my one hundred pesos to exempt 
me from la mita and then forced me to become el capitán enterador 
for the village. I should be the cacique, not he. Now, he wants me 
to take this criminal to Potosí? I will not do it.” He slapped the 
paper. “He would run away, and I would have to pay the mine 
owners his salary.”

Titu pointed to Tomás. “This boy is not a criminal. He will 
not run away. He comes from far away in los llanos and has no 
place to run to.”

“He comes from los llanos? So far? Why is he here? Because 
a horse died? And if I take him, what if he falls down a mine shaft 
and breaks his neck the first day? Who will pay for the work he 
cannot do?” He paced some more, looking at the paper. “El cacique 
is in league with el hacendado and el corregidor. They want me to 
be indebted to them. They will try any trick to get my land. They 
have even assessed me to pay excessive tribute. The repartimiento of 
el corregidor forces me and the villagers to buy unwanted goods at 
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excessive prices. And now they send me to Potosí. I will not accept 
this new insult. Here, see what it says.” He handed the paper back 
to Titu.

But Titu refused it. “I cannot read.”
Antonio looked at the paper again. “And where will he get 

provisions for his journey to Potosí?”
Titu pointed to the packs tied behind the saddles on the mules.
“Will he carry those on his back?” asked Antonio. “Does he 

have a llama to carry them?”
“No,” said Titu.
Antonio shook his head.
As Titu and Antonio talked, Tomás slipped from his saddle 

and stood beside the mule.
“After his mita service,” Antonio looked at the paper, “he will 

have to work many more years to pay for the horse. There are not 
that many years in his life.”

Now, Tomás knew why Titu had told him to escape from  
the mine!

“I will not bring a criminal into our group.”
“He is not a criminal,” said Titu, clenching his fists.
“Then why are his hands tied?”
“His hacendado ordered it.”
“But why? In the paper it says that he caused the death of a 

fine horse. Why does that require his hands to be tied, if he is not 
a criminal?”

“His hacendado is cruel. The boy is not a criminal,” repeated 
Titu. “I know. I am his uncle.”

Antonio looked at Titu in astonishment. “You are his uncle? 
And you bring him bound to me? How could an uncle deliver his 
nephew into slavery?”

“It is a long story,” said Titu through clenched teeth.
Antonio walked over to Tomás. “What is your name, and how 

did the horse die?”
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Hesitantly, Tomás replied in Spanish, “I am called Tomás. The 
horse was taken by a snake and crushed and eaten.”

Antonio took a step back in surprise and looked quizzically 
from Tomás to Titu. “Surely, this is the creation of a mad mind. Is 
he also crazy?”

“He tells the truth,” said Titu. “He comes from una hacienda 
in los llanos as I told you. The conditions and creatures of that 
country are very different from those around Cochabamba. I travel 
between the two haciendas. I know that country. I heard the story 
from those who saw the snake. I have seen its skin. This boy has 
already traveled for many months. El hacendado has decreed a 
severe sentence on him.”

The regal Indian looked at Titu and Tomás in silence for a 
moment. “He is being sent to the mines of Potosí from los llanos 
for the death of a horse? That is absurd. And I am to be his capitán 
enterador? Even more absurd. He is not of our village, and I do 
not know him.”

He looked again at the paper and then at Titu. “You have 
brought him here from Cochabamba? Could you not find a way 
for him to escape?”

“He does not know the country,” said Titu. “He would either 
die, or he would be discovered. My hacendado knows all that goes 
on in Cochabamba and Oruro and Chuqiusaca and the many 
villages between those cities. If he learned that I let him escape, I 
and my family and his family would be severely punished. And he 
would be killed when he was found. To let him escape would be 
bad for all of us. Do you not think that I would do anything I could 
to free him? But tell me, señor Calisoyo, what Indian has freedom?”

Antonio shook his head. “Absurd. Absurd.” He quietly looked 
at the growing chaotic scene around him. Then, more to himself 
than to anyone else, he said, “Mateo, from our village, was selected 
to be a mitayo, but he has run away. He has become a forestero, like 
one who moves in the hills with the sheep. Unless he is caught and 
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returned, I will have to pay the mine owner for his salary or work 
it off myself.” Looking at Titu he said, “You see, it is a conspiracy 
to take my land. But if Tomás replaces Mateo …” He scratched 
his chin. “Then I will not have to pay that salary. Who will know? 
Mateo? Tomás? …. But no. Tomás is special. He will be treated 
differently with this debt upon his head.” He waved the paper. 
“There will be an accounting for him between the mine owners 
and his hacendado. Perhaps I will not be accountable for him.”

He looked again at Tomás. “You would not run away or try 
to escape?”

“Where would I go? I do not know this place or anyone here.”
Antonio struggled to understand the strange events that 

brought him to this desolate plain and now this boy. Looking at 
Titu, he said, “Tell me more how it is that an uncle brings his 
nephew bound to be delivered to the terrors of the mines of Potosí.”

A long conversation ensued with Titu describing the two 
haciendas, his role as muleteer and the journey from los llanos.

After listening, Antonio turned slowly to Tomás and said, 
“Tell me more about your journey from los llanos,”

Briefly, Tomás told Antonio his travels. He said nothing about 
how he felt.

Antonio looked at him for a long time. He was amazed at 
the tale he heard. He liked the stoicism he saw in Tomás. This boy 
is strong, he thought. Maybe he would survive the mines. But no, 
only one in five who go to Potosí return to their villages. This boy 
will never leave Potosí. But there was something about him …. 
“You will not run?” he asked again.

“No,” answered Tomás. He was feeling sickly. His head hurt. 
He could not think of running away.

“You will help with the animals and around the camp?”
“Yes.”
After another pause, Antonio said, “Then I will take you.” He 

reached beneath his poncho, produced a knife and cut the cords 
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binding the hands of Tomás. “We will have no one bound in this 
camp.” He then summoned the men of the camp and told them 
that Tomás would join them and that they should watch him 
carefully day and night.

Antonio turned again to Tomás. “Tonight you can eat my 
food, but you will pay for it by telling me how a snake can kill a 
horse.” Others who overheard also wanted to hear the story.

“I must return to la hacienda,” said Titu. “We leave tonight 
because of the unrest in the city.” He unloaded the packs of food 
and clothing from the mules and put them by the tent of Antonio. 
He came to Tomás, and putting his hand on his shoulder, said, “I 
could not help you as Antonio suggested. If I could have given you 
freedom, I would have done it.”

“I know, uncle Titu. I will never forget the freedom you gave 
me on the trail. And I will think of myself as a muleteer because of 
your teaching.” He smiled.

“I think you will be cared for on this part of your journey,” 
said Titu. “Remember, you must try to escape from the mines. But 
you must not betray Antonio. He takes a risk to accept you into 
his village group.” He looked quietly at Tomás, studying him. He 
wanted to remember him, because he would never see him again. 
Finally, he said, “I must go now,” and mounted his mule. With the 
unburdened mule tethered behind, he turned back toward Oruro. 
He had gone only about fifty varas when he stopped a passing tall, 
lean man, leading a single llama laden with several packs. Titu 
dismounted and spoke with the man, who looked strong beneath 
his dusty old poncho and worn pantaloons.

Tomás recognized Mariano, the muleteer who had helped 
him, Titu, and Marcos defeat the mule thieves. And then he 
remembered that Mariano was also going to Potosí. Tomás looked 
more carefully. Did the shoulders and head of Mariano hang down 
slightly? Did the despair he saw on all the travelers to Potosí weigh 
also on him?
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Titu looked back and pointed and waved at Tomás, mounted 
his mule again and disappeared into the crowd.

After the crowd enveloped Titu, Tomás looked again at 
Mariano. The man looked back at him and raised a hand in a salute.

Tomás raised a hand to Mariano and turned back to the tent 
of Antonio. He now began a new, intimidating life. Gone were 
his family, perhaps forever. What could he expect now? Show no 
emotion, he thought, but his head hurt and he still felt unwell.

Antonio led him to his tent and called to his two boys who 
watched the animals. The boys came quickly, looking suspiciously 
at Tomás. They had seen him come and their father talking with 
him and Titu.

“These are my sons, Martín and Julián.”
Tomás nodded at the boys, Martín perhaps fourteen years, 

Julián, twelve, both tall, thin, and dressed like the adult men in 
ponchos, pantaloons, and sandals.

“This is Tomás from far away in los llanos. He joins our group. 
Show him how to watch and care for the animals.” The two boys 
looked quizzically at each other and shrugged. Antonio pointed to 
a lean-to that stood by itself some distance from the other tents. 
“It is a place to rest for those who watch the animals. You may 
sleep there. Sometimes my sons also sleep there.” He looked at his 
sons. “Now, go back to the animals and show Tomás what to do.”

Antonio watched his sons lead Tomás away and walked over 
to the fire where food was being prepared. His wife, a tall woman 
wearing a weary, worried look, directed her three daughters in the 
cooking. “This boy, Tomás,” said Antonio to his wife, “will join us 
tonight and will travel with us to Potosí.”

“Antonio,” she whispered, “I overheard. Are you certain he is 
not a criminal? I saw that his hands were tied. Why do you risk 
taking him into our camp?”

“Yuca, I have a feeling that this meeting is not an ordinary 
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coincidence. He may replace Mateo and save us many pesos. And 
there is something else, something about that boy. But …”

Antonio sat in front of his tent where he had been when Tomás 
first saw him. Antonio thought of his journey from Cochabamba 
and the long distance to reach Potosí. He cursed his cacique and 
hacendado. They have already taken half my land, he thought. 
Now, la mita. He shook his head. When I return, I do not know 
what I will find. But I am also a leader in my village. The villagers 
trust me, because I am one of them. I must take them to Potosí 
and bring them all back safely. He looked up at the darkening sky 
and thought of his high valley, protected by the mountains and 
watered by a stream, its land terraced to produce abundant food. 
A most beautiful country, he thought. Staring into the distance 
toward Cochabamba, he saw Tomás and his sons and wondered, 
what next?

The sky had darkened when Yuca served Tomás a bowl of 
chupe. After eating, the Calisoyo group sat beside the small fire of 
coals to keep warm from the increasing springtime evening cold. 
And a crowd of other travelers gathered around the camp. Antonio 
said, “So, Tomás, tell us about the snake that ate the horse.”

Tomás began, hesitantly, telling of the cattle, the horses and la 
hacienda. He spoke in Spanish, but Antonio began to translate to 
Quechua so those around would understand. Hearing this, Tomás 
switched to a halting Quechua.

“How do you know both Spanish and Quechua, the Indian 
language of the Sierra?” asked Antonio.

Tomás said, “My mother taught me. She was born in la alta 
hacienda near Cochabamba and, when she married my father, 
moved to los llanos.” From that time, he spoke only Quechua with 
the village group.

When he told of the awful morning of the snake, he did not 
mention his love for horses or his disobedience. He spoke only 
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of the incident without elaboration, remaining unemotional as he 
had vowed to do. He still did not feel well, and his head still hurt.

“I have never heard of such a snake,” said Antonio after Tomás 
had told his story. “Can it be true?”

From outside the light of the fire came a voice. “I have heard 
of such snakes.” Into the light came Mariano. “I am a muleteer, like 
the uncle of Tomás. I believe his story is true. I have traveled the 
royal road from Lima to Tucumán as a muleteer for José Gabriel 
Condorcanqui. On a trip far to the north into the jungles I heard 
of large snakes, but not the sicurius. One man told me that he 
paddled with others down river in a canoe ten varas long, when a 
great snake, longer than the canoe, swam by.”

There was a gasp from those around the camp.
“When the men in the canoe stopped on shore after that, they 

feared for their lives. They held their machetes ready and watched 
continually all night for the snake. In the morning, they saw marks 
that it had passed silently by, and they thanked the saints that it 
did not stop to attack them.”

Those who heard the story of the snake that ate the horse 
were awestruck. Tomás, who survived the attack, was regarded 
with respect, as someone who had magical powers.

That night Tomás lay under the lean-to, staring at a  
star-packed sky. Although he piled blankets upon himself, he 
could not get warm. He still felt sick, and his head continued to 
hurt. He lay one way, then another. He curled in a ball. Nothing he 
did warmed him from the penetrating altiplano cold. And he slept 
very little. At dawn he rose with a terrible headache. He stood with 
a blanket about him waiting for the sun to warm him and take 
away the ache in his head. He knew he had no magical powers of 
any kind.

Dawn brought a great reluctant stirring of activity among the 
swarm of weary travelers. Most had already traveled for a month and 
more than fifty leagues from Chucuito. And some had traveled even 



76 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

farther to reach that city. They ate quickly, took down their tents and 
lean-tos, prepared their packs, and loaded them on the animals.

Tomás watched as the women of the Calisoyo family prepared 
a breakfast of cakes made from dried black potato flour. Slowly, the 
sun and food warmed him, but his pounding headache remained.

After breakfast, Tomás struggled trying to load one of the 
llamas. The animal resisted, spat at him, and the pack fell off. Martín 
and Julián tried not to laugh, but could not contain themselves. 
They burst out laughing and turned away, covering their faces. 
Tomás smiled but was not amused. Feeling terrible, he picked up 
the pack to try again.

Antonio shot his sons a look, and Martín went to help. He 
tried so hard not to laugh, his face turned red. He held the llama 
firmly and showed Tomás how to load and tie the load. Tomás 
could not help smiling at the red face of Martín, until both burst 
out in laughter. Tomás had now learned that llamas were not like 
horses and mules.

The Calisoyo village group moved to the head of the  
south-bound procession. They had rested while most of the others 
had been on a constant march for weeks. Also, Antonio wanted to 
avoid the dust thrown up by the throng. The group traveled at a 
leisurely walk, paced by the llamas that sauntered and grazed along 
the way. Tomás walked beside a llama, holding tightly to its rope. 
The slow pace was a blessing. He felt awful and grew worse with 
each step. He began to wobble side to side, holding the llama rope 
for stability.

During the walk that morning, Mariano, pulling his llama, 
joined the Calisoyo family and the villagers who walked with them, 
bringing a crowd from his village with him. Like most arrieros, he 
was an Andean news carrier. Between periods of moody silence, he 
entertained his fellow travelers with stories of places he had been.

“These Spanish are a perverse people,” he said. “They make 
holidays and grand festivals in honor of their saints so that they 
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can force Indians to attend and extract a payment from them. 
Then, they choose such a celebration to name those who must 
serve each year in la mita. Side by side are those who celebrate and 
those who weep in great despair. We,” and he made a wide motion 
with his free hand to the army who marched south, “have travelled 
many leagues from Chucuito. And I have come from a village in 
the province of Tinta, even farther north. And yet we have many 
more leagues to travel before we reach Potosí. Such a long way to 
go to serve the King.

“I should not be serving at all except that José Gabriel 
Condorcanqui is away at Lima at this very time. He is a very 
important businessman who delivers goods all around Peru. I am 
one of his muleteers. He is descendent from the Inca rulers. In 
recognition of his high status, the Spanish have given him a title, 
Marqués de Oropesa. Even now he protests la mita that sends us 
to Potosí. But he could not stop la mita this year. And here we 
are. My cacique suffered great anguish when he filled out la mita 
quota. So, while José Gabriel seeks to end la mita, I go to Potosí.”

Antonio looked at him and said, “My cacique suffered no 
anguish when he put my name on la mita list.”

“And what of that boy?” Mariano pointed to Tomás, who was 
wobbling while leading the llama. “He has been sent many leagues 
from his home, more than anyone here. And he knows no one. But 
I know his uncle. We are both muleteers. His uncle has asked me 
to watch out for him, help him if he needs help. But, of course, I 
will not interfere in your business.”

Antonio looked at Mariano and nodded. He did not know 
this muleteer, but there was a long way yet to go and there would 
be time to observe him. He would be wary. But … another friend 
in the mines would be welcome.

Mariano looked again at Tomás, who was holding his head 
and staggering as he led the llama. He touched the arm of Antonio 
and pointed at Tomás. “The boy! Something is wrong!” Mariano, 
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pulling his llama behind him, went to Tomás, who said, “My head. 
My head.”

Mariano and Antonio supported Tomás as he continued his 
slow, staggering progress. By midday, when they stopped to rest, 
Tomás could barely walk. Mariano lay him under a hastily erected 
lean-to. “Soroche, the altitude sickness,” he said to Antonio. 
Antonio nodded, and immediately Yuca began to brew maté de 
coca, an herbal tea. Mariano gave Tomás some coca leaves to chew. 
This time, he did not spit them out. And he would chew coca 
leaves the rest of his life.

“The maté will help,” said Antonio. “But we will need to help 
him finish his walk today and maybe for a few more days. He 
comes from the lowlands and does not have the breath for the 
highlands. I have seen it before. How will he survive in the mines?”

“He is still young,” said Mariano. “He can still strengthen 
his breathing. Did he not walk all the way from los llanos to 
Cochabamba tied to the tail of a horse?”

“It is not the same,” said Antonio. “Work in the mines will be 
very hard for him. He may not survive long. Maybe I should have 
refused to bring him.”

Tomás heard the conversation. He wanted to think that he 
would survive in the mines, that he would not be a burden to 
Antonio, that he could escape from the mines. He wanted to be 
brave, but his distress was so severe that he could not think of 
anything except to find relief.



 

Chapter 9

JUANA, THE OLDEST DAUGHTER of Antonio, served the 
maté to Tomás. Her gentle kindness complemented the tea. Even 
in his miserable condition, Tomás began to watch her. And his 
healing began.

When resuming the march, Antonio slowed the pace of his 
village group. They no longer led the throng but walked to the side 
of it to avoid the dust. Tomás struggled the remainder of that day, 
supported by Mariano and Simón, a young man from the village 
of Antonio. He ate a chip served by Juana before he went to his 
lean-to set up by Martín. It sat several varas from the Calisoyo 
family tent. That night, Mariano gave him another blanket. He 
still fought the cold, but he was warmer than he had been the 
night before. His head still hurt, but that did not prevent him from 
looking in the distance for glimpses of Juana. He woke the next day 
with no headache and began to recover. His strength had begun 
to increase. By the third day he again led a llama, and sometimes 
the llama led him. In the evenings he again helped the sons of 
Antonio tend the grazing animals.

Beginning with the maté, Tomás could not keep his eyes from 
watching Juana. He could not help himself. Despite his vow of 
stoicism, something he did not understand stirred in him. Juana 
helped her mother with the food preparation, setting up and taking 
down the camp. She also helped her younger sisters, especially the 
youngest, who constantly complained about what she needed to 
do. She worked with a serenity that brought peace to an otherwise 
distressful journey. She, like all on the journey, had grown thin, but 
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her eyes remained kindly. Her black hair was parted in the middle 
and plaited in a single braid down her back, as decreed by the 
Spanish for all Indian women. As the days passed, her face became 
burned into the mind of Tomás.

The village group led by Antonio included his family and 
fourteen other men, two with families. They looked to him for 
leadership. And he strode purposefully along, attempting to dispense 
confidence and dispel fears. But most of the Indians in the procession 
walked with solemn discouragement, bearing centuries of servitude 
to the Spanish on their shoulders.

With Mariano at his side, Tomás continued to regain his 
strength, and he started to observe the surroundings and the 
throng of people he walked with. To his right lay flat empty 
marshland that bordered the eastern shore of Lago Poopo. To 
his left, barren hills rose in the near distance with mountains  
beyond. Sparsely settled villages stood in the path of the group as it  
marched south. 

Mariano, pointing around to the crowd, said to Tomás, “We 
know only submission to the Spanish. La mita, especially a sentence 
to work in the mines in Potosí, is the worst of Spanish laws that 
enslave us.”

Looking around, Tomás could see that most of the travelers 
were men, some old, some even infirm.

Mariano saw him looking at the travelers. “Most of the men are 
chosen because they were alone without families. You see how they 
trudge in sorrowful silence?”

As Tomás looked more closely, he noticed that they all had a 
similar dress: the men in their ponchos of striped colors, pantaloons 
and sandals; the women in blouses, long skirts and colorful, long 
overgarments. Many of the women spun wool as they walked. But 
the variety of headdresses of both the men and women surprised 
him. Some wore hats, flat like the potato cakes Yuca served. Others 
had woven wool hats that pulled down tightly on their heads with 
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a point at the top and strands of wool extending past their ears. 
Similar hats had decorated colored circular patterns. There were hats 
with brims turned up and others with wide flat brims topped by  
tall cylinders.

Mariano saw Tomás staring at the hats. “The people of each 
region have their own hats … from the days of Inca rule. The Incas 
imposed it upon the people they conquered, to identify them and to 
keep them in their place. The practice continues under Spanish rule. 
So, I ask you, do the people wear their hats for pride of their region, 
or do the Spanish encourage the people to wear their hats to control 
them? What do you think?”

