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“Mysteries of the Tayos Caves is an utterly fascinating book that delves into the amazing history, legends, stories, and traditions of the vast Tayos cave system in the Amazon and the spectacular treasures and earth-shattering secrets said to be hidden there. This book also chronicles the author’s own harrowing exploration of the cave system. From beginning to end, a gripping read!”

DOUGLAS PRESTON, AUTHOR OF THE LOST CITY OF THE MONKEY GOD

“As a person who has spent decades looking for a legend, I can appreciate Alex’s tenacity about the mystery of the Tayos. Alex leaves no stone unturned and explores every crevice of the Tayos story.”

STEVE ELKINS, DISCOVERER OF THE LOST MAYAN CITY OF LA CIUDAD BLANCA, EXPLORER, AND AMERICAN CINEMATOGRAPHER
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FOREWORD

May We Not Be Ashamed of the Future

Half a century ago, while the world was concentrating on its television screens to see the arrival of the first man on the moon, in an office in the Ecuadorian city of Guayaquil, there was a scene from another world. On that July 21, 1969, an Argentine citizen of Hungarian origin named Janos “Juan” Moricz made public a testimony that revealed him to be the discoverer of a network of artificial tunnels, created by an unknown civilization, that lay under a good part of Ecuador. That document can be read here.

That notarized document not only referred to a colossal infrastructure hitherto unpublished in the so-called civilized world, but also mentioned a collection—a library, rather—of metal and gold plates whose knowledge and exotic motifs represented the culture of its builders. From his testimony it was clear that Moricz did not seek ownership of that treasure but only recognition—and protection—of what he considered a finding “of unimaginable cultural value.”

The unstable political situation of Ecuador in those years left Moricz’s pleas for preservation unheard. A man of an overwhelming personality, of a fiery and impatient nature, Moricz despaired at the inaction of the authorities. As the weeks went by, he retired into business and left the matter in the hands of his lawyer, Gerardo Peña Matheus. It was through him that Erich von Däniken—the celebrated author of Chariots of the Gods (1968)—contacted Moricz. Von Däniken reconstructed Moricz’s history; met with collateral witnesses such as the Salesian priest Carlo Crespi, who had been receiving bronze and gold plates from the natives of Cuenca for years as those of the caves; and wrote a book that would turn Moricz’s discovery into something of world interest: The Gold of the Gods (1972).

Incredible as it may seem, in September 2018 the embers of this affair were still hot. The idea that these plates formed a kind of lost library of humanity, in which it was not difficult to find remote representations of Egyptian and even Phoenician or Babylonian origin, was still the subject of debate in publications, congresses, and social networks. What people, when and for what purpose, made those engraved plates and hid them in the equatorial depths? In the end, no one really knows.

Moricz seemed capable of providing a sensible response. He spoke of the Taltos, a Hungarian term to refer to some mysterious superior beings that created our species. He even suggested that their writing resembled the Magyar of his native land. Others, however, began to talk about intraterrestrials. In the absence of government explorations, most eventually ignored the issue.

In a personal effort to reconstruct what happened five decades ago, I visited Cuenca, Ecuador. Of the collection of Father Crespi there was no longer any trace. I interviewed journalists from the newspaper El Comercio and some interested writers and managed to meet with the only living witness of the dilemma that still remained alive in Guayaquil: the lawyer Don Gerardo Peña Matheus.

Peña Matheus was a gentleman, just as he has been portrayed by those who write about the mysteries of the caves. The literate octogenarian picked me up in the lobby of the Wyndhall Hotel, where I was staying, and sat at his desk to explain in detail what happened in the sixties. In the heat of some whiskeys, we remembered Moricz, who died in February 1991. He told me about Moricz’s passion for archaeology and old books, and he confirmed the frustration that Moricz took to the grave for failing to turn his find into something of official importance. “The natives of the region where he found the galleries commissioned him to protect the legacy they showed him,” he told me. “For them, those galleries were a heritage of their remote ancestors. A treasure to protect.”

Peña Matheus and his charming wife, Mariana, did not let me doubt for a moment that a treasure is still hidden underground beneath Ecuador. Listening to them rekindled my memory of other adventurers who later wanted to emulate Moricz’ steps, such as Andreas Faber-Kaiser or Alex Chionetti. Faber-Kaiser visited the region in the eighties, alone, without speleological equipment or the training to achieve his purpose. Before his death in 1994, Faber-Kaiser told me that he trusted that he would be initiated by the Shuar community—which to this day guards the main entrance to that network of tunnels—and perhaps that they would lead him to the “metal library” that the caves shelter. He did not get the initiation he had hoped for. The Shuar only allowed him to approach the mouth of the entrance—a vertical chasm of more than 200 feet of free fall—with the warning that he should be very careful to hold his tongue.

