Pre-Inca Cultures of central Northern Peru 

                                                  (Amazonas and San Martín provinces)

Most people have heard about the Inca Empire and its capital Machu Pichu, near Cuzco. Many have also heard of the Nazca lines and know that there were pre-Inca cultures and settlements scattered along the Peruvian coast and towards the Andean mountains, many years before the Incas. However, not many know about the pre-Inca people groups, cultures and empires that existed on the eastern side of the Andean mountains, and into the Amazon basin. Groups such as the Chachapoyas, who formed a large empire with advanced technology and settlements; and diverse tribal groups that lived (and still live) closer to nature in the northern Peruvian jungle. Thousands of people were born into them over many centuries, and their descendents continue to live in the region.

THE CHACHAPOYAS: THE CLOUD PEOPLE

Much remains unknown about the Chachapoyas culture. Some describe the culture as an empire, while others describe it differently: The Kuelap/ Chachapoyas people were not so much an empire as a loose-knit ‘confederation of ethnic groups with no recognized capital’ (Morgan Davis ‘Chachapoyas: The Cloud People’, Ontario, 1988).

The Chachapoyas people were, according to Spanish chroniclers, tall, fair-skinned warriors. They were organised, with a common sense of cultural identity, and put up strong resistance against the Inca state in the 1400’s. It is quite possible that a significant part of the Chachapoyan empire was never defeated by the Incas.

The Chachapoyas were experts in construction and had advanced technological skills: ‘Studies indicate that the empire of which Kuelap was part was more spectacular than the Inca’s. Cities, highways, terracing, irrigation, massive stonework and metalcraft were all fully developed. In addition, since the culture had longer to develop than the Inca Empire, the extent of metropolitan life in this period was far greater. There are ten times more ruins from the Middle Horizon than from the late (Inca) Horizon’ (Ben Box, South American Handbook); ‘The culture did develop into an advanced society with great skill in roads and monument building. Their fortress at Kuelap was known as the most impregnable in Tawantinsuyo. It remained intact against Inca attack and Manco Inca even tried, unsuccessfully, to gain refuge here against the Spaniards’ (Ben Box, South American Handbook).

There is evidence to suggest that the Chachapoyas were also a civilised people who, ‘honoured its dead, placing them in ornate sarcphagi and laying them to rest in remote areas such as Revash and the Lagoon of the Condors’ (Juan Puelles Urraca and Luis Vega Garrido, Rumbos N 30).

Chachapoyan cities (archeological remains)
One of the largest cities of the Chachapoyas empire was Kuelap. It is an impressive fortress that remains today, in a good state of preservation. It is located on top of a hill and has a wall that measures 20 metres of height in places. The wall surrounds the city and has a circumference of almost 800 metres. Within the fortress are the remains of about 335 ‘round’ houses. Their circular design is typical of Chachapoyan architecture. 

It is thought that Kuelap was the largest of 12 ‘cities of the Condors’, built by the Chachapoyans in the area of modern-day Chachapoyas. 

The remains of ‘Gran Pajaten’ are located over 100 km to the south, just on the eastern side of the Andes range, in cloud forest close to the river Abiseo (in the province of San Martín). The city has circular architecture typical of the Chachapoyas, and probably represents the southern limit of the Chachapoyas empire. Radiocarbon-dating of remains from Gran Pajaten suggest occupation from as early as 900 BC and until after the arrival of the Spanish (about 1532 AD). The site was only discovered recently, in 1963.

‘Gran Vilaya’ was another city of the Chachapoyas, although much larger, including roughly 20,000 stone buildings. The site was discovered by American explorer Gene Savoy, who believes that it was the capital of the Chachapoyas empire.

It is very likely that there are Chachapoyan cities which are still to be discovered. Remains of certain cities found and documented by early Spanish expeditions, have since been ‘lost’, and are yet to be rediscovered. In the year 2000, Gene Savoy discovered a ‘new’ Chachapoyan city, deep in virgin rainforest further to the east, on the Saposoa river (province of San Martín; see map). The site is 65 sq km in size, and includes houses, temples and 65 burial towers. The discovery suggests that the Chachapoyas empire extended a good distance east, deep into the rainforest, and perhaps as far as the Huallaga, or even Ucayali river.

