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 Vol. 9: Lost Worlds

 El Dorado

 The City of Gold That Drove Men Mad

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"The king, stripped of all his clothing, was anointed
with a sticky earth and then powdered with gold dust
blown through cane tubes until his whole body was covered
from the soles of his feet to his forehead,
making him resplendent as a golden object
worked by the hand of a skilled craftsman."

 — Juan de Castellanos, Elegías de varones ilustres de Indias, 1589



Chapter One
 The Golden One

 The lake sat in a bowl of green stone, perfectly round, as though a god had pressed a thumb into the mountain and the earth had filled with dark water. It was called Guatavita. It lay at three thousand metres above the sea, in the Eastern Cordillera of the Colombian Andes, about fifty-seven kilometres northeast of what would one day be called Bogotá. The water was black — not the black of ink but the black of depth, the kind of darkness that comes from looking down into something that has no visible bottom. The rim of the crater rose steeply on all sides, covered in cloud forest, dripping with moss and epiphytes, and on mornings when the mist settled into the bowl the lake vanished entirely, as though it had never existed.


The Muisca called it a portal. A doorway between the human world and the world of the gods. They believed that their mother-goddess Bachué had emerged from a lake much like this one — Lake Iguaque, further north — carrying a three-year-old boy. When the boy grew to manhood, Bachué married him, and together they populated the earth with their children. When they were old, they returned to the lake, delivered a final speech to their people, transformed into two great serpents, and descended into the water. The lakes were alive. The lakes were inhabited. The lakes were sacred in the way that cathedrals would later be sacred to the men who came to destroy the Muisca — not as symbols of divinity, but as actual dwelling places of the divine.


And it was here, at Guatavita, that the ceremony took place. The ceremony that would give birth to the most destructive legend in the history of the Americas. The ceremony of El Dorado.


The Muisca were one of the four great civilisations of the pre-Columbian Americas, alongside the Inca, the Aztec, and the Maya. They occupied the high plateaus of the Eastern Cordillera — the Altiplano Cundiboyacense — a territory of roughly twenty-five thousand square kilometres encompassing the modern Colombian departments of Boyacá, Cundinamarca, and parts of Santander. At the time of Spanish contact, their population has been estimated at between five hundred thousand and two million people, making the altiplano one of the most densely populated regions in the pre-Columbian Americas.


They were not an empire. They were a confederation — a loose union of autonomous chiefdoms, each governed by a cacique, bound together by trade, language, religion, and the pragmatic understanding that cooperation was more profitable than war. Two paramount rulers sat at the top: the Zipa, who governed the southern territories from his capital at Bacatá, and the Zaque, who ruled the north from Hunza. Below them, dozens of lesser chiefs administered their own domains with considerable independence. The system was decentralised, flexible, and effective. It had endured for centuries.


The Muisca economy was driven not by gold but by salt. The mines at Zipaquirá and Nemocón produced enormous quantities of rock salt, which the Muisca traded over vast distances — south into the Magdalena Valley, east into the llanos, north to the Caribbean lowlands. Salt was the currency of the altiplano. Alongside it, the Muisca traded emeralds from the mines at Muzo and Chivor, cotton textiles, pottery, and coca leaves. They were farmers, weavers, merchants, and engineers. They built roads and irrigation systems. They brewed chicha from fermented maize and drank it at festivals that lasted for days.


And they were goldsmiths. Among the finest the Americas had ever produced.


But gold, for the Muisca, was not what it would become for the men who came from across the sea. Gold was not currency. Gold was not wealth. Gold was not power measured in coins and ingots and the balances of treasuries. Gold was spirit. Gold was the sweat of the sun — the physical residue of the divine, a material through which humans could speak to the gods. The Muisca word for worked gold was connected to their word for the sun, and the objects they created — the tunjos, the poporos, the pectorals, the masks — were not ornaments to be displayed or hoarded. They were offerings. They were made to be given away.


The goldsmiths worked in tumbaga, an alloy of gold and copper that could be treated with plant acids to dissolve the surface copper, leaving a skin of pure gold over a copper core. They used the lost-wax technique: sculpting figures in beeswax, encasing them in clay, heating the mould until the wax melted away, then pouring in molten metal. The result was tunjos — small votive figurines of humans, animals, and serpents, created with rough, deliberate surfaces that the Muisca preferred to the high polish favoured by neighbouring cultures. The tunjos were not decorative. They were prayers made solid. And their destination was always the same: the sacred lakes, the rivers, the caves, the places where the membrane between the human world and the divine was thinnest.


The ceremony of El Dorado was the grandest of these offerings. It occurred only once in the reign of each new Zipa — at the moment of his investiture, when he passed from ordinary man to sovereign ruler. The fullest early account comes from Juan Rodríguez Freyle, a Bogotá-born chronicler who described the ritual in his 1636 work El Carnero, drawing on indigenous oral traditions that were already more than a century old.


Before the ceremony, the new Zipa spent a period of seclusion in a cave, without women, forbidden to eat salt or chilli, forbidden to go outside during daylight. The duration of this isolation varies by account — some say weeks, some say months, some say as long as six years. It was a period of ritual purification, a stripping away of the ordinary self in preparation for the transformation to come.


On the appointed day, the Zipa was brought to the shores of Lake Guatavita at dawn. Great bonfires burned on the hillsides. Moque — a local incense made from resin — was thrown onto the flames in such quantities that the smoke obscured the light, turning the air thick and golden. The people gathered on the crater rim, thousands of them, singing and playing flutes and drums.


The Zipa was stripped naked. His body was coated with a sticky resin — some accounts say mud, some say turpentine — and then gold dust was blown onto his skin through hollow reed tubes until every inch of him was covered. He became, in the grey light of that Andean dawn, a figure of living gold. He blazed. He was no longer a man. He was El Dorado — the Golden One.


He boarded a raft of rushes. Four braziers burned at its corners, sending up plumes of moque smoke. Four principal chiefs accompanied him, adorned in crowns, bracelets, pendants, and ear rings, all of gold. At the Zipa's feet was piled a great heap of gold objects and emeralds — the offerings for the goddess of the lake.


The raft was pushed out to the centre of the water. The music swelled. The crowd roared. And then, as the first light of the sun struck the lake and the golden figure caught fire in its rays, the Zipa dove into the black water, washing the gold dust from his body into the sacred depths. He emerged as a man — reborn, humbled, sovereign. The chiefs on the raft cast the gold and emeralds into the lake. The people on the shore threw their own offerings. Tunjos, ornaments, precious stones — all of it sinking into the darkness, gifts to the gods, never meant to be recovered.


The spiritual logic was profound. Gold was the material of the sun. By coating himself in it and then surrendering it to the water, the Zipa enacted a transformation — he took on divinity and released it, becoming a servant of his people through an act of cosmic generosity. The gold was not tribute. It was not tax. It was a gift to the supernatural world, maintaining the balance between human and divine.


By the time the Spanish arrived in the 1530s, the ceremony had likely already ceased — perhaps decades, perhaps a century earlier. The Muisca Confederation had undergone internal conflicts, and the specific investiture ritual at Guatavita may have been discontinued before any European ever set foot on the altiplano. The Spanish were chasing stories of a ritual that was already a memory, told to them by people who had heard it from people who had heard it from people who might — or might not — have seen it with their own eyes.


But the stories were enough. The stories were more than enough. Because the men who heard them did not hear a story about a spiritual ceremony. They did not hear about a civilisation that valued gold as prayer. They heard about a man who was so rich he covered himself in gold dust and threw the rest into a lake, and they thought: Where is that lake? How deep is it? And how do we get the gold out?


The misunderstanding was total. It was also fatal. Not for the Spanish — not yet — but for the Muisca, for the indigenous peoples of the Amazon, for tens of thousands of enslaved porters and conscripted labourers, and eventually for the Spanish themselves, who would chase the golden mirage across a continent and into their own ruin. El Dorado was never a city. It was never a kingdom. It was never a place at all. It was a man, standing on a raft, giving everything away.


But by the time the truth emerged, it was far too late. The legend had already begun to consume the world.

 [image: The Muisca Raft, a gold votive sculpture depicting the El Dorado ceremony]The Muisca Raft (Balsa Muisca), discovered in 1969 near Pasca, Colombia. Cast in tumbaga by the lost-wax method, it depicts the El Dorado ceremony — the golden chief on his raft, surrounded by attendants, about to cast offerings into the sacred lake.
 

Chapter Two
 Three Conquistadors

 The first European to hear the story of El Dorado — or at least the first to write it down — was Sebastián de Belalcázar, a Spanish conquistador who had helped conquer the northern reaches of the Inca Empire and was now governing Quito, in modern Ecuador. Sometime around 1535 or 1536, Belalcázar's treasurer, Gonzalo de la Peña, recorded that the expedition had set out "in search of a land called El Dorado." This is considered the earliest appearance of the specific phrase in the historical record — a name that would echo across three centuries and two continents, drawing thousands to their deaths.


Belalcázar had heard the stories from indigenous informants in the northern Inca territories. The tales had drifted south along the trade routes from the Muisca heartlands, gathering detail and embellishment with each retelling, the way a river gathers silt. By the time they reached Belalcázar's ears, the golden chief had become something larger — a ruler of fabulous wealth, a lord of a kingdom where gold was as common as clay. Belalcázar organised an expedition and headed northeast, climbing through the passes of the Central Cordillera into the Colombian interior.


He was not the only one.


Seven hundred miles to the north, on the Caribbean coast, a lawyer named Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada was preparing to embark on one of the most gruelling marches in the history of the Americas. Quesada was not a soldier. He was born around 1509 in either Córdoba or Granada, trained in law, and had arrived in the coastal settlement of Santa Marta in 1535. He was a man of books and arguments, not swords and horses. But the governor of Santa Marta, Pedro Fernández de Lugo, needed someone to lead an expedition into the interior, and Quesada — sharp-minded, ambitious, and perhaps reckless enough to accept — was appointed to the command.


