














WHY PERU AND NoT MEsOAMERICA? 

vanish. This appears to be exactly what hap­
pened in Peru. In contrast, it is estimated that 
about fifteen thousand known examples of pre­
Columbian writing on monuments, murals, and 
pottery still exist in Mesoamerica. 32 

Once vanished, is it possible for a written 
language to return from the dust? The Book of 
Mormon contains the prophecy of Isaiah that is 
often used in reference to the book itself. How­
ever, the verse might also apply to the recovery of 
the actual "speech" and "language" of those who 
were destroyed: 

For those who shall be destroyed 
[Nephites], shall speak unto them out of 
the ground, and their speech shall be low 
out of the dust, and their voice shall be as 
one that hath a familiar spirit; for the Lord 
God will give unto him power, that he may 
whisper concerning them, even as it were 
out of the ground; and their speech shall 
whisper out of the dust. (2 Nephi 26:16) 

In a dusty unprotected grave in Peru, Urton 
recently discovered twenty-one bundles of knot­
ted strings. (The multicolored tangle of several 
dozen arm-1\ngth knotted strings are called 
quipus. Because the Incas held some of the quipus 
to be sacred, the Spanish ordered their destruc­
tion, and at one point in history, it was believed 
that all the quipus had been burned. Each knot­
type on a quipu and the color of each string had 
its own meaning, which could only be read by 
one trained in the code. Thus, while a quipu 
might appear to be a decorative wall hanging 
to the untrained eye, in reality it is an amaz­
ing seven-bit binary code capable of conveying 
large amounts of information. 33 Galen Brokaw, 
an expert in ancient Andean texts at the State 
University of New York in Buffalo states, "Most 

serious scholars of khipu (quip11) today believe 
that they were more than mnemonic devices, 
and probably much more." 34 Though the only 
existing quip11s are from the Inca period, as Mann 
writes, "It is widely assumed that the Inca built 
on other, earlier forms of writing that had been 
developed in the region." 35 

Anthropologist Urton notes, 

It is important to appreciate the 
role played by one indigenous recording 
device in particular, the quipu, in the col­
lection and recording of Inca myths and 
histories in early colonial times. Quipus, 
from the Quechua word for "knot," 
were linked bundles of dyed and knot­
ted strings, which were used by the Incas 
to record both statistical information that 
could be interpreted-in some manner 
that we do not yet fully understand-by 
experts called q11ipucamayoqs ("knot­
n1akers or keepers") in narrating stories 
about the Inca past. 36 

One of the early chroniclers, Cobo, wrote of 
the quipus: "By these recording devices and reg­
isters they conserved the memory of their acts, 
and the Inca's overseers and accountants .... On 
explaining their meaning, the Indians that know 
them related n1any things about ancient times 
that are contained in them. There were people 
designated for this job of accounting. These offi­
cers were called quipo camayos, and they were 
like our historians, scribes, and accountants, and 
the Inca had great confidence in them." 37 Father 
Cobo offered an account he was familiar with 
that demonstrated that the quipus recorded his­
torical information: 

Two Spaniards left together from the 
town of lea to go to the city of Castro 

Virreina, and arriving at the ta111bo (royal 
inns along the Inca highways) of Cor­
doba, which is a day's travel from lea, 
one of them. stayed there and the other 
continued his trip; at this ta111bo this latter 
traveler was given an Indian guide to 
accompany him to Castro Virreina. This 
Indian killed the Spaniard on the road 
and returned to the tambo. After some 
time passed, since the Spaniard was very 
well known, he was missed. The gover­
nor of Castro Virreina, who at that time 
was Pedro de Cordoba Mejia, a native 
of Jaen, made a special investigation to 
find out what had happened. And in case 
the man had been killed, he sent a large 
number ofindians to look for the body in 
the puna and desert. But no sign of him 
could be found, nor could anyone find 
out what had become of him until more 
than six years after he had been killed. 
By chance the body of another Spaniard 
was found in a cave of the same desert. 
The governor ordered that this body be 
brought to the plaza so that it could be 
seen, and once it was brought, it looked 
like the one the Indian had killed, and, 
believing that it was he, the governor 
continued with the investigation to dis­
cover the killer. Not finding any trace 
or evidence against anybody, he was 
advised to make an effort to find out the 
identity of the Indian who was given to 
the deceased as a guide at the tambo of 
Cordoba. The Indians would know this 
in spite of the fact that more than six 
years had passed because by means of the 
record of the q11ipos they would have kept 
memory of it. With this the governor 
sent for the caciques (chief of town) and 
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8 CHAPTER ONE 

q11ipo ca11iayos. After they were brought to 
him and he continued with the investiga­
tion, the q11ipo ca111ayos found out by their 