Tomás had no answer. Yet seeing all these Indians from 
different regions and villages changed, in a matter of only a few 
days, his feelings about himself and his place in the world. He was 
no longer simply a member of a small Indian group living on an 
isolated hacienda. He was part of something much larger than 
he knew before. He was one among many Indians. And to be an 
Indian was to be subject to the oppressive laws of the Spanish, to be 
looked down upon by all other members of society—the Spanish, 
the criollos, and even the mestizos. He was beginning to understand 
his place in society by listening to the complaints of the travelers in 
the army of the Potosí mita.

From the beginning of the journey in Chucuito, Mariano had brought 
uncharacteristic cheer to those around him. As he struggled out of 
his own silent despair, he entertained with observations and tales 
of his travels as a muleteer. Although not especially jovial or even 
talkative, he avoided thinking about his own grim future in Potosí by 
telling stories. He told of far away and exotic places, where he wished 
to be instead of on a march to the mines. Crowds followed him to 
hear his stories and to inoculate themselves against their drudgery.

Four mornings after leaving Oruro he described Lima. The 
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altiplano mitayos rarely ventured very far from their villages, and 
none had been to Lima. A large group of travelers with their 
animals crowded around Mariano as he talked of Lima. “The 
capitol of the colony, that magnificent city. But not so magnificent 
for mules, which the people mistreat as nowhere else.” His face 
showed disgust. “And the Indians …. I was there once when 
soldiers surrounded a part of the city, captured many Indian men 
within and impressed them into the army. Some escaped, but most 
did not.”

“Indians are in the Spanish army?” asked Tomás.
“Oh, yes. From the beginning of Spanish rule. The ones 

captured in Lima felt hopeless, because even as servants they were 
far better off than as soldiers in the Spanish army. Many families of 
the men, and households and businesses where they worked, never 
saw them again.”

After being quiet for a while, his eyes brightened and he 
smiled. “But the women of Lima are the most beautiful … and the 
Spanish women the most mysterious. On the streets the young 
Spanish women wear long cloaks that cover them from head to 
foot. From the hood of the cloak they peer out with only one eye, 
tempting all the men to speculate what lies beneath the cloak.”

“Have you seen any without a cloak?” asked a young man.
“I have on occasion seen them from a distance in their homes, 

dressed in lace and adorned with pearls and precious jewels. Some 
are very beautiful, but some are also fat from doing no work and 
eating fine food.”

“Enough of Spanish women. They should all go back to Spain 
or perish in hell. What have you seen of Indian women in Lima?” 
asked another man.

Mariano strode in silence, remembering the women. He 
walked many paces, while those around him walked and waited for 
more talk of women. “The Indian women are the most beautiful 
of all. They see how the Spanish women dress and look, and they 
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dress with more color and flare. And such … uh … bodies …. A 
man wants more than only to look …”

The men walking with him nodded and listened eagerly to 
the stories of the women of Lima. For most, they wanted more 
than only to look, but the stories from Mariano, their memories, 
imaginings, and distant sightings were all they had.

“And the Spanish men—ha!” said Mariano. “They are so 
lazy and vain. They dress with their velvet jackets and large felt 
sombreros and silk about their necks. They are too lazy to walk, but 
ride horses that do not trot. These horses have a walking step that 
does not bounce the lazy men, but they can walk very fast … the 
horses, not the men.” He laughed.

“Enough talk of the Lima men,” said an old man. “They live in 
Lima, in luxury, while Indians slave on their estates in the country. 
Enough about them!”

“Gineta,” said Tomás. 
“What?” asked Mariano, looking at Tomás.
“That is a name for those horses. They are descended from 

horses used by the Spanish light cavalry. They are good for war, for 
bulls, and for long comfortable rides. They are the most magnificent 
of all horses.”

Mariano looked at him in surprise. “You know of such horses?”
“We had many at la hacienda.”
“The one eaten by the snake?”
Tomás nodded.
“That explains much.” Mariano looked at Tomás and nodded. 

Then, looking around at all the men following him, he drifted 
into a long description of Lima, returning again to describe the 
Indian women.

The food that Antonio carried dwindled so that he relied on black 
potato flour, which is used when little else remains. He had only 
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one remaining alpaca to share its meat with all from his village. 
Tomás had already given his food to Antonio, but it was only a 
little help when spread among so many.

“The caciques provide food for the journey,” grumbled 
Antonio. “Our cacique did not provide enough for us. It is one 
more of his abominations. Other caciques have done the same, 
but perhaps they did not have sufficient food to give. Now, we and 
many others need to find more food.”

Groups of men organized to find food. Mariano gathered 
some around him. “I have heard that the villagers along the road 
vigilantly guard their property. Each year they see a large troop of 
hungry people, like us, like locusts, pass through their country, and 
they hide their chickens, eggs, other food, and animals.”

Another man said, “Sometimes they sell food, but who has 
money to buy?”

“I have gone ahead,” said a young man. “The villages are 
Aymarán. They will sell only to Aymarán travelers.”

“Who is Aymarán? Who can pay? None of us,” said Mariano. 
“We must search the surrounding countryside for food.” While 
walking and leading his llama, he looked to the west. “Not there. 
The land is too sterile beside the salty Lago Poopó. No food will 
be there. We must go to the left, to those barren hills and around 
the villages.”

“Yes,” said Pascual, an older man of his village. “Maybe a 
sheep, llama, or chicken has strayed there.”

Mariano said to Tomás and several other young men, who 
walked with him, “When you are not working to support your 
village group, you should look around the hills for food.”

With the blessing of Antonio, Tomás and Simón joined 
Mariano and Pascual to explore the eastern hills. Tomás had 
recovered from soroche, but labored in the high altitude at the 
faster pace of the search. He kept up with Mariano as best he could 
and did not complain or show his discomfort. Mariano knew he 
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struggled and stopped frequently to rest. The first time they rested, 
Mariano took out his water flask, sprinkled a few drops of water 
on the ground at his feet, and then drank. Tomás watched him, 
but said nothing. Mariano saw him watching and said simply, “For 
Pachamama, to appease Earth Mother.”

The first day of their search the men found two chickens 
which had strayed far from a small town. When returning to the 
mitayos, who were settling down for the night, Tomás saw the 
huge crowd of people and realized how little food the chickens 
would provide. The second day was worse. They passed through no 
town and found nothing.

On the third day, they passed through another small town, 
but again found nothing in the morning. Because the hills near the 
road were so barren, they extended their search farther to the east. 
Toward evening, while searching above a ravine, Mariano signaled 
for silence. A rustling sound came from some bushes near a dead 
end of the ravine. They crept quietly toward the sound, which did 
not retreat from them. Peering over the brush above the ravine, 
they saw below them an old and scrawny llama with a matted and 
torn coat. It wandered aimlessly in search of grass. They watched 
it for several minutes, looking for its owner. “Perhaps it had been 
hidden and broke its tether,” whispered Mariano.

“Or perhaps it has wandered away from some who traveled 
along the royal road,” said Pascual.

“No matter, today it is ours,” said Mariano.
They came down into the ravine from three sides to catch it, 

but such tactics were unnecessary, for the llama was very tame.
The llama was butchered, skinned, and its meat cut up for 

roasting. Tomás assisted, since he had butchered cattle often on 
la hacienda where he ate fresh meat almost every day. But in 
the Altiplano the Indians reserved it for holidays and other rare 
occasions. That night the hungry travelers celebrated a minor 
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holiday with fresh, tough old llama meat. But the meat lasted only 
one night, and the search for food continued the next day.

Tomás had led the llamas of Antonio for several days and 
had observed them carefully. With their long necks and heads 
held aloft, they appeared to look upon their surroundings with 
disdain, as though they were superior to all around them. But he 
did not think their “mwa, mwa” calls came from superior animals. 
He had seen that most were friendly with their ears upright. But 
some males were aggressive with their ears laid back as they fought 
with other males, bumping chests, neck wrestling, kicking, and 
spitting. These same llamas resisted being loaded and spat at their 
handlers. He had looked closely at their limpid and kindly eyes 
and compared them with the eyes of his beloved horses. The eyes 
of a horse were ever alert, always ready to signal a time to run. In 
the eyes of a mule, he saw intelligence and cunning. In contrast, 
the eyes of a llama seemed languid. Tomás thought that, despite 
their carriage, llamas had sluggish brains and were stupid animals. 
And he did not like the way some spat at him.

The troop traveled steadily along the flat desolate land near Lago 
Poopó. Swifter travelers constantly passed them. Mule trains 
passed at a trot, bells of the lead mules ringing their approach. 
Merchants with llama trains also passed but more slowly, each 
animal with bell ringing. After one mule train had passed, Tomás 
saw Mariano looking wistfully after it.

Mariano saw Tomás looking at him and said, “To be a muleteer 
is to have great freedom.”

“I know,” said Tomás. “I had freedom on my journey from 
Cochabamba to Oruro with my uncle.”

“Yes … of course …. Oh, I know we are told where to go and 
what the mules will carry, but on the road we are free. You have 
experienced that. We are responsible for the mules and the goods 
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they carry, but we breathe the open air and see the stars at night. 
And we see so many cities and other places.”

“I heard the muleteers in Oruro say the same,” said Tomás.
“You have not yet seen many places. Far away places. In 

Tucumán …. Tucumán is far to the south, where the mules are 
bred. They have great corrals for breeding and raising mules. Did 
you know a donkey is the father and a horse is the mother? That 
donkey father is a fierce little animal. He will fight all to protect 
his horses. But, of course, if he loses a horse he will not be sent to 
Potosí.” He looked at Tomás, but did not smile. “I think the mule 
is strong and smart, because he has a donkey father.”

Maybe if I escape from Potosí, I will go to Tucumán, thought 
Tomás. I could work with the mules and no one would find me.

They had walked a few varas and Mariano said, “The mules 
are wintered in Salta, north of Tucumán. When they are three 
years old, they are sold. It takes great skill to buy good mules, not 
wintered in marshy places, where their hoofs are soft and will not 
survive the trip to the altiplano. Mules grazed on stony ground are 
needed. And then sixteen men drive them to Oruro or Cuzco. It is 
a long and difficult journey to find grass for grazing and bring the 
mules in good condition to the altiplano.”

Mariano stopped talking, walked on silently, thinking of his 
journeys, lost freedom, and the impending encounter with the mines. 
That was the last story he told to anyone on the road to Potosí.

After more than one week, the weary procession turned away from 
the desolate plain into empty barren hills. Following a wide pass, 
they entered the town of Challapata, where sympathetic Indians 
sold food and provided water to the passing throng. Each year the 
people of Challapata had seen los mitayos passing on their way 
to Potosí, and they felt a bond with them. “These villagers, like all 
in the country near Potosí, have felt the stone of la mita on their 
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shoulders,” said Mariano. “It has taken their people away to the 
mines, to slavery and death, since the mines needed workers who 
could survive at the high altitude.”

After passing through Challapata, Tomás continued with 
Mariano and others to search for food to help those travelers 
in need. They found little more than a few chickens, eggs, and  
some corn.

Two days after leaving Challapata they camped in a valley 
outside another village. Shortly after dawn, as they were striking 
their camp, bells rang from the church in the village. “It is the call 
to Mass,” said Antonio.

The people were slow in starting that morning as the bells rang 
continually. Some went to the church for the Mass, but returned in 
disgust. “The Indians were divided into family units by the priests 
and names taken. Each person had to pay money to attend. We 
want no part of that church. It is a typical feast day invented by the 
priests to take money from the Indians.”

Antonio saw the puzzled look of Tomás when some of the 
Indians returned. “Did you have religious training on la hacienda?”

“Almost none. When I was very young, a priest came a few 
times, but then none came. I heard later he was called a Jesuit, and 
those priests were expelled from the land. Much later a priest came 
twice, but I do not know what he taught.” He looked at the village 
and church. “I will not go to those churches.”

Antonio looked at the church and then at Tomás, “Under 
la encomienda, all Indians must receive religious training. Your 
hacendado did not do his duty.”

“He did not care about us. He was cruel.”
“You should know,” said Antonio, “that not all priests are like 

those of that village church, but the good ones are few, I think. 
Most seek only to enrich themselves. They are as corrupt as los 
hacendados and corregidors. They eat sumptuously of all manner 
of fresh meats, vegetables, and fruits. They have abundant grains, 
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wheat and maize. All provided by the sweat of Indians. And they 
pay nothing. And now we eat dried potato. They preach chastity, 
yet they have many unmarried Indian women in the kitchen with 
mestizo children who they call nephews and nieces. But they are 
the fathers.” Antonio spat out the words as if trying to rid himself 
of the images they brought to his mind. Then softly, almost to 
himself he said, “And they wonder why the Indians worship the 
Lord in their church, but in secret turn to the gods of the Incas.”

When they passed by the village, they saw Indians being 
whipped outside the church doors. Shaking his head, Antonio said 
only, “They beat them for not arriving on time.”

After a week of slowly climbing through the empty hills, 
punctuated by three small, poor villages and river crossings, they 
slowed when rain began to fall. The rainy season had begun. For a 
day, they camped along a low hillside, shivering in tents and under 
lean-tos, trying to stay dry and warm. Water began to run in the 
ravine below the road. When the rain stopped the next day, they 
resumed their journey. Three days later, they wearily arrived at 
the town of Yocalla, where industrious and sympathetic Indians 
offered help at a price. The living quarters for Indian travelers 
consisted of tiny holes in a crude structure where each room held 
only a bed. Accommodations for such a large group did not exist. 
So the weary travelers passed through the town and over a fine 
stone bridge, beneath which a river flowed fast and turbulently. 
They camped in a level field across the river from the town.

“We will rest here for one day,” said Antonio to his village 
group, “because we have been told that the climb from here to 
Potosí will be difficult and very tiring.” And so, the entire group of 
travelers rested for a day.

On the morning of the second day, the throng broke camp 
before dawn and began a steep trek away from Yocalla. They 
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climbed a stone slab trail in the shape of an S over two large hills 
that were just beginning to turn green. Tomás gasped for breath, 
slipped and faltered, struggling to stay on his feet and hold the 
rope of the llama he led. Some around him fell and were helped by 
their friends or family members. Antonio, especially, had difficulty. 
Although he was used to long days of hard work, his age, the poor 
food he had been eating, and the rigors of walking for many days 
and leagues had weakened him. He tried to appear strong as an 
example to his fellow villagers, but the closer he came to Potosí, the 
weaker he became. He held Yuca and helped her, as she struggled 
even more. Juana held the hands of her two younger sisters, Susana 
and Feliciana. Impending doom was like an added weight that all 
the travelers carried. They all seemed to weaken as they climbed.

Black clouds hugged the hills and dropped freezing rain, 
spreading an even more dismal pall over the climbers. Slippery 
rocky slate made the walk more dangerous. Tomás fell and struggled 
to rise while holding the llama rope, but fell again. Mariano came 
by his side, holding old Pascual and leading his llama. “Get up, 
Tomás. This is a test. It is only the beginning. The mines will be far 
worse. You must forget yourself. Helping others is the best way.” 
And he moved off up the hill.

Tomás stood and looked around. He saw a hill covered with 
struggling mitayos, some fallen, sitting, kneeling. Llamas mwaed 
and resisted the climb. One, unattached, walked down the hill with 
a man slipping and sliding after it. Juana and her sisters had slipped 
and fallen. Antonio and Yuca stood over them, trying to help them 
up. Tomás went over to them, pulling the llama behind him. He 
arrived just as Simón helped Juana and Susana up. Feliciana, the 
youngest, sat on the ground, crying. She had scraped her knees 
and refused to get up. Tomás bent down, looked at her, and took 
her hand. She wiped a hand across her eyes, looked up at Tomás, 
gripped his hand tightly, and got up. The family struggled on.

By nightfall the group had reached the ravine called San 
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Bartolomé, which was close to Potosí, but they could go no farther. 
They camped there in a pleasant valley and rested.

The following day, in the late morning, the throng reached 
Potosí. There it sat, that decaying colonial city, long past its prime, 
on a broad ledge at the base of the red, conical mountain of silver 
ore, Cerro Rico.

Tomás pulled his poncho close about him, defending against 
the cold wind chill and rain that had begun to fall. He looked 
at the scarred dark red mountain, ringed by distant craggy  
snow-capped peaks. At its foot lay the city, the largest he had ever 
seen. A shallow dish with large buildings in its center. Smaller 
buildings, perhaps residential, spread out from the center. Nearer 
the red mountain, single-story brown buildings spread. Farther 
away, large fine homes stood side by side on scattered streets that 
seemed to have no plan. Some climbed the outlying hills. The 
jumbled red-tiled roofs of the city, wet from the rain, appeared 
soaked in blood. Towers of the many churches broke the rooftops 
like fingers from hands reaching up to escape the city. Tomás had 
never seen such a place of foreboding. He stood shivering as he 
looked at it. He sucked in the air but could not get enough, because 
of the high altitude. Looking around, he saw the exhausted mitayo 
travelers staring at the city. Those near him, including Mariano, 
also shivered—or were they trembling?





 

Chapter 10

TIRED AND HUNGRY, the throng entered Potosí south of 
the reservoir-fed canal that bisected the city, where Cerro Rico 
rose ominously before them. The cold wind sent flurries of debris 
swirling. Mariano held the rope of his llama with one hand and 
touched the shoulder of Tomás with the other. “This dismal part 
of the city has always been the home of the Indians since the 
beginning of la mita. Years ago, before la mita, the Spanish and 
criollos down on their luck, women of the … uh … came here. It is 
where Spanish gangs, bringing their Old World rivalries, battled, 
dueled, and spilled blood. Now, it is left to the Indians. See how it 
lies in the lowlands. In the heights live the rich.”

Tomás nodded, only partially hearing Mariano above the 
noise of the people. He pulled his poncho closely around him but 
could not get warm. A stinging sleet pelted him. The cold wind 
sent flurries of debris swirling. Holding the rope of a llama, he 
stepped carefully to avoid the animal droppings and mud that 
covered the ground.

Capitán enteradores of the mitayos now working in Potosí 
surged among the newcomers, pushing aside the exploiters who 
would buy their animals for a pittance or provide meager housing or 
food at inflated prices. When el capitanos found their replacement 
villagers, most could not contain their joy. They knew they would 
be going home.

“I must follow my capitán,” said Mariano to Tomás. “Stay 
close to Antonio. I will find you later.”
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Tomás turned and followed the village group of Antonio as 
Mariano pushed his way through the crowd and disappeared.

Yuca saw him first. “Is that Clemente?” she asked Antonio, 
looking at a small old man, bundled against the cold and rain, 
limping toward them.

“It is, but he looks so old,” answered Antonio.
When Clemente saw Antonio his face brightened, and he 

rushed to him. “Antonio, why are you here? Could you not avoid 
la mita?”

“El caciqui and el hacendado want my land. They have made 
me el capitán. Where are all the villagers?”

Clemente shook his head. “They are working at the mine until 
Saturday morning. Come to my house. I will explain. Bring your 
llamas. They will be needed by those who return.” He spoke with 
a sadness in his voice, not with the joy Antonio saw expressed by 
other capitanos. Clemente led him and the other villagers to a long 
one-story decaying stone building of small rooms, one of many 
like buildings near the plaza. He brought Antonio into his small, 
dark room of mud walls and sat down on his bed. Antonio took 
the only chair by a small table, while other villagers crowded into 
the room. “This has been the most terrible year of my life, Antonio. 
But for me it is only the beginning. When the others return to our 
village, I will go to prison.”

“Prison?” Antonio stood and looked down at his  
friend. “But why?”

“We have debts I cannot pay. Four have died, Antonio. Old 
Sebástian was the first. He could not do the work and died of 
exhaustion. Cayetano fell and Gregorio hit his head. Eugenio tried 
to escape, but they caught him and beat him so badly he, too, died. 
And Pinco. Do you remember Pinco?”

“The small man of the simple mind?” Antonio sat back down 
and looked intently at Clemente.

“Yes. He spent more than he earned. On chicha. He must stay 
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to continue to work, but I do not think he will ever leave.” Shaking 
his head, he looked at Antonio. “Capitanos do not have to work in 
the mines, but maybe I should have. It would be better to die there 
than in prison.” He sat silently for a moment. “Those who return 
will ask the cacique to help me, but I have little hope he will. The 
mine owner must be paid.”

Antonio listened to Clemente in shocked silence. How could 
this happen to his old friend? Would he, too, be going to prison 
one year from now? No, he thought. He would not let that happen.