The expedition departed Santa Marta in early April 1536. It was enormous: approximately eight hundred men, split between a land column hacking through the jungle and a river party travelling by brigantine up the Magdalena River. There were horses, indigenous porters, supplies for months. The plan was to follow the Magdalena south into the heart of the continent, searching for a route to Peru and whatever riches might lie along the way.


What lay along the way was death.


The Magdalena River route passed through some of the most hostile terrain in South America. The lowlands were a labyrinth of swamps, flooded forests, and stagnant channels, breeding grounds for malaria and yellow fever. The mosquitoes came in clouds so thick that men could not eat without swallowing them. Dysentery tore through the ranks. Men collapsed with fever and were left where they fell, because there were no stretchers and no men to carry them. The dead were buried in shallow graves or simply abandoned to the jungle, which consumed them with an efficiency that seemed almost eager.


The land column fared no better. They hacked through vegetation so dense that a man with a machete could advance only a few hundred metres in a day. Jaguars stalked the column at night. Caimans took men who waded too close to the river. Poisonous snakes — fer-de-lance, bushmaster, coral snake — struck without warning, and the indigenous remedies were unknown to the Spanish surgeons, who could do nothing but watch their patients die in convulsions. Hostile indigenous groups attacked with arrows tipped in curare, a plant-based poison that paralysed the respiratory muscles. A man struck by a curare arrow could be dead in minutes, fully conscious, unable to breathe, watching the sky turn dark above him.


The food ran out within months. The men ate their horses first, then their dogs, then boiled leather from saddles, belts, and boots. They ate roots and berries that often proved poisonous, producing agonising cramps and bloody diarrhoea that further weakened men already half-dead from malaria. The river party lost brigantines to rapids and submerged logs. The land and river groups repeatedly lost contact with each other, sometimes for weeks, each assuming the other had been destroyed.


After eleven months of this — eleven months of marching, starving, dying, and pressing forward through sheer obstinacy — Quesada's expedition began climbing the Eastern Cordillera. The jungle thinned. The air cooled. The surviving men, gaunt and hollow-eyed, emerged onto the high plateau of the Muisca homeland.


Of the eight hundred who had departed Santa Marta, approximately one hundred and sixty-six remained. More than six hundred men had died, deserted, or been left behind. They had sixty-two horses left. They were, by any reasonable measure, a shattered force — exhausted, sick, dressed in rags, carrying weapons they barely had the strength to lift.


But what they found on the altiplano stunned them into silence.


Villages. Organised, prosperous villages, surrounded by maize fields and potato gardens, connected by roads. The Muisca were not the scattered forest tribes the Spanish had been fighting for a year. They were a civilisation — with markets, temples, weavers, goldsmiths, and a political structure that governed hundreds of thousands of people across thousands of square kilometres. And they had gold. Not the limitless rivers of gold the legend promised, but gold nevertheless — tunjos, pectorals, ear ornaments, nose rings, all worked in the distinctive Muisca style.


Quesada conquered them with startling speed. Despite his depleted force, the advantages of steel, horses, and firearms proved overwhelming against a people who fought with wooden clubs and cotton armour. The Zipa Tisquesusa fled his capital at Bacatá and was eventually killed by Spanish soldiers. Quesada marched north to Hunza, where his men looted the palace of the Zaque and seized what chroniclers described as the single greatest haul of treasure in the entire conquest of Muisca territory.


The total plunder was recorded with the meticulous greed of men who measured the world in metal: approximately one hundred and ninety-one thousand pesos of fine gold, thirty-seven thousand pesos of base gold in tumbaga alloy, and roughly eighteen hundred and fifteen emeralds, including several stones of extraordinary size. It was a fortune. It was also a profound disappointment.


Because the Muisca had gold, but they did not have El Dorado. They did not have a city paved in the stuff, or temples sheathed in gold plate, or rooms filled floor to ceiling with golden objects like the Inca ransom of Atahualpa. Their gold was spiritual, not decorative — small votive figures made to be thrown into lakes and buried in caves. The Spanish had fought and died for a year to reach a civilisation that made gold to give it away.


The disappointment only fed the legend. If El Dorado was not here, it must be somewhere else — somewhere deeper, somewhere further into the interior, somewhere beyond the next mountain range or the next river or the next stretch of impenetrable jungle. The failure to find El Dorado among the Muisca did not kill the myth. It made it stronger.


On the sixth of August, 1538, Quesada founded the city of Santa Fe de Bogotá on the site of the Zipa's former capital. He named his conquered territory the New Kingdom of Granada, after his Spanish hometown. He was now the master of a vast highland realm, the conqueror of a civilisation, and the founder of a city that would become the capital of a nation.


And then, in one of the most extraordinary coincidences in the history of exploration, two more expeditions arrived.


From the south came Sebastián de Belalcázar, the man who had first heard the El Dorado stories in Quito. He had marched his men northeast through the Colombian highlands, following the same rumours, losing men to the same jungle, climbing the same mountains. From the east came Nikolaus Federmann, a German adventurer from Ulm, representing the Welser banking family of Augsburg, who held a royal charter to exploit the province of Venezuela. Federmann had crossed the llanos — the vast eastern grasslands — and scaled the Andes from the opposite direction.


Three expeditions, launched from three different starting points, led by men who had no knowledge of each other's existence, had converged on the same patch of highland territory within months. Belalcázar from Quito. Quesada from Santa Marta. Federmann from Coro. Each had crossed hundreds of miles of the most hostile terrain on earth. Each had lost the majority of his men. Each believed he had a rightful claim to the Muisca and their gold.


The standoff could have ended in battle — three weakened armies, far from reinforcement, fighting over spoils in the thin air of the altiplano. Instead, with a pragmatism born of exhaustion, the three leaders agreed to submit their competing claims to the Spanish Crown and let the courts decide. They returned to Spain together. The lawyers would settle what the conquistadors could not.


But none of them had found El Dorado. None of them had found the golden city, the golden kingdom, the source of limitless wealth that the legend promised. And so the search continued — wider, wilder, and infinitely more destructive than anything that had come before.

 [image: A Muisca tunjo — a gold votive figurine from pre-Columbian Colombia]A Muisca tunjo — a small votive figurine cast in gold alloy, created as an offering to the gods. The rough, unpolished surface was deliberate: these objects were made to be given away, not displayed.
 

Chapter Three
 From Man to Mirage

 The legend grew the way legends always grow — through failure, repetition, and the human inability to accept that something desperately wanted might not exist. Each expedition that returned empty-handed did not weaken the myth of El Dorado. It strengthened it. If the golden city had not been found, the reasoning went, it was not because it did not exist. It was because the searchers had not looked far enough, marched long enough, or penetrated deeply enough into the interior of a continent that seemed to have no end.


The first written record of the legend comes from the Spanish historian Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, who in 1541 recorded a story circulating among the Spanish inhabitants of Quito. Oviedo described a native ruler called the "Golden Chief" — el indio dorado — "a great lord or monarch who constantly goes about covered with gold, as fine as ground salt." The description was accurate enough, in its way. There had been a golden chief. There had been a ceremony. But Oviedo's version already showed the characteristic distortion that would define every subsequent retelling: the emphasis was on the gold, not the ritual. On the wealth, not the meaning. On the material, not the sacred.


Juan de Castellanos, a Spanish soldier who became a priest and spent decades in the New World, produced one of the most vivid early accounts. Writing in his Elegías de varones ilustres de Indias in 1589, Castellanos described the ceremony with a blend of wonder and acquisitiveness that captured the European attitude perfectly: "The king, stripped of all his clothing, was anointed with a sticky earth and then powdered with gold dust blown through cane tubes until his whole body was covered from the soles of his feet to his forehead, making him resplendent as a golden object worked by the hand of a skilled craftsman." Castellanos saw beauty. He also saw wealth. The two were inseparable in the European mind.


The fullest account would not come until 1636, when Juan Rodríguez Freyle published El Carnero, his sprawling chronicle of Bogotá's early colonial history. By then the ceremony was more than a century gone, preserved only in indigenous oral tradition and the fading memories of elders who had heard it from their grandparents. Freyle described the raft, the braziers, the gold-dusted chief, the offerings cast into the lake — details that would become the canonical version of the El Dorado story. But Freyle was writing for a colonial audience, and even his relatively sympathetic account framed the ceremony as a curiosity, a quaint pagan ritual, rather than what it actually was: the spiritual cornerstone of a sophisticated civilisation.


What the Europeans did with the story was something far more consequential than getting the details wrong. They transformed it. And the transformation happened in stages, each one moving further from reality and deeper into fantasy.


In the 1530s and early 1540s — the first stage — El Dorado meant what it literally said: the Golden One. A man. A specific individual, a Muisca chief who covered himself in gold dust for a specific ceremony at a specific lake. The Spanish who heard this story in Quito and Santa Marta understood it as a report about a wealthy ruler. They wanted to find him, capture him, and take his gold, the way Pizarro had captured Atahualpa and stripped the Inca temples. El Dorado was a person to be found and robbed.


By the 1540s and 1550s — the second stage — El Dorado had become a city. The logic was seductive: if a chief could afford to cover himself in gold dust and throw gold objects into a lake, then the city where he lived must be unimaginably rich. Streets paved in gold. Temples sheathed in gold plate. Markets where gold was traded as casually as cloth. This was not pure fantasy — the Spanish had seen Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, a city of two hundred thousand people built on a lake, with pyramids and palaces that stunned even hardened soldiers. They had seen Cusco, the Inca capital, where the Temple of the Sun was literally lined with sheets of gold. If such cities existed in Mexico and Peru, why not in the unexplored interior of South America? The shift from "golden man" to "golden city" was, for the Europeans, not a distortion of the evidence but a reasonable extrapolation from it.