-q11ipos the identity of the J ndian who had 
been given as a guide to the aforemen-
tioned Spaniard. The Indian guide was 
brought prisoner immediately from his 
town, called Guaytara .... 

Having given his declaration in 
which he denied the crime, he was ques­
tioned under torture, and at once he 
confessed for having killed the man and 
then showed the police where the body 
was. Police officers went with him to the 
puna (Andes highlands), and they found 
the body where the Indian guide had 
hidden it. 38 

R.eferred to at times as the Pliny of the New 
World, Jose de Costa, a Jesuit missionary, wrote 
in the sixteenth century that quipus were "wit­
nesses and authentic writing." He wrote "I saw 
a bundle of these strings on which a woman had 
brought a written testimony of her whole life and 
used it to confess just as I would have done with 
words written on paper." 39 

Today, archaeologists have discovered some 
700 qui pus, almost all having been retrieved from 
dusty graves. Their string-and-knot technology 
for storing information might seem primitive, 
but actually it was quite advanced. Five hundred 
years after the fall of the Inca Empire, computers 
were invented. These twentieth-century digital 
machines use an eight-bite binary code to store 
data. The knots provide 128 possible pennuta­
tions multiplied by 24 different colors. Thus the 
code used by the cord keepers provided them 
1,536 separate units of meaning. This compares 
to the estimated 1,000 to 1,500 Sumerian cunei­
form signs, and double the number of signs in 

the hieroglyphs of the ancient Egyptians and the 
Maya of Central America. 40 Indeed, Costa might 
have been right when he wrote nearly five cen­
turies ago, "Whoever wants may judge whether 
this [ the use of qui pus] is clever or if these people 
are brutish, but I judge it is certain that, in that 
which they here apply themselves, they get the 
better of us."41 

What makes the twenty-one quipus in 
Urton's study so special is that they might con­
tain an Inca deciphering device similar to the 
famous Rosetta stone that was used to decipher the 
Egyptian hieroglyphics. The stone now stands 
in the British National Museum and was the key 
that unlocked our knowledge of ancient Egypt. 
The twenty-one quipus in the Harvard group 
were uncovered from the ruins of the Inca city 
called Peruchuco. Seven of these quipus start 
out with the same binary sequence of knots. It is 
believed that these identical sequences indicated 
the name Peruc/11/co, the place the quipus came 
from. Scientists are hopeful that they can use 
this information and with the help of computers 
and advance mathematical algorithrn.s, unlock 
the rest of the code. 42 

Urton and Harvard mathematics gradu­
ate student Carrie J. Brezine have been joined 
by Jean-Jacques Quisquater and Vincent Castus 
from the Catholic University of Lou-vain in Bel­
gium, and the father/son MIT computer science 
team of Martin and Erik Demaine. As of January 
2007, the team has already found 3,000 differ­
ent groups of repeated five-knot sequences. 43 If 
the team continues its astonishing rate of suc­
cess, they might soon recover the lost language 
of the quipus, and the world might hear, as 
Isaiah proclaimed, the voices of "those who shall 
be destroyed, [which] sh;ll speak unto them out 
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of the ground." Catherine Julien, a historian of 
Andean cultures at Western Michigan Univer­
sity, said in reference to the Harvard attempt to 
decipher the quipus, "We may be able to hear the 
Inkas for the first time in their own voice." 44 

Even if the quipus are ciphers, they would 
not have been the only written language of the 
Nephites. We know that the Nephites engraved 
reformed Egyptian, and it is also clear that 
they that had a hand-written language (Alma 
30:51-52; Mosiah 2:8). Again, it is important 
to remember that the Incas told the Spanish 
that their ancestors once had a written language 
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Examples of Inca quipus. Since the Nephites had great herds of sheep, 
what was easier to produce, knotted string or paper? 

that was eventually lost. 
Why would a nation lose its written language? 