“Janos and I warned him that he might not get out of the Shuar territory alive,” Peña Matheus told me, his eyes burning with passion.

That look, by the way, was the same that I had seen years before in the face of Alex Chionetti when he told me again and again of his own determination to vindicate the history and discovery of Moricz. Chionetti has dedicated almost four decades to this endeavor. He has traveled half the world looking for the threads of this hiding place, and he has interviewed the protagonists and drawn his own conclusions. But above all, his quest has been armed with courage and determination to explore, measure, and even film that underground world in Ecuador that today experts know as the Cuevas de los Tayos—the Tayos Caves.

I remember that while I was director of the important Spanish monthly magazine Más Allá de la Ciencia (Beyond science), Alex tried to persuade me several times to do a thorough follow-up on the subject. I only half listened, and now I regret it. After my recent encounter with Peña Matheus in Guayaquil, the efforts of some journalists, including mine, to locate the Crespi collection, and my conversations with modern local scholars such as Manuel Palacios, I have no doubt now that we are dealing with a topic of importance. The controversy that surrounds these caves is the logical consequence of a full-fledged archaeological enigma, perhaps the last of the great mysteries whose origins remain to be discovered.

From my point of view, it matters little whether it was a controversial author such as von Däniken who linked the galleries to an extraterrestrial civilization and who made the caves a public issue, or that the authorities of Ecuador continue to turn their back on what was discovered by Moricz and protected by Crespi. The case is still there, open to the eyes of the world. Alex Chionetti’s endeavors, like those of a flesh-and-blood Indiana Jones, serve as reminders to us. Hopefully our generation does not have to be ashamed before our children and grandchildren for not managing a heritage such as the one that this book claims.

Final note: History is almost always capricious. Neil Armstrong— the man who, on July 21, 1969, was taking his first steps on the moon while Janos Moricz signed his famous testimony—came to visit the Caves of Tayos on a predestined day in July 1976. The story of Neil Armstrong is another great lesson hidden in this work. Look for it and enjoy it.

JAVIER SIERRA MADRID, 2019

Award-winning author and journalist Javier Sierra has contributed to a wide range of print publications and nonprint media venues. In 1990, he cofounded the monthly magazine Año Cero (Year zero). He was also the director of the magazine Más Allá de la Ciencia (Beyond science) for seven years, as well as a participant in several radio and television programs. Today, he focuses his effort researching and writing historical nonfiction and novels about ancient mysteries. His book The Secret Supper was a New York Times best seller. His other best-known works include The Lost Angel, The Lady in Blue, and The Master of the Prado. Sierra’s work has been published in forty languages. Because he is a resident of Madrid, the Public Library of the State of Teruel can be consulted for information about Spanish and world editions of his work.



PROLOGUE

To Believe or Not to Believe

What lies behind the word tayos? Tayos are nocturnal birds long known by indigenous populations of South America for their many practical uses. The birds dwell in caves, and their name has been given to the caves of Peru and Ecuador that they populate. They are also known as oilbirds or aves guaneras. Since they are blind, they use sonar for flying inside or outside the caves that are their home. These caves are more than just mysterious caverns hidden deep in the Amazon jungle. In only half a century, countless enigmas have surfaced around them, all told by bizarre characters that could be described as crazy, holy, intrepid, or pathological criminals.
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Are their stories all true, or are they a plethora of lies? Are the stories of the explorations of the Oilbird or Tayos Caves one of the biggest archaeological frauds or one of the greatest stories ever told?

The stories told about the Tayos Caves rely on the narratives of individuals rather than on hard evidence. The stories hold that all manner of objects have been spotted in the caves—golden plates, a metallic library, statues, a crystal and gold skeleton, ashlars of reddish stone colored with stony inscriptions, and petroglyphs of a hieroglyphic nature. A recent finding on one of the walls could be a natural formation, but it looks similar to Phoenician symbols. Perhaps it is nature imitating traces of a lost humanity.

This story of the Tayos Caves is a self-perpetuating story, maybe because through the years those of us who are involved have been witnesses of the original narrative, because we didn’t want to be let down, because we wanted to know, to come close. To find the truth has been a part of each of our lives. A half-truth, a lie believed even by those who have told it over and over again. Every legend can originate from real facts, and this is something I have come to believe, as an explorer, in the last decade. In the midst of all this, it might just be the story of the people who live within the illusion of the mist that covers the pale green tops of the jungle trees.