The third stage came in the 1560s and 1570s, when El Dorado expanded from a city to a kingdom. The name Manoa entered the lexicon — a vast golden empire said to be centred on a great city beside an inland sea called Lake Parime. The origin of Manoa is murky: it may have derived from garbled accounts of the Omagua, a large indigenous group in the western Amazon who were said to possess considerable quantities of gold. It may have been a deliberate fabrication by indigenous informants who had learned that telling the Spanish what they wanted to hear was the fastest way to make them leave. Or it may have grown spontaneously from the accumulated weight of a century of rumour, like a pearl forming around a grain of sand — each layer of retelling adding lustre and dimension to the original irritant of fact.


Lake Parime became a fixture on European maps, despite the fact that it did not exist. Cartographers plotted it with confident precision — a vast body of water in the interior of the Guiana Highlands, surrounded by mountains, with the golden city of Manoa on its western shore. The lake appeared on maps published in Amsterdam, London, Paris, and Madrid. It endured for two centuries. As late as the 1800s, educated Europeans consulted maps that showed Lake Parime as clearly as they showed the Mediterranean. The power of the legend was such that it could conjure geography from nothing — could make cartographers draw water where there was only jungle, and cities where there was only forest.


The fourth and final stage was the broadest. By the seventeenth century, El Dorado had ceased to mean anything specific at all. It was no longer a person, a city, or even a kingdom. It was a region — a vague designation applied to the entire unexplored interior of South America. Maps labelled vast stretches of the Amazon basin, the Orinoco watershed, and the Guiana Highlands as "El Dorado," essentially meaning "here is where the gold must be, because we have not yet looked here." The name had become a geographical confession of ignorance dressed up as a promise of wealth.


At each stage, the transformation was driven by the same engine: disappointment refined into hope. Quesada reached the Muisca and found gold but not enough gold, so El Dorado must be elsewhere. Pizarro crossed the Andes and found nothing, so El Dorado must be further east. Raleigh sailed up the Orinoco and found nothing, so El Dorado must be deeper inland. The legend was unfalsifiable. Every failure to find it became evidence that it existed in the next valley, beyond the next river, over the next horizon. El Dorado was always just out of reach, receding like a mirage as the searcher advanced — because that is precisely what it was. A mirage. A projection of European desire onto an American landscape that had never asked for it and would pay an unimaginable price for receiving it.


The original El Dorado — the Muisca chief on his raft, coated in gold, giving everything to the gods — was an act of humility. An act of surrender. The European version — the golden city, the kingdom of limitless wealth, the treasure waiting to be seized — was an act of greed so vast that it consumed armies, destroyed civilisations, and sent ripples of destruction across two continents for three hundred years.


The irony was absolute. The Muisca threw gold away because they believed it belonged to the gods. The Spanish killed to possess it because they believed it belonged to them. And the gap between those two beliefs — between offering and taking, between sacred and profane, between the raft on the lake and the armies in the jungle — was the space in which tens of thousands of people would die.

 [image: Historical map showing the mythical Lake Parime and El Dorado]A European map showing the mythical Lake Parime and the golden city of Manoa — geographical fictions that appeared on maps for over two centuries, conjured from nothing by the power of the El Dorado legend.
 

Chapter Four
 Into the Green Hell

 In February 1541, Gonzalo Pizarro led the largest expedition ever assembled in the Spanish Americas east from the city of Quito, over the Andes, and into the Amazon rainforest. He was searching for two things: El Dorado and the País de la Canela — the Land of Cinnamon, a region rumoured to contain vast forests of cinnamon trees that could rival the spice trade of the East Indies. He found neither. What he found instead was a catastrophe of such magnitude that it would become one of the defining disasters of the Age of Exploration.


Pizarro was a younger half-brother of Francisco Pizarro, the conqueror of the Inca Empire, and he had been appointed Governor of Quito as a reward for his role in the conquest. He was a hard man — physically imposing, ruthless, accustomed to command — and he had organised his expedition with the thoroughness of a military campaign. The force that departed Quito was enormous: approximately two hundred and twenty Spanish soldiers, four thousand indigenous porters and servants conscripted from the Andean highlands, several thousand llamas and alpacas as pack animals, a herd of some five thousand pigs as a walking food supply, and a pack of trained war dogs — mastiffs and greyhounds bred for combat and the hunting of men.


Francisco de Orellana, who had been governing the settlement of Santiago de Guayaquil, joined the expedition a month later with twenty-three additional men and horses, catching up with the main force in the valley of Zumaco. Orellana was a veteran — a one-eyed soldier who had lost his right eye in an earlier campaign and who carried himself with the quiet competence of a man who had survived things that would have killed most others. He was appointed Pizarro's second-in-command.


The expedition crossed the Eastern Cordillera through mountain passes above four thousand metres, where the air was thin and the cold bit through armour and clothing alike. An earthquake struck during the crossing, accompanied by violent thunderstorms. The ground shook. Fissures opened. Men and animals fell into crevasses. The highland porters, dressed for the cold of the altiplano, were the first to suffer as the expedition descended into the lowlands — but their suffering was only beginning.


The descent from the Andes into the Amazon basin was a passage between worlds. Within days, the freezing mountain air gave way to heat so oppressive that men in armour felt they were being cooked alive. The humidity was total — clothes rotted on their backs, leather swelled and split, metal rusted overnight. The jungle pressed in from every side, a wall of green so dense that visibility dropped to a few metres. The trails — if they could be called trails — were ribbons of mud that sucked at boots and hooves and swallowed men to the waist.


The llamas died first. They were highland animals, evolved for cold and altitude, and the tropical lowlands killed them within weeks. They dropped in their tracks, legs folding, loads scattering into the mud. The pigs fared better but not well — many escaped into the jungle, and those that remained were slaughtered for food faster than anyone had planned. The war dogs, bred for the dry heat of the Iberian Peninsula, panted and weakened in the humidity.


Then the indigenous porters began to die. They died of heat, of fever, of exhaustion, of the diseases that bred in the stagnant water and the clouds of mosquitoes that descended at dusk and did not lift until dawn. They died chained to the loads they carried, because the Spanish feared desertion more than they feared the moral weight of enslaving men. They died by the dozen, then by the hundred. Of the roughly four thousand who had departed Quito, the vast majority would never return. Their names were not recorded. Their deaths were not mourned. They were, in the ledgers of the conquest, a consumable resource, like the pigs and the llamas and the sacks of grain that rotted in the rain.


The cinnamon trees, when the expedition finally found them, were a bitter joke. They were scattered thinly through the forest — wild trees, producing bark of inferior quality, nothing like the concentrated plantations the Spanish had imagined. There was no País de la Canela. There was only jungle, stretching in every direction to the horizon and beyond, a green infinity with no treasure in it.


By late 1541, the expedition was starving. The pigs were gone. The llamas were gone. The horses were being eaten one by one — killed, butchered, the meat roasted over green-wood fires that smoked and sputtered in the rain. When the horses were gone, the men ate the dogs. When the dogs were gone, they boiled leather from saddles and belts, chewed roots and bark, and prayed for something — anything — that would keep them alive long enough to find a way out of the green hell they had walked into.


In desperation, Pizarro ordered a brigantine built. The San Pedro was constructed from jungle timber, held together with nails forged from horseshoes and whatever scrap metal the expedition could produce. It was a crude vessel — barely seaworthy, designed to carry the sick and the remaining supplies downriver in search of food. Pizarro ordered Orellana to take the brigantine and approximately fifty-seven men, including the Dominican friar Gaspar de Carvajal, downstream on the Napo River to find villages where food could be obtained. He was to return within twelve days.


Orellana departed on the twenty-sixth of December, 1541. The current was swift — far swifter than anyone had anticipated. The brigantine was swept downstream at a speed that made any thought of return increasingly hopeless with every passing hour. After several days of travel, covering distances that would have taken weeks to retrace against the current, Orellana reached a confluence with a larger river. There were no villages. There was no food. And the river behind him had become a one-way door.


On the fourth of January, 1542, the men voted. The decision was unanimous: they would continue downstream. Returning to Pizarro was, in their judgement, suicide — the current was too strong, the distance too great, the men too weak. They elected Orellana their captain and committed themselves to the river.


Whether Orellana was a traitor or a pragmatist has been debated for nearly five hundred years. Pizarro called him a deserter. Orellana — through Carvajal's chronicle — maintained that the current made return impossible and that his men had voted freely. The truth likely lies somewhere in the grey space between desperation and opportunity. What is not in dispute is what happened next.


Orellana and his men navigated the entire length of the Amazon River — approximately four thousand eight hundred kilometres — in a journey that lasted eight months. They built a second, larger brigantine along the way, the Victoria, using timber from the jungle and nails forged from whatever metal they could find. They fought running battles with indigenous groups along the riverbanks. They starved and feasted and starved again, dependent on the hospitality or hostility of the peoples they encountered.


On the twenty-fourth of June, 1542, near the junction of the Trombetas River, they fought a particularly fierce engagement against warriors that Carvajal described as including tall, powerful women who "fought so courageously that the Indian men did not dare turn their backs, and anyone who did turn his back they killed with clubs." These women warriors — whether real Amazons, misidentified men, or Carvajal's embellishment — gave the river its name. The Amazon. Named for a myth, inspired by a myth, flowing through a landscape that was itself the subject of the greatest myth of all.


During the same battle, Carvajal was struck by an arrow that destroyed one of his eyes. He kept writing.


On the twenty-sixth of August, 1542, Orellana's two battered vessels reached the mouth of the Amazon and the open Atlantic. They sailed along the coast and arrived at the Spanish settlement of Cubagua, near modern Venezuela, in September. Of the fifty-seven men who had departed with Orellana, approximately forty to fifty survived. They were the first Europeans to navigate the Amazon — a feat of endurance and desperation that would not be repeated for decades.