The Spanish conquest of Peru provides a possible 
explanation. Conquering nations reduced the 
probability of a revolt from those-they conquered 
by abolishing their culture, including their reli­
gious identity. The easiest way to do that was to 
destroy their written records. When the Romans 
finally prevailed over Carthage, they burned 
their maritime charts so they lost their ability to 
sail against Rome. Whe~ the illiterate Lamanites 

finally overran the Nephite civilization, it would 
have been natural for them to have destroyed all 
of the Nephites written records and in so doing 
ended forever the Nephite nation. 

4. A VISITATION BY JESUS CHRIST 
More important than gold or words is the fact 

that for any nation to have written the Book of 
Mormon, it must have been visited by the Lord. 
Indeed the Book of Mormon's main objective 
is to stand as a second witness of Jesus Christ. 
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As will be seen in Chapter Eight of this book, 
there are amazing parallels between the account 
of Christ's visit to the New World in the Book 
of Mormon and the oral histories of the Incas of 
Peru. Despite what many Mormon authors have 
purported over the years, at the present time there 
is little mythological evidence that Jesus Christ 
visited Mesoamerica in AD 34. Furthermore, to 
assert that the pre-Columbian religious practices 
in Mesoamerica are even remotely related to the 
teaching ofJesus Christ is, in my opinion, hard to 
believe. Adrian Gilbert writes: 

One stumbling block that research­
ers of Mesoamerican civilization have to 
overcome is a natural feeling of revulsion 
towards the cruelty that ccms to have 
been an essential part of the indigenous 
religions. This cruelty is reflected in the 
grotesque nature of so much Mesoamer­
ican art and even more so in the pre­
served literature. There is no doubting 
that, as witnessed by the conquistadores, 
the pre-Christian religion of Central 
America was frightening. The Aztecs 
in particular practiced human sacrifices 
on a massive scale. Superstitious to an 
amazing degree, they would tear out the 
still-beating hearts of sacrificial victims 
and offer these as food to the Sun. As if 
this were not bad enough, they would on 
other occasions flay their victims while 
still alive and then wear their skins for 
rituals that could last for wccks. 45 

The reason they practiced human 
sacrifice was that they believed their 
gods needed to be fed. Their favorite 
food was evidently human life force, 
most visibly seen in the twitching hearts 
presented to them on the banqueting 

table of the temples. 46 

The Aztecs sacrificed some 5,0,000 human 
victims each year, and initially believed that 
Hernan Cortez was their bloodthirsty bearded 
white god, Quetzalcoatl.47 Fortunately, Quet­
zalcoatl appears to have nothing to do with the 
Book of Mormon. 

Quetzalcoatl did not become the dominant 
god of Central America until AD 900, well after 
the conclusion of the Book of Mormon record. 
It was not until the Xochicaoco' political class 
started claiming the divine right to rule in the 
name of Quetzalcoatl that the deity took the 
main stage in Mesoarnerican belief. That is, after 
the Toltecs began using the name Quetzalcoatl 
in reference to their rulers. 48 Prior to the Toltecs, 
Quetzalcoatl was the Olmec and Mayan pagan 
snake god. 

On the one hand, the symbolism associ­
ated with Peru's Viracocha white-god traditions 
appear to be consistent with the Bible and Book 
of Mormon\ description of Jesus Christ. For 
example, consider the ruins of the city of Tiwa­
naku (Tiahuanacu) at Lake Titicaca in Bolivia. 
The city was built around AD 200, the approxi­
mate time the Nephite and Lamanitc cities were 
being rebuilt after the appearance of Christ in the 
New World (4 Nephi 1 :7). I visited the ruins of 
Tiahuanacu during my Peru-Bolivia mission. I 
was dwarfed by stone statues over four times my 
height (the tallest is nearly twenty-four feet tall). 
Some of the giant monoliths portray Viracocha, 
the bearded white god of the Andes. Every Vira­
cocha image at Tiahuanacu is clearly of a god in 
the form of a man. Perhaps the most famous icon 
ofViracocha i the carving of him that adorns the 
Sun Gate at Tiahuanacu. The carving is of a man 
holding staffs. The man has an aurora ,iround his 

head (common artistic convention for signify­
ing deity), a beard, and teardrops fallin1,1; upon 
his cheeks (possible symbolism for the love ,md 
passion the Lord displayed in the Americas; sec 
3 Nephi 17:20-21). Clearly, Peruvians' artistic 
depictions of their white god were in the form 
of a man. 49 