Throughout these years, I became one of those characters, a desperate explorer who tried to continue what my colleagues could not finish; some of them became friends, others competitors, and some even enemies. I was an explorer who was going to have to face possible death for believing in his dreams and in the nightmares of others. At one point, I started to wonder who had lied, why I had let them lie to me, and why I lied to myself for so long.

For years I was a blind believer, but then I witnessed it with my own eyes, and I couldn’t believe what I had once believed. Being there was proof of what could be, but also irrevocable evidence of what could not be. Things were not black-and-white, but they weren’t gray either. I could see what I was looking for in an altered state of awareness.

The story had been deformed by those of us investigating it. I remember I asked Robert Ballard, who discovered the Titanic, if he thought a person observing too much, or concentrating on a particular object of study for too long, could modify the observed object. He answered, with a straight face, that yes, it was very possible.

This is what has happened with the Tayos Caverns: the story has focused on only two points, which are in the periphery, but not on the other places that could have been or that could be.

But what is the magic around the Tayos Caves? What is the fatal curiosity bug, the mortal hook that has lured certain individuals to try to find what apparently doesn’t exist? A sort of chimera? A new El Dorado? What lies behind this force, this allure, this desire to find the treasure of the Tayos Caves? If we can even call it treasure, if it actually exists as such.

What is the physical and metaphysical force that has pulled some of us, whether we are a part of “the circle of the Tayos” or not, to stand firm and try to unravel such a tortuous and disregarded topic that seems to be a scam, a lie, or an illusion that we do not dare challenge, because we cannot answer it.

This book has taken more than thirty years of my life, years of searching, waiting, and hoping.

The obsession with solving the great mystery of the Tayos has been compared to that of the Marcahuasi Ruins, another site in the Peruvian Andes of archaeological, anthropological, and human interest that has kept me awake for many nights throughout my life. There is no doubt that the two places are connected by a number of elements and forms, as I could see for myself, and as others before me had confirmed when they ventured into these places.

During these decades, the time invested has been the best way to measure these countless secrets. They have multiplied largely because of the very passing of time, which sometimes enhances mysteries, especially those of an archetypal nature. Time is the best judge and executioner for every truth, for every half lie.

People asked me, and still ask, why, after so long, I risked everything to get to the Tayos Caves, and I sometimes answer with a little humor, paraphrasing mountaineer colleagues who climb Everest: because it has been there for a long, long time, and no one has dared go back to discover it. The Tayos Caves are like the Everest of speleology and sacred sites.

Fortunately or not, several individuals, who were characters in every sense of the word, came before me. If I had to reconstruct the story without their experiences, it would not exist, or it would be completely different. One thing is true: the Tayos Caves, aside from being a speleological wonder, have archaeological and architectonic shapes within them. These artifacts are found not only in this cavern, but also in other caves of the Tayos system located in several rivers that flow to the deltas of the Morona-Santiago and Pastaza provinces.

The official discovery of the caves is generally credited to Janos “Juan” Moricz, whose testimony regarding his discovery can be read here. Following his announcement, Petronio Jaramillo Abarca would recount his experience exploring the caves as a young boy. The Scottish explorer Stanley Hall would get involved in explorations in the 1970s (and would famously invite astronaut Neil Armstrong to the caves), Erich von Däniken would publish a book about the caves in 1972, and Andreas Faber-Kaiser would try his luck in the 1980s. I would come onto the scene in the 1980s, and I have been exploring Ecuador and Peru ever since. My first visits to the alleged Tayos Caves occurred in the early 2000s.

The main story behind the golden plates is connected to what we know (and don’t know) of the Father Crespi Museum. My hypothesis is that all the plates attributed to the Tayos actually come from the Azuay and Cañar Provinces. This will remain my theory until a more in-depth analysis of the plates is made.

I don’t know if I have solved the mystery, but the good news is that the millennia-old enigma of the Tayos is still alive, untouched, and hidden within us as an archetype in the darkest and clearest parts of our hearts and minds. In the end, human beings are still the last and greatest mystery. They are the measure of all things, and they can be seen documented in the millennia-old ceramics and artistic records of extinct tribes or civilizations.

I have to give thanks to the people who helped me as I took that long and remote path through the Amazon jungle and the northern Andes. I especially have to thank the shaman of La Esperanza, “Lucho” Chamin. He was in a dream I had the night before I started that last crusade into the caves. I saw him as a child innocently asking me to take him to see the birds in the cave. Without his unconditional support and his belief in the access permits granted to me by the Shuar authorities—after a bureaucratic hell of rejections that took five months of waiting and hopelessness, capping three decades of unbelievable delays—my dream would have never been fulfilled.