Meanwhile, Gonzalo Pizarro waited. When no word came, he gave up hope and began the agonising retreat westward toward Quito. His men fought their way back through the same jungle that had nearly killed them on the way in, eating whatever they could catch or scavenge, burying their dead in shallow graves. Pizarro arrived in Quito in August 1542, a year and a half after his departure. He had eighty surviving Spaniards out of the original two hundred and twenty. They were, as one chronicler recorded, "naked and on foot."


Of the four thousand indigenous porters who had been forced to accompany the expedition, virtually none survived.


The expedition had found neither El Dorado nor cinnamon. It had achieved nothing except the navigation of a river — a monumental geographical discovery, certainly, but one purchased at a cost so grotesque that even by the savage standards of the conquest it stands as an emblem of futile destruction. Thousands dead. An ecosystem ravaged. A myth undiminished. El Dorado was still out there, somewhere, beyond the next river.


Orellana, for his part, returned to Spain and secured a commission for a second expedition to colonise the Amazon. He departed in 1545 with four ships. The expedition was plagued by disaster from the start — storms, desertions, disease. Orellana died in November 1546, probably of fever, near the mouth of the river that had made him famous. He was approximately forty years old. The Amazon took him back.

 [image: Francisco de Orellana and the first European navigation of the Amazon River]The Pizarro-Orellana expedition of 1541-42 — the disastrous search for El Dorado and cinnamon that resulted in the first European navigation of the entire Amazon River, at a cost of thousands of lives.
 

Chapter Five
 The Wrath of God

 In September 1560, an expedition of approximately three hundred Spaniards and several hundred indigenous servants departed from the banks of the Huallaga River in Peru, bound for the Amazon and the legendary kingdom of Omagua, where El Dorado was now said to reside. The expedition was commanded by Pedro de Ursúa, a thirty-four-year-old Basque nobleman with a reputation for competence and courage. It was financed by the Viceroy of Peru. It was provisioned for a long journey into unknown territory. On paper, it was a professional military operation.


In reality, it was a floating bomb.


The problem was the soldiers. Many of them were veterans of Peru's brutal civil wars — the decades of internecine slaughter that had followed the conquest of the Inca, when Spanish factions fought each other with the same savagery they had once directed at indigenous peoples. These men were hardened, violent, deeply resentful of royal authority, and accustomed to solving problems with steel. They had signed on for El Dorado because they had nothing left — no land, no encomiendas, no prospects. They were the dregs of the conquest, and they were armed.


Ursúa made his first mistake before the expedition even launched. He brought his mistress — Doña Inés de Atienza, a beautiful mestiza widow who was, by all accounts, the most striking woman most of these men had ever seen. Her presence on the expedition caused immediate resentment. The soldiers saw Ursúa's attachment to Inés as evidence that their commander was more interested in his love life than in their survival. They whispered that he was distracted, indecisive, unfit to lead. The whispers found a willing audience in a man who had been waiting for exactly this kind of discontent.


Lope de Aguirre was in his early fifties. He was small — perhaps five feet tall — wiry, weatherbeaten, and lame in one leg from an arquebus ball he had taken in a previous campaign. He walked with a pronounced limp, leaning slightly to one side, his body permanently canted like a ship in a crosswind. His face was narrow, lined, sun-darkened, with eyes that one contemporary described as "never still." He had spent more than twenty years in the Americas with almost nothing to show for it — no wealth, no title, no land. He had been flogged by a royal judge for violating laws meant to protect indigenous people. The flogging had left scars on his back and a hatred in his heart that was as permanent as the scars and considerably more dangerous.


Aguirre nursed grievances the way other men nursed ambitions. He hated the Crown for its ingratitude toward the soldiers who had won its empire. He hated the colonial administrators who grew fat on wealth they had not earned. He hated the system — the entire apparatus of royal authority, viceregal power, and colonial law — with a passion that was part political conviction and part personal madness. He was articulate when he chose to be, charismatic in the feral way that men of absolute conviction can be, and he was utterly, irreversibly dangerous.


As the expedition drifted down the rivers into the jungle, morale collapsed. The promised riches failed to materialise. The jungle was hostile, the food inadequate, the indigenous peoples either fled at the expedition's approach or fought it from concealment. Ursúa seemed paralysed — spending his time with Inés, issuing vague orders, failing to maintain discipline. Aguirre moved through the camp like a virus, speaking quietly to discontented soldiers, stoking resentments, planting the seeds of rebellion.


His chief instrument was Fernando de Guzmán, a young nobleman of good family but weak character — the kind of man who could be moulded by a stronger will. Aguirre flattered Guzmán, whispered to him of glory, suggested that he was meant for greater things than following Ursúa into oblivion. Guzmán listened. Guzmán agreed. The conspiracy took shape.


On the night of the first of January, 1561 — New Year's Day — the conspirators struck. A group of armed men burst into Ursúa's tent and found him in his hammock. He had time to speak a single sentence. "What is this?" he said. "Are you all mad?" They answered with swords. Ursúa was stabbed repeatedly and died where he lay, his blood soaking into the canvas of his hammock, the sounds of the jungle indifferent around him.


Fernando de Guzmán was proclaimed Prince of Tierra Firme, Peru, and Chile — a title as grandiose as it was meaningless. Aguirre was named Maestre de Campo, the military commander. The fiction was that Guzmán led and Aguirre served. The reality was the opposite. Aguirre controlled the conspiracy, the soldiers, and the violence. Guzmán was a puppet, and puppets have a limited shelf life.


Within weeks, Doña Inés de Atienza was murdered — stabbed to death on Aguirre's orders, her beauty and her association with the old regime making her a target and a symbol. Guzmán was next. Before Easter 1561, Aguirre's faction killed Guzmán in his sleep, eliminating the last pretence of legitimate authority. Aguirre now held absolute power, and he used it to declare open rebellion against King Philip II of Spain.


The declaration was unprecedented. Aguirre formally renounced his allegiance to the Spanish Crown — an act of treason punishable by the most extreme forms of execution the state could devise. His soldiers, whether willing or terrified, became known as the Marañones, after the Marañón River. They were now rebels, outlaws, men without a country, led by a crippled, ageing soldier who called himself the Wrath of God.


What followed was a reign of paranoid terror. Aguirre murdered anyone he suspected of disloyalty. He killed soldiers, officers, priests. He killed men who questioned his orders and men who obeyed them too slowly. He killed men who looked at him wrong and men who failed to look at him at all. The body count mounted — forty, fifty, sixty of his own men, butchered by their commander over the course of months. Some accounts place the total number of deaths under his command as high as one hundred and ninety, including those killed in combat and those murdered at Margarita Island.


And in the midst of this carnage, Aguirre sat down and wrote a letter. It was addressed to King Philip II of Spain, and it is one of the most extraordinary documents of the colonial era — a howl of rage, a political manifesto, and a confession of madness, all in one. "I truly believe, most excellent King and Lord," Aguirre wrote, "that for me and my companions you have not been such, but rather cruel and ungrateful for such good services as you have received from us." He denounced the corruption of colonial officials, the betrayal of the men who had conquered the empire, the hypocrisy of a king who took the gold but abandoned the soldiers who bled for it. He declared his intention to wage "the cruellest war that our forces can sustain." He signed the letter: "Son of faithful vassals from the Basque country and rebel until death against you for your ingratitude. Lope de Aguirre, the Wanderer."


The expedition — if it could still be called an expedition — navigated from the Amazon to the Orinoco and out to the Atlantic, then sailed to Margarita Island off the coast of Venezuela in July 1561. Aguirre sacked the island with extreme violence, killing the governor and terrorising the inhabitants. He then crossed to the mainland and marched toward Barquisimeto, leaving a trail of murder and destruction behind him.


At Barquisimeto, royal forces closed in. Aguirre's men deserted in groups, slipping away into the jungle, switching sides, choosing the uncertain mercy of the Crown over the certain madness of their commander. The circle tightened. Aguirre knew the end was coming.


He called his daughter to him. Elvira was approximately fifteen years old — a teenager, the only person in the world Aguirre was said to love. What he did next has been debated by historians for four and a half centuries, but the basic facts are not in dispute. He told her that he was going to kill her. He said it was to prevent her from falling into the hands of men who would call her the daughter of a traitor — to spare her the shame, the abuse, the degradation that awaited the children of rebels. "Commend thyself to God, my daughter," he reportedly said, "for I am about to kill thee, that thou mayest not be pointed at with scorn, nor be in the power of anyone who may call thee the daughter of a traitor."


He stabbed her to death.


On the twenty-seventh of October, 1561, Lope de Aguirre was cornered by royal soldiers. Two of his own former followers shot him. His body was dismembered. His head was placed in an iron cage and displayed publicly. Parts of his body were sent to towns across Venezuela as a warning.


He had not found El Dorado. He had not found Omagua. He had found nothing except the outer limits of what a human being is capable of when obsession and despair are given the power of life and death over other human beings. The Wrath of God died in a Venezuelan town, far from the golden city that did not exist, leaving behind a letter and a body count and a name that would echo for centuries as a byword for the madness of empire.

 [image: Lope de Aguirre, the self-proclaimed Wrath of God]Lope de Aguirre — the mad conquistador who murdered his own commander, renounced the Spanish Crown, and killed his teenage daughter before being shot and dismembered in Venezuela in 1561.
 

Chapter Six
 Little Venice

 The story of El Dorado's German chapter begins not in the jungles of South America but in the counting houses of Augsburg, where the Welser banking family — one of the richest in Europe — kept a careful ledger of the debts owed to them by the most powerful man in the world. In 1528, Emperor Charles V — who was also King Charles I of Spain — owed the Welsers an enormous sum. The money had helped finance his election as Holy Roman Emperor, a contest won not by merit or divine right but by the crudest of means: bribery on a continental scale. The Welsers wanted their money back. Charles, characteristically, did not have it.