On the other hand, the white god of Cen­
tral America was depicted as a beast-fable god. 
Quetzalcoatl's icons are of humans that h,1ve 
taken on animal characteristics or arc entirely 
the image of a beast-a plumed serpent. Quet­
zalcoatl images clearly contradict Isaiah's 
warning against making pagan comparisons to 
the Lord (Isaiah 40:18). Alonzo Gaskill notes, 
"Symbolically speaking, they [serpents I remind 
us of Satan and his teachings, buffetings, temp­
tations, and pitfalls.""" [n the contrary, Peruvi,1n 
myth scholar William Sullivan notes that the 
Peruvians believed the serpent was the symbol 
of "natural and social catastrophes ... sudden 
and violent, 1s a sign of change ... which first 
seduced a maiden ... 'house of the false god.' "' 1 

Furthermore, in Peruvian lore the serpent was a 
metaphor for bringing down houses and ciused 
upheavals on the "celestial earth."" 2 

How did the snake Quetzalcoatl absorb the 
characteristics of a bearded white man around the 
tenth century AU? One plausible explanation is 
that a Viking or Russian, ,vith his famil), sailed 
off course and found himself as a fair-skinned 
novelty in the land of the Toltecs. Caldernood 
suggests that Quetzalcoatl was actually two char­
acters-the ancient feathered-snake idol and a 
later personage." He cites Doris Heyden in her 
introduction to Hook of the Gods a11d Rites: 

ln Duran's time there was utter c011-
fusion about Topiltzm-Quetzalcoatl, the 
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great Toltec priest-king and holy man. 
The mystery of this man has not been 
co111plctcly clarified in our own times; 
-there are controversial theories about 
his identity, history, and birth and death 
dates. . . . Archaeological discoveries 
have confirmed that the Toltecs formed a 
great civilization which reached its peak 
in central Mexico around the year AD 

1000. They spoke the Nahuatl language 
and also introduced metallurgy in the 
central highlands of Mexico. They left 
the impressive ruins of Tula. 

When the youth became a man, he 
was made high priest of this cult and 
adopted the name Quetzalcoatl, their 
god. He spent most of his life in the city 
of Tula, or Tollan, where he acquired 
fame as a holy man. Despite the rever­
ence in which he was held, a conflict 
between two rival religious sects-one 
of which urged him to offer human sac­
rifice-led to a plot against him. Certain 
sorcerers offered him strong wine, made 
him drunk, and led him to commit incest 
with bis sister. Disgraced, the priest aban­
doned Tula and went eastward toward 
present-day Veracruz. Before his final 
departure, however, he left various signs 
of his passing throughout the country­
side and promised to return one day.54 

MESOAMERICA DoEs NoT 
FIT THE BOOK OF MORMON 

Besides lacking the above core elements 
needed just to write the Book of Mormon, it 
would take a fur stretch of the imagination to place 
the Book of Mormon in a Mesoamerican setting. 
Brigham Young University Anthropologist John 

CHAPTER ONE 

E. Clark provides this simplified guideline: "Cul­
turally, the Book of Mormon describes an urban­
ized agrarian people having metallurgy (Helaman 
6:11), writing (1 Nephi 1:1-3), lunar and solar cal­
endars (2 Nephi 5:28; Omni 1 :21), domestic ani­
mals (2 Nephi 5:11), various grains (1 Nephi 8:1), 
gold, silver, pearls, and 'costly apparel' (Alma 1:29; 
4 Nephi 1:24)." 55 

Even an elementary knowledge of Latin 
American anthropology during ancient times 
discloses Mesoarnerica as presently a poor candi­
date for the lands of the Book of Mormon. 