A second, “Masma” dream had been keeping me up at night since the late 1970s, when I came across an ancient advanced civilization that might have come from the stars. Why “Masma”? Daniel Ruzo, one of my teachers, and also a great influence and inspiration for me, coined this word to express the mystery of the advanced builders who left their colossal works on the highest peaks and under the Earth’s surface.

Solving this mystery was my first objective. The second one was finding the metallic library, something I had always believed existed, thanks to my friendship with one of the first figures in the discovery of the caves. Tangential evidence was there for everyone to see in my notebooks and camera recordings before the astonished eyes of my expedition colleagues. We had gone down and come back out with some minor bruises and scratches, and we survived many threats and attempts against our lives after we left the sacred caves.

All this and more is in the past and will not happen again. Other explorers will come and go, but I will still wonder about the “treasure,” at least in its physical form. I wonder if it will ever be found, if all these years of searching could help other explorers who will follow me, or who are brave enough to enter the circles of hell that this topic can be.

I don’t know if there is still something down there, as Erich von Däniken still believes and claims (maybe to atone for guilt for an unethical past that can’t be changed and has started to be revealed). If we talk about morals in regard to exploration, it is clear that the one who has a claim to the discovery is the person who gets there first, or who achieves something unprecedented by recording what others have not been able to do before him. Maybe if we continue looking with innocent eyes, similar to those of the Little Prince of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, lost in the desert—or jungle—of the soul, we might be able to discern them and get a glimpse of them at the time of our sacred death.

Maybe the mystery is not what we think, and we don’t deserve to unravel it in these changing times, or maybe it disappeared before our eyes without our even realizing it.

However, there is no doubt that the Tayos Caves have been, and will continue being, a challenge for those who remember, or at least for those with a spirit thirsty for knowledge and for solving our planet’s mysteries. To believe or not to believe—that is the question.
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Green Labyrinth

Ecuador was and is the center of the planet, and it has been the cultural center of our planet since uncharted times.

The Tayos Caves are, without a doubt, one of the most complex mysteries an archaeological detective could come upon. Some will see them from a pragmatic angle, others from a mystical one, and others from an almost fanatically subjective point of view.

Unfortunately, many of the main witnesses have already left us, and they have taken their truths and their lies with them. Those of us who remain are the ones who learned about the story directly from some of those who set the stage, and from others who have gotten on that same stage with passion in order to defeat boredom and find meaning in their lives.

The Tayos represent many things. They are Ecuador at its finest; they are its essence, its impenetrable jungles, and the mystery of more than one race but especially the indigenous people known as the Jíbaros or Shuar. They are the sum of the archetypes that take us back to a South America that was reinterpreted from the outside, only to be reviewed again from within; in this case, from the subterranean or intraterrestrial world, a dark hell that opens up from under that green inferno.

The many years that have gone by since the legend first came out and the lack of evidence through time have led many to regard the matter as false. This is particularly true for Ecuadorians, who have not believed in this phenenomenon ever since it first came to light.
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The Basque-Argentinian speleologist Julio Goyén Aguado, a good friend of mine, may be the reason I stuck with this enigma for so long—him and the Scottish engineer Stanley Hall, who always thought those studying the Tayos were ugly ducklings with the potential to become swans. (Later on I would understand the meaning behind that expression.) This book is not a biography of them, but I couldn’t have written it without talking about the life and work of the protagonists of the last three decades of this saga.


EARLY MADNESS FOR THE TAYOS MYSTERY

My interest in the Tayos can be seen in my first book Mundos paralelos (Parallel worlds), where a brief chapter mentions Julio Goyén Aguado, one of the individuals responsible for the diffusion of the story of the Tayos back in the late seventies. Aguado first contacted me through some mutual friends. I timidly arrived at his office and met a sober-looking man who seemed to be angry with me. To write that chapter, I had extracted his comments from 1969 for a magazine called 2001: Periodismo de Anticipación (2001: the journalism of anticipation), in which he had talked about the lost continent of Lemuria and its connection to the Andes. He had said: “The spiritual masters who worked on the path of good started recording precious chronicles and documents of the library of Lemuria to preserve the scientific and spiritual knowledge of the history of Earth. They are the ones who possess the secrets that are the legacy of men in South America.”

In our conversation, Aguado told me that many of the things mentioned in that article didn’t really happen that way. As I came to learn more about the topic over time, and as my friendship with him grew, I would understand that fantastic realism could better describe reality than a distorted or surreal image of it.