“I will go with you to the landowner here,” said Clemente. 
“You and your people can take our rooms, but you will need more, 
because we are now fewer than you. Not only have four died, but 
two have married women of this city and will stay and work in the 
mines. Antonio, do you hear that pounding?”

“Yes, since I arrived.”
“That is the sound of the mills where the ore is crushed and 

refined. That pounding never stops. Do not go to work in the mills. 
To work there is a death sentence, because of the quicksilver they 
use. It kills the brain. But … you will have no choice. You will 
be told where to work.” He looked at the floor and then back at 
Antonio. “You have four days before you start to work. Let me help 
you get settled.” He stood and walked to the door, the villagers 
pushing back against the walls to make a path.

“I intend to work in the mine, Clemente,” said Antonio as 
they left the room. To himself he said again, I will not go to prison.

Amid periodic rainfall during the next four days, Clemente 
helped to select rooms and arrange rental agreements. “The rooms 
need only be small for the families and for several men to share. 
The men will stay at the mine all week. They will use these rooms 
only on Saturday, Sunday, and Monday morning.”

Tomás did not know what to do. He spoke to both Antonio 
and Mariano, and they decided that he would stay with Mariano, 
if they worked in the same mine. Otherwise, he would squeeze 
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into one of the rooms Antonio would rent for his villagers. He 
would pay his share of the room costs from his wages, wherever he 
stayed. But until assignments to a mine were made, he would stay 
with Mariano.

Mariano and two others of his village found a room near a 
corral where mule trains were sometimes briefly brought to provide 
only water. “Potosí has no food for the mule trains,” Mariano told 
Tomás. “Some of the wealthy bring in food for a few horses and 
mules, but in this city, the mule trains are unloaded and loaded 
quickly. Then, they return to the lower country where there is food. 
I have been here only twice before now. I did not like this place 
and worked hard to leave it as soon as I could.” He looked around 
the small room where he and Tomás sat on their beds. “Come, we 
muleteers can look at the corral. It is very near.” They left the tiny 
room with its four beds, cooking ring, and table to lean against the 
stone wall of the corral. As he looked at the empty corral, Tomás 
hoped that coming to the corral and watching the mules would 
ease what appeared to be a dreadful future. He would know his 
future soon. As he settled into the room with Mariano, he hoped 
that he and Mariano would work in the same mine. He felt safe 
near him.

When Saturday morning arrived with dark clouds overhead, 
Tomás watched those returning from the mines greet their fellow 
villagers with joyful celebrations. In contrast, the gloomy weather 
amplified the sadness felt by those who must now start working in 
the mines.

On Sunday, after some villagers attended Mass, those leaving 
packed their few belongings and food for their journeys and 
loaded their llamas. The newcomers hovered around them, plying 
them with questions about the mines. Restrained conversations, 
tinged with chicha-induced fog, brought only brief answers. Some 
would not talk about the mines at all. They did not want to relive 
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the last year, even in brief conversations. Their silence unnerved 
the newcomers, who imagined many horrors in the dark caverns.

On Monday afternoon the new mitayos walked through the 
city to the main plaza. Black clouds overhead hid the sun. Dark 
shadow covered the plaza where the mitayos stood. But no rain 
fell. Standing with his back to the cathedral, the mita capitán 
mayor of Potosí appeared before the large crowd. He ordered an 
accounting and inspection of the village groups. Inspectors moved 
swiftly though the crowd, meeting with each capitán enterador.

The capitán mayor then began to assign the village groups to 
specific azaqueros, mill operators, and mineros, mine owners, who 
stood beside him. Tomás listened to whispers of explanation by 
Antonio but understood little of the confusion about him. He was 
still very cold and looked at the clothes of the men around him. He 
would need heavier shirts, pantaloons, and poncho.

Anxiety filled the plaza as groups were selected for mines and 
mills. Village groups that had banded together during the long trip 
to Potosí wanted to stay together in the mines. But la mita capitán 
would listen to no requests from the Indians. From their friends, 
the mitayos learned that villagers were usually assigned year after 
year to the same mine. But not always. And a few large mines 
took most of the mitayos. Mariano and Antonio heard that their 
villagers had worked together in one of the large mines and were 
consoled when selected to work in that mine.

Tomás was relieved that Mariano would work the same mine 
with him. He knew Mariano would help him, as would Antonio. 
And he would stay in the room by the corral. He knew he would 
not be alone.

With the selection completed, Indian overseers led the mitayos 
back through the city, south to the mines of Cerro Rico and the 
mills. “Why are the overseers Indians?” asked Tomás of Mariano.
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“Only Indians of the altiplano can survive the work in these 
mines. It has been so since the beginning of la mita.” Mariano said 
no more. He knew that Tomás had not lived in the altiplano, and 
he did not want to frighten him.

Clemente had told Antonio that the new mitayos would 
need to bring bedding and food to the mine. Each of the mitayos 
from the villages of Antonio and Mariano carried blanket rolls 
and pouches of charqui and dried corn. Some new mitayos must 
not have been told what they needed on the mountain, since they 
carried nothing. Most returning mitayos carried only food. Some 
hid flasks of chicha under their ponchos.

Mariano and Tomás trudged with the mass of mitayos into 
the narrow streets of Potosí, where a fierce cold wind whipped 
their clothing and chilled their bodies. Anxiety filled the thoughts 
of some new mitayos, who had learned a little about the work they 
would be doing. Others, who knew too much, were filled with 
dread. Now, they all walked fearfully through Potosí, as prisoners 
marching to the gallows.

In the late afternoon, shadows darkened some of the narrow 
cobble-stoned streets, busy with people hurrying among the 
buildings. The bells of llamas would have made the hurried scene 
seem a little festive, if the mitayos had not been walking to the 
mines. The men walked past the magnificent mint building with 
large balconies; past ornately decorated churches, their towers 
beseeching heaven; past brick and stuccoed buildings with their 
red-tiled roofs and carved doors adorned with family crests; across 
the canal; past the stamp mills grinding the silver ore to powder, 
where many men detoured to work; and finally to the base of the 
scarred red mountain.

The group that included Antonio, Mariano, and their villagers 
was led along a path that took them higher and higher up the 
barren mountain. Tomás sucked deeply for breath as he climbed. 
The thin air sapped his energy and took his breath away. Alonso, an 
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old Indian from the village of Antonio, staggered with each step. 
Simón and Miguel, two young Indians from his village, moved to 
his side to support his swaying body. Mariano walked beside old 
Pascual and watched him carefully.

“This mountain kills those who take its silver,” said Mariano. 
Fear had gripped him, and he lapsed into telling tales. “It has been 
so since silver was first discovered over two hundred years ago. 
Neither the European conquerers nor African slaves could work 
at such a high altitude. And so the Spanish started la mita. But 
la mita came from an Inca tradition of work for the royal family. 
Many, many Indians have already died …”

“Say no more about such things,” Antonio interrupted him. 
“We know the history already, and you are frightening some.” He 
looked toward Tomás.

Mariano had refrained from such talk earlier. He nodded and 
again fell silent.

Halfway up the mountain they stopped outside a long, crude 
stone building beside the mouth of a mine. Tomás, shaking with 
cold and apprehension, stared at the mine opening, that black hole 
in the mountain. What was inside it? he wondered. He looked 
back down the mountain at the arriving weary and worn returning 
mitayos. His shaking increased. What could make them look so 
depressed? He looked around at those new mitayos he knew. Some 
also shook, anxiety on their faces. He was not alone.

Antonio led his villagers into a large room of the stone 
building, dingy with the disappearing daylight, and smelling 
of human sweat, decaying food, and excrement. Crude beds of 
sheepskin and old blankets lay strewn about. Stone cooking rings 
sat against the walls. Antonio found a clear space near a cooking 
ring. He looked around the area and noticed that the space was not 
near openings in the building where wind could blow rain in and 
shower anyone near with freezing cold water. He told his group 
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to put their bedding and food there. The group with Mariano did 
the same.

The overseer, a large and burly Indian, ordered all the new 
mitayos into the room. They assembled in front of him. He held 
up a leather basket and pointed to a pile of them. “Take a cutama 
or bota to carry the ore from the mine face to the mouth, where it 
will be weighed and you will dump it into a waiting cart. Then, you 
return to the mine and carry out another load. And another. And 
another. Each loaded cutama carries about four arrobas. You must 
carry out six cutamas of ore each night. You are aspiris, ore carriers. 
That is all you do. You will work all night for five nights and rest 
during the days. Saturday, you will leave this building and return 
again Monday afternoon. Each capitán enterador must have his 
villagers here to start work on Monday afternoon. That is when 
you will be paid for the past week of work. Any worker who does 
not report will not be paid, and his capitán enterador will pay a 
fine, the cost to the mine owner of a replacement.”

Antonio looked anxiously around at his villagers, as did each 
capitán enterador. The villagers who came with Antonio nodded 
and moved closer to him to show their support.

Tomás picked up a bota and watched as the continuing 
mitayos arrived. He had seen them coming up the mountain. They 
had not been replaced. Bent over, with shoulders stooped, they 
looked as if they already carried full botas. Most of them staggered 
from the effects of too much chicha. They were already weary, and 
their night in the mine had not yet begun. “Walking corpses,” 
someone whispered. Some found their blankets and lay down for 
a few minutes of rest before the work began. Tomás watched them 
closely, his own apprehension increasing.

Las mingas, free miners, began to arrive and stood around the 
mine mouth. Many of them also showed the effects of too much 
chicha. They held their heads, and some staggered as they climbed 
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the mountain path. But they appeared stronger and more resolute 
than the mitayos.

Mariano pointed at them. “They drill holes for charges of 
gunpowder and set the fuses.”

“They use gunpowder?” asked Miguel.
“Yes, and the blast rips ore from the mine face. Then, with 

picks and sledge hammers they separate silver ore from waste rock. 
“But they do more,” said a young returning mitayo. “They also 

pump water from the mine and work bellows to circulate air. If 
they did not do those things, the mine would slowly fill with water. 
And without air pumping, we could not breathe in the mine.”

The overseer ordered all the miners to stand around the mine 
mouth for the annual dedication ceremony. Indian guards led two 
llamas from behind the building and brought them to the mine 
mouth. In a scene from the time of the Incas, the burly Indian 
spoke a few words and sacrificed the llamas to the mine. The guards 
scattered llama blood around the opening and rubbed it on the 
mine mouth walls. A statue of the Virgin stood beside the mine 
entrance watching it all. The safety of the mine was now assured.

Mariano touched the shoulder of Tomás and pointed. “Las 
mingas and the continuing mitayos take off their heavy ponchos. 
They put them by their makeshift beds, and some even take off 
their shirts before entering the mine.” Mariano, Tomás, and other 
new mitayos removed their ponchos and, shivering, quickly took 
candles, attached them to their hats or bands of cloth wound 
round their heads, strapped cutamas on their backs, and plunged 
single file into the mine behind the lead of the overseer.

Immediately, they were enveloped by the rock walls of the mine 
and choked with smoke from the foul-smelling tallow candles on 
the walls that dimly lit the tunnel. The solid rock closed in about 
these people who were used to the open spaces and the wide, wide 
sky of the altiplano. From the narrow mine opening they descended 
into a large and wide upper mine shaft. In places, timbers supported 
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the roof. How did the miners know where to put them? How did 
they know the roof would not fall or the walls cave in? Tomás 
wondered.

Mariano, walking in front of Antonio and Tomás, looked back 
at them. “This tunnel entrance is a hundred and fifty years old, 
maybe older. But with each step into it, the mine becomes younger.”

Tomás thought, a mine so old. How safe is this place? Is it 
safe even if two llamas were sacrificed?

At first, they descended at a slight angle through a narrowing 
shaft of solid rock. Then, the descent steepened and the smoke 
became more suffocating. They passed by boarded-up shafts that 
led off from the main shaft, where the silver vein had gone, only to 
disappear. The descent continued to steepen. The men reached for 
the wall to steady themselves.

After a quarter of a league, the path steepened even more, 
and the file of men came to a halt. It moved very slowly until 
Tomás saw that two leather ropes were attached to timbers, one on 
each side of the shaft, and the mine floor dropped steeply down. 
Tomás grabbed the rope and turned to face back the way he had 
come. Slowly, hand over hand, searching for places to put his feet, 
he followed Antonio deeper into the mine. He breathed with 
difficulty. His legs began to shake. But cold no longer gripped him. 

Suddenly, the feet of Antonio failed him. He hung by the rope 
and lay against the steep mine floor. Below him, Mariano held 
Antonio with his shoulder and guided his feet to a ledge. Antonio 
regained his footing, and, still holding the rope with both hands, 
looked up at Tomás. Terror and anger filled his eyes. “A curse to 
el cacique and to el hacendado and to el corregidor, who sent me 
here,” he muttered. The man who had given strength to his fellow 
villagers on the journey to Potosí now confronted the reality of 
the mine. His anger and desire for revenge were growing stronger.

The steep conditions, with ropes affixed to the walls, continued 
for about thirty varas, and then they dropped straight down in 
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a leather rope ladder for five more varas to a level floor. Five 
mitayos with full boats waited at the bottom of the rope ladder. 
They did not want to be struggling up when the newcomers came  
thrashing down.

Beyond the level area the shaft continued downward at a 
moderate slope. Now, all the men in the file perspired heavily. The 
deeper into the mine they went, the hotter it became.

A lean, young Indian, dressed in torn and dirty shirt and 
pants, passed them on their left. A bota filled with ore lay heavily 
across his back. A filthy hat with an unlit candle dangling from the  
dark-brown-stained brim was pulled down on his head. Perspiration 
dripped from his face. He looked straight ahead as though in a 
trance. Most of the new mitayos examined him carefully. This 
would be their work.

A young boy carrying a small, laden bota on his back also 
passed them. He looked at each newcomer with the curiosity of 
youth not yet dulled by his work. He looked without assessment. 
Would the way he looked have been different if he had seen a cow 
in the tunnel? thought Tomás.

Two more men labored by them with full cutamas, the strain 
of the uphill climb on their faces. The last, an older man, staggered 
under the load and his hands sought the mine wall for stability and 
to help pull himself along.

Twice more Tomás climbed down rope ladders. After reaching 
the bottom of the third ladder, he again came to a slow walk. He 
had walked about fifty varas when he saw Antonio stiffen, “Ah! 
Ah! Ah!” he said. Tomás also stiffened and sucked in his breath. 
In a small niche sat a grotesque figure of brown clay with bulging 
red stone eyes and a gaping red mouth. Large ears jutted from 
his head. His arms hung down along his round body to upturned 
hands. His mouth and hands held coca leaves. At his feet lay small 
glasses of chicha. The overseer yelled back to the men filing by the 
terrible image, “It is el Tio or Supay. He is lord down here. If you 
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wish to work here safely, you must make him an offering before 
you leave each week.”

Immediately after leaving el Tio, the men entered a large 
cavern. Several tunnels branched off from the cavern into the 
mountain. Tomás looked around at the huge rock room as the men 
were ordered to stand before the large Indian overseer, who looked 
like a bull to Tomás. “You,” he pointed at the group standing 
together that contained Mariano, Antonio and their villagers, 
including Tomás, “will carry ore from that shaft,” and he pointed 
to a mine shaft behind him. “You,” he pointed at another group, 
“will …” A sudden explosion echoed through the cavern, and the 
men jumped. Dust spewed from a shaft far to the left behind the 
overseer. “You,” continued the overseer, as if nothing had happened, 
“will carry ore from that shaft,” and he pointed at another shaft. 
He assigned others to carry from an ore cart and another group 
to carry from another shaft. “You start now. Each time when you 
return to this cavern a guard or I will show you which shaft to take. 
Go now.”

As the overseer assigned the work, Tomás saw behind him a 
chaotic scene. A small cart full of ore emerged from one large mine 
shaft. Men lined up by it and loaded their cutamas for the climb 
to the mine mouth. Mitayos pushed an empty cart back into that 
mine shaft. A guard ordered men with empty botas to another mine 
shaft. In the distance came the sounds of pounding and scraping. 
A steady stream of men, who followed the new mitayos down the 
mine shaft, refilled their cutamas from the waiting carts or walked 
to one of the shafts as directed by the overseer or his guards. Men 
with loaded botas struggled out of the shafts and walked to the 
tunnel leading to the mine entrance. Another muffled explosion 
spewed dust from another shaft. The new mitayos watched the 
turbulent scene as if in a trance. 

“Go now!” yelled the overseer. “You have a quota to meet this 
night and every night. Go!”
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Mariano led the way into the assigned shaft. After ten varas it 
narrowed, and the roof lowered so that they had to stoop. The roof 
lowered more until they had to put their hands on the floor. They 
almost crawled; their heads bumped the jagged rock roof, and the 
rock floor cut their knees. For fifteen varas they crawled until the 
tunnel opened and they could stand. Within a short walk they 
reached a slight bend around which the shaft extended for thirty 
varas. At the end of the tunnel, four miners drilled holes into the 
mine face with sledge hammers pounding against their drills. One 
miner held the drill while another swung the hammer, pounding 
the drill into the rock. Two teams drilled at the rock face. The holes 
would receive blasting powder to dislodge the ore.

Four other Indians crushed the rock blown away by the last 
explosion and separated it into piles of good ore and waste. One of 
the miners pointed to a large pile. “Fill your cutamas.”

When Alonso, the oldest of those who traveled with Antonio, 
filled his cutama and lifted it to his back, he whispered to Antonio, 
“I cannot do this.”

“I will follow right behind you,” said Antonio. “And Simón 
and Miguel follow me. We will help you. Watch Mariano ahead. 
Go slowly this first time. This will be a long night.”

Tomás had quickly filled his bota. He wanted to escape the 
sound of the metal-upon-metal pounding reverberating around the 
shaft. He strained under the weight of his filled bota, the straps 
cutting into his shoulders. He fell in line behind Miguel. He, too, 
felt that he could not carry his load. He sucked in air, but could 
not get enough. His legs trembled as he followed Miguel into the 
narrowing tunnel. At the low part of the tunnel, he put his hands to 
the floor and crawled, trying not to cut his knees on the rock floor.

Alonso stopped twice, his legs shaking. He had gone only a 
few varas in the shaft, far, far from the mine mouth. “I cannot 
do this,” he said. But Antonio whispered “Yes, you can.” When 
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they could stand again, Alonso complained no more, but his body 
showed his distress.

Tomás took strength from the courage of Alonso and pressed 
on, his legs shaking, too.

Antonio let out a gasp as he passed by el Tio. Tomás, also 
repulsed by the terrible image, vowed only to nod at him when  
he passed.

In a few struggling steps they reached the first rope ladder. 
Mariano said to Pascual and Alonso, “Go slow and hold tight 
to the rope. Place each foot firmly.” He placed Pascual in front 
of him. Slowly, the group followed Pascual up the ladder with 
Mariano helping him from behind. Antonio helped Alonso from 
behind as Mariano helped Pascual. Tomás struggled alone behind 
Simón and Miguel. At the top of the ladder, Alonso stopped to 
rest. That stop allowed Tomás and the others to also get a needed 
rest. Up the incline they toiled to the next rope ladder. Twice more 
they grappled with rope ladders. Twice more Alonso rested. At 
the top of the third ladder, Tomás gasped for breath. He could 
not get enough air. He felt dizzy. Would he lose consciousness 
and fall down the mine shaft? No! He would not. He was resolute 
despite dizziness, legs that burned and shook uncontrollably, and 
perspiration that ran down his face and dripped from his chin. 
He had climbed this far. He could go on. Ahead, Alonso followed 
Mariano up the dangerous rope climb.

One by one they grabbed the support rope and pulled 
themselves, hand over hand, up the steep incline. While Pascual 
struggled steadily up, Alonso could walk no farther. He stopped, 
hands gripping the rope, his legs shaking from the strain. Antonio 
said, “We cannot stop here. No one can pass.” Alonso began again, 
while Antonio pushed him from behind. When the shaft leveled 
off and the rope support ended, Alonso stopped again and leaned 
against the wall. Antonio motioned those waiting behind his group 
to pass, but Simón, Miguel, and Tomás remained. Tomás could go 
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no faster than Alonso. He welcomed the stops, to breathe deeply 
and rest his shaking, hurting legs, to put his hands to his shoulders 
under the bota straps to stop them from cutting and scraping his 
skin. Antonio turned to Simón and Miguel. “Stay with Alonso and 
me. We will support him through the night.” He said nothing to 
Tomás, because he could see that Tomás also struggled and would 
be of no help to anyone else.

Antonio then coaxed Alonso on. “It is but a short way. I can 
feel the cold air. We can rest on the way down.” But they all knew 
that they still had to toil up another quarter league to reach the 
mine mouth.