Mesoamerica 
Urbanized in early Jaredite times No 
Gold and Silver No 
Iron Ore No 
Writing Yes 
Metal Plates No 
Lunar and Solar Calendars Yes 
Domestic animals No 
Various grains Yes 
Costly apparel (general populus) No 

In the first century BC, Al ma described the 
Nephites as "having abundance of all things 
whatsoever they stood in need-an abundance of 
flocks and herds, and fatlings of every kind, and 
also abundance of grain, and of gold, and of silver, 
and of precious things, and abundance of silk and 
fine-twined linen, and all manner of good homely 
cloth" (Alma 1:29). Using odd concepts such as 
"internal logic" or "geographic templates," Book 
of Mormon scholars have concocted self-defined 
theory after theory of where the Nephites once 
lived; however, they have done o while com­
pletely ignoring the obvious body of evidence 
that would actually identify where the Nephites 
once lived with their metals, ships, herds, flocks, 

grains, all manner of cloth, and, n10st important, 
the tradition of a visitation of a white god in the 
form of a man. 

A MODEL THAT WORKS 
Archaeologists and anthropologists are just 

beginning to scratch the surface of Peru's his­
tory, yet within this limited context compelling 
evidence abounds that the Book of Mormon, is 
a true history, and that the model found in this 
book provides a rational basis for proposing pos­
sible candidates for Book of Mormon sites. Are 
these sites the actual places written of by the 
ancient prophets? Of course, we cannot be cer­
tain at this time. Indeed, if one understands the 
nature and limited scope of the present body of 
archaeological findings in South America, one 
would realize how naive it is to draw definitive 
conclusions about specific historical features and 
place-names. For example, this book proposes that 
the major portion of the Nephite and Lamanite 
lands of the Book of Mormon are to be found in 
the southern Andean highlands. The Incas called 
this area Collasuyu. University of California at Los 
Angeles archaeologist Charles Stanish writes, "In 
the last fifteen years, members of the Programa 
Collasuyu have discovered literally hundreds of 
new sites. We have begun the slow but immensely 
satisfying work of documenting, excavating, and 
theorizing about the entire Titicaca region, not 
just Pukara and Tiwanaku." 06 

THE TIME FRAME OF THE 
EVIDENCE PRESENTED IN THIS BOOK 

On the one hand, the archaeological record 
that is unfolding in Peru is clearly showing that 
the Book of Mormon is in harmony with science. 
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On the other hand, after decades of research, no 
credible scientific evidence exists of a single Book 
of Mormon site in Mesoamerica. Conjecture 
sure-evidence no. The distinguished Maya­
nist, Michael Coe, a retired Yale archaeologist, 
stated: "As far as I know there is not [in 1973] one 
professionally trained archaeologist who is not a 
Mormon, who sees any scientific justification for 
believing I the history of the Book of Mormon], 
and I would like to state that there are quite a few 
Mormon archaeologists who join this group." 57 

However, Coe himself was from the old 
school that thought the cradle of New World 
civilization was Mesoamerica. Charles Mann 
writes: 

A few decades ago, many research­
ers would have included jump-starting 
Andean civilization on the honor roll 
of Mesoamerican accomplishments. The 
Olmec, it was proposed, visited Peru, and 
the locals, dutiful students, copied their 
example. Today we know that techno­
logically sophisticated societies arose in 
Peru fii;st-the starting date, to archae­
ologistf surprise, keeps getting pushed 
back. 13etween 3200 and 2500 13C, large­
scale public buildings, the temple at 
Huaricanga among them, rose up in at 
least seven settlements on the Peruvian 
coast-an extraordinary efflorescence for 
that time and place. When the people of 
Norte Chico were building these cities, 
there was only one other urban complex 
on earth: Sumer. 58 

Thus, during the time of the early Book of 
Mormon Jaredites, a major civilization rose in 
Peru, with massive public buildings and tem­
ples. In 2500 BC the Olmecs were not even on 

the scene, and it would be another thousand 
years before the first Olmec cities were built. 
The Mayans are unlikely candiclates for the 
Nephites since the earliest dating of Pre-Classic 
Mayan sites is 300 13C, nearly 300 years after the 
Nephites built their first temple. Even the famed 
pyramid construction that was once thought to 
have originated in Mesoamerica is now known 
to have emerged from Peru centuries earlier. 59 

In contrast, the Peruvian archaeological 

record provides a timetable that is in harmony 
with the periods associated withjaredite, Nephite, 
and Lamanite civilizations. A candidate for the 
city of Nephi is the Central Andes during the 
time that archaeologists define as the Early Inter­
mediate Period (600 BC-AD 200). For the city of 
Zarahemla, the evidence points to the Northern 
Titicaca Basin during its Late/Upper Formative 
Periods (500 13C-AD 400). The early and late 
Lamanite periods in the land southward, match 

A rcheological Periods (Civilizations) for 
Proposed Book of Mormon Lands 
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well with the southern Titicaca Basin capital at 
Tiwanaku and with the Tiwanaku empire that 
extend from Lake Titicaca into northern Chile 
and southeast Bolivia during the Early Tiwan­
aku IV to Late Chiripa 2/Middle Formative 
Periods (600 BC-AD 400), also called Tiwanaku 
I, II, III. 