Aguado was a wonderful human being in every sense, one of those magical people who are so hard to find, and his work remains tinted with enchanting genius. Our twenty years of friendship went by very fast, maybe because of my self-exile and my rare trips to my home country. Fortunately, in the last years of his life we reconnected, and the friendship we had started years before grew even more.

Even if others who came into the picture tried to downplay Aguado’s leading role in the story of the Tayos Caves, his presence and the enigma around him remain unforgettable. Without his influence, it is possible that Ecuador and the Tayos would never have become a part of my destiny. There are countless letters, documents, and witnesses to corroborate this claim. The mysterious Juan Moricz would have never gone to Ecuador without Aguado, and if Moricz had never gone on this journey, the story, the legends, and the discovery of the caves would have been forgotten. Without Moricz there would be no book by von Däniken, and this story would be just another undisclosed tale of the Andean heights, valleys, and jungles, in wait of new explorers. Without von Däniken, there would have been no Stanley Hall, and the cave would not have gotten international attention. And without Hall, the story would not have been complicated by the involvement of Petronio Jaramillo Abarca, who originally claimed that he was taken into the cave by a childhood friend.

The story of the Tayos belongs to Latin America, not to Britain, in spite of the work of Stanley Hall. Unfortunately, what is written or visually documented in English has more international scope. Even Hispanics give greater value to texts written in a language other than Spanish.

In 1997 I spent a lot of time with Aguado, maybe because a part of me knew I would never see him again, but also because we had the same exploratory ideals. He was excited to go back to the caves and had promised he would try to get the necessary permits so that we could reach the chamber of the metallic library.

Back then I was trying, with superhuman patience, to convince the Latin division of the Discovery Channel to help us with a filmed expedition. I didn’t know that trying to convince both the Latin and the American divisions of the importance of the subject was a difficult crusade that would make me feel I was casting pearls before swine, as so often happens when you try to make a program about culture these days. I later learned that the topics showcased in the Latin and American divisions were, and still are, controlled mostly by the channel’s European division.

I was moved by Aguado’s humility when I told him about my endeavor. He simply asked me if I could take him with me on my Ecuadorian expedition. Two years of presentations and negotiations went by, but when everything was almost ready, he died in an accident in the Argentinian Andes.

In 1970 Aguado founded the Argentinian Center for Speleology (its Spanish acronym is CAE). This was the same year my exploration of the Brujas Cave (also known as the Witches’ Cave) in Malargüe, Mendoza, Argentina, took place. I had my speleological “initiation” around 1980, and I did my first small expedition, a preamble to what would come years later. During that trip, Aguado and the members of his team made the following statement to the local media: “Subterranean caverns connected with Ecuador will be studied in Mendoza.”

Since my first meeting with Julio in the winter of 1979, the subject of the connection between the Brujas and the Tayos Caves was as common as hearing that under the mountain range these tunnels connected countries and continents, and that beings from a benign brotherhood lived among them and watched over the destiny of humankind.

The newspaper that covered the expedition also said that “the whole American continent, from the Rocky Mountains to Patagonia, could be connected by artificial caves. If confirmed, this would be the greatest discovery ever made, a discovery that would undoubtedly change the history of humanity. The expedition will include specialists in anthropology, archaeology, geology, philology, and speleology with the hopes of finding one of the sites of the subterranean network located in Ecuador.”




MY FIRST TWO EXPEDITIONS

My journals are the best way to help the reader understand the story of the Tayos because they vividly illustrate what I experienced and explored. It took me almost three decades to get to Ecuador and the Tayos Caves. This odyssey has shown me that, like the rivers that cross the Amazon basin from north to south and west to east, the passing of days is unstoppable. (To see maps I have made showing the various areas explored, see plates 1 and 2.)

Notes from My Travel Journal

I was like a teenager coming back from his first Andean trip, in love with the “blue mountains,” as I called them back then—words that remain with me even today. The first trip to the Andes changed me in many ways.

I grew up in Argentina closer to my European roots, but I was lucky enough to have a couple of mentors who awoke in me the need to look west, deep into the South American continent, a trapeze of ancestral lands that made me daydream of the dawn of time.

These dreams are still the same today. Even after the rivers and gales of time and space have swollen my face and given me wrinkles, I am still thirsty for wind and sun and the Andes. Those holy mountains that pour out their rivers, the blood of the earth and life, running to the interior of the maternal womb—that was where I wanted to go. I went there with a purpose: to find the truth and break the spell.

