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y the shores of the Caribbean, a moun-

tain. Around its base — Colombia —

torn apart by the cocaine trade and

civil conflict. At its summit, the de-
scendents of a once great American civiliza-
tion. They say that for centuries they have kept
watch over the earth. They lived on a mountain
rising almost 6,000m from the northern plains
of Colombia. They called themselves the Elder
Brother and claimed to be the last representa-
tives of an ancient South American civiliza-
tion — the Tairona.
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Santa Marta is on the Caribbean coast of Co-
lombia. It's cheerful, loud and full of life. Today,
it's a modern port city — but it was first settled
by the Spanish nearly 500 years ago. Its beauti-
ful old colonial center hides a dark secret. In the
16th century, these streets witnessed the birth
of one of the first and most violent campaigns
in the long bloody conquest of South Amer-
ica. It's really incredible to think that in 1501,
just eight or nine years after Columbus dis-
covered the Americas, the Spanish were here
on this very beach in Santa Marta. The Tairona
were truly one of the great indigenous civili-
zations of the ancient New World. The remains
of the cities and roads they built over a thou-
sand years ago are still scattered all along the
Colombian coastline. Is it really possible that
such an ancient pre-Colombian culture could
still be alive in the 21st century?
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They live on the imposing mountain mas-

sif whose foothills rise behind the city — the
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. Towering over
the shores of northern Colombia, it’s the tallest
coastal mountain anywhere in the world. From
foothills washed by warm Caribbean waters to
the Sierras snow-capped peaks, this spectacular
mountain is a microcosm of South America. All
of the continent’s ecosystems are here — all
of its problems as well. For decades, its remote
valleys have sheltered an array of armed and
violent groups from right-wing paramilitaries
to cocaine traffickers and the infamous com-
munist guerrillas of the FARC. In recent years,
the Sierra has been bathed in blood as these
outlaw groups and the Colombian army battle
it out. It's a dangerous place. But just now there
is a lull in the fighting.
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After the massacre of the Tairona in 1599,
the people of the Sierra seem to tumble into
oblivion. The history books fall silent about
the Sierra for almost 200 years. When travel-
ers started to explore the mountains in the
19th century, they reported mysterious tribes
dressed in white, ruled by their priests. The larg-
est group called themselves the Arhuaco. And
here they still are.
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Everyone here wears the traditional snow-
white clothes and woven bags of the Arhuaco.
The men greet each other by exchanging coca
leaves — the sacred plant of all highland
South America. Among themselves they speak
their own language, closely related to that of
the Tairona. Assimilation is clearly not the way
the Arhuaco are going. There are about 20,000

Arhuacos, and most of their lives are spent mov-
ing between villages and family farms above
Nabusimake. In the warm lands lower down the
mountain, the Arhuacos grow plantains, pep-
pers and the tropical root crop, manioc. Higher
up they grow cold weather crops — potatoes,
onions and grains. Wherever they can, they
grow the plant, which is the source of so much
violence and so much beauty in their world:
Coca.
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1. descendent /dr'sendsnt/ n.
%% (hou4 yid)

2. civilization /,swvla’zefon/ n.
Y83 (wen2 ming2)

3. conquest /’kankwest/ n.
fEAR (zhengl fu2)

4.indigenous /in‘didgines/ adj.
TZEHY (tu3 zhu4 deb)

5.tumble /tambl/ v.
BX5Z (zhui4 luod)

6. sacred /‘sekrid/ adj.
FPESHY (shen2 sheng4 deb)
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