THE GEOGRAPHIC SETTING OF THE 
EVIDENCE PRESENTED IN THIS BooK 

Clark concludes: "Book of Mormon lands 
encompassed mountains, wildernesses, CQastal 
plains, valleys, a large river, a highland lak-e', and 
lowland wetlands." 60 Alan Kolata of the Univer­
sity of Chicago provides a concise description of 
the almost magical geography of the Inca domain, 
the prirn.ary area of our study: 

Structurally, the Andean natural 
environment can be divided into five 
principal physiographic regions: the 
desert plains of the Pacific coast; the 
mountainous highlands, or sierra basins; 
the high plateau, or Altiplano of south­
ern Peru and Bolivia; the humid, eastern 
slopes of the Andes, or rnontaifo; and the 
true tropical rainforest of the Amazon 
basin. Proceeding east to west from the 
Amazon basin across the mountainous 
highlands down to the Pacific coast, 
dim.ate, precipitation, and vegetation 
patterns change dramatically, with a 
general trend toward increasing arid­
ity until one reaches the strip of coastal 
desert that forms the western edge of 
the continent from northern Peru to 
central Chile. The Pacific coastal des­
erts of Peru and Chile are among the 
most forbidding tracts of land on earth. 
The only relief from the monotonous 
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gray-brown desert landscape is offered by 
a series of coastal rivers cascading down 
the western slopes of the Andes. These 
rivers, naturally enough, have become 
oases for coastal peoples over the millen­
nia, yielding a series of fertile bands in 
an otherwise sterile and hostile environ­
ment .... 61 

In the central Andes, this more heav­
ily watered transitional steppe gives way 
to multiple intermontane basins hemn1ed 
in by the two great mountain chains that 
form the Andes. The Cordillera Occiden­
tal (western) and the Cordillera Oriental 
(eastern). These high mountain valleys 
were heavily populated in the prehispanic 
past and became the core territory for the 
Inca empire. The indigenous populations 
of the intermontane basins farmed the 
rich alluvial soils of the valley floors and 
extended the spatial reach of food culti­
vation by constructing contour terraces, 
frequently connected with irrigation 
canalfy which drew water from mountain 
springs at higher elevations. 

Immediately south of Cuzco, the 
two imposing mountain chains diverge 
significantly. Interposed between them 
in an anciently uplifted high plateau is 
the great Andean Altiplano, which lies 
between 3,000 and 4,000 masl (10,000 
to 13,000 feet above sea level). 

The Altiplano proper, defined by 
the relatively flat depression between 
the two towering cordilleras, runs for 
over 800 kilometers (500 miles) from 
north to south, from southernmost Peru 
to northwestern Argentina, and ranges 
between 120 and 160 kilometers (75 
to 100 miles) from west to east. This 

enormous plateau, incorporating thou­
sands of square kilometers, comprises 
the largest area of interior drainage in 
highland South America. The geologic 
processes of tectonic uplifting and oro­
genesis that created this vast, enclosed 
drainage basin also generated extensive 
fresh water lakes. The Altiplano and the 
lakes were fonned in the Miocene with 
the rise of the Andes, and attained their 
present form in the Pleistocene. Since 
their formation, the lakes of the Altiplano 
have been disappearing through evapo­
rative loss. Today only Lake Titicaca 
on the northern end of the high plateau 
and Lake Poop6 to the southeast remain 
significant bodies of water. ... 62 