Those mountains helped me follow that dream to find the truth. To accomplish this, I didn’t need to take hallucinogenic plants because I had broken my ego decades ago and more recently, maybe for thousands of years, trying to find the light at the end of the tunnel of truth. I had died a thousand deaths in quest of this truth and had always been resurrected.

These expeditions aimed to find the lost steps in the search of mystery and to corroborate if my friend Julio had lied to us about what he saw when he visited the Tayos Caves with Juan Moricz in 1968, or if he had had a peak experience.*1 Sometimes we need these uncertainties to be able to move forward and to reach a better future—one that stems from a cryptic past whose glories, more often than not, we don’t know how to interpret.

The stars still shine above us and send us messages we don’t understand. Every day we find things from the past. We leave them there, or we are moved to display them in museum cabinets, as dead as they were before their discovery.

I found this was common with the topic of the Tayos. Those who knew sometimes talked about it, sometimes kept quiet, but in the end they didn’t know and were not completely sure if their experience had been real. I sailed against the rivers of uncertainty, the lack of resources, and contrived disinformation to finally get there decades after my initial impulse.

It was a sublime obsession, or maybe a recurring madness. The grail was and is in the depths, and I had to look at it at least once. That is what I did in the end, and that gave me the temporary satisfaction of fulfilling a disregarded duty.

My work has been lonely, and I haven’t had many allies. I didn’t need governments, or crowns, or official science to accomplish my task. People tried to make me give up (even those who had supported me and claimed to be my friends); they told me to put it off until the area was more at peace. But that area had always been hostile, and it would continue being so. I have to thank them for having recognized my decisiveness in reaching the goal.

I have never been surer that the mind and the heart shape our reality, and that our intention is the secret formula we all have for accomplishing our tasks—the fire we can’t measure or contain, but which exists within us as a part of our human magic, of our lineage as terrestrial yet divine beings.

This essay has been written by a man in search of truth, a man who, like the Little Prince, believes that “what is essential is invisible to the eye.” And if I keep on believing, maybe what my friend Julio Goyén Aguado and his friend Juan Moricz told us could still be true in spite of all the doubts and the rivers of time that have endlessly gone by over the same place. This is where my expeditions and observations begin. They corroborate some beliefs and destroy others.

The only thing I can say is that I am free, and that nature is above us with its spectacular caverns and forests. That life force is much more important than any legacy of gold, copper, or brass. We are of the same essence, and we all come from one human being who may have had extrahuman origins. Today we are still here, with a sun that warms us and prepares us to wait for the next day with the hope or desire to evolve a little, to ascend, to be better human beings. An awareness of an American past that was ahead of its time may give us the strength to project ourselves ahead, toward an uncertain but exciting future.

Finally, Ecuador (2006)

Just like the last time, this time it wasn’t easy to get here because of the delays that had taken so long. This time too many factors coincided. I had the mission of finding more evidence to validate my research of the Masma*2 culture that I had studied since the early eighties, and I knew that in Ecuador, as in all the Andes, there were more keys to unravel.

Even if I had relocated to Europe and I had found my soul mate there, the restlessness aroused by an incomplete task would not leave me. It was more than just destiny or karma. There was something I had to begin so that I could end other things that were hanging by a thread between realities and dreams.

So after many letters back and forth with adventurer and treasure hunter Stan Grist, we both agreed it was time to do an expedition to the cave, thirty years after Stanley Hall’s international expedition of 1976. At the same time, I was still preparing the documentary I had been working on since the mideighties with my longtime friends the Alvarados, from Ecuavisa, the Ecuadorian TV channel.

I arrived in Quito on a rainy day, at the time of the elections. A part of me was finding it difficult to recover from a personal loss I had recently suffered. It meant surrendering and dying before moving on; and that syndrome of the explorer who can’t find his source of gold was showing its symptoms in advance.

With Grist we started reviewing the texts and clues from Stanley Hall’s book Tayos Gold, and we compared it to our own notes. He was looking for answers and had met my friend Aguado. Destiny had taken me to Buenos Aires just one year before I saw Aguado for the last time. Our destinies met and brought us together, all of us who had been and still are a part of the web of the Tayos.

We were supposed to go to the coordinates Hall had published as the real ones for locating the golden library that had eluded Moricz and followers in previous expeditions over several decades.

Before our departure Grist and I got to meet and interview Petronio Jaramillo Abarca’s widow. In the late sixties and early seventies, the writer and researcher Pino Turolla had interviewed Jaramillo, who was the self-proclaimed first person to discover the treasure of the Tayos Caves. Grist and I had come to the conclusion that Jaramillo was a key character, because we had both read Turolla’s book and had compared notes through the years.