Alonso stumbled silently on, his face gripped with pain. 
Antonio now saw the mine and the horrible conditions he and his 
villagers must endure. Anger overwhelmed this courteous, gentle 
man. Tomás was beyond anger. He was simply trying to survive. 
He was battling the mine, and the mine was winning. What little 
strength, what little breath he had, was seeping from him.

When Tomás reached the mine mouth, cold air blasted him. 
He hurriedly weighed his full cutama, had it accounted, and 
dumped the ore into a waiting cart. Quickly, he returned to the 
warmth of the mine and walked slowly to a tank of water where 
Mariano stood. “Drink water each time you return,” Mariano told 
them all. “You will feel better.” When Tomás drank from the water 
tank, he was surprised at the sweet taste. “Mine owners add sugar 
and alcohol to the water to give the workers more energy and 
increase their work,” said Mariano. “Its taste has a hint of chicha 
which ensures that the miners will drink it freely. It is one more 
way the Spanish trick Indians to do work.”

Tomás did not feel tricked. He liked the taste and drank 
deeply. He walked steadily down the shaft, neither fast nor slow, 
and when he reached the rope and ladders, he let himself down 
using mostly his arms, resting his legs.

When he returned to the large underground cavern, a guard 
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ordered him to carry ore from a cart that had been pushed into 
the cavern from a large shaft. With his cutama loaded, he again 
followed Pascual and Mariano up the mine shaft. Carrying the 
second load caused him even more agony than the first. At the 
second rope ladder he stopped and did not think he could continue. 
He could not breathe. His legs had no strength. He wanted to lie 
down and rest, but Mariano urged him on. Slowly, slowly, he lifted 
himself up the second ladder. At the third, he grabbed the ropes, 
but could not move until pushed from behind by a stranger. On 
the gradual slope to the mine mouth, he put his hands under the 
shoulder straps to relieve their rubbing. At the mine mouth he 
again weighed and emptied his bota. Returning to the mine for 
warmth, he drank long from the water tank and walked slowly 
down the mine shaft, trying to rest his legs, but the pounding 
down the shaft increased the pain and he began to have cramps.

The third climb was a concentrated strain, putting one foot 
in front of the other, holding tightly to the ropes of the ladders 
while pulling hard with his arms. He looked at no one, but only at 
the step ahead. On the trip down he tried to rest. He watched the 
men straining in their upward climb. They were of all ages, from 
children to old men like Alonso. Why did children work in the 
mine? Mitayos must be eighteen years or older.

A one-hour break and a meager offering of corn and charqui 
eased the pain Tomás felt, but the rest stiffened his muscles. And the 
second half of the night seemed an endless hell of sweat and pain.

When the work of the night neared an end, and only one bota 
load remained to be carried up, the overseer gathered all the new 
mitayos together in the large cavern. “I told you when you started 
that you have a nightly quota. I will show you what happens when 
you do not meet it.”

He led the group to a post where a shirtless man was tied. 
He was thin and old with gray in his hair. His ribs showed and 
welts covered his back, some still pink. “This man has not met his 



109PART 1  POTOSÍ

quota for many nights. He has not earned his wages, and he is in 
great debt.” The overseer took a coiled whip from a peg extending 
from a roof support timber, uncoiled it, revealing a plaited leather 
cord of one and a half varas with three knotted strips at its tip. 
He flicked it once and then sent it across the back of the tethered 
man. The man winced, but made no sound. Shock, fear, and anger 
spread in whispers among the new mitayos.

“He is old and cannot work.”
“He beats a dead man.”
“Why do you beat him?” asked Antonio in a loud voice. “How 

will that make him a better worker? He needs rest …”
“Who said that?” yelled the overseer.
“I said it.” Antonio stepped forward.
The overseer motioned to two guards who grabbed Antonio 

by his arms and dragged him to the post. The overseer motioned to 
another guard who cut the old man down from the post. He fell to 
the ground unable to walk. The large Indian with the whip ordered 
two mitayos to take him away. They half carried and dragged him 
into the crowd gathered around the post and the overseer and laid 
him gently on the ground.

The guards held a struggling Antonio. But Antonio was 
exhausted from the work of the night, and gave the guards  
little resistance.

“So, you want to know why I beat a man who does not meet 
his quota? It is so that all of you,” he bellowed and pointed to the 
crowd around him, “will know that you must meet it or suffer.” He 
turned again to Antonio, “And this is so that you all know that no 
one questions me.” He motioned to the guards, who tied Antonio 
to the post.

Simón and Miguel, followed by others of their village, pushed 
to the front of the crowd toward Antonio. But more guards 
appeared, armed with iron rods and sledge hammers. Before the 
two could get within five varas of Antonio, a guard struck Simón 
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in the belly and then across the head. He slumped to the ground 
unconscious. Miguél felt a glancing blow to his shoulder, spinning 
him around. A guard rapped him across the back of his legs. He 
fell, rolling in agony, holding his legs. Tomás had followed, and 
when the two fell, a guard swung a rod at his head. He pulled back 
and the rod cut across his chin. Feeling the pain, he put his hand 
to his chin and saw blood spread between his fingers. Suddenly, 
strong hands gripped his upper arms and pulled him back into 
the crowd. He looked behind him. Mariano, holding him, silently 
shook his head.

The revolt ended quickly. Fellow villagers lifted Simón and 
Miguel to the edge of the cavern. With his guards facing the 
mitayos, the overseer turned again to Antonio. “You will not 
question me.” He brought the whip down on the back of Antonio.

“This is an outrage!” yelled Antonio.
“You will not question me.” Crack came the whip.
Antonio uttered not a word nor made any sound.
“You will not question me,” repeated the overseer. Twenty 

times he brought the whip down on the back of Antonio. Each 
time he repeated, “You will not question me.” Twenty times the 
lashes sliced the back of Antonio until he bent over and let out a 
low groan.

The overseer coiled his whip, hung it up, and released Antonio, 
who slumped to the mine floor.

The overseer turned to the mitayos, who stood in stunned 
silence, and said, “Take one more load of ore and return to the 
building where you began this night.” He turned to Antonio, who 
was on his knees at the post. “You will carry a load also.”

All of the new mitayos struggled mightily on the last climb out 
of the mine. Tomás labored alone. At each ladder he held the ropes, 
legs shaking, trying to steady himself. And then hand over hand 
he pulled himself up. Behind him, fellow villagers carried their full 
botas and Simón and Miguel. Three men each at the ladders, one 
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on each side and one below, hauling themselves and their wounded 
friends up the mine shaft. Antonio refused help, but Mariano and 
some from his village followed closely. Antonio made not a sound 
as the leather bota scraped against his wounded back.

When the shaft leveled off and the air cooled, Tomás knew 
he was near the end of this terrible night of work. He weighed and 
emptied his bota.

“Drink water,” urged Mariano of all who left the mine.
Tomás gulped down water and stumbled to the stone building, 

shading his eyes against the brilliant rising sun. But clouds soon 
quenched the light of the sun and rain began to fall. Rain fell 
intermittently with sunshine bursting forth between rainfalls as 
clouds raced by. For three months the summer rain would fall 
unpredictably. Sometimes there would be rain all day; sometimes 
intermittent rain, clouds, and sun; sometimes clouds and sun.

Around the large room of the crumbling stone building where 
the mitayos spent their days, the returning mitayos had already 
gathered in their selected spaces and put on their warm clothes. 
Some lay on dirty rags; some sat and stared silently at the new 
mitayos. A few ate from wooden plates.

Tomás followed Mariano and the two village groups to the 
place where they had left their bedding and food. They laid Antonio, 
Simón, and Miguel down on blankets they had brought. Food and 
blankets were distributed, and all settled around the wounded 
men. Alonso and some others just lay down, too exhausted even to 
eat. Others began to eat their corn and charqui. Rafael, one of the 
villagers who brought his family, made a poultice from coca leaves 
for Antonio and applied it to his back. Miguel would not walk 
for three days, his legs were so badly bruised. Simón had regained 
consciousness and sat holding his belly, rocking in great pain.

As the men settled into the sleeping area, Mariano spoke in 
a whisper. “The overseer beat a dead man to intimidate us, as he 
freely said. It has always been so in this land. Antonio was right. Do 
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you think that beating that man would get more work from him? 
No! He will never leave this mine until they carry him out a dead 
man. But the overseer wants us to work hard, so he intimidates 
us by beating that man.” The new mitayos silently absorbed what 
Mariano said. “We must pace ourselves,” he continued, “and survive 
this place. We must defeat la mita and the overseer. We must never 
do anything again to allow them to beat us.”

From across the room an old mitayo spoke in a creaky, wheezy 
voice. “He pushes us, because … because he gets a share of the 
output …. This overseer is cruel and corrupt …. He has us carry 
six botas, not five as … as it should be …. He has no mercy …. In 
other mines new mitayos are given a week … or two … to become 
accustomed to the work …. But not in this mine.”

“They want me to die in this place,” said Antonio.
“We will not die here,” barked Mariano. “We will survive. But 

we must help each other.” He looked at Antonio, Pascual, Tomás, 
and other new mitayos who he knew. “I am not going to die in 
this place. I am going to live a long life and be buried high on a 
mountain facing the rising sun, which will awaken me each day.” 
He did not say it with a smile, because he was very serious. “And 
you, Antonio, will live a long life and be buried in your beautiful 
valley.” He made no predictions for Tomás, because he believed 
that Tomás was doomed to spend his life in this mine.

Antonio could not hide his feelings. Anger seethed inside 
him. His eyes bulged. He simply said, “They will all pay for this.”

Tomás did not know if he could live even one more day. His 
legs hurt and were cramping. His back and arms hurt. His chin 
throbbed. He still could not breathe enough air. He took from 
his pouch the two pesos his uncle, Titu, had given him. “Antonio, 
Titu gave these to me. Take them and use them to buy whatever 
you need. I have no other leader, except you. We will fight them 
together.” It was brave talk from someone who thought he might 
not survive the next night.
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Antonio looked at Tomás, took the coins, and patted him on 
the shoulder. The angry look left his face, and he became calmer. 
Now, in exile, in a mine in Potosí, Antonio knew he would have to 
be an example for the people of his village. His outspoken anger had 
caused him much pain, but also Simón and Miguel had suffered. 
They would not work for days, and he would need to make up for 
their lost pay. The money from Tomás would help. But he knew 
now that he must be more careful.

As Tomás lay quietly and his pains diminished, he began to 
think that he might live more than one more night. He resolved to 
continue to show no emotion and to be aware of all that took place 
in this wretched hole. He knew that Titu was right. He must find 
a way to escape, or he would die here. The pain in his chin and in 
the other parts of his body told him so.



 

Chapter 11

ALTHOUGH EXHAUSTED after working the first night, 
Tomás could not sleep. He heard the moans of Miguél and Simón. 
Even Antonio released low cries when he turned his body. Sounds 
of dust-induced coughing, groans, and snoring filled the room. 
The constant chewing of coca leaves brought restlessness to all the 
miners. Throughout the day some workers always stirred, walked 
around or to the trench outside the back of the building. The room 
stank of dirty, unkempt men.

Even though the building had few window openings, the 
daylight filtered in and rain pounded, making sleep even more 
difficult for Tomás. His chin throbbed where the guard had struck 
him with the iron rod. The wound had stopped bleeding, replaced 
by a crusted, broad, red-brown stripe across his chin. He lacked 
warm clothes. Cold air engulfed him. The thin blanket he had 
been given did little to keep him warm. He shut his eyes and tried 
to remember his rides on horses, his home in los llanos, the face 
of Juana—pleasant images that brought some joy to his dismal 
condition. Finally, exhaustion overcame the unpleasantness of his 
surroundings, and he slept fitfully.

He woke with the setting sun, the increasing activity in the 
sleeping area, and the smell of food cooking. He quickly used the 
trench behind the building, splashed cold water from a barrel on 
his face, and returned to the sleeping area. The men were given 
potato flour, corn, and a small bit of charqui. They roasted the corn 
over a fire, cooked potato cakes, and supplemented the meal with 
food they had brought.
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After eating, they prepared to enter the mine. Miguél tried 
to rise, but his legs would not support him. Simón simply held his 
head and lay on his blanket. Antonio rose in silence and prepared to 
enter the mine again. Rafael made a cover to protect his wounded 
back while carrying a loaded bota. He prepared another poultice 
and added a piece of sheepskin given to him by a returning mitayo. 
Tomás ached all over from his work the night before. He wondered 
how he could work another night, which would probably be even 
more painful and difficult. At the order of the overseer, all the able 
miners filed into the mine.

The beating Antonio suffered had sealed his lips. And all 
the other mitayos worked silently for fear if they spoke out they, 
too, might be whipped. The occasional explosions, the scraping of 
shovels, the pounding of hammers and picks echoed through the 
mine shafts, but the mitayos only groaned under the exertion and 
toil from carrying the ore.

Many of the young men from the altiplano adapted to the 
work. To Tomás, they seemed to struggle less with their loads than 
he did. He had great difficulty keeping up. He gasped for air. His 
muscles burned as he climbed the rope ladders. He stood, not 
moving, holding the rope of the steep climb, until pushed from 
behind. At the mine entrance, he weighed and dumped his load 
quickly. Chilled by the cold air against his perspiring face and 
chest, he immediately sought the warmth of the mine only to be 
engulfed with smoke and dust. Even the walk back down into the 
mine tired him as his legs pounded and his feet slipped against the 
hard rock floor.

Although Tomás resolved to be stoic, his struggle was 
obvious. Mariano moved behind him when he carried a load out, 
to encourage him to keep moving. On the upward treks, Tomás 
simply put one foot in front of the other and faced straight ahead, 
being careful to hold tightly to the ropes and watch where he 
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stepped. On the way back down, he occasionally shot a quick 
glance at mitayos struggling up, looking for someone he knew.

That day Tomás learned he must be careful when taking his eyes 
away from his footing or hold on the ropes ahead of him. Before 
the midnight rest, while returning down to the mine cavern, he 
had reached the steep, roped passage. With Antonio below him, he 
carefully let himself down, holding tightly to the rope and looking 
over his shoulder for places to put his feet. A boy of perhaps ten 
years climbed opposite him. He had just approached Tomás when 
he looked over at Tomás while reaching with one hand for the rope 
on his side of the shaft. His hand missed the rope. The ore-laden 
cutama pulled him back. He lost what little grip he had and fell 
backward. His head hit the side of the mine wall. The bota pulled 
him down. His head slammed against the shaft floor. Ore fell from 
his cutama down the mine shaft as he tumbled downward. Rocks 
bounced into the man climbing behind him. The man grabbed him 
before he fell over the precipice where the rope ladder hung. But his 
head again crashed against the rock floor.

Antonio had begun to descend the rope ladder, when the boy 
fell toward him. He, too, grabbed the boy and took him from the 
other miner. He cast off the cutama that had coiled around the 
neck of the boy and swept him up in one arm. On shaky legs, 
Antonio climbed down the ladder. Hurrying as fast as his legs 
would allow, he carried the boy back down two more ladders and 
into the mine cavern, where he laid him down.

The overseer, two of his guards, and others quickly moved to 
look at the boy. The overseer stooped down and touched him. “He 
is dead,” he said and stood. He motioned to one of the guards, 
“Get his father.” And the guard walked quickly into one of the 
mine shafts.

“His father works here?” asked Antonio.
“Of course,” answered the overseer. “He is one of las mingas, 

who dig the ore. His son was becoming a miner, too. But now …”
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A small, wiry man, strongly muscled in his shoulders and 
arms, rushed from a mine shaft, followed by the guard. Anxiety on 
his face turned to anguish as he dropped to his knees beside the 
boy. He lifted him gently and held him to his chest for a moment, 
blood flowing onto his shirt. “He is through with this hard life, and 
now he has peace,” the father said.

Every man who surrounded the father with his son knew what 
he felt. Every one of them had witnessed the death of a child. The 
death of a very young child would be a time of rejoicing, because 
the child would not have to live in this terrible world. For this 
older child, there would also be rejoicing, but now the parents, 
family, and neighbors knew him. They would all feel the great loss 
expressed by the anguish of the father who knelt holding his son.

The father cradled his son in his arms, stood, and carried him 
out of the mine. Those who had surrounded him watched him, 
until he climbed the first ladder and disappeared. Antonio thought 
of his two sons. All children worked from the time they could 
support the family. Had not his sons worked in the fields and now 
worked in the mine waste piles sorting out good ore? Did not 
Tomás scrape hides and clean horse stalls as a child? But to be the 
son of a miner. Could there be a worse life? Could death be better?

“Back to work!” ordered the overseer. Antonio, followed by 
Tomás and Mariano, returned to fill their cutamas and began 
the climb to the mine entrance again. After the accident, Tomás 
noticed that the light from the flickering candles projected fantastic 
shadows on the mine walls that played with his imagination. There 
were ghosts and los tigres and snakes. Dizziness had returned. His 
breath came with difficulty, and he was very tired.

After eating at the midnight break, Tomás sat with his back 
against a wall, eyes closed. He spoke to Mariano, sitting beside 
him. “I cannot sleep well during the day. I am more tired tonight 
than last night. Why do we work at night?”

“To make escape more difficult. If mitayos worked during the 
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day, they would have more opportunities to escape in the dark of 
night, when they could not be seen. The mine owners keep us here 
all week and work us at night, where we can be watched during 
the day.”

“But we could escape on rest days.”
“Yes, but on our rest days, los capitán enteradores watch us, 

and the mine owners know we are loyal to our capitanos. Also, 
they pay our four reales a day to our capitanos only when we return 
to work. The mine owners have devised this scheme to account for 
us and make escape very difficult. This is our life now,” he said with 
compassion. “You must learn to sleep during the day, Tomás.”

Two nights later, an old man who breathed in short wheezes 
collapsed and was carried from the mine. On Friday, the last night 
of work, a spark prematurely detonated a charge of gunpowder, 
wounding a man in his face, chest, and right arm. He, too, was 
carried from the mine.

Supay was smiling. The mine was eating Indians. And he 
received increased offerings when the miners left Saturday morning 
for their two days of rest. Most of the men left coca leaves in the 
hands of el Tio. Some of the free miners poured small amounts of 
chicha at his feet. Many of them had already begun to drink the 
fermented corn brew and would stay drunk until they returned on 
Monday afternoon.

Tomás followed Mariano and the other two from his village, 
Marcos and Pasqual, to their small room. Marcos, Pascual and 
Mariano immediately began drinking chicha. Mariano offered 
some to Tomás, and he drank a little but was tired and lay down. 
He stared briefly at the beams on the ceiling, then turned on his 
side facing the chipped mud wall. Feeling pain in every part of his 
body, he closed his eyes and slept.

On Saturday afternoon, Antonio lay on his bed, while 
Yuca applied salve to his wounded back. “Yuca, Yuca, it is one  
more outrage!”
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“Antonio, you must not be so angry. Look at what they did  
to you.”

“But it is one more Spanish deception.”
“I know, but …”
“La mita, by law, is for one-third year only. So they tell us work 

one week and take two off. They know we need to earn money to 
survive. So we go back to work in the mine on Monday, but now 
as las mingas. We go back in the mine for the same wages, doing 
the same work we did as mitayos. We work for one year as mitayos, 
not one-third year!” He slammed his fist down on the bed. “It is 
one more of their tricks.”

“Antonio, do not be angry. I cannot bear to see you beaten again. 
Think of Simón, Miguél, and Tomás. You knew we would be here 
for one year. You knew la mita has never been fair to us. In el obraje 
there are also many mitayos. They never leave their looms. Food is 
brought to them, and they cook it there. They sleep by their looms. 
Some have been there many years and have no hope of leaving. One 
year in the mine will be terrible, but it will not be forever.”

Antonio was silent. After a while he looked up at Yuca. “I do 
not want you working in un obraje.”

“At our home I worked in the fields and weaved in the house. 
What would I do here all week with you gone? We need the money. 
We all work as before. Only the work is different. The workshop is 
there so that family members can work and earn money. It is large 
with several buildings where carders, spinners, dyers, and weavers 
work. You know I like to weave. And the girls have always spun 
wool. Feliciana, especially, needs to keep her hands busy.

“But can you see them? Watch over them?”
“No, but they watch out for each other.”
“And the boys? Who watches out for them?”
“You know there are other boys from our village and more 

they met on the trip here. They watch out for each other when they 
glean rocks from the waste pile that have the promise of silver. 
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They work outside as they did before, except when the weather is 
bad, and no one can work. This time of year there are many such 
days, but they are safe in the room when the storms come.”