Immediately to the east of the 
Andean Altiplano, crossing the great 
eastern mountain range, which in Bolivia 
carries the name Cordillera Real, we 
move quickly into a world entirely dif­
ferent from the bleak, forbidding plateaus 
of tenuous subsistence agriculture and 
llama herding. Wild rivers originating in 
the ancient glaciers of the cordillera cut 
and gouge the hard rock of the moun­
tains in spectacular displays of head ward 
erosion. Waterfalls cascade violently for 
hundreds of meters down the vertigi­
nous eastern slopes of the Andes, which 
become increasingly humid and forested 
as one descends through roiling banks of 
damp fog fron1 the high mountain passes. 
Gnarled evergreens, shrubs, dripping 
with parasitic wild orchids, cling tena­
ciously to the fractured black shale and 
basalt-clad mountainsides. Enclaves of 
nearly flat land with deep, rich soils are 
encrusted in the tortuous, almost chaotic 

jumble of rock formations that form the 
eastern edge of the Andean chain. These 
are the opulent hot lands of the montana, 
or y1111gas as the Aymara call them_<,3 

Beyond the yungas is the vast tropical rain­
forest of the great Amazon basin. Peru's land­
scape, especially that of the high Andes and its 
Altiplano, is spectacular. It borders on the sur­
real. As a missionary, I stood on the level floor 
of the Altiplano trying to comprehend that I 
was actually breathing air at 12,500 feet above 
sea level. The crystal blue lake waters of Lake 
Titicaca stretched out before me for some 138 
miles. On all sides, the basin was surrounded 
by snow-capped mountains, some reaching to 
over 21,000 feet. The Altiplano is the Ameri­
can Tibet, but perhaps it is even more amaz­
ing than its Asian counterpart. A hundred miles 
west of where I was standing is the earth's driest 
desert, and only a hundred n1iles in the opposite 
direction is the greatest watershed on earth, the 
Amazon jungle. For those fortunate enough to 

have served missions in Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, 
Chile, and Argentina, the images they remem­
ber of the Andes will never leave them. 

As stunning as the Andean scenery might be, 
even more impressive are the people who have 
tamed these great mountains and made this land 
their home. Charles Mann writes: 

Highland Peru is as extraordinary 
as the Inka themselves. lt is the only 
place on earth, the Cornell anthropolo­
gist John Murra wrote. 'where millions 
l of people l insist, against all apparent 
logic, on living at 10,000 or even 14,000 
feet above sea level. Nowhere else have 
people lived so many thousands of years 
in such visibly vulnerable circumstances.' 
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And nowhere else have people living 
at such heights-in places where most 
crops won't grow, earthquakes and 
landslides are frequent, and extremes 
of weather are the norm-repeatedly 
created technically advanced, long­
lasting civilizations. The Inka home­
land, uniquely high, was also uniquely 
steep, with slopes of more than sixty­
five degrees from the horizontal. (The 
steepest street in San Francisco, famed 
for its nearly undrivable hills, is thirty­
one-and-a-half degrees.) And it was 
uniquely narrow; the distance from the 
Pacific shore to the mountaintops is in 
most places less than seventy-five miles 
and in many less than fifty .... In the 

CHAPTER ONE 

short traverse from mountain to ocean, 
travelers pass through twenty of the 
world's thirty-four principal environ­
n1ents. 

To survive 111 the steep, narrow 
hodgepodge of ecosystems, Andean com­
munities usually sent out representatives 
and colonies to live up- or downslope 
in places with resources unavailable to 
home. Fish and shellfish from the ocean; 
beans, squash, and cotton from the coastal 
river valleys; maize, potatoes, and the 
Andean grain guinoa from the foothills; 
llamas and alpaca for wool and meat in 
the heights-each area had something to 
contribute. 64 

Why would the Nephites have selected the dif­
ficult Peruvian highlands as a place to settle? It 
must be ren1ern.bered that to their south they 
were outnumbered by the Lamanites who were a 
constant threat to their survival. In Nephi's time, 
the shoreline of Peru was already ruled over by 
the powerful Chavin Empire. The steep highland 
valleys represented an easy-to-defend homeland 
that seemingly no one else wanted. It is somewhat 
like the Latter-day Mormon pioneers, who fled 
their enemies to a higb-1nountain desert that no 
one else wanted; and like the Mormon pioneers, 
it would have taken an industrious people like the 
Nephites to have created Peru's incredible land­
scape of mountains partitioned by man-made ter­
races and crisscrossed with vastirrigation networks. 