This is why we headed toward Guayaquil for some interviews and to maybe come closer to Coangos, the Shuar town closest to the main caves of the same names. There we learned of the ideas of Gastón Fernández Borrero, Hernán Burgos Stone, and Monica Williams, who were part of the story of the Tayos through Juan Moricz. Before the Coangos expedition, I realized the relationship with Grist would not survive such a long journey into the jungle, because we were both too used to traveling alone. I still tried to invite him to join the first expedition, but my associates from Ecuavisa could not find a place for him. This was better for all of us, because the expedition would not get to its destination, and we had limited space and other inconveniences typical of jungle explorations. (Later, Grist would erase our experiences together from public commentaries and turned into a renegade.)

So I got to Guayaquil, to the Hotel Rizzo where Moricz lived for two decades until his death in 1991.

 

The Bizarre Death of Juan Moricz

Moricz spent his last days at Hotel Rizzo in Guayaquil, where he had lived since 1968, when it was called the Continental. In 1991 he was found dead in the bathroom of room 409.

Moricz talked a lot with the hotel’s bellboys and waiters. He told Joel Condo, one of the managers, that “there was a treasure in the cave that was millions of years old.” Moricz was always late with the rent, so one time the manager pushed him to pay, and this angered Moricz. “Come over here, I want to show you what I have,” Moricz said. He hailed a cab, and they went to the intersection of Aguirre and Malecón. The manager followed him to a fifth floor, where Moricz had his office, and there Moricz showed him some rocks in a glass cabinet with geological samples, maps, and photographs. “I have golden ingots in the Bank of Uruguay, and at the moment I am waiting to finish a contract with the Japanese.”

Cesar Gavilanes, the head waiter at the Continental at the time, said, “Moricz was very quiet; he was more Argentinian than Hungarian. In his last years a woman much younger than him looked after him. When he passed away, she came while the superintendent and the commissioner drew up the death certificate.”

One day when I was interviewing the hotel personnel, something weird happened in the room. The bathroom mirror of the room where Moricz had stayed up until his heart attack cracked for no reason at all, hurting the bellboy’s hand. When I got to the room, I found blood everywhere, even on the cracked pieces of mirror on the floor. The people at the hotel believed this happened because I had bothered the muertito or “little dead guy,” as the personnel described him. This coincided with my intuition that Juan had left us with many unresolved issues; maybe he was still roaming the Earth.

There were many speculations around his death. People talked about curses and urban legends; they had exalted him and vilified him, but his presence remained. Not too far away, the iguanas at the plaza slept under the sun, just like the day Moricz had died, taking a thousand secrets with him to the grave.

[image: image]

The tomb of Juan Moricz

 

Andreas Faber-Kaiser*3 said that it would be good to search the grave, because it was hard for him to believe the Hungarian was no longer with us, and he also believed that Moricz’s work would be left unfinished. Faber-Kaiser was suspicious as to whether Moricz was buried beneath his tomb marker and thought the tomb should be opened to verify Moricz’s death. In Guayaquil, I found some of Moricz’s friends, who gave me more information. The most important ones were the Peña Matheus brothers, the true patrons of the life and adventures of the explorer of the Tayos Caves.

Back in Quito I would continue to finding more links of the chain of events that allowed me to rebuild Moricz’s life from the moment he arrived at the Ecuadorian capital and other places in the country between 1964 and 1991. So the dots started connecting after every meeting I had with the other protagonists of the story.

I met a member of the Rosicrucian order, who said Moricz had shown them some plates that did not belong to those of Father Crespi. Professor Soto remembers seeing Moricz showing his colleagues a stack of golden plates piled one over the other; he had wrapped them in Kraft paper under his arm.

Another pillar of support would be Jorge Salvador Lara, whom I met researching the Jesuit Library. He was one of the first persons Moricz visited when he first arrived in Ecuador, and he admitted that the Hungarian’s search could have some truth behind it, even if it broke with the dogmas of traditional history.

The First Expedition: Notes from the Travel Journal

During my first three months in Ecuador I researched the Tayos system in the eastern part of the country. For this I did two joint expeditions, the first one with the support of GITFA (Tactical Intervention Group of the Air Force of Ecuador), which focused on the caverns of the Morona-Santiago province (plate 3 shows a photo of this area).

These members of the Ecuadorian Air Force were trained for all types of terrain, but the members who went with me had not been specifically trained in climbing, nor did they have experience in caves.