“I still do not like it.”
“Do not worry, Antonio. You have had a very bad week. The 

children are doing well. They are now with Simón and Miguél. 
They are not concerned about themselves. Even Feliciana, who 
usually thinks only of herself, keeps saying, ‘Poor Tomás. Is he 
suffering, too? I want to see him. I love him.’ And all because he 
helped her up that hill. I told her to stay away from him. He badly 
needs to rest.”

“He does need to rest. Many times I thought he would not 
survive the walk out with a loaded bota. But with the help of 
Mariano he finished the week. There is strength in him even when 
his body has none left. But Alonso …. I do not know how he will 
continue.” He was silent again, sat up on his bed. “Yuca, I cannot 
stop thinking about that young boy, only a child.”

Yuca sat beside him and put her head on his shoulder. “You 
did all you could. It was his fate.”

Tomás woke in darkness and quiet, tried to get up, but fell back to 
sleep. When next he woke, light shown through the crack in the 
door. Only old Pascual remained sleeping in the room. Outside, 
he pulled his poncho close about him as protection from the late 
Sunday afternoon cold. Mariano and Marcos were nowhere near.

Tomás wandered around the Indian quarters until he found the 
room of Antonio. The family welcomed him warmly. The scab on his 
chin was his badge of heroism. Yuca and Juana fed him. Feliciana, 
only eleven years but thinking she was as old as her sisters, fawned 
over him. He learned where they all worked and what they did. The 
women earned two reales a day and the boys one. But the room 
seemed somber. All were tired from their new work. Antonio still 
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suffered from his flogging. Tomás stayed only a short time and left to 
visit Simón and Miguél, but they only lay on their beds. Tomorrow, 
they all would return to their work, and they were depressed by the 
small rooms, the mine, the dusty obrajes, the confinement.

Rain had come again as Tomás left the Antonio village group. 
He lost his way in the dark and when he finally found his room, he 
was drenched and cold. He threw off his wet poncho and muddy 
sandals, wrapped himself in his blanket, and fell shivering on his 
bed. That night, he felt very much alone. He had been welcomed 
by the family of Antonio, but he was not part of their village. They 
had known each other their entire lives, but he was still a stranger 
to them. He lay awake trying to rid himself of this feeling of being 
alone. He thought of horses and the freedom they brought to 
their riders. He thought of Juana and the serenity of her face. But 
he could not rid himself of the thought that tomorrow he would 
return to the awful conditions of the mine.

Monday afternoon, Antonio and the men from his village 
brought bags of coca leaves, some food, and clean blankets for 
bedding. Tomás was given a share. All wore warmer clothes. 
Mariano had given Tomás clothes and a warmer poncho. They 
walked with downcast expressions after being out of the mine 
and free for two days. Antonio felt particularly so, having seen his 
family. Despite what Yuca said, he knew how hard they worked. 
They all missed their valley and the open spaces. He tried to hide 
his depression, but his face showed a growing look of anger.

During that week, Tomás began to notice that others in the 
mine avoided him. Word had spread throughout the mine that he 
rode a horse that was crushed and swallowed by a snake. What 
did that mean? Was he evil to have caused the horse to be caught 
and eaten? Or was he in some way special to have escaped the 
snake? Was it a mysterious sign? Could he be cursed? Was he to 
be crushed and swallowed in this mine and all who were near him? 
Whatever they thought, most of the other men stayed away from 
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him. Only a small group of villagers with Antonio and Mariano 
stayed by his side.

Tomás felt uneasy about being shunned. He needed to rely 
more on himself and less on others. While thinking about this, he 
remembered something Titu had said to him. “Protect yourself.” 
And he began to look around at las mingas. How did they survive 
in the mine?

During the next two weeks he found ways to protect himself. 
He saw how Rafael had made a sheepskin to protect the wounded 
back of Antonio. He found sheepskins from among the villagers, 
made sheepskin covers for the straps of his bota. He made sheepskin 
knee protectors that he kept tied around his ankles and pulled up 
to his knees when crawling along the low shafts. He noticed that 
some mingas, breaking rock at the mine face, tied pieces of cloth 
around their heads and over their noses and mouths to keep out 
the dust. He did the same. With these protections, he appeared 
more outlandish than most other mitayos, who whispered even 
more about how strange he was. And his isolation increased.

So the pattern of relentless ore-carrying continued week after 
week after week. Slowly, slowly, Tomás gained strength, but he 
could still not get enough breath, and his body always ached.

Many aspiris became walking corpses. And many died in the 
mine. A roof fell in one shaft and two Indians were carried out. 
Another older Indian, whose breath came in gasps, finally breathed 
no more. And then two more like him were carried out. Another 
youth fell. And a man who seemed strong suddenly collapsed 
under the weight of his load. Ropes broke on a ladder, and two 
men fell; both were carried out and one died. The mine ate more 
Indians. Supay grinned, ate more coca, and drank more chicha.



 

Chapter 12

WEEKS PASSED. Then months, so slowly—one, two, three. 
Fall had arrived and rain came only occasionally. Each Monday 
afternoon Tomás trudged with the other mitayos up Cerro Rico to 
begin another week of dangerous, backbreaking toil. He now knew 
what to expect. And dread filled him as he faced the prospect of 
another week enclosed in the tomb, laboring with all his strength 
to haul ore out of the mine; another week of crawling along the 
narrow passages, wounding his knees, even with the sheepskin 
protectors he had devised; another week of climbing the ropes and 
pulling himself up the steep inclines of the mine shaft; another 
week of choking on the mine dust and smoke from candles and 
cooking fires; another week of trying to rest and sleep during the 
day, crowded in with the other men; another week of eating poor 
food; another week seeing men collapse under their burdens and 
fall prey to the hazards of the mine; another week seeing el Tio 
smile when he passed him on each trip up to the mine mouth.

Then, after working all week, he returned on Saturday morning 
to the hovel where his roommates drank themselves into oblivion. 
He was too tired to care what they did. He wanted only to lie down 
and sleep. He hoped rest would stop the aches in his body. He hoped 
rest would stop the stings of the cuts and scrapes on his hands, feet, 
and knees. He hoped rest would stop the pain in his shoulder where 
it hit against a mine wall when he had lost his balance. He wanted 
to catch his breath. He wanted to breathe easier.

He woke at night, hardly remembering where he was, not 
knowing what day it was, not able to sleep, too cold to go outside 
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the miserable room. Yet he would venture out on Sundays to visit 
with Antonio and his family, or with Simón or Miguél or others he 
knew. On Mondays he might visit the corrals with Mariano and 
simply stare at whatever activity was there. And then, back again 
to the mine on Monday afternoon.

With his small pay, Tomás could save no money. He earned 
only four reales a day. He paid his share of the room cost to 
Mariano. He paid for his food, including some money to Antonio 
when he ate with his family. He bought some chicha and coca 
leaves. Sometimes, he bought some clothes, a blanket. On each 
Monday morning, he had no money left to pay for the horse eaten 
by the snake. Each Monday morning, he was no nearer to paying 
his way out of the mine. Each Monday morning, he was a mitayo 
for life.

By the fourth month, though, he was not laboring as much in 
the mine as he had at first. He had grown stronger. Youth was his 
ally. Despite the terrible food, the smoke and dust, and the strenuous 
work, he grew taller and his arms, shoulders, and legs became more 
powerful. He no longer felt as much pain at the end of each day, 
and he was not so exhausted. He now kept pace with Antonio and 
his villagers in the climb up the shaft with loaded cutamas.

He rose earlier on Sunday and Monday. He breathed a little 
easier. He did not hurt as much on his days of rest. He was adapting. 
And in adapting, he thought less of his own discomfort, noticing 
more of the activity around him. What he saw disturbed him. His 
two mentors, Antonio and Mariano, were not doing well.

Antonio had grown thinner. The work had been difficult for 
him. He counted the weeks and days when he would be freed from 
his mita obligation. He still insisted that la mita law required only 
one-third year of service—eighteen weeks. An Indian would have 
to serve eighteen weeks as a mitayo every seven years. That was the 
law. Was it not? He knew they only worked one week in three as 
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mitayos, but the work and pay were the same for all weeks. “So we 
should only have to work for eighteen weeks.”

He began to rant so much that his villagers asked Rafael and 
Hidalgo, men of his age, who also brought their families to Potosí, 
to stay by him and keep him quiet around the guards. They knew 
that if he continued to be so outspoken, he would be beaten again, 
and they did not want to be beaten with him. Whenever Antonio 
began a rant, Hidalgo or Rafael would try to quiet him and 
move him away from any nearby guard. As the eighteenth week 
approached, he became more vocal and all his villagers tried to 
quiet him. “It is one more Spanish oppression against the Indians.” 
was a favorite rant. “Tyranny!” he would shout when his strength 
began to fail him on his climb up the shaft, or when crawling on 
his hands and knees in a small tunnel. Finally, his friends appealed 
to Yuca, and her gentle reasoning calmed him. But he remained 
highly resentful.

After the eighteenth week passed and Antonio reluctantly 
accepted his year-long sentence to the mine, his resentment turned 
to the Indian overseer and his guards. “Why do Indians rule over 
us? What right have they to beat us? Where is their compassion 
for us, who are also Indians?” He knew the answers. He knew 
Indians needed work. He knew Indians could be cruel to each 
other. He knew there was not unity between all Indians, especially 
those who spoke different languages. These Indians of the south 
spoke Aymarán. He spoke Quechua and Spanish. Yet, he railed on 
against the guards, while his villagers kept him away from them 
and tried to calm him. He was like powder set in a drill hole, ready 
to explode.

While Antonio gained strength in his anger, Mariano became 
more despondent. As a muleteer, he had ridden through the open 
spaces of all the land of colonial Peru. During those early months 
on Monday before going to the mine, Tomás would often stop with 
him at the corral. Because there was no feed for mules in Potosí, 
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they were unloaded at their destinations, watered at the corral, 
loaded with silver at the refinery, or with goods from the obrajes, 
and immediately driven to lower altitudes where feed was available.

One day in the fourth month, Mariano stared at the activity in 
the corral. “This city was once one of the greatest in the world. The 
mine owners and merchants wanted for nothing. They could buy 
with their silver whatever the world offered. And it was all brought 
to this place by mules and llamas. Those beasts then carried out 
the silver to pay for all the extravagance. Even beggars were rich 
in those times. Today, the mines are not so rich. Rich or not, the 
mitayos give their lives for the ore that makes others wealthy.” He 
stared at the activity in the corral. “This was my life.” He waved his 
hand at the corral. “Now, I am bridled like a mule in a dark mine.”

Mariano had not always been so melancholy. He had enlivened 
the trip to Potosí with tales of his travels. From listening to those 
stories, and traveling with his uncle, Titu, Tomás yearned to be a 
muleteer, to roam the countryside with caravans of mules carrying 
the trade of the region. He knew how Mariano felt as they watched 
muleteers work in the corral.

Confining Mariano in the mine ripped away his spirit, like 
loading a mule until just before its back would break. He had 
stopped telling stories altogether. He drank chicha all Saturday 
and Sunday. After a time, he even stopped going to the corral. 
He despaired too much when seeing the freedom of the other 
muleteers, while he toiled in the belly of the red mountain. He 
brought chicha to the mine building and hid it among his bedding 
and drank it while others slept. He became careless in the mine.

Tomás became very concerned with his behavior, because it 
seemed so unlike the Mariano he had come to know, the strong 
man, the leader. He, too, felt the confinement of the mine, but he 
had never known the freedom that Mariano had experienced. He 
spoke to Antonio about his concern for Mariano, but Antonio was 
consumed by his anger and the welfare of his own villagers. “Speak 
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to his villagers, to his capitano,” he said. Tomás did so, but they only 
replied that they did not know him well. He seldom came to the 
village. Although Mariano had promised Titu that he would watch 
over Tomás, now Tomás began to watch over Mariano. He followed 
him wherever he went in the mine to support him if he faltered.

“You drink too much chicha,” said Tomás when Mariano 
stumbled and fell while returning down the shaft.

“Who are you to speak to me of that? Stop following me!” 
And Mariano hastened away from him.

But Tomás continued to follow him.
A few days later, Mariano had almost completed his climb up 

the third rope ladder with a loaded bota. Both of his hands had 
reached the mine floor above the ladder when one foot missed 
the rope foothold and the other slipped. His hands tried to grip 
the mine floor. His fingers dug into the rock, while his feet swung 
about searching for the rope ladder. His hands slipped from the 
mine floor and they could not find ropes in the ladder. In an 
instant, the bota pulled him over backward.

Tomás, climbing behind him, saw him slip. He lunged upward, 
grabbing Mariano by the waist with his right arm as Mariano fell 
backward. Tomás held the rope with his left hand and gripped 
the shirt and trousers of Mariano with his right. Mariano pivoted 
around Tomás, so that his bota slammed against the rope ladder 
and he faced back down the shaft.

Tomás began to lose his hold on Mariano. “Reach back. Grab 
the ropes,” yelled Tomás. Another man, climbing down the ladder 
beside Mariano, grabbed his right arm and helped him grab a rope, 
while Mariano searched for the ladder with his left. Then his right 
foot caught a rope while the ore-laden cutama pulled him back 
against the ladder. His left hand found a rope. Spread-eagled, he 
held tightly to the ladder, while he found a rope to support his 
left foot and adjusted his footholds. Shaking all over his body, he 
slowly turned himself around, carefully switching hand and feet 
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positions. Holding fast to the ladder, he waited until his body 
stopped shaking.

Tomás had turned himself around and moved beside him.
Mariano gripped the ropes tightly, his head hung down, his 

eyes closed. “You saved my life, Tomás.” After a moment of heavy 
breathing, he said, “I will repay you.” Then, he silently resumed  
his climb.

After that, Mariano drank no chicha during the week when 
he worked, and he drank less when he did not work. For two weeks 
he rested in his room on Saturday and Sunday and left only to 
walk alone around the Indian quarters. Then, for three weeks he 
did not return to the room he shared with Tomás, Pascual, and 
Mancos. He always returned to work in the mine on Monday 
evening, but he spoke to no one while working and in the sleeping 
quarters. Tomás worked near him and watched him, but did not 
speak to him or bother him. And Mariano was no longer careless 
in the mine.

Still, Tomás worried. Why did he not return to their room 
in the Indian quarters? The fourth time he did not return to the 
room, Tomás spoke to old Pascual. “I am worried about Mariano. 
Why does he not come here?”

Pascual sat on his bed, drinking chicha and looking at the 
worn straps on his sandals. “Do not worry. He only sees a woman.”

“A woman? Oh.” Tomás wanted to ask more but did not.
After that brief talk with Pascual, Tomás would rise on nights 

he awoke, pull on his warm poncho and the woolen hat he bought 
when Mariano told him he would need one for the cold winters. 
The hat was made of black wool decorated with red and green 
stripes. It fit tightly on his head, had a pointed top, and ear flaps 
with long woolen strands extending from the bottom of the ear 
flaps. Outside the room, he would walk routinely to the corral, even 
though he knew no mules would be there. His thoughts during 
this time were on Juana. He could not get her out of his mind. But 
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it was also when he began a continuing study of the night sky. He 
looked at the moon and studied its changes and began slowly to 
estimate the time of night. He knew the full moon rose shortly 
after sunset and then rose a little later each successive night as 
it began to wane. He began a study of the stars and to identify 
patterns. These first winter nights were just a beginning. But he 
realized then that he was only content when outside and free. He 
knew he did not belong in a slaughterhouse scraping hides or in a 
mine hauling ore. He must find a way to escape from the mine and 
Potosí. These winter nights at the corral were brief. The freezing 
temperatures soon drove him back to his room.

Two weeks later on a rare pleasant, sunny Monday morning, 
Tomás watched a mule train being watered at the corral, when 
Mariano appeared at his side. They stood silently for a while, 
watching the activity in the corral. Tomás looked at Mariano and 
said, “I have not seen you outside the mine for many weeks. I 
worried about you, but I heard you see a woman.”

Mariano snapped a look at him, but turned back to look 
intently at the activity in the corral. After a long silence, he said, 
“Have you ever looked closely at a mule?”

Tomás silently studied the animals.
“See how his eyes are set farther back on his head than a 

horse. With such eyes, he can see all four feet. That is why he is so  
sure-footed. It is best to be like a mule and look only at your own 
feet.” He had just finished speaking when he yelled, “Jacinto! Over 
here. Jacinto!” One of the Indians, a short, muscled man with flecks 
of gray in his hair, looked up and stared for a moment. “Mariano? 
Is that you?” He rushed across the corral, pushing mules out of his 
way. “You are alive!”

“I am surviving. What is happening on the trail?”
“Have you heard that José Gabriél has returned to Tinta?”
“No.”
“He is very angry with el Corregidor for his continued 
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corruption and abuses of the Indians.” He looked silently at 
Mariano for a moment. “He knows you are here, Mariano. I heard 
him say he will get you released.”

Mariano sighed deeply and hung his head, almost as if praying. 
This was his first sign of hope since leaving for Potosí.

Tomás saw the relief come over Mariano and knew that he no 
longer had to worry about him.

Mariano and Jacinto talked only a little more when Jacinto 
said, “Silver and guards for the journey to Oruro are waiting, and 
the mules complain of hunger. I must go. But perhaps we will meet 
again in a few months. We will need you in the rainy season.” They 
said goodbye. And Tomás and Mariano watched as the mule train 
filed out of the corral.

The two stood silently, looking at the empty corral. After a 
few minutes, Tomás said, “How good for you! You will be released 
in a few months. You can celebrate with your woman.”

Mariano shot him a look that said, Tomás, were you not 
listening? Are you dense? You are in forbidden territory.

Tomás saw the look and said, “Pascual told me.”
“Pascual talks too much.” And after another long pause, he 

said, “A man has needs. We muleteers need to be like our hunter 
ancestors. We see. We get. We go.”

Tomás looked at him with squinty eyes. “We see? We get?”
“Do not look at me like that. You know what I mean when I 

say men have needs. I see the way you look at Juana.”
Tomás swung around and looked at Mariano. How did he 

know? Who else could see it?
“You look at her when she is not looking at you. You hardly 

speak to her, and when you do, your tongue is twisted in your head. 
You are no hunter with her. But you want to be.” He stared out 
at the empty corral. “But that is good, not being a hunter with 
her. Some women are good for muleteers, who are never long in 
one place. But Juana comes from a family who has always lived 
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together with their neighbors in a single village. She will look for 
a man who will always be near her, never wandering about the 
country. Most village women are like that.”

After being quiet for a while, he said, “Oh, and if you two 
become friendly, you must be very careful of Antonio. He will 
protect her honor like el tigre. Or even more, like a male donkey 
protects his female horses. Did you know that if an ass is attacked 
by el tigre, he lets it jump on his back and grab him with its claws? 
Then, the donkey rolls over and over on his back until he breaks 
the back of the attacker. He is a fierce fighter and gives the mules 
their stubbornness and cunning. You must be very careful if Juana 
becomes friendly with you. You must know what that means, 
especially if you two are alone, like when Antonio and Yuca visit 
Clemente in the prison.”

Tomás did not answer, but just shook his head. Who else saw 
what Mariano saw? What was he telling me? Am I really so stupid?

The two came to the corral on many more Monday afternoons 
but never again spoke of women.

As the end of the year of work neared, the first year mitayos 
became hopeful that their torture would soon end. Even 
Antonio became cautiously optimistic. Yet, underneath, his anger  
still smoldered.

Mariano, however, felt his freedom was assured, if he  
stayed alive.

Tomás had no hope of release. Each week he watched as 
men were carried from the mine—men crushed by rocks falling 
from the mine roof, men killed by falling down shafts, men dying 
because the dust had clogged their lungs and they could breathe no 
more, men dying of illness and malnutrition. The worst was seeing 
men die of despair. Most of the deaths in the mine came, one way 
or another, from despair. Men with broken spirits simply wasted 
away or died by careless accidents. Mariano had been spared such 
a death by the watchfulness and strength of Tomás. But there were 
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so many deaths, so many causes. Already, millions of Indians had 
died in the mines of Potosí. Tomás wondered if he would be one 
of their number but tried to put that out of his mind.

He watched while Alonso wasted away. He lay in the building 
on the mountain, unable to work. One evening before the men 
went into the mine, he spoke to Antonio with his friends gathered 
around. “I have seen a vision, Antonio. The Inca had returned to 
free us all from this misery. He wore the finest robe, and on his 
head was a hat with many fine feathers. And the sun from which 
his ancestors came shone on him.” Tomás, hearing Alonso, looked 
at Antonio. Antonio said only, “From my youth I have heard stories 
of similar visions.” Village friends carried Alonso off the mountain 
Saturday morning. He would not see the new Inca in this world. 
Sunday he died in the crowded room he shared with two others of 
his village.