What he had instead was a continent. In 1528, Charles granted the Welsers an extraordinary charter — an asiento — giving them the right to explore, colonise, and govern the province of Venezuela, which the Spanish called "Little Venice" after the indigenous lake dwellings they had seen on the coast. The charter gave the Welsers almost unlimited power: the right to conquer, the right to enslave, the right to extract whatever wealth they could find. In return, the Spanish Crown would receive its customary fifth of all treasure. It was, in effect, a debt payment made in human lives and indigenous territory.


The Welsers established their capital at Coro, a small coastal settlement baking in the Caribbean heat, and began sending expeditions into the interior. Their objective was simple: find El Dorado, find gold, and turn the Venezuelan wilderness into profit. What followed was a series of expeditions that combined Germanic organisational thoroughness with a brutality that shocked even the Spanish, who were not easily shocked.


The first Welser governor was Ambrosius Ehinger — called Ambrosio Alfínger by the Spanish, who could not pronounce German names. He arrived at Coro on the twenty-fourth of February, 1529, with two hundred and eighty-one colonists and a mandate to make the colony profitable. Ehinger was an efficient administrator and a merciless commander. He founded the settlement of Maracaibo on the eighth of September, 1529, naming it "Neu Nürnberg" — New Nuremberg — though the German name did not stick.


In June 1531, Ehinger departed Coro with forty horsemen, one hundred and seventy foot soldiers, and numerous indigenous allies and porters, heading west and south into the Colombian interior. His methods of procuring porters defined the expedition's character. Ehinger chained his indigenous captives together by the neck in long lines, forcing them to carry heavy loads over mountain trails and through jungle. When a porter became too sick or exhausted to continue, the most efficient solution — and Ehinger valued efficiency above all — was to decapitate the sick man rather than unchain the entire line. Heads were severed and bodies left where they fell, the remaining porters stumbling forward over the remains of their companions.


The expedition penetrated deep into the Colombian highlands but found no significant gold. On the twenty-seventh of May, 1533, during the return march, the column was ambushed by Chitarero warriors. Ehinger and one of his captains fled into a ravine, where they were pinned down by arrows. Ehinger was struck in the neck by a poisoned arrow. Despite the efforts of an Augustinian friar who accompanied the expedition, he died four days later, on the thirty-first of May, and was buried beneath a tree in the wilderness. He was the first of the Welser governors to die searching for El Dorado. He would not be the last.


Georg von Speyer — Jorge de Espira to the Spanish — arrived as the fourth Welser governor in 1534 and launched his own expedition from Coro in 1535. He pushed further south than any previous European explorer, leading approximately four hundred men through the llanos and into the fringes of the Amazon basin, reaching as far as the headwaters of the Japurá River. The expedition lasted more than four years. Von Speyer returned to Coro in early 1539 with roughly eighty surviving men — an eighty percent casualty rate that would have been considered catastrophic in any European war. Von Speyer himself died shortly afterward, broken by disease and exhaustion. He had found no gold.


Nikolaus Federmann, a young adventurer from Ulm who served as Ehinger's deputy, led multiple expeditions of his own. His most remarkable achievement was his unauthorized march from Coro across the entirety of Venezuela and Colombia, ascending the Andes from the east to arrive at the Muisca highlands in 1538 — the expedition that converged with Quesada and Belalcázar in the famous three-way encounter at Bogotá. Federmann returned to Europe to press his claims but died in obscurity in 1542, possibly poisoned.


The last and perhaps most tragic of the Welser commanders was Philipp von Hutten, a young German knight born around 1511 into the noble Hutten family of Franconia. He was a relative of the famous humanist Ulrich von Hutten, and he had come to Venezuela as a page at the court of Charles V — a young man of good family and romantic temperament who had been captivated by stories of the New World. He had accompanied von Speyer's expedition as a junior officer and survived the ordeal. Now, following von Speyer's death, he was appointed captain-general of the Welser territories.


Von Hutten departed Coro on the first of August, 1541, with approximately one hundred and fifty men, mostly horsemen. He followed von Speyer's earlier route into the interior, pushing south through the llanos with a reduced force of about forty mounted men. In approximately 1543 or 1544, his expedition reached the territory of the Omagua people, and from a hilltop they glimpsed something that quickened every heart in the column — a large settlement, a town of considerable size, with buildings and streets and the unmistakable signs of organised civilization.


Von Hutten ordered an attack. It was a disaster. The Omagua defenders were numerous, well-organised, and fighting on their own ground. Von Hutten himself was severely wounded by a lance that struck him in the chest. He survived, barely, but the expedition was broken. They spent years wandering the interior, too weak to attack, too lost to retreat, sustained by whatever food they could beg or steal from the indigenous groups they encountered.


By the autumn of 1544, the survivors — gaunt, feverish, dressed in rags — began the long march back to Coro. They had been in the interior for more than three years. But during their absence, the political situation on the coast had changed. A Spaniard named Juan de Carvajal had been appointed Captain-General of Venezuela by the Audiencia of Santo Domingo, and Carvajal feared that von Hutten's return would threaten his position.


When von Hutten's exhausted party was about one hundred miles from Coro, Carvajal intercepted them. The weary explorers, taking no precautions, were easily captured. Carvajal held von Hutten and another German, Bartholomeus Welser the Younger — a member of the banking family itself — in chains for a time. Then, just before Easter 1546, he had them both beheaded.


The murders were so brazen that even the colonial authorities, who were not notably squeamish about violence, were appalled. Carvajal was arrested, tried, and executed for the killings. The Welser charter was effectively revoked in 1546, and German rule in Venezuela came to an end. Klein-Venedig — Little Venice — had been one of the strangest experiments in colonial history: a German banking family governing a Spanish colony in South America, sending knights and merchants into the jungle to find a golden city that did not exist.


The total cost was incalculable. Hundreds of Europeans dead. Thousands of indigenous people killed, enslaved, or displaced. Vast sums of money spent and never recovered. The Welsers' colonial venture produced virtually no gold, no profitable settlements, and no return on investment. It was, by any financial measure, a catastrophe — a leveraged bet on a legend, made with borrowed money and paid for in blood.


Von Hutten left behind letters and a narrative, his Zeitung aus India — "News from the Indies" — containing some of the earliest European observations of the Venezuelan interior, its geography, its peoples, and their customs. It is the writing of a young man who went looking for a golden city and found instead a green wilderness that swallowed everything he brought into it. He was approximately thirty-five when Carvajal's executioner took his head.

 
 

Chapter Seven
 The Discoverie of Guiana

 Sir Walter Raleigh was a man who understood the power of a story. He was a poet, a courtier, a soldier, a privateer, and an adventurer — a man of many talents, not all of them admirable, who had risen to prominence in the court of Queen Elizabeth I through a combination of charm, intelligence, and the willingness to tell powerful people what they wanted to hear. By the 1590s, Raleigh's position at court had weakened considerably. He had secretly married Elizabeth Throckmorton, one of the Queen's ladies-in-waiting, and when Elizabeth discovered the deception she was furious. Raleigh needed a grand gesture — something to restore his reputation, fill the royal coffers, and remind the Queen that he was indispensable.


He chose El Dorado.


By the time Raleigh turned his attention to the legend, it had migrated far from its Colombian origins. The golden city was now called Manoa, and it was said to lie somewhere in the interior of the Guiana Highlands — the vast, unexplored territory between the Orinoco River and the Amazon, encompassing parts of modern Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname, and northern Brazil. Manoa was described as sitting on the shores of Lake Parime, a vast inland sea that appeared on European maps with the confident precision of cartographers who had never been within a thousand miles of the place.


Raleigh's primary source of intelligence was a captured Spanish officer named Antonio de Berrío, who had spent years searching for El Dorado and had made three expeditions into the Guiana interior without finding it. Berrío was old, exhausted, and bitter, but he still believed — or claimed to believe — that Manoa existed. Raleigh interrogated him at length, extracting whatever geographical details, indigenous rumours, and strategic information the Spaniard could provide. Whether Berrío deliberately misled Raleigh, honestly shared his own delusions, or simply told him what he wanted to hear is impossible to know.


Raleigh left Plymouth on the sixth of February, 1595, with a fleet of five ships and approximately one hundred and fifty men. He sailed across the Atlantic to Trinidad, where he attacked and burned the Spanish settlement of San José de Oruña and captured Berrío himself. The interrogation continued. Then, on the fifteenth of April, Raleigh entered the labyrinthine delta of the Orinoco River with a smaller force of about one hundred men in shallow-draft boats.


The Orinoco delta was a maze — a vast, flat expanse of channels, islands, mangrove swamps, and flooded forests that stretched for thousands of square kilometres. Navigation was a nightmare of dead ends, false channels, and tidal surges that could reverse the flow of water without warning. The heat was suffocating. The mosquitoes were relentless. The men rowed and poled their boats through water the colour of weak tea, surrounded by a landscape that seemed designed to confuse and exhaust anyone foolish enough to enter it.


They penetrated approximately four hundred miles — six hundred and forty kilometres — into the Guiana Highlands, travelling up the Orinoco and its tributaries for roughly two months. Raleigh encountered various indigenous groups, including the Tivitivas and the Arawaks, and treated them with a respect that was partly genuine and partly strategic — he hoped to build alliances against Spain, presenting himself as a liberator rather than a conqueror. He distributed gifts, made promises, and carefully avoided the worst excesses of the Spanish colonial model. It was a calculated performance, but it was not entirely dishonest. Raleigh genuinely believed — or convinced himself — that English colonialism could be gentler than the Spanish variety.


He described the landscape in terms that bordered on rapture. The rivers were crystal clear. The forests teemed with life. Great waterfalls cascaded from the flat-topped mountains — the tepuis — that rose from the jungle like the ramparts of a fortress built by gods. He reported finding gold-bearing quartz, stones flecked with metal that glittered in the sunlight. He spoke to indigenous informants who told him of a great golden city beyond the mountains, and he believed them — or needed to believe them — because returning to England empty-handed was not an option.