The main Tayos Cave was the setting of Moricz’s 1969 expedition for CETURIS (the Ecuadorian Corporation of Tourism) as well as the setting for the international (or British-Ecuadorian) expedition of 1976. When we tried to get there from the Coangos River, I discovered that the situation with the natives was very unstable. There was also a military director in our group who was too cautious (he was a desk officer; as has happened for centuries in the armed forces, unpopular officers end up being sent to the jungle), and he wanted to avoid risks more than he wanted to reach the objective.

When we returned to Macas, I was informed there had been an attack in Sucua. There we interviewed Colonel Marco Ortiz and Governor Joaquín Estrella. In the end, my expedition helped create a connection for Ecuavisa, because this network, like all those from the main cities, did not cover the eastern part of Ecuador. We were informed that the police had been attacked when they tried to evict a Shuar group that was invading lands and properties. The place had been the Bumbaza/Wamba Center, 20.4 miles in the direction of Gualaquiza.

Since we could not cross the Namangoza River, we went back to Macas. After a night of frustration and insomnia, I decided we would explore the other Tayos Cave. Little did I know this cave was the one for which Stanley Hall, a previous explorer of the cave, had given the coordinates for in his new online notes and in a book he had recently self-published.

The purpose of my first expedition was to verify Stanley Hall’s declarations, as Hall was a controversial follower of Juan Moricz’s theories. But at the beginning of 2005, Hall surprised those interested in the metallic library by believing Jaramillo’s account of the caves and moving the location of the treasure from one cavern to another located 62 miles away.

After twenty-seven years of research, I finally decided to begin the first part of my explorations with the most novel aspect of the topic: the declarations that the library was in one of the caverns of the Pastaza River, and not in the Coangos, as everyone had believed since the late seventies, and where the expeditions of 1969 and 1976 had focused, the latter of which was organized by Hall himself. All those expeditions concluded without ever finding the metallic library that had been seen by Moricz and Aguado in 1968.

Second Expedition (The Pastaza River): Notes from the Travel Journal

The expedition managed to go almost all the way to the bottom of the Chumbitayo Cave located close to the Pastaza River (see plate 4).

We photographed and studied the behavior of the tayos, birds considered sacred by the indigenous Shuar people since ancient times. The Shuar still hunt the squabs in nests found in the high cavern walls.

Along the subterranean river, I found several unexplained sculptures that appeared to be from the Masma culture, which reminded me of my repeated explorations for similar structures on Peru’s Marcahuasi Plateau. These sculptures are shaped like condors or pigeons, piranha-like fish, which are abundant in the area, and a combined bird-fish that is common in Shuar iconography. During our expeditions to the Chumbitayo Cave (which, Hall believed, had been where Jaramillo initially found the library and the metallic treasure), other sculptures that stand out are birds and other creatures, such as mammals or canines, chasing after them. Among these anomalies we could also observe other animals, such as a dolphin (which could very well be a river dolphin), and a spectacular piranha sculpted on a low embankment. Its perfection and its location, leveled over the subterranean river, make it impossible to say that it is a natural occurrence caused by erosion. This too reminded me of the Masma sculptures in the Marcahuasi Plateau, where figures of marine creatures, such as seals, sea lions, or fish, are undoubtedly found in an area of small lakes that only fill up on certain periods of the year.

Another geological anomaly was an anvil-like stone that protruded from one of the walls of the subterranean river. This was unusual and could not be explained by natural causes (see plate 5 to see me inspecting the rock of this cave). These elements are also found in the Tayos Cave at Coangos, such as the angular stone and the brick and polished arches, elements that remain unexplained, even though the British-Ecuadorian expedition of 1976 attempted to describe them as formations caused by fluvial erosion. (You can read their report.)

In one part of the caves, thanks to the observant eye of my photography director, Mathias Spatz, we discovered an area with golden metallic reflections with perfectly delineated rectangles that stood out and may have contributed to the legend of the gold plates in the Tayos Caves (see plate 6).

Could these golden swaths be what was glimpsed by those explorers of the past? Logic and the intrinsic truth don’t always apply in the universe of the Tayos. Perhaps the explorers before me reasoned the treasure of the caves into existence; but then again perhaps they did not. What I saw and what they saw may be completely unrelated, or our observations may indeed be linked. Perhaps we will never know for certain, unless undeniable evidence is unearthed, but we can continue to wonder, debate, and dream. The pages that follow may introduce you to the story of the Tayos for the first time. If you are a seasoned researcher, may they illuminate your quest.
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"An utterly fascinating book.. ..
From beginning to end, a gripping read!”
- DOUGLAS PRESTON, author of The Lost City of the Monkey God
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