Not long after, Miguél had his foot mangled by a cart. 
Gangrene set in, and in a very short time he died.

The deaths of these men, one slow, one sudden, were direct 
reminders to their mitayo friends that la mita killed Indians. In 
less than a month, Antonio had lost two of his villagers, two of his 
friends. The sorrow of his personal loss was compounded by the 
fees he must pay as cápitan enterador of his village, because those 
men no longer worked. His grief brought even greater anger at the 
injustice of la mita, his cacique, el hacendado, and el corregidor.

When the first year of his mita service at Potosí ended, Tomás could 
hardly remember a time when he had not worked in the mine. His 
previous life was a slowly dimming memory. He could still picture 
his home in los llano and the faces of his family members. But 
the images were becoming less clear. He still remembered his joy 
with the horses and his memory of them was renewed by the smell 
when visiting the coral. He knew that a year had passed only by the 
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arrival of new mitayos to replace those whose year was completed. 
The new men came with eyes that bulged with fear and confusion, 
masks of dismay and despair on their faces. And with the new 
arrival came the summer rains.

Mariano left when the new mitayos arrived. José Gabriel 
Condorcanqui had made sure his village sent replacements. He 
wanted his muleteer back. As Mariano rolled his few belongings 
in a blanket and prepared to join a mule train leaving Potosí, he 
took Tomás with him to the corral. “I will be back for you. I will 
find a way for you to escape. You must be strong and stay alive.” 
He prepared his mule in silence. “I do not know when I will be 
back.” As he mounted the mule he said, “I owe you my life, and I 
will be back to take you from this place of death.” The mule train 
moved out as rain began to fall, and Tomás watched it quickly 
trot down the crooked cobbled street. When it came to a bend, 
Mariano looked back and saluted Tomás. The mule train and 
Mariano disappeared around the bend.

Antonio moved among the new arrivals, searching for his 
replacements. Rain pelted him and he sloshed through mud and 
llama excrement. No villagers came to replace Antonio and his 
group. He recognized a man from the Cochabamba area and 
questioned him. He knew of no replacements from the village 
where Antonio came from. Antonio, his fellow villagers, and 
Tomás searched among the new arrivals for one whole week. No 
replacements arrived. The miserable weather only increased the 
anger Antonio felt.

The new year of work began with the sacrifice of two llamas to 
assure the safety of the mine. When a walking dead man was strung 
up and flogged, Antonio, his villagers, and Tomás had begun the 
climb to the mine mouth with loaded botas. They would not watch 
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the beating intended to intimidate the new mitayos. That night 
they distributed extra food and blankets to newcomers in need.

Antonio was extremely angry. His anger was no longer under 
the surface; it burst from him. He did not show it to the overseer 
or guards. His villagers felt it. His family felt it. Tomás felt it. 
Antonio could not confront his adversaries, so far away in a valley 
near Cochabamba. He felt helpless, like Clemente, his predecessor 
capitán enterador, whom he visited in prison. But he would not 
give in to the corruption of his adversaries. “I will find a way out,” 
he repeated over and over.

Tomás refused to despair, continued to be stoic, continued 
to observe everything about him. He did not give up hope. 
Remembering what his uncle had said, he must find a way to 
escape. And now, Mariano had promised one.



 

Chapter 13

DEEP BENEATH the red mountain, Tomás, Antonio, and his 
fellow villagers toiled into their second year. And Antonio seethed 
with anger and helplessness. What could he do so far from his 
village, so far from having a direct influence on his own fate and 
the fate of his friends? “Curses upon the heads of el cacique and 
el hacendado,” he yelled over and over, while the others resigned 
themselves to work in the mine for an unpredictable time. He 
quickly sent off letters to both el cacique and el hacendado stating 
his complaints. And continued to curse them and wait. And wait.

With the departure of Mariano, Antonio and Simón invited 
Tomás to live in the room with Simón where Miguél had been 
before he died. Tomás felt welcomed by Simón and the family of 
Antonio. And he was near Juana. He had thought of her constantly 
when in the mine, her image blotting out the moment-by-moment 
torment of the work. On rest days he now spoke with her more 
often. And he watched her. Thinking of her serenity brought peace 
to him when chaos reigned all about him in the mine. Juana seemed 
not to be distressed by her work. She never complained. She saw 
the rages of her father and how he had changed. Following the 
lead of her mother, she tried to keep their family life as it was 
before the move to Potosí.

After being with the village group and becoming better 
acquainted with them, Tomás realized he would never be an 
intimate part of them. They were kind to him, but they had 
experiences between them that he did not share—of good crop 
years and bad, of celebrations carried down many generations in 
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their village, of births, marriages, deaths. They talked of people still 
in the village. He also became aware of an intimacy between Juana 
and Simón that he had not seen before. Simón had known Juana 
all of her life. He was older than both Tomás and Juana by a few 
years. The two shared many common memories from their village 
life. In time, it became clear to Tomás that Juana admired Simón. 
Tomás slowly realized that his thoughts about her were fantasies. 
Fantasy or not, though, he could not put her from his mind. She 
and her image had been a secret treasure since he first saw her, 
comforting him in his most distressing time on the walk to Potosí. 
She was in his dreams. He could not believe that she was lost  
to him.

Mariano had said that Juana, a village girl, would want a man 
who would stay with her all the time, not a wandering muleteer. 
And, of course, a man of her village would know her best. Even 
though Tomás now shared time with the village group, he felt 
that he was still an outsider and would never be accepted as a 
village member.

Except by Feliciana. She followed him everywhere, like one of 
the jungle gnats that plagued him while tied to the tail of the horse. 
She always wanted to be alone with him. “Take me to the city,” she 
would say, or “Do you want to go to the corrals?” But he stayed 
with the family until Juana or Susana dragged her away from him, 
and he could escape to wander around the Indian quarter alone.

About four months into the second year of toil in the mine, 
Antonio received a letter. After reading it, he became even angrier 
than before. “May all the devils in hell piss fire on the heads of el 
cacique and el hacendado!” He threw the letter to the floor and 
stomped on it, until its many pieces mingled with the dirt. His 
daughters were so disturbed by his anger that they fled to the room 
of Simón and Tomás. But Yuca did not permit them to go alone 
to the rooms where men lived and quickly took them away. That 
night Antonio quickly wrote a response and sent it off.
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His villagers saw how Antonio behaved when he received 
the last letter. Most had now lost hope of ever returning to their 
homes. Over the following two months, the older brother of 
Hidalgo wasted away in despair. No encouragement could change 
his downward slide. He died two weeks before Antonio received 
another letter. This time he muted his curses. This time he visited 
all his fellow villagers, his friends. He looked at the conditions 
where they lived and talked to them of their health. He wandered 
alone in the Indian quarter and into the city. Then one night, he 
carefully wrote a reply.

Three months later he received another letter. He read it once 
and looked up from a second reading, a subdued resignation on his 
face. He led his villagers to the plaza on a cold overcast day and 
said, “I have received a letter from el hacendado. He writes that he 
will help to free us from la mita. You must be alert in the mine to 
stay alive. In three months we will be free to return home.”

Most of the villagers rejoiced, but some were skeptical. Why 
would el hacendado do that? They questioned among themselves. 
But they said nothing to Antonio. Antonio with hope was better 
than Antonio with no hope.

Antonio may have had hope, but he looked weary, reflecting 
the gloomy weather, when he took Tomás aside. “You will not be 
released with us …. I am very sorry …. There is nothing I can  
do …” Standing awkwardly facing Tomás, he did not know what 
else to say.

“I did not expect it,” replied Tomás. He did not want Antonio 
to feel burdened by his life sentence to the mine, but he was very 
disappointed. After that talk, Tomás began a slow drift away from 
the villagers which was accelerated when Simón and Juana pledged 
to marry when they returned to their village. He was not surprised 
by the announcement. Still, he could not put Juana from his mind. 

The end of the second year brought an influx of new mitayos, 
including a group to replace Antonio and his friends, who were 
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finally free to return to their homes. The mine would not be their 
tomb. The men celebrated their release on Saturday and through 
the night, until they fell into drunken stupors.

Black clouds threatened rain on the morning of their departure, 
but they were joyful and unaffected by the weather. Tomás helped 
Antonio and his family load their llamas. Clemente had been freed 
from prison and sat in a chair watching the preparations, staring at 
the sky and sighing. He spoke to no one in particular, saying, “Do 
you know how good the sky looks? How good the air smells? Even 
on this cold, cloudy, and windy day, in this decaying part of the 
city? I am still alive and going home!” Tomás saddled the mule he 
would ride and helped him up, adjusting the stirrups.

As the first in the group led their llamas to the cobblestoned 
road, Tomás walked with them. Simón came to Tomás and said, 
“Thank you, Tomás, for all the help you have given us. If we could 
take you with us, we would. Antonio tried to free you. But he could 
not. Did you know he sold all his land to el hacendado to free us 
and Clemente?”

“All his land?” said Tomás in surprise. “But he loved his land. 
And he freed Clemente? He really tried to free me?”

“Yes, but he had nothing left to give for your freedom. He is 
a great man. He loved us more than his land which has been in his 
family since before the conquest.”

“What will he and his family do?”
“When we return, Antonio, his sons, and two youngest 

daughters will work as yanaconas in the fields he once owned. Yuca 
and Juana will work in la cocina of el hacendado. Antonio has 
sacrificed much for our freedom.”

Tomás did not know what to think. They had been freed from 
the mine, but enslaved in their own village. What price was too 
high for release from the mine? The land of Antonio was stolen 
from him. La mita was only the instrument for the thievery. 

Each villager came to say goodbye to Tomás. “Find a way to 
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escape, Tomás,” said one. “Yes, you must escape,” cried out others. 
“We are your brothers,” said Martín, while Julián nodded. “We 
wish you could come with us.” Antonio was the last. “You have 
been loyal to me and my family. When I took you along as part of 
our group at Oruro, I had many doubts. But you have been a true 
friend and will always be welcome at my house. La mita service 
has left me with many regrets, but leaving you here is the greatest. 
Mariano said he would help you escape. He is an honorable man. 
I hope he returns for you soon.”

Tomás watched his friends, leading loaded llamas and the 
mule carrying Clemente, disappear around a bend in the cobbled 
road. Juana and Susana dragged Feliciana, while she called after 
Tomás, “Come with us, Tomás. I need you, Tomás.” She screamed 
at Antonio, “Papa, bring Tomás. Why cannot Tomás come with 
us?” Looking back, she wailed, “Tomás, Tomás.”

Tomás stood alone after the cries of Feliciana had faded, and 
the group had disappeared. Mariano, where are you? he thought. I 
have waited for one year. Where are you, Mariano? You told me to 
get up when I slipped on the hill leaving Yocalla. “Help someone,” 
you said. I helped Feliciana, and what became of that? She has 
been more annoying than mine dust. What else do you have for 
me, Mariano? Where are you?

Tomás, now alone, had nothing to give to pay his debt and 
free himself. His closest friends were gone. He had met the new 
arrivals from the village of Antonio, but they did not know him. 
They had not lived with him or travelled to Potosí with him. 
Within the mine, his silence and the story about why he was there 
had set him apart from the other men. He wanted to believe that 
Mariano would find a way to release him. But he no longer had 
faith in Mariano. He knew that he must find a way to escape by 
himself, as his uncle Titu had told him. But he was not of the 
altiplano and did not know where to go. He must find someone to 
help him escape. But who?



 

Chapter 14

WHEN ANTONIO and his villagers left, Tomás found two old 
indebted mitayos, who also had no hope of leaving the mine, and 
asked them if he could move into their squalid little hovel.

“But you are cursed,” said one. “We do not want to die in the 
mine with you.”

“You saw me live and work with the villagers who have now 
returned to their homes,” said Tomás. “They were not cursed and 
neither am I. You do not have to work with me in the mine. If I 
am to die in the mine, you do not have to be near me. I will, of 
course, pay my share of the rent. You will have more money.” He 
did not have to say any more, because the looks the two gave each 
other said it all. They would have more chicha. So Tomás moved 
in with them.

After two years of work in the mine, Tomás had become fully 
grown, stocky, of medium height, and almost one head taller than 
when he arrived. The work had made him strong, with heavily 
muscled shoulders and arms and powerful legs from climbing 
the mine shaft with fully loaded cutamas and pushing heavy ore 
carts. His lungs now accepted the rare atmosphere of the high  
mountain altitude.

With the absence of his friends, especially Juana, he took 
little care of his appearance. In the mine he was dirty with long 
matted hair that he tied with a band about his head. He attached 
his candle to his headband. But while working the band often 
slipped down around his neck, and his long hair tumbled from it, 
hanging in his face and to his shoulders. He wore trousers and a 
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loose- fitting shirt. And sometimes, he wore no shirt at all, because 
the depths of the mine were very hot. Ragged sheepskins covered 
his bota straps and his knees. He pulled a cloth tied at his neck 
over his nose and mouth. After two years in the mine, he had scars 
on his head, knees, arms, and back, where he had been cut by the 
mine walls, roof, and floor. He appeared more like an animal from 
the jungles north of los llanos than a human being.

He frightened the new mitayos with his appearance and 
the story of the snake that ate the horse. And they joined the 
continuing workers in shunning him. Finding new friends to 
escape with seemed impossible.

But deep within Tomás beat a compassionate heart. His 
uncle Titu, Antonio and his villagers, and Mariano had helped 
him survive the trek to Potosí and two years in the mine. Despite 
his isolation by the other workers, he took pity on the new mitayos 
and found ways to help them. When he saw one emerge with 
bleeding knees from a tunnel, he pointed to his knee guards. If one 
fought against the cutama straps cutting his shoulders, he pointed 
to his sheepskin covers. For those who coughed in clouds of mine 
dust, he pointed to the cloth covering his nose and mouth. Yet he 
remained isolated.

Two months into the third year a new young mitayo, tall, thin, 
and gangly, began work in the mine. He appeared to be part of no 
village group, and had no friends. Frail and apparently unused to 
hard work, he struggled greatly. After two weeks in the mine, he 
did not return on Monday afternoon. Tomás wondered what had 
become of him. Was he ill? Had he been taken to the hospital 
where only death could follow? Did he have an accident? On 
Friday, he was brought in by guards who had beaten him so badly 
he could hardly stand. He had been found hiding in the city, trying 
to find a way to escape.

Tomás watched him as he strained to carry his partially filled 
bota up the mine shaft. He could barely climb the rope ladders 



142 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

and stumbled up the steep inclines. The overseer watched him 
closely and whipped him when he stopped to rest below in the 
great cavern. He screamed when he felt the cords of the whip and 
slowly, so slowly, loaded his bota. And slowly, slowly trudged up the 
shaft. “He is one of the walking dead,” said a young mitayo who 
followed Tomás, after they passed the man along the mine shaft. 
As day approached, a week of work for the mitayos was ending. 
For the new man, a long night was ending, but he had not met his 
quota, and he could not go on. At daybreak, when Tomás returned 
to the mine sleeping quarters, the man lay on a pile of dirty rags 
in a delirious sleep. Tomás sat on his blanket and watched him 
until all the other workers had gone. When the man did not wake 
up, Tomás also left in a light rain to return to his hovel, where he 
took off his wet poncho and put on a dry spare one he had. He 
made and ate a stew of potatoes, carrots, and a little chaqui, drank 
some chicha, and fell into a deep sleep. He woke at night, the 
air cold but stifling in the confines of the small room. The other 
two men slept soundly in chicha-induced stupors. The air in the 
room reeked of sweat, stale chicha, and filth. Tomás wrapped his 
heavy poncho about him and pushed out into the cold night. The 
rain had stopped, but clouds covered the sky. He could not see the 
moon or stars. He had slept through Saturday, but he did not know 
the time of night.

He walked compulsively to the corral, but saw no one there. 
While he stood by the wall, looking at the empty corral, he 
remembered the tall, thin man he had left sleeping in the mine 
building. Was he still there? he wondered. He looked up toward the 
red mountain, obscured by darkness and many intervening buildings. 
He remembered a brief conversation he had with Mariano a long 
time before, when they began their work in the mine.

“Do not go to the mine on the days you do not work,”  
said Mariano.

“Why would anyone do that?”
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“No matter. Do not go there. It is not safe. Thieves go into the 
mines, dangerous gangs, to steal the richest ore. Not even the mine 
owners or guards can prevent it. The thieves enrich themselves at 
a cost to the mine owner. In some mines they take more silver 
than the mine owners get from the work of the mitayos. But we 
mitayos pay the highest price with our lives. With the thievery, the 
mine owners cannot make a profit without our forced labor.” He 
stopped to let Tomás absorb what he said. “Do not go there. Those 
men will kill you, if they know you suspect them of their thievery.”

Tomás looked again in the direction of the mine. He wondered 
about the tall, thin Indian. He also wondered about the gangs who 
stole from the mines on the days of rest. Perhaps he could become 
part of a gang and make enough money to free himself, he thought. 
With nothing to do and not wanting to return to his dismal room, 
he walked through the Indian quarter to the base of the mountain 
and stood on the dark and foreboding path, looking up at it. What 
could be more dangerous than working in the mine? he thought. 
Were thieves really there? He looked around. The night sky had 
become clear with the lights shining from thousands of stars. A 
three-quarter moon was sinking behind the western mountains. The 
summer rains were ending. No sign of movement caught his eyes.

Cautiously, he climbed the familiar path, seeing no one and 
hearing only his own footsteps. Upon entering the stone building, 
he found the tall, thin Indian still sleeping. He walked over and 
sat by him, watching him. His sleep was disturbed as though on 
the edge of wakefulness. In his delirious state he ranted, “Baceda, 
Baceda. Instead of payment … you …. Instead of payment … you 
cast me to hell.” He repeated his rant against Baceda, turned on his 
side and was silent.

While watching the man and listening to his mournful voice, 
Tomás heard the sound of shuffling feet and low voices coming 
from the mine mouth. He hurried to a far corner of the building and 
hid in its darkness. He could only make out a shape as it appeared 
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at the doorway of the living quarters. Then he heard the voice. 
“Why are you here?” said the overseer, and he kicked the man. The 
man groaned but did not answer. “Why are you here?” repeated the 
overseer, and he kicked him again. Only a groan issued from the 
man. “If you are here when I return, I will string you up and beat 
you. I will kill you.” He turned and left the building.

Tomás stealthily walked to the building entrance and 
cautiously looked out. Several men with loaded botas disappeared 
down the path toward the city. The guards are thieves! he thought. 
They mistreat us mitayos, then steal from the mineros they work 
for. I can never join with them. They would not accept me. I would 
never join with them, anyway. They are cruel and ruthless. I cannot 
be like them. He shook his head. I must find some other way to 
escape from the mine.

Tomás brought water to the man, who lay motionless on his 
bed of rags. He knelt down and shook him to wake him, saying, 
“Wake up. The overseer will return and kill you. You must leave 
this place now.” The man opened his eyes and shrank back, pushing 
Tomás away and crying out in terror. Surprised by the reaction, 
Tomás stood and looked down at him. But Tomás could not see 
himself. The man had seen a dirty animal with long matted hair 
bending over him.

Tomás spoke to him, “I am helping you. I am giving you water. 
You need to leave this place now.”

The man yelled in Spanish, “Get away! Get away from me!”
Tomás replied in Spanish, “I am helping you. I am giving you 

water. We must leave this place.”
The man looked at him quizzically and slumped down on 

his filthy, sweat-stained bed. “You speak Spanish?” he said weakly. 
“And Quechua?”

“Yes, and we must go now, or you will be killed.”
The man gulped down the water, put his hands to his head, 

shook his head. “I have nowhere to go.”
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“Come with me. Now!” Tomás lifted him up and, with 
the arm of the man around his shoulder, helped him from the 
building. Slowly, they made their way down the mountain, Tomás 
steadying the man to keep him from stumbling. After many stops 
to rest, Tomás brought the man to his room, and laid him on his 
own bed. He fed him some of his stew. When he had eaten, the 
man fell back on the bed and slept. Tomás looked at him more 
closely. He seemed a strange man to be working in the mines, tall 
and thin without the wiry, muscled body of most of the altiplano 
miners. Who was he? Why was he alone in the mine? Why did 
he not belong to any village group? Tomás wondered these things 
as he left the small room and walked out into the early Sunday 
morning. After circling by the corral and wandering through the 
Indian quarter, he returned to the room.

Midday, the man woke, sat up, and looked around, trying to 
remember where he was. He saw Tomás sitting on the floor beside 
the bed and shrank back against the wall.