He did not find Manoa. He did not find Lake Parime. He did not find El Dorado. The rainy season forced his retreat before he could explore further, and in the summer of 1595 he sailed back to England with his stories and his gold-flecked rocks and the conviction that he was close — tantalizingly, maddeningly close — to the greatest discovery in the history of the world.


The book he published upon his return was a masterpiece. The Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Beautifull Empyre of Guiana appeared in 1596, and it was everything the title promised — large, rich, and beautiful, a work of promotional literature disguised as a travel narrative, designed to convince Queen Elizabeth, the English Parliament, and the reading public that Guiana was an El Dorado waiting to be claimed. "Guiana is a country that hath yet her maidenhead," Raleigh wrote, in a passage that combined colonialism and sexual metaphor with characteristic Elizabethan frankness, "never sacked, turned, nor wrought; the face of the earth hath not been torn, nor the virtue and salt of the soil spent by manurance."


He described Manoa as a city of extraordinary size and wealth, comparable to any in Europe. He reported the existence of headless men called the Ewaipanoma, with eyes in their shoulders and mouths in their chests — a detail that was either a credulous repetition of indigenous stories, a deliberate embellishment for dramatic effect, or evidence that Raleigh's desire to astonish had overcome his commitment to accuracy. The book was translated into multiple languages and became an international bestseller. It was also, in many quarters, regarded as a fantasy. Raleigh's enemies at court — and he had many — accused him of never having travelled far up the Orinoco at all.


History treated Raleigh with increasing cruelty. When King James I succeeded Elizabeth in 1603, Raleigh fell completely from favour. He was arrested on dubious charges of treason, convicted, and sentenced to death. The sentence was commuted to imprisonment, and Raleigh spent thirteen years in the Tower of London — from 1603 to 1616 — writing his massive History of the World and dreaming of Guiana. The golden city haunted him. It was the only card he had left to play.


In 1616, Raleigh convinced the ageing King James to release him for a second expedition, promising to find the gold mine he claimed to have discovered in 1595. The condition was explicit and absolute: Raleigh must not attack any Spanish settlements. James had made peace with Spain, and an assault on Spanish territory would be an act of war that the King could not countenance.


Raleigh sailed from Plymouth on the twelfth of June, 1617, with fourteen ships and approximately one thousand men. His trusted lieutenant, Lawrence Keymis, accompanied him, as did his eldest son, Walter — known as Wat — a young man of twenty-four who had inherited his father's recklessness without his father's charm.


The voyage was cursed from the start. Storms scattered the fleet. Raleigh fell gravely ill with fever and was confined to his cabin, too weak to stand, let alone lead an expedition upriver. He sent Keymis to find the mine, with Wat among the soldiers. What followed was the precise disaster Raleigh had been ordered to prevent.


Keymis's force reached the Spanish settlement of San Thomé on the Orinoco. A battle erupted. Wat Raleigh was among the first to charge, and he was among the first to fall — struck in the head by a musket ball, killed instantly. The English sacked and burned the town but found no gold mine. Keymis searched the surrounding area for weeks and discovered nothing.


When Keymis returned to Raleigh's ship and delivered the news — Wat was dead, no gold had been found, and they had attacked the Spanish in direct violation of the King's orders — Raleigh's grief and fury were absolute. He berated Keymis, told him he would have to answer to the King and the state, and refused to forgive him. Keymis withdrew to his cabin. He shot himself in the chest with a pistol. When that did not kill him immediately, he drove a knife into his heart.


Raleigh returned to England knowing he was doomed. The Spanish ambassador demanded his head. King James, who had never liked Raleigh and who valued peace with Spain above any quantity of imaginary gold, was happy to oblige. Rather than a new trial, the old 1603 death sentence was simply reinstated.


On the twenty-ninth of October, 1618, Sir Walter Raleigh was beheaded at the Old Palace Yard in Westminster. He was shown the axe and, with the composure of a man who had been rehearsing this moment for twenty years, remarked: "This is a sharp medicine, but it is a physician for all diseases and miseries." When asked which way he wanted to face on the block, he replied: "What matter how the head lie, so the heart be right?" To the hesitating executioner, he said: "Strike, man, strike!"


According to tradition, Raleigh's wife Bess had his embalmed head placed in a red leather bag and kept it for the remaining twenty-nine years of her life.


El Dorado had claimed another life. The poet-explorer who had written so beautifully about a country that had "yet her maidenhead" died for a city that had never existed, in a kingdom that was nothing but ink on a map and gold dust on the surface of a lake three thousand miles away.

 [image: Portrait of Sir Walter Raleigh, English explorer and poet]Sir Walter Raleigh — poet, courtier, and adventurer, who spent thirteen years in the Tower of London and lost his son and his head in pursuit of El Dorado.
 

Chapter Eight
 Draining the Lake

 The conquistadors searched for El Dorado across an entire continent. But the gold they were looking for had been under their feet the whole time — sunk in the black water of Lake Guatavita, deposited there over centuries by the very people the Spanish had conquered. And almost from the moment the Spanish understood this, they began trying to get it out.


The first attempt came in 1545, barely a decade after the conquest of the Muisca. Hernán Pérez de Quesada — brother of the conquistador Gonzalo — organised a labour force of indigenous workers and set them to the task of emptying the lake by the most direct method imaginable: a bucket chain. Hundreds of men formed a human assembly line stretching from the water's edge up the steep walls of the crater, passing gourds and clay vessels of lake water from hand to hand and dumping them over the rim. It was backbreaking, mind-numbing work — the hydraulic equivalent of trying to empty an ocean with a teaspoon.


After three months of continuous labour, the water level had dropped by approximately three metres. It was enough to expose a narrow ring of lakebed around the shoreline, and in the mud and sediment the workers found gold. Small pieces — tunjos, fragments of ornaments, the accumulated residue of centuries of offerings. The haul was valued at between three thousand and four thousand pesos. It was a meaningful sum, enough to confirm that the stories were true: there was gold in the lake. But the deeper water remained untouched, and the scale of the task was clearly beyond what buckets and human muscle could achieve. Pérez de Quesada abandoned the effort.


The second attempt, in 1580, was far more ambitious. Antonio de Sepúlveda, a Bogotá merchant who had obtained a royal licence from King Philip II, conceived a plan to drain the lake not by removing the water from above but by cutting a channel through the crater rim and letting gravity do the work. He assembled a workforce of up to eight thousand indigenous labourers — a staggering number, representing a significant portion of the surviving Muisca population — and set them to carving a deep notch through the rock and earth of the crater wall.


The engineering was crude but effective. Over weeks and months, the workers hacked a V-shaped channel through the rim, and as the channel deepened, water began flowing outward and downhill. The lake level dropped dramatically — by some accounts as much as twenty metres, exposing a vast area of lakebed that had not seen sunlight in centuries. The mud was thick, black, and stinking, layered with organic debris and the sediment of ages. And embedded in it, like raisins in a cake, were gold objects.


Sepúlveda's workers recovered various items — gold ornaments, a breastplate, what some accounts describe as a staff or sceptre, and an emerald reportedly the size of a hen's egg. The total recovery was valued at approximately twelve thousand pesos of gold. A portion of the finest pieces was sent to King Philip II in Madrid — tribute from the New World, proof that the lake contained treasure, evidence that more could be extracted with sufficient investment.


But the investment proved fatal. The walls of the drainage channel, cut through unstable earth and loose rock, collapsed without warning. The cascade of debris killed an unknown number of workers — men buried alive in the mud and stone they had been excavating. Sepúlveda lacked the funds to clear the channel and resume operations. The lake refilled partially, the mud hardened, and the project died. Sepúlveda himself died in poverty, having spent his fortune on a channel that is still visible today — a deep scar in the rim of the crater, nearly four hundred and fifty years old, a monument to ambition and its consequences.


The lake sat undisturbed for two centuries. Wars of independence, colonial politics, and the slow erosion of the El Dorado legend pushed Guatavita to the margins of public attention. But in 1801, a visitor arrived who would reignite the gold fever with a single calculation.


Alexander von Humboldt, the great Prussian naturalist, visited Lake Guatavita during his epic five-year scientific expedition through the Americas. Humboldt was not a treasure hunter — he was a geographer, botanist, and physicist of the first rank, a man who measured the world with instruments rather than imagination. But he was also a mathematician, and he could not resist making an estimate. Using Sepúlveda's earlier findings as a baseline, Humboldt calculated that if one thousand Muisca had each thrown five gold objects into the lake during each ceremony over the course of a hundred years, the accumulated treasure on the lakebed could be worth approximately three hundred million dollars in early nineteenth-century values.


The number was published in Humboldt's widely read works and circulated across Europe. Three hundred million dollars. The figure was speculative, based on assumptions piled upon assumptions, but it did not matter. The number had a gravity of its own, pulling dreamers and speculators toward the lake the way the original legend had pulled conquistadors toward the continent. A Colombian named José Ignacio "Pepe" Paris attempted another drainage in the early 1800s but achieved little beyond further disturbing the already damaged crater rim.


The most systematic attempt — and the most heartbreaking — came at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1898, a British company called Contractors Limited, led by an expatriate named Hartley Knowles, secured the rights to drain Lake Guatavita and extract its treasure. The approach was the most sophisticated yet: rather than cutting through the rim, Knowles's engineers dug a tunnel from the centre of the lake — a shaft that descended through the lakebed sediment and emerged in the hillside below, allowing the water to drain from beneath.


It worked. By 1904, the lake was substantially drained — reduced from a dark mirror of water to a vast bowl of thick, reeking mud. The team had achieved what three centuries of effort had failed to accomplish. The lakebed was exposed. The treasure, whatever it might be, lay beneath their feet.