The decline of the Chachapoyas empire
It is generally understood that the Chachapoyas were defeated by the Incas in the 15th century (Daniel Schweimler, BBC), after the Chachapoyans had put up a strong fight, and resisted the Incas for many years. The quality of the Chachapoyas’ defences and fortresses meant that the Chachapoyas were probably one of the hardest cultures for the Incas to defeat. There is evidence from Spanish chroniclers that after their defeat, the Incas took some Chachapoyans as prisoners, including Chachapoyan women who served the Inca nobility in the Temple of the Sun (Juan Puelles Urraca and Luis Vega Garrido, Rumbos N 30). There is also evidence that many Chachapoyans fled as refugees into the forest, and formed communities, where their descendants live today. One such community exists in Tabalosas, near Tarapoto (Pers. Comm., David Reithmuller). 

There is, however, controversy regarding how much of the Chachapoyas empire the Incas actually defeated, or even discovered. It is not even clear if they managed to defeat the Chachapoyas at Kuelap. One source states that, ‘Neither the Incas nor the Spanish knew of the site’s existence, and it seems that the city was suddenly abandoned by its occupants. Several hypotheses exist to explain the sudden disappearance of the builders of this great fortress. It has been theorised that a civil war or an epidemic decimated Kuelap’s population. But researchers can only speculate…’ (Juan Puelles Urraca and Luis Vega Garrido, Rumbos N 30).

If the Incas never discovered the city of Kuelap, it is even less likely that they found Chachapoyan cities located further to the east in the jungle, that are only just being discovered by explorers today. It is almost certain, however, that the descendants of the Chachapoyas continue to live in the region today.

THE AGUARUNA
Aguaruna-Huambisa are a people-group who have lived for thousands of years in the ‘higher-forest’ (Selva Alta) region of the Peruvian Amazon. Today forty five thousand Aguaruna Indians live in the provinces San Martín, Amazonas, Cajamarca and Loreto (they represent one of the largest indigenous populations of the Peruvian Amazon).

Four thousand of these live in the region of the upper Mayo river (Alto Mayo) near to Moyobamba, in 14 communities. They have not always lived here. Between 1930 and 1940 Aguaruna migrated south to the Mayo valley, from the remoter area of Cahuapanas (100 km into the forest north of Moyobamba), and from the upper Marañón river. In the proceeding years they have settled and formed communities, concentrated in the upper part of the Huascayacu river (a tributary of the Mayo). Despite ever-closer contact with the mestizo population, they have conserved much of their native lifestyle and traditions.

The traditional and historic Aguaruna

The Aguaruna belong to an ethno-language group known as Jibaro. Historically, they have lived along the Marañón river and its tributaries. In the past they were feared as ‘head shrinkers’, a practise which they carried out in rituals termed Tsantsa. They have also been fierce and jealous defenders of their freedom throughout their long history. They have been viewed as rebels and indomitable, resisting invasions from the Incas, Spanish, and in the present day, from farmers, foresting companies and oil prospectors.

Aguaruna culture, lifestyle and language (present day)

The Aguaruna (spoken) language has a strong, resonant and emphatic sound. Observers sometimes remark that a simple conversation between Aguaruna people sounds like a heated discussion, with raised and resonating voices.

In the region of the Upper Mayo (Alto Mayo) and Huascayacu there are extensive areas of forest that enable the Aguaruna to carry out their traditional subistence practices. These include hunting, gathering, and traditional rotational farming. Areas of cultivation are rotated on a 3 or 4 year cycle, which enables the soil to recuperate, and ensure that it does not become exhausted. The Aguaruna in the Alto Mayo presently cultivate Maize, rice and coffee. However, their Chacras are modelled more on the natural tropical forest than the Chacras of non-native farmers (as well as being rotated). The Aguaruna know that deterioration or destruction of the forest would lead to the loss of their subsistence lifestyle and culture. They conserve the forest and respect the harmony of the forest ecosystem, which provides them with a wide variety of materials, resources and food, enabling them to survive. 

Traditionally the Aguaruna did not have a defined leadership system, but rather respected hierarchal levels, which was probably more effective than any institutionalised system. The Aguarunas’ education was for life, and started at the age of 5: each morning the father would teach the son all the fundamentals of life: work, respect, value, abilities for hunting, knowledge of nature etc. And at the end of adolescence the child would be welcomed into adulthood through a tradition known as the rite of Ayahuasca.
Many of the Aguaruna’s ancestral customs still exist today. However, over time, more of their customs are being lost, the result of new pressures on them and their land from the modern world. It is most often the old, mature, and the women who try to resist changes the most to their culture and lifestyle.
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