“Where am I? Who are you?”
“You are in a room in the Indian quarter. I am called Tomás.”
The man lay back, leaned on his elbows, and studied Tomás. 

“I have heard whispers of you in the mine. You are cursed, because 
a snake ate a horse you rode. You have been sentenced to work in 
the mine until the mine kills you. They also say anyone near you 
will be killed with you.”

“That is superstition. I came with a group from a valley near 
Cochabamba. They did not suffer because of me. They have now 
returned to their village.”

The man looked at Tomás for a long time, sat up on the bed, 
and said, “Tell me, how does a snake eat a horse?”

Tomás briefly told of the sicuriu, his trek from los llanos to 
Potosí, and his work in the mine.

Again, the man looked at Tomás for a moment. “Tied to the 
tail of a horse?” He shook his head. “More than two years in the 
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mine? I could not do it.” He was silent again. “I am called Fulano. 
The name is of a fine Spanish family. My father thought it would 
raise my fortunes.” He looked about the room and said, “In the 
mine, my name is no aid. And while I appreciate your help, this is 
no palace.”

Tomás smiled. “Not a palace. But I would not know. I have 
never been in a palace.”

“I have been in many fine houses. I was trained from a child 
to be an artist. I apprenticed with the leading Indian artists who 
congregate in Cuzco, which is famous for its Indian artists. I also 
received an education and church instruction, as did many Indian 
children in the city.”

“Who is Baceda?”
“Baceda? How do you know of Baceda?”
“You spoke of him in your sleep. And why are you a mitayo 

working in the mine?” Tomás spoke in Spanish. He had spoken 
little of the language of his youth since coming to Potosí, except 
occasionally with Antonio.

“Baceda! He cast me to the hell of the mine. It all began when 
I came to Potosí. Although I did well in Cuzco as a painter, there 
was much competition. I thought opportunities would be greater 
in Potosí. I heard that many rich Spaniards, other Europeans, and 
Criollos would pay well for their portraits. I suppose I, too, sought 
to ride a fine horse. I did not know that I was coming to a decaying 
city with a climate fit for no human.”

“How could you not know? Did you not ask others about the 
city?” asked Tomás.

“I did not inquire enough. But I found work. And my name 
became known among the wealthy. I have painted portraits of 
many renowned personages. But Alfredo Baceda …. That man has 
robbed me. He commissioned me to paint his wife and daughter. 
They dressed in their finest garments, but they are who they are. 
I paint from here.” He pointed to his chest, his heart. “And from 
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here.” He pointed to his eyes. “I can only paint what I see. If I see 
a large sheep, should I paint a sleek vicuña? Should I paint a thin, 
beautiful woman when I see a woman, large from eating rich foods, 
with a mole on her nose and one eye that opens only halfway? And 
the child, the image of the mother. Should I paint the Madonna 
and child when I see a sow and suckling? Should I paint what I do 
not see? My heart cannot do it.” He looked up in deep thought. 
“But perhaps I should have,” he said quietly. “I might have earned 
more commissions from wealthy fat and ugly people. I could have 
become famous for painting the wealthy, whose fictional likenesses 
would be seen for all time.” He stopped and rubbed his eyes. “My 
curse is that I paint what I see.

“Señor Baceda was so angry, he refused to pay me. He 
destroyed my painting before my eyes. I sought restitution for my 
work. Instead, I had a visit from la mita capitán, and now I am here. 
No artist should have to be in that dirty, dark, dusty, and stinky 
mine. It robs the artist of his soul.” He shook his head, looked at 
Tomás, and was quiet.

After a moment Tomás said, “Perhaps no mitayo should be in 
the mines. Why should only artists be excused?”

Fulano silently looked at the floor, then at Tomás. “Perhaps 
you are right. I have been thinking only of myself.”

After a few moments Fulano spoke again. “The houses where 
I went to paint portraits were magnificent inside. They had the best 
furniture from Europe. Fine paintings hung on the walls. Gold and 
silver objects were everywhere. When I painted, the owners and 
their friends talked of parties and the wealthy who would attend 
them. The men spoke of their businesses and their haciendas in the 
lower altitudes. They spoke of gaining even more wealth than they 
had already. They gambled. And when they became drunk, they 
spoke only of leaving Potosí.” He was silent again.

“Did they ever talk about the mitayos or Indians whose work 
made them wealthy?”
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“Los Ricos never talked about the mitayos, Indians, or even 
mestizos, or those who worked for them. They never mentioned 
workers. To them, they were invisible people. Yet, la mita … la mita 
brought them wealth. Beside the yanaconos, who worked on their 
haciendas, mitayos worked in their factories, worked as muleteers, 
transporting their goods … did all the work. And I … I wanted to 
be like them. I wanted to have a life like they had.” He was silent 
again. “There is much I did not see or understand. Now, I am here 
in the depths, the lowest possible place for any man and without 
hope. I have only now discovered there is great unfairness in  
this world.”

Tomás stood and touched Fulano on the shoulder. “We both 
took risks, and now we are here. But we must not give up hope. Let 
us go for a walk.”

The next week Tomás helped his new friend to survive the 
nights in the mine. As they toiled together that week, Fulano slowly 
began to recover some strength. He worked very slowly at first, 
muttering to himself about injustice. But Tomás patiently showed 
him ways to ease his burden and carried extra loads for him so 
that he could meet his quota. One morning after completing their 
work, Fulano said, “Every mitayo here is the victim of injustice. I 
am not the only one.”

Tomás said, “Now the artist in you is seeing.”
As the miners dug deeper into the mountain, the mitayos had 

to load their cutamas farther down in the mine and carry them 
farther to the exit. They had to carry out waste tailings that could 
not be dumped in abandoned mine shafts. They had to push ore 
carts farther, then take loads from them to meet their quotas. 
Yet some mitayos endured. They endured the exhausting work, 
the dust, the heat, and the cold. They endured when their fellow 
mitayos died of accidents, despair, or simply trying to breathe. They 
endured, and many endured alone. Fulano had been very fortunate. 
He was not alone. And now, neither was Tomás.
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After two weeks Fulano had recovered sufficiently to tell 
Tomás that he wished to move to other quarters. “I have silver 
coins hidden. We can find a better room.”

“When I first helped you down the mountain, you said you 
had nowhere to go. But you have money?” Tomás, eyes squinted 
and brow furrowed, looked at Fulano.

“I had no room to go to. I paid two men two reales a night 
to sleep in their room until I tried to escape from the mine. Then, 
I slept outside, trying to hide and find someone to take me away. 
Rain came. I was cold and miserable. I had no place …”

“But you had money.”
“If I used money then, I would have been discovered.” He 

shook his head. “I was discovered anyway. I could not tell you until 
now. Your appearance …. Your reputation …. I did not know you. 
Now I do. You are a true friend. Let us find a better room. I know 
Potosí, and I can find a better place to live.”

Fulano found a room in the Indian quarter, across the river 
from the center of Potosí and not much farther from the mine 
than where they had lived. It was larger than the room they shared 
with the two old mitayos, but also in an old single story brick and 
stucco building. It had once been whitewashed inside and out and 
seemed less dingy than their old room. And it was not far from 
the corrals.

On rest days Fulano showed Tomás the areas of Potosí he 
knew. Where they walked and how far depended on his strength. 
One Sunday, they walked around the great mint building with its 
large balconies, “like ‘prows of warships’ I have heard it said, but,” 
Fulano laughed, “I have never seen a warship.” At the cathedral to 
the east with its lofty towers he said, “This fine cathedral is very 
old. See these cracks in the walls and look up. See how parts of the 
walls are falling off? This great building will fall down soon. One 
good shake from the earth will do it.”

But after a few weeks, despite the help of Tomás and steady 



150 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

gains in meeting his quota, Fulano began to sink back into 
depression. He considered his position hopeless. Seeking to cheer 
him, the two went to the city center during carnival week to watch 
the running of the bulls. They watched from a distance as the bulls 
thundered on the street past the mint while Indians tried to run 
with them. Rather than cheer them, it depressed them both even 
more. On the walk back to their room, Fulano shook his head 
and said, “The goring of drunken Indians while the Spanish elite 
watch from the mint balconies makes me very angry, Tomás. Is it 
not enough that they work us to death? Must they also make sport 
of us?”

Tomás could only say, “I have already seen many bulls in my 
youth. I do not need to see any more. Going there was a very  
bad idea.”

Two weeks later, they walked through streets lined with 
large, fine houses having balconies overhanging the streets and 
doors adorned with family crests of those who lived there. “I have 
painted in some of these fine houses. That one there,” he pointed. 
“But these are nothing compared with the mansions the owners 
build elsewhere. They all want to leave Potosí for a better climate.” 

Farther on he pulled his poncho close about him and said, 
“The climate has shaped the city. See how these streets change 
direction? That is so the wind cannot find a straight path and is 
slowed. When I first came here, I sometimes became lost in this 
maze.” Then, after walking quietly for a while, he added. “Now, I 
am lost again. I am doomed to die in the maze of the mine.”

“No!” said Tomás. He stopped Fulano in the middle of the 
street. “You must stop this depressing talk. Let us look for a way 
to escape. Show me the roads out of this city. Tell me about the 
towns along the roads. Where are there places to hide? Are there 
any friendly Indians who would hide us and direct us to other safe 
places away from Potosí?”



151PART 1  POTOSÍ

Fulano only shook his head. “No, Tomás. I have been beaten 
once. I will not risk it again.”

“But Fulano, you know this city and the world outside of it. 
And you have money.” He held Fulano by the shoulders and looked 
into his eyes. “Do you not see the danger you are in? The overseer 
watches you. He suspects you know he is a thief. He will find a 
way to kill you. You must escape or you will surely die in the mine. 
You can help us both escape. We will go together. I only want you 
to show me the roads and paths out and tell me what you know.”

“I am afraid to try to escape, Tomás! The mine is terrible, but 
the beating was even more terrible.”

Tomás was silent until they turned into a windy street. Then 
he said, “I am afraid also, Fulano, but I am more afraid of dying in 
the mine. I am willing to risk an escape.”

“But if we attempt an escape and are caught, they will surely 
kill me. But … I will show you what I know.” Reluctantly, Fulano 
took Tomás to the edges of the city and showed him the roads 
that led out. He told him all he knew of the towns outside the city, 
but he knew very little. Fulano would not consider escaping from 
the mine. Each day in the mine, he would lament, “Is my fate like 
yours, Tomás, to always be a mitayo?” That thought and the fear 
of being caught if he tried to escape so discouraged him that he 
repeatedly complained, “I have no future. I have no life.”

Then he thought, “Perhaps I can paint during rest days and 
make enough more money to buy my freedom.” It was only a 
momentary hope. He had money to pay for paints and canvas. But 
on rest days, he had little energy or heart or inspiration to paint 
in the cold room that froze his hands or while dampness from 
rain, sleet, or snow made painting impossible. With the failure of 
his attempt to paint, his soul was dying. In the mine, under the 
watchful eye of the overseer, he lost all hope. He ate little. Day by 
day, week by week, he became weaker. Despite everything Tomás 
did, he became one of the walking dead.
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At that time, which was a few months before the end of the 
third year that Tomás had worked in the mine, a new group of 
mitayos arrived. They brought word of rebellion that spread swiftly 
though the mine. In the land nearby, Indians had risen up against 
the exploitation of the Spanish rulers. Tomás said to Fulano, “You 
need to strengthen yourself. We will find out where the rebellion 
is, escape from here, and join it.”

But Fulano only shook his head.



 

Chapter 15

AMONG THE NEW MITAYOS, four came from the nearby 
town of Guancarani, near Pocoato. Since their arrival, they had 
spoken boldly to all the mitayos of an uprising in their country. 
One large Indian proclaimed that, “Tomás Catari led the uprising 
against the corrupt corregidor of his province. Catari claimed 
he had been denied his rightful title of cacique, because he 
opposed the thievery of el corregidor. He accused el corregidor 
of taking tribute for the repartimiento far exceeding the law. As a 
consequence, Tomás Catari has been arrested and is being held in 
this very city of Potosí. Indians throughout the land are protesting 
against the abuses of el corregidor. Tomás Catari says the tribute 
should be decreased, and la mita and el encomiendo abolished. 
Indians are rebelling!”

These words gave hope to all the mitayos in the mine, so that 
open discussions echoed in the cavern and shafts. The overseer, 
needing to silence the workers, picked Fulano as the walking dead 
man to be whipped. Fulano, depressed by his fate, had deteriorated 
severely in body and mind during the past few weeks. Even with 
the help of Tomás he was not meeting his quota. He would be the 
example for the new mitayos. “This is what you will receive if you 
do not meet your quotas or if you agitate against the work here!” he 
yelled to the new mitayos assembled by the whipping post in the 
cavern. Fulano, weak and emaciated, had been thrust up against 
the post ready to be tied to it. He had lost his spirit, his hope, and 
with that, his will to go on.

Tomás did not want to watch, but he felt he must stay. He 
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thought the overseer would beat Fulano severely, maybe even kill 
him. Tomás believed that the overseer knew Fulano had witnessed 
him and the guards in the act of stealing from the mine. Tomás 
could not fight against the overseer and guards. The scar on his 
chin reminded him of the futility of interfering in the whipping. 
But Fulano would need his help if he survived the beating. So he 
stayed at the back of the crowd of new mitayos to watch. Perhaps 
he could stop the beating somehow.

Before the overseer spoke another word, the large, newly 
arrived mitayo yelled out, “There is rebellion in this land, less than 
fifty leagues from Potosí. Indians are rising up against the corrupt 
rulers. The residents of this foul city should be hiding in secret 
places to save their lives. There should be no beatings of mitayos. 
We will be free soon. We will strike back.”

Loud murmurs came from the crowd.
The overseer pushed Fulano away and yelled, “Guards, get 

that seditious man and tie him to the post.”
The man resisted the guards, throwing one to the cavern floor. 

Three guards grabbed him, but with his great strength he fought 
them off. His three village friends came to his aid. One yelled, 
“Turpos, we are coming.” Turpos continued to yell, “La mita is 
ended, el encomiendo is ended, el repartimiento is reduced. The 
rebellion will flood this land. Tomás Catari will free us from these 
abuses. Tomás Catari …”

A guard raised his iron rod and struck the yelling man. He 
slumped to the ground. But on his knees he still resisted. Guards 
dragged him to the post and tied him to it. Iron bars of other 
guards crashed on his rebellious friends.

The overseer cracked his whip, bringing the lash down on the 
back of the man. “I have heard of your rebellion.” Crack! “It is 
over.” Crack! “Tomás Catari has no claim to anything.” Crack! “He 
only seeks to enrich himself.” Crack!

“He seeks nothing for himself!” yelled Turpos defiantly.



155PART 1  POTOSÍ

Crack! “There is no end to la mita!” Crack! “You will be here 
until you die!” Crack!

“We will be free …” Turpos cried out.
Crack! “I will see you die.”
“We will be …” Turpos moaned.
Crack …. Crack ….
While the beating took place, Tomás quickly loaded his bota 

and helped Fulano load his. “Follow me, Fulano. We must get you 
away from the overseer before he decides to beat you too.” The two 
left the cavern and climbed the shaft, hearing the whip crack and 
the muffled voice of the overseer.

Back in the cavern, Turpos hung senseless from the post, and 
the overseer, dripping with sweat, hung up his whip. Two guards 
moved to cut the man down, but they were stopped by the overseer. 
“Let him hang there. There is no rebellion in the land. There will 
be no rebellion in this mine. Let him hang there as an example.”

The new mitayos, with great fear in their eyes and on their faces, 
looked around at their new home and dispersed to fill their botas.

On returning to the cavern, Tomás saw the beaten man 
slumped over and tied to the post. His three friends lay by a wall, 
holding their wounded heads, arms, and legs. Not knowing that 
the overseer had left the man tied to the post as an example, Tomás 
retrieved a sharp rock from a waste pile, sawed the ropes, and cut 
him down.

Despite his large size, Tomás lifted him and slowly carried 
him to his friends. As he laid Turpos down, he heard a crack and 
felt searing pain across his back. He stumbled but kept his balance 
and knelt down by the man. Crack, another stab of pain took his 
breath away. But still he stayed kneeling by Turpos. Crack …. 
Crack …. Crack …. He refused to look at his attacker.

He took the cloth from around his head and walked to a water 
bucket. Crack …. Crack …. He dipped the cloth in water. Crack …. 



156 A HORSE FOR THE LAST INCA

Turning to return to Turpos, lying on the cavern floor, he faced 
the overseer.

The face of the overseer was red with fury, and perspiration 
poured from it. All around the cavern, men stopped to watch.

“I am going to help this man,” Tomás said in Quechua and 
again in Aymará. Then he repeated it in Spanish.

Most of the men did not understand Spanish, but they 
recognized the sound of it. Spanish? This ignorant savage speaks 
Spanish, the language of the elite? This revelation struck the men 
in the cavern like another whip crack.

The overseer stood still, stunned, like being punched in the 
belly. He did not know Tomás spoke Spanish. He knew the stories 
about why Tomás had been sent to the mine, but …. His whip arm 
dropped to his side as he watched Tomás return to Turpos, who 
now lay groaning on the cavern floor. He lifted his arm and cracked 
the whip twice more across the back of Tomás, who had bent over 
the beaten man. The overseer, having shown his authority, rolled 
up his whip, hung it up, and walked away.

The three companions of the whipped man crawled and 
stumbled to Tomás. Fulano, who had also returned to the cavern 
and had seen Tomás whipped, came to help the injured men. 
If it had not been for their rebellious actions, he would be the 
beaten man lying on the rock of the cavern floor, possibly dead. All 
other mitayos returned to their work. The new mitayos cast their  
horror-stricken eyes about, trying to understand their new life.

Fulano looked at the injured men and said, “We must climb 
to the building where we sleep. I will care for you there. You  
also, Tomás.”

The six men struggled up the rope ladders and steep roped 
section, stopping often to rest and let the working mitayos pass 
them. Tomás and Fulano helped the whipped Turpos. One of 
the others helped his companion whose leg was injured, and one 
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climbed alone, repeatedly touching a hand to his injured head. In 
the sleeping quarters they found their beds and lay down.

Over the next few days they slowly recovered. Fulano went 
among them, bringing food, making poultices for the whip wounds, 
and helping with their other injuries.

As the Indians from Guancarani and Tomás recovered, they 
also returned slowly to work. Tomás showed the new mitayos ways 
to work that eased their burdens: climb the tunnel up to the mine 
entrance steadily, rest on the way down, drink the sugar water often, 
bind knees when crawling in low tunnels to avoid cuts, cover bota 
straps with sheepskin, cover mouth and nose to avoid dust and 
smoke. He and Fulano helped them to find better living quarters 
in Potosí. The need to help invigorated Fulano, and he also began 
to regain strength. The new men gave him and Tomás hope. If 
there was a rebellion, escape may be possible.

A month later, amid early and torrential summer rains, more 
new mitayos arrived. And Tomás began his fourth year in the mine. 
The new mitayos arrived with more news of a growing rebellion. 
Tomás Catari had been moved to Pocoato. While the Indians 
sought his release, a shot was fired and fighting erupted. Many 
Indians and Spaniards died.

One Monday afternoon eight workers and their capitán 
enterador did not appear for work. The rumors spread quickly. 
They were from a town not more than twenty leagues away and 
had gone to join the rebellion. But before the end of that week, 
they were brought back in despair. “The rebellion is over,” said one. 
“Tomás Catari has been freed. Some of his demands have been 
met. But la mita continues.”

The governor of Potosí, who gripped the city with a strong 
hand, said, “No rebellion will succeed in this city.” And he increased 
the defenses of the city.

The overseer echoed his sentiment. “There will be no rebellion 
in this mine.”
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Each of the nine who attempted to escape was strung up 
and whipped so severely that the men could not work for two 
weeks. During that time, Tomás, Fulano, and the four men they 
helped earlier cared for the newly injured men. The great hope that 
rebellion had brought to the mitayos now turned to deep despair.

But not all despaired. The miners were not completely isolated. 
They heard talk around Potosí of another rebellion far to the north 
near Cuzco. A new Inca had arisen to fight the cruel Spanish 
rule. José Gabriel Condorcanqui, a descendant of the last Inca, 
had taken the name of that ruler—Túpac Amaru. He had rebelled 
in Tinta against el corregidor of his province. His rebellion had 
gained a large following, and it had spread south to Lago Titicaca. 
He was organizing an army of Indians to march north on Cuzco.