And they could not reach it.


The mud was the problem. It was metres deep — a black, semifluid mass that could not support the weight of a man, let alone the heavy equipment needed for excavation. Workers who attempted to walk on it sank to their waists, to their chests. Planks laid across the surface were swallowed within hours. And then the tropical sun did something no one had anticipated: it baked the exposed mud into a substance as hard as concrete. What had been too soft to stand on became too hard to dig through. The treasure was sealed beneath a layer of sun-hardened sediment that resisted picks, shovels, and everything else the team threw at it.


Knowles persevered. Over the following years, his team recovered various gold objects, emeralds, pottery, and other artefacts. Speaking to a reporter from the New York Times in 1912, Knowles claimed to have recovered treasure worth approximately twenty thousand dollars — a sum that barely covered the cost of a single month's operations. The gold that had been found was consistent with the Muisca offerings described by the chroniclers: tunjos, small figurines, beaten thin, designed as spiritual gifts rather than stores of wealth. There were no ingots. No bars. No rooms full of treasure. Just the small, rough, sacred objects of a people who had never valued gold the way their conquerors did.


Contractors Limited went bankrupt. Knowles received five hundred pounds for his share of the recovered treasure. The tunnel eventually silted up. The lake refilled. The mud settled. The treasure, whatever remained of it, returned to darkness.


In 1965, the Colombian government declared Lake Guatavita a protected cultural heritage site. Any further treasure-hunting, drainage, or excavation was made illegal. The lake and its contents were designated part of the national patrimony — not treasure to be plundered but heritage to be preserved. The decision was, in its way, a belated echo of the Muisca understanding of the gold: it belonged to the lake, to the gods, to the sacred. It was not meant to be recovered.


Today, Lake Guatavita sits quietly in its crater, fifty-seven kilometres from the glass towers of modern Bogotá. Tourists hike up to the rim and peer into the dark water. Guides tell the story of the Golden One. The notch that Sepúlveda carved in 1580 is still there, a raw wound in the hillside that has never fully healed. Whatever lies at the bottom — centuries of tunjos, gold dust, emeralds, the accumulated prayers of a vanished civilisation — remains sealed in the sediment, where the Muisca intended it to stay.

 [image: Lake Guatavita, the sacred Muisca lake in Colombia]Lake Guatavita — the nearly circular crater lake where the El Dorado ceremony took place. The notch cut by Sepúlveda in 1580 is still visible in the rim. The lake has been a protected heritage site since 1965.
 

Chapter Nine
 The Lost Cities Were Real

 In 1969, a peasant named Cruz María Dimaté was exploring a cave near the town of Pasca, south of Bogotá, when he found something that would change the way the world understood El Dorado. Nestled among ceramic vessels and other objects, half-buried in the dry earth of the cave floor, was a small gold sculpture — a flat-bottomed raft carrying multiple human figures, cast in tumbaga by the lost-wax method, measuring nineteen and a half centimetres long and ten centimetres wide, weighing two hundred and eighty-seven grams.


It was the Muisca Raft. The Balsa Muisca. And it was, in miniature, the ceremony itself — the ceremony that had launched three centuries of madness.


The central figure was the largest, seated upright on the raft, wearing an elaborate headdress that rose above the heads of the surrounding attendants. This was the Zipa — the Golden One. Around him stood smaller figures — attendants wearing feathered headdresses, some carrying maracas and staffs, others holding poporos, the gourd-shaped flasks used for chewing coca leaves with lime — and at the edges, a ring of oarsmen. Sources disagree on the exact count; what is not in dispute is the scene they depict. The figures were rough-surfaced, in the characteristic Muisca style — unpolished, deliberately textured, their features suggested rather than detailed.


The raft was dated to between 600 and 1600 CE and was made of tumbaga — an alloy of gold, silver, and copper. The raft itself is high-grade — approximately eighty percent gold by weight — giving it the warm, sun-like colour the Muisca associated with the divine. A casting flaw was visible at the base, where a section meant to be openwork had filled with a thin sheet of solid metal during the pouring process. The flaw made the piece more precious, not less — it was evidence of handwork, of human fallibility, of the specific moment when molten metal flowed into a clay mould and something went slightly, beautifully wrong.


The parish priest of Pasca, Jaime Hincapié Santamaría, received the discovery and, crucially, prevented its illegal export or melting. In April 1969, the Banco de la República de Colombia acquired the piece. Today it is the centrepiece of the Museo del Oro — the Gold Museum — in Bogotá, one of the most important archaeological museums in the Americas.


The Museo del Oro holds more than fifty-five thousand objects, including over thirty-four thousand pre-Columbian gold artefacts — the largest collection of its kind in the world. The objects span two and a half millennia of goldworking traditions from across Colombia: Muisca tunjos and poporos, Quimbaya figurines of naturalistic polish, Tairona ornaments from the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, Calima pectorals, Tolima abstractions, Sinú filigree. Together they document a continent of civilisations that understood gold not as currency but as language — a medium of communication between the human and the divine, worked with techniques of extraordinary sophistication and deposited in sacred places as offerings never meant to be recovered.


The Muisca Raft is physical proof that the El Dorado ceremony was real. Not a European invention. Not a conquistador's fantasy. Not a misunderstanding inflated by greed. A real ritual, performed by real people, at a real lake — a ritual of such spiritual power that the memory of it survived the destruction of the civilisation that created it and haunted the imagination of the civilisation that destroyed it.


But the Muisca Raft proved something else as well — something that the conquistadors, in their obsession with gold, had entirely missed. The raft was not found at the bottom of Lake Guatavita. It was found in a cave. It was an offering, yes, but not a lake offering — a cave offering, deposited in one of the sacred sites the Muisca believed to be portals between worlds. The ceremony at Guatavita was only one expression of a spiritual practice that permeated every aspect of Muisca life. The gold was everywhere — in lakes, in caves, in rivers, in burial sites — and nowhere in the concentrated, hoardable form that Europeans imagined.


The irony was bitter enough to taste. The Spanish had searched for El Dorado — a city of gold, a kingdom of wealth — and failed to find it because it did not exist. But the civilisations they were searching for — complex, sophisticated, capable of sustaining large populations across vast territories — those did exist. And modern technology has finally proved it.


In January 2024, the journal Science published a study that sent shockwaves through the archaeological world. Using LIDAR — Light Detection and Ranging, a technology that fires laser pulses from aircraft to penetrate forest canopy and map the ground beneath — researchers had discovered a vast network of ancient settlements in the Upano Valley of eastern Ecuador. More than six thousand earthen platforms were identified across three hundred square kilometres, connected by wide, straight roads, surrounded by rectangular agricultural fields and hillside terraces for growing corn, manioc, and sweet potato. The settlements were at least twenty-five hundred years old — more than a millennium older than any other known complex Amazonian society. At their peak, they supported at least ten thousand people.


The Upano Valley was not an isolated case. LIDAR surveys across the Amazon basin have revealed a landscape far more densely populated and intensively managed than anyone had imagined. At Kuhikugu, in the Upper Xingu region of Brazil, archaeologists have identified more than twenty large villages connected by planned roads across an area of up to twenty thousand square kilometres. The settlements were at least fifteen hundred years old and included central plazas, fortified chief's residences, orchards, and managed forests. Each village may have supported thousands of inhabitants.


In the Llanos de Mojos of Bolivia, LIDAR surveys led by archaeologist Carla Jaimes Betancourt of Bonn University uncovered monumental settlements more than fourteen hundred years old, including the ruins of pyramids, causeways, and infrastructure that spoke of organised labour and centralised authority. Across the Amazon basin as a whole, researchers now estimate that between ten thousand and twenty-four thousand pre-Columbian earthworks exist — the remains of civilisations that flourished for centuries before European contact and were destroyed so thoroughly by disease and conquest that the forest grew over their ruins and erased them from memory.


Colonel Percy Harrison Fawcett, the British explorer who vanished in the Brazilian Mato Grosso in 1925 while searching for what he called the Lost City of Z, had been inspired by indigenous accounts of large settlements in the interior. He was dismissed by his contemporaries as a crank. The LIDAR evidence suggests he was essentially correct — there were large, complex civilisations in the Amazon. They were not golden. They did not have streets paved with precious metal or temples sheathed in gold plate. But they were real — real cities, real roads, real agriculture, real populations numbering in the tens of thousands, managing a landscape that Europeans would later dismiss as empty wilderness.


Fawcett departed on his final expedition with his son Jack and Jack's friend Raleigh Rimell. They were last seen alive on the twenty-ninth of May, 1925, at a camp they called Dead Horse Camp. All three vanished. Over the following decades, thirteen separate expeditions were launched to find Fawcett or determine his fate. More than one hundred people lost their lives or disappeared in these search parties — adding yet another layer of tragedy to the long history of Europeans dying in the South American interior while searching for something that was not quite what they imagined.


The lost cities were real. They were just not golden. They were made of earth, wood, and human ingenuity — materials that the jungle reclaimed with ruthless efficiency once the populations that built them were destroyed by smallpox, measles, and the cascading catastrophe of European contact. The conquistadors sailed past the ruins of civilisations they had already killed and never knew it. The Amazon that they saw as virgin wilderness was, in fact, a graveyard.

 [image: LIDAR survey revealing ancient settlements beneath the Amazon canopy]LIDAR technology has revealed vast networks of pre-Columbian settlements hidden beneath the Amazon canopy — lost cities that were real, just not golden.
 

Chapter Ten
 The Gilded Curse

 The numbers are difficult to comprehend. Conservative estimates suggest that the various El Dorado expeditions — from Quesada's march in 1536 to Raleigh's final voyage in 1617, from Pizarro's catastrophe in the Amazon to the Welser expeditions from Venezuela — killed at least ten thousand Europeans and tens of thousands of indigenous people. The broader impact — the civilisations destroyed, the populations displaced, the ecosystems ravaged — is incalculable. El Dorado was not just a legend. It was an engine of destruction that ran on human fuel for three hundred years.


Quesada's first expedition lost more than six hundred of eight hundred Spaniards and virtually all four thousand indigenous porters. His second expedition, in 1569, set out with five hundred Spaniards and fifteen hundred indigenous and African auxiliaries and returned with twenty-five survivors. Pizarro lost roughly three-quarters of his two hundred and twenty Spaniards and nearly all of his four thousand indigenous porters. The Welser expeditions from Venezuela consumed hundreds of Europeans across multiple campaigns, with casualty rates consistently exceeding fifty percent and sometimes reaching eighty. Lope de Aguirre murdered between forty and seventy of his own men — not in battle, but in calculated executions born of paranoia and rage.


And these were only the expeditions directly pursuing El Dorado. The broader Spanish colonial project — driven in large part by the same hunger for gold that the legend embodied — extracted approximately one hundred and eighty-one tons of gold from the Americas during the conquest period, along with staggering quantities of silver. The silver mines at Potosí in modern Bolivia alone produced over one hundred tons of silver annually at their peak, worked by indigenous labourers under the mita system — a form of forced labour that killed thousands through overwork, mercury poisoning, and the crushing weight of conditions that amounted to slavery in all but name.


The indigenous population of the Americas declined by an estimated ninety percent in the century following European contact. Disease was the primary killer — smallpox, measles, typhus, influenza — pathogens to which indigenous populations had no immunity. But the system that the Spanish built on the ruins of indigenous civilisations ensured that those who survived the plagues were pressed into service extracting the very wealth that had drawn the Europeans across the ocean in the first place. The encomienda system granted Spanish colonists the right to indigenous labour. The mita system conscripted indigenous workers for the mines. The result was a machine that converted human lives into precious metal with an efficiency that the Muisca, who had given their gold to the gods, would have found incomprehensible.


And what did Spain do with the gold? This is perhaps the cruellest irony of all. Spain — the nation that had conquered an empire, extracted hundreds of tons of precious metal, and destroyed civilisations for the sake of wealth — was ruined by the very treasure it had seized.


The flood of American gold and silver into the European economy triggered the Price Revolution — a sustained period of inflation that lasted roughly one hundred and fifty years, from the early 1500s to the mid-1600s. Commodity prices across Western Europe rose approximately sixfold. American bullion increased European gold stocks by roughly five percent and silver stocks by roughly fifty percent. The effects radiated outward from Spain to Italy, France, and England, disrupting economies that had been stable for centuries.


Spain itself suffered the worst. The Crown spent the treasure as fast as it arrived — on wars, on the maintenance of a vast empire, on the endless military campaigns that characterised the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Spain declared bankruptcy three times before the end of the sixteenth century. The influx of cheap gold and silver destroyed domestic manufacturing — why produce goods when you could simply buy them with American metal? Agriculture withered. Industry stagnated. Spain became a conduit, a pipeline through which American wealth flowed on its way to the Dutch, English, and French merchants who actually produced the goods the Spanish consumed.


Economists call it the Resource Curse, or Dutch Disease — the paradox by which an abundance of natural resources impoverishes the nation that possesses them, destroying the incentive to develop the productive industries that create lasting wealth. Spain's golden empire — built on millions of deaths, driven by the dream of El Dorado — impoverished the nation it was meant to enrich. By the seventeenth century, Spain was in irreversible decline, overtaken by nations that had never found El Dorado and had been forced, by that failure, to build their wealth through trade, manufacture, and innovation.


The gold that the Muisca threw into Lake Guatavita as a gift to the gods ended up destroying the civilisation that stole it. The irony was as precise as a mathematical proof.


El Dorado entered the language as a metaphor — a word for any impossible goal, any illusory promise, any treasure that recedes as you approach it. Voltaire used it in Candide in 1759: his hero stumbles upon El Dorado and finds a utopia where gold and jewels are as common as pebbles and children play with them in the streets. Nobody values the stuff. It is literally worthless in the only place it exists in abundance. The satire was devastating: the thing Europeans killed for was, in the culture that actually possessed it, not worth picking up off the ground.


Edgar Allan Poe wrote his poem "Eldorado" in 1849, during the California Gold Rush — another era of men driving themselves to ruin in pursuit of precious metal. A "gallant knight" searches his entire life for Eldorado and never finds it. He grows old. He meets a "pilgrim shadow" who tells him to ride "Over the Mountains / Of the Moon, / Down the Valley of the Shadow" — a journey that ends only in death. Poe understood that the search for El Dorado was not a geographical project but a spiritual condition — a hunger that no amount of gold could satisfy because the hunger was not for gold at all.


Joseph Conrad drew on the El Dorado archetype for Heart of Darkness in 1899, though he set his story in Africa. His "Eldorado Exploring Expedition" is a group of transparently greedy colonists, and their journey upriver into the interior is a journey into the darkness of the human capacity for exploitation. Werner Herzog made the archetype literal in his 1972 film Aguirre, the Wrath of God, with Klaus Kinski as Aguirre — wild-eyed, ranting, alone on a sinking raft surrounded by dead men and monkeys, declaring himself ruler of a kingdom of corpses. The final image is one of the most devastating in cinema: the camera circles the raft as it spins in the current, and Aguirre, the last man standing, announces his intention to found a dynasty. The jungle does not answer. The river carries him away.


Place names scatter the Americas like the detritus of the legend: El Dorado, Arkansas. Eldorado, Texas. El Dorado County, California. Each name a ghost of the original myth, a trace of the belief that somewhere, just over the next horizon, there is a place where gold lies on the ground for the taking. The belief has never entirely died. It may never die. It is too deeply embedded in the human operating system — the conviction that wealth is the solution to suffering, that enough gold can buy happiness, that the next valley, the next venture, the next trade, the next scheme will be the one that finally delivers the treasure.


The Muisca knew better. They made beautiful things from gold — intricate, sacred, astonishing in their craftsmanship — and then they threw them into lakes and buried them in caves. They did not build cities of gold. They did not pave streets with it or sheathe temples in it. They gave it away, because they understood something that the civilisations who came to rob them never grasped: that gold is most valuable at the moment you release it, that the act of giving is worth more than the object given, and that a man who covers himself in gold and washes it off in sacred water is performing the most profound act a ruler can perform — surrendering power, surrendering wealth, surrendering the self to something larger.


El Dorado was never lost. It was never hidden. It was never a city or a kingdom or a mine. It was a ceremony — a moment of transcendence on a raft in the middle of a lake, performed by a man who understood that the gold was never the point. The gold was just the medium. The message was humility. And because the men who came looking for it could not understand that message — because they saw only the gold and not the giving — they spent three hundred years and countless lives searching for something that was right in front of them all along.


The lake is still there. The gold is still at the bottom. And the lesson, like the treasure, remains where it was left — waiting, in the dark water, for someone to understand it.

 
 

Timeline

 c. 600–1600 CE — The Muisca Raft is created by lost-wax casting, depicting the El Dorado ceremony at Lake Guatavita.

 1535–1536 — Sebastián de Belalcázar hears stories of a "golden chief" in Quito. His treasurer records the first use of the phrase "El Dorado."

 April 1536 — Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada departs Santa Marta with 800 men to march up the Magdalena River into the Colombian interior.

 Early 1537 — Quesada reaches the Muisca highlands with only 166 survivors. He conquers the Muisca and seizes 191,000 pesos of gold and 1,815 emeralds.

 August 6, 1538 — Quesada founds Santa Fe de Bogotá on the site of the Zipa's former capital.

 Early 1539 — Three expeditions — Quesada, Belalcázar, and Federmann — converge on the Muisca highlands from different directions in one of history's most extraordinary coincidences.

 February 1541 — Gonzalo Pizarro departs Quito with 220 Spaniards and 4,000 indigenous porters to search for El Dorado and the Land of Cinnamon.

 December 26, 1541 — Francisco de Orellana is sent downriver and begins the first European navigation of the Amazon.

 August 26, 1542 — Orellana reaches the mouth of the Amazon and the Atlantic Ocean after an eight-month, 4,800-km journey.

 1545 — Hernán Pérez de Quesada makes the first attempt to drain Lake Guatavita using a bucket chain. Recovers 3,000–4,000 pesos of gold.

 January 1, 1561 — Lope de Aguirre murders his commander Pedro de Ursúa on New Year's Day and seizes control of the Amazon expedition.

 October 27, 1561 — Aguirre is shot and killed in Barquisimeto, Venezuela, after murdering his teenage daughter Elvira. His body is dismembered.

 1580 — Antonio de Sepúlveda cuts a notch through the rim of Lake Guatavita, lowering the water by 20 metres. The channel collapses, killing workers.

 April 15, 1595 — Sir Walter Raleigh enters the Orinoco delta with 100 men, searching for Manoa. Finds no gold.

 1596 — Raleigh publishes The Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Beautifull Empyre of Guiana.

 1617–1618 — Raleigh's second expedition. His son Wat is killed at San Thomé. Keymis commits suicide.

 October 29, 1618 — Sir Walter Raleigh is beheaded at Westminster. "Strike, man, strike!"

 1801 — Alexander von Humboldt visits Lake Guatavita and estimates $300 million in treasure on the lakebed.

 1898–1912 — British company Contractors Ltd. drains Lake Guatavita through a tunnel. Recovers only £500 of treasure before going bankrupt.

 1925 — Colonel Percy Fawcett vanishes in the Brazilian Mato Grosso while searching for the Lost City of Z.

 1965 — Colombian government declares Lake Guatavita a protected cultural heritage site.

 1969 — Cruz María Dimaté discovers the Muisca Raft in a cave near Pasca, Colombia.

 January 2024 — Science publishes LIDAR discovery of 2,500-year-old Amazonian cities in Ecuador's Upano Valley.

 • • •
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