Condorcanqui. I have heard that name, thought Tomás. But 
it was long ago, and I cannot remember where I heard it. Lago 
Titicaca and Cuzco are so far away. I cannot escape from here to 
that other rebellion. He put that rebellion from his mind. But he 
kept his ears alert for any words of rebellion nearby.

On a dismal, cold, rainy Saturday morning, three weeks after the 
nine escaped men were returned and beaten, the weary miners 
left their work for two days of chicha and rest. Tomás and Fulano 
walked down the trail from the mine, pulling their ponchos 
around them for protection against the cold and rain. “Will it ever 
stop raining?” asked Fulano. Tomás did not answer. The summer 
rainy season had been especially long, with higher than average 
rainfall. Their ponchos only partially repelled the rain. The wind 
and rain cut through their clothes. They hurried as they reached 
the bottom of the trail and came to the mill buildings. The noise of 
the crushers drowned out conversation and the earth shook.

Thunk …. Thunk …. Thunk ….
In front of one of the buildings, the usual small groups of 
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family members and chicha sellers stood in the early morning rain, 
waiting for the miners.

Thunk …. Thunk ….
One man stood in the path and looked closely at each passing 

miner. Thunk …. Thunk …. He dressed in rough clothes. Thunk …. 
His worn poncho wrapped around him, and a pointed woolen cap 
with ear flaps, like the Aymarás wear, was pulled down over his head.

Thunk …. Thunk ….
Tomás had pulled his poncho up to his ears, hiding his face. 

Thunk …. A woven cap covered his head. Thunk …. He passed the 
man without looking at him. Thunk ….

But the man looked closely at him and yelled above the pounding 
of the mill rock crushers, “Tomás, is that you?” Thunk …. Thunk ….

Tomás stopped and turned to look at the man. Thunk …. For 
a long moment they stared at each other. Thunk …. Thunk …. 
Fulano shifted from one foot to the other and hugged his arms 
around his thin frame inside his damp poncho. Thunk ….

The pounding continued.
The man repeated, “Tomás?” Thunk ….
Tomás looked closely at the face of the man. “Mariano?” he 

shouted. Thunk ….
“Yes. I have been looking for you.” Thunk …. “I did not know 

if you would still be alive.” Thunk …. “I tried to come sooner, but 
I could not.” Thunk …. “But now I have returned to free you from 
this place.”

Thunk … Thunk … Thunk … went the pounding.
Mariano put his arm around the shoulder of Tomás and 

walked him to a wall of the mill building where they were more 
protected from the wind and rain. Thunk …. Thunk ….

Fulano followed. Thunk ….
“Mule trains leave Potosí tomorrow,” shouted Mariano. 

Thunk …. “You will be one of the muleteers.” Thunk …. “We will 
go far to the north, where you will never be found.”
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Thunk …. Thunk ….
Tomás looked at him for a moment. The appearance of 

Mariano was unexpected and bewildering. Thunk …. “I thought 
you had forgotten me.” Thunk …. “I lost all hope that you would 
return.” Thunk …. Thunk ….

“Never for one day have I forgotten you.” Thunk …. “You saved 
my life.” Thunk …. “But I could not return sooner.” Thunk …. “Even 
this journey took much effort. But I will explain later.”

Thunk …. Thunk ….
“Can others go also?” Tomás looked at Fulano. Thunk ….
Mariano shook his head. “No, only you, Tomás.” Thunk …. 

“Even arranging for you alone was very difficult.”
Thunk …. Thunk ….
“I must think about this,” said Tomás. Thunk …. “I cannot 

abandon my friends.” Thunk ….
Mariano looked at him as drops ran down his frowning face. 

“Would you be condemned to the mine until you die in it? You 
cannot free everyone you know.” Thunk ….

“I must help some of the others escape.” Tomás was silent for 
a moment. Thunk ….Thunk …. “I must think about it.”

Mariano stood silently looking at Tomás and at Fulano. 
Thunk …. Thunk …. “Come to the building where the supplies 
are, and we will talk.” Thunk …. Thunk ….

“This is Fulano,” said Tomás. “He will come, too.”
Mariano shrugged and led the way into the city. They did not 

go to the corrals but went deep into the Indian section to a large 
building bordering a deserted plaza. The area around the plaza 
contained only abandoned, decaying buildings left vacant from the 
days when Potosí was much larger. Tomás had been advised long 
ago to avoid the area because dangerous gangs occupied it. Inside 
the building, bundles lay in rows ready to be loaded onto mules, 
but there were no mules.

“I came ahead of the mule trains to find you. They will arrive 
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tonight. We will load them and leave tomorrow morning. You 
know there is no food for the mules in the city, so we bring the 
mules here, load them and return to a valley below where there is 
food for them.” He stared at Tomás with a serious look on his face. 
“We cannot delay.”

Mariano led the way to a corner of the large building where 
some bundles lay, and the three sat on bundles in silence. Then 
slowly Tomás told how Fulano was sent to the mine.

Fulano looked desperate. “Without Tomás, I will die in the 
mine,” he moaned. “I only want to return to Cuzco.”

Mariano looked at him for a long time. And for a long time 
they sat in silence. Tomás and Fulano were getting sleepy. They 
had worked all night. Now, they lay down on the earthen floor of 
the building, trying to keep their eyes open but not succeeding. 
Mariano rose slowly and said, “You rest now. I have something to 
do. When I return I will bring food.”

When Mariano returned, he woke Tomás and Fulano. A dim 
light still shown outside the building, and rain continued to fall. 
Night had not yet come, but the two waking men knew not what 
part of the day it was. Mariano gave them charqui, dried corn, and 
some hot maté tea. While they ate, they listened to Mariano tell 
them of a visit he had made.

“On my journey to Potosí, after I left the mule train below, 
I traveled with a young priest recently come to this country from 
Spain. He had traveled from Buenos Aires through Tucumàn, Jujuy, 
and now to Potosí. He goes to Cuzco, where he has been assigned, 
and is looking for traveling companions who know the road to that 
city and speak Spanish and native languages.” He looked at Fulano 
and then continued. “He is guileless, tolerant, and seems to judge 
no man by his birth—European, criollo, mestizo, or Indian. I told 
him I knew an Indian of culture who is returning to Cuzco, and he 
was happy that such a man could be found. But Fulano, you do not 
look like a man of culture. I have brought clothes from one I know 
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here in Potosí. You must wash and cut your hair and change your 
clothes. You also, Tomás. And I have brought clothes of a muleteer 
for you.”

Fulano stood, raising his hands, rejoicing. “Thank you, 
Mariano. Thank you,” he gushed. “I will change back to the artist I 
was. I still have money hidden. I am a man of culture and the arts.”

But Tomás, who had been silent, asked, “Mariano, when does 
this priest leave the city?”

Mariano thought for a moment. “In a day, perhaps two or 
three. He is now resting from his journey at the cathedral, but 
finds this cold climate not to his liking. Also, he does not yet know 
that there is rebellion near Cuzco and another beginning not far 
from here. If he learns of them, he may delay his journey.”

Tomás thought for a moment and said, “If Fulano is not out 
of the city when the mine opens on Monday evening, he will be 
hunted down, caught, and killed.”

Fulano looked terrified. “It is true,” he said. “I must leave this 
city before Monday.”

“Then you must persuade the young priest to leave now,”  
said Mariano.

Fulano turned to leave the building.
Tomás stood and spoke to him. “There is something I must 

do tonight. I know a way to delay the opening of the mine on 
Monday and cause confusion. I have thought of it often.”

Mariano objected. “You must stay here and help load the mules.”
“You know I will do the work required of me, but I must  

do this.”
Mariano, looking at Tomás, saw a man toughened and scarred 

by the mine. He no longer saw the young and innocent boy from 
los llanos. “If you must, but return before dawn,” he shrugged.

Fulano had gathered up his new clothes. “I will go to our 
room and change.”

Tomás walked to the door of the building and said to Fulano, 
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“I will go to the room with you. I need your help to write something 
for me. I will try to give you more time, but you must leave this 
city soon.”

Mariano watched them disappear into a darkening, cold, 
rainy, dreary landscape.

Long past dark, five men crept silently up the trail to the mine. 
They stopped at the mine mouth and listened. Despite the patter 
of rain, they heard faint sounds from deep in the darkened mine. 
The men lit candles attached to their hats. Tomás looked at the 
four Indians from Guancarani. “Cover your faces as I told you.” 
The men pulled scarves over their faces. “Turpos, follow me, and 
your men follow you. We must be quiet.”

Silently, the men descended into the mine. When they finally 
reached the ledge above the last rope ladder, they stopped, snuffed 
their candles, and listened. Scraping noises came from a mine 
shaft leading from the dimly lit cavern.

“Do we go in there and kill them?” whispered Turpos.
“No. There will be no killing. There is no need.”
“Then why did you tell us to bring knives?”
“I will show you later. If you kill the guards and are caught, you 

would certainly be killed in a very horrible way. But we will beat 
them until they are unconscious and tie them up. They will come 
from that mine shaft opening where the sound is,” he pointed. 
“When they come out we will hit them with large rocks and that 
shovel,” pointing to a shovel leaning against a mine wall.

The men silently climbed down the rope ladder into the cavern. 
Turpos took the shovel. Another picked up a large rock. One found 
an iron rod left by a guard. Another found a sledge hammer. They 
hid in the shadows near the shaft opening and waited.

They were beginning to tire of waiting when the overseer 
emerged from the tunnel followed by three others, each carrying 
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a loaded bota. When the fourth man entered the cavern, Turpos 
swung the shovel striking the overseer in the face. He fell to his 
knees and Turpos struck him hard on the head. He fell face down 
on the cavern floor and lay still. A large rock and the iron bar found 
the heads of two others. But the fourth deflected the hammer blow 
aimed at him and yelled out. Three more men rushed out of the 
shaft. Turpos swung his shovel like a sword at the man who yelled. 
The man turned and the shovel sliced his bota, spilling the ore and 
spinning the man to the floor. Before he could rise, Turpos hit him 
on the head, and he lay still.

The mitayo with the bar swung it at the legs of the first man 
to come out of the shaft as he was trying to shed his bota. The man 
fell screaming to the ground. “Now you know how it feels,” said 
the mitayo as he brought the bar down on his head.

Tomás had just struck one of the guards, when the last threw 
off his bota and ran for the rope ladder. Tomás chased him, pulled 
him from the ladder and threw him down, crashing his head against 
the stone floor. The guard crumpled and did not move. When 
Tomás got up, Turpos was walking around the cavern, looking at 
the fallen guards. One moaned and Turpos whacked him with the 
shovel. He walked over to the overseer and raised the shovel to hit 
him again, but Tomás stepped in front of him, stopping him. “He 
will feel the effects of these blows a long time, but he must live to 
really suffer from being discovered as the thief he is.”

“But what if he claims that the guards surprised the thieves 
but were overcome by them? I think we should kill them all.”

“No! We will tie them up and leave their full cutamas by them. 
I will leave a message. They will have much explaining to do. Have 
your friends cut cords from the bottom of the ladder to tie them 
with. Test the leather. It must be strong and not stretch.”

“Ah, the knives,” said Turpos.
“Take one of your friends and go into the mine shaft to see if 

there are any others.”
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Turpos did so. There were no others.
They tied the overseer to the whipping post and the others to 

large carts at distances from each other around the cavern. “They 
must be tied tightly so they cannot escape or reach each other,” 
said Tomás. “Leave no stones near them that they can reach to cut 
themselves free. Tie them so they cannot reach the stone floor. Tie 
them so they cannot move.”

While the guards were being tied, Tomás took a paper from 
his waistband pouch and studied it. With waste rock he laid out a 
message on the floor:

LAS GUARDIAS
SON

LAS LADRONAS

“It is Spanish, written by Fulano. It says the guards are the 
thieves. Now, let us all look at the tied guards again to make sure 
they will not be able to free themselves,” said Tomás.

The men moved from guard to guard, tightening ropes. All 
were tied securely.

Tomás lifted a bota and put it near the post where the overseer 
was tied. “Put their full botas near each man, but not so near he 
can reach it. They will be seen for the thieves they are.” The men 
from Guancarani did so, but they all took some ore and put it in 
their caps.

Tomás walked over to where the overseer hung his whip and 
took it down.

Turpos looked at him and said, “He will only get another.”
Tomás answered, “Perhaps, if he explains his way out of this. 

But I think not. He and these men will suffer much as examples 
to all the mine thieves. Come. We must go. There is still much to 
do.” He looked at Supay for the last time, took coca leaves from 
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the pouch he wore at his belt, and put them in the open hands of 
the clay figure.

The men quickly climbed the rope ladder and, for a moment, 
sat looking back at the tied guards who had tyrannized them. 
Tomás felt redeemed and deeply satisfied.

“Now, quickly cut the rope ladder and pull it up. We will carry 
it and the others up with us.”

“More work with knives,” said Turpos.
Each man took a section and within minutes had cut the rope 

ladder and pulled it up. Tomás broke the rope tie-downs with the 
iron bar.

“Now we cut the other rope ladders and all other ropes and pull 
them up. Those thieves are now trapped. They will be discovered 
by the miners on Monday, or Tuesday, or Wednesday, whenever 
workers can get down to the cavern. If those guards are not killed, 
perhaps they will become mitayos with no hope.”

Turpos and the others laughed quietly. And Turpos said, “I 
would like to see it.”

“We can think of it all the days we are free,” said Tomás. And 
the mine owner will be delayed in opening the mine, he thought. 
Fulano will have more time now to escape. And perhaps many 
others also will escape.

At the exit, rain still fell. The men cut the ropes and rope 
ladders into sections and each man took his share. As the men 
gathered up the ropes, Tomás said, “Hide them where they will 
never be found. Burn them, bury them, or throw them in the canal. 
Then go, join the rebellion, and tell others also. We now have a little 
time to leave the city. As I told you, my friend says the rebellion 
has begun again. Armies of Indians are forming not far from here.” 

Tomás watched as the four men struggled down the trail 
under their heavy loads of leather rope, until they disappeared into 
the cold rainy night like spiders into a shadow. He stood beside the 
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mine mouth in the biting rain, listening to the distant footsteps of 
the Guancarani men.

He had always liked the rain while working. Although it froze 
him when he emptied his bota at the end of a long hard climb out 
of the mine, it also refreshed him. And it washed away some of the 
dirt and filth of the mine that had accumulated on his sweaty body. 
He liked it when he tried to sleep during the day. The clouds shut 
out the sun and the sound of the rain soothed him.

Shivering from cold, he heard the faint steps of the other four 
mitayos grow more distant. A scrunching and a grunt told him 
one slipped and fell under his load of rope. And then silence. No 
sound came from the mine. The men down there might not wake 
for a day. When they did wake up, thought Tomás, they would 
hurt, but when they realized what had happened to them, the hurt 
would be nothing compared with their fear of their discovery and 
impending doom.

Tomás ripped the candle from his hat and held it in his hand. 
He looked at it and threw it away. His teeth began to chatter. He 
picked up his load of rope. It was very heavy, and he adjusted it 
on his back. He trudged down the trail to the canal and threw the 
rope into its swirling, rushing waters, watching it swiftly disappear.

Tomás returned to the building where he left Mariano. The mule 
trains had arrived. Cargo was being taken by five men to load 
mules in the plaza. Another sat inside on a bundle drinking from a 
steaming cup. A short, round Indian woman appeared from behind 
a screen with another steaming cup which she gave to Tomás.

“It is maté,” said Mariano, who came, dripping wet, into the 
building from the loading area. “We are loading the first two trains 
now. We will need your help with the third. Do you remember 
Jacinto? We saw him at the corral here in Potosí a long time ago.”

Tomás greeted Jacinto, a short stocky, bowlegged Indian with 
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graying hair. Jacinto looked at him expressionless with a steady eye, 
nodded, and walked outside to help with the loading.

Tomás had not yet finished drinking the maté when the 
Indian woman returned with a bucket of water and some clothes.

“She says that you are even more dirty and stinky than a 
muleteer,” said Mariano. “Wash and put on these clothes. She will 
cut your hair.” Mariano went outside, and Tomás did as he was 
told. When Mariano returned, Tomás was a new man. The maté 
had warmed him. He could not remember a time when he had felt 
so clean and with such hope.

“Now you are a muleteer,” said Mariano. “Now you must work 
like one.”

Tomás smiled the smile of a free man for the first time in 
more than three years.

“Come. We load the mules,” said Mariano, and he led Tomás 
to a bundle which they carried out into the rain pounding the large 
plaza. “We have three mule trains leaving Potosí. Ours will be the 
last. The first two will leave before dawn.” The bundles were very 
heavy and needed two men to load each mule. Some of the mules 
resisted and brayed loudly. As if by instinct, Tomás talked quietly 
to them, rubbed their necks and patted them.

“They are very hungry,” said Mariano. “We must travel quickly 
to a valley below. Their burden, however, is not as great as usual. 
This time we carry woven goods. Usually, silver is carried from this 
place, which is so heavy that it breaks the backs of many mules.”

Tomás thought that even these bundles seemed heavy for the 
mules, which carried two bundles each. But it had been a long time 
since he helped his uncle, Titu, load and unload mules on the trip 
from Cochabamba to Oruro.

The rain continued making the work difficult. Tomás 
wondered why he had cleaned himself as he became covered with 
mud from the plaza. The bulky and heavy bundles were covered 
with canvas to protect the contents from the rain which made 
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gripping them and tying them to the mule racks difficult. But the 
work did not compare with the grindingly hard work in the mine. 
Here he worked outside. Here he worked with his friend, Mariano. 
Here he worked as a muleteer.

The first light of dawn brightened the sky, when the mules 
of the last train were finally loaded. Two trains had already left. 
Mariano with the help of Jacinto arranged and aligned the mules 
in the train. Mariano took the lead. Tomás rode a mule behind the 
last mule in the train. Jacinto followed him.

As the train left Potosí, Tomás looked at the passing buildings 
of the dreaded city in the long shadows of dawn. Joy welled up 
inside him. With the city at his back, he looked ahead at the line of 
loaded and two spare mules. He looked at the surrounding terrain, 
at the clearing sky with clouds rushing by, and thought, uncle Titu, 
I have escaped! I am free!
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is a work of fiction in three volumes. This first volume 
focuses on the abuses and enslavement of the Indians in colonial 
Peru by the Spanish that led to the large rebellion of 1780. With 
the exception of José Gabriel Condorcanqui (Túpac Amaru ll) and 
Tomás Catari, all of the main characters are fictional and based on 
no real persons. The cities and towns are depicted as they were in 
the time of the rebellion. The terrain described in the journey of 
Tomás is also based on references cited. (See notes in Sources.) 
Some locations are fictional. The mine in Potosí is fictional but 
based on descriptions of mines at that time. (Source 2.) Some 
locations are fictional: the haciendas in los llanos and Cochabamba, 
the route Tomás was taken south of los llanos.



 

GLOSSARY

alpaca domesticated, silky-haired camel family animal, 
smaller than and related to the llama

altiplano Andes high plateau
arriero muleteer
arroba a weight; about 11kilograms or about 24 

pounds
aspiri ore carrier
Aymará Indian group and language
azequero mill owner, operator
bota leather bag for carrying ore; cutama
cacique Indian chief
capitán 
enteredor

Indian leader of village mitayo group

casa house
casa grande great house of a hacienda
charqui dried beef
chicha alcoholic corn beverage
chupe a stew
coca leaves either chewed and/or used to make tea 

to aid in adapting to high altitudes 
cocina kitchen
conquistador conquerer
corregidor governor appointed by king of Spain
criollo Spaniard born in America
cutama leather bag for carrying ore; bota



El Tio mine idol
encomienda a system in which Indians living on land given 

to Spaniards became their laborers
forestero Indian free from servitude, but having no 

rights; one who has fled servitude
hacienda farm, ranch, or property
hacendado hacienda owner, master
league about three miles
llama domesticated, woolly-haired camel family 

animal of the altiplano
maté coca tea
mestizo/a mixed Indian and Spanish race
minero mine owner, operator
Misti white person
mita a Spanish system of forced Indian labor
mita capitán 
mayor

Spanish mitayo manager for the mines

mitayos Indian mita laborers
Naturales indigenous people; Indians
obraje factory manufacturing fabrics
pampas grassy plains
peso Spanish dollar; eight reales (pieces of eight)/

peso
puna plateau
rabona female companion of a man
repartimiento system requiring Indians to buy goods from 

corregidors
Quechua Indian language
real Spanish coin; eight reales/peso
tigres large wild cats; jaguars
soroche altitude sickness
vaquero cowboy



vara about three feet
vicuña wild camel family animal, smaller than alpaca
yanacona Indian servant; hacienda worker under la 

encomienda
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