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  Not all that tempts your wand’ring eyes




  And heedless hearts, is lawful prize;




  Nor all that glisters, gold.




  —THOMAS GRAY
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  THE UNDERGROUND METROPOLIS




  And was Jerusalem builded here




  Among these dark Satanic Mills? —William Blake




  A SAFFRON LIGHT WAS SEEPING ONTO THE VELD when I drove out to the gates of hell. The midwinter air was dry

  and sharp. The silhouettes of headframes made blue shapes against the dawn. Forty miles from Johannesburg I turned off the highway at Mponeng mine, the deepest man-made hole on earth—a vast,

  stifling oven of toiling men, thousands of them, buried miles underground as they blasted and scraped for the metal that has bewitched and harassed man for 6,000 years. What else but gold.




  Picture Manhattan Island sliced in half at the waist, and the top part set up on its end. Mponeng mine would fill the grid between 59th Street and 110th Street, its tunnels and shafts exposed

  like a giant ant colony. The half-lit streets would tower into the sky before you, block upon block, to an altitude of almost three miles. You could stack ten Empire State

  Buildings on top of each other in the distance from the bottom of the mine to the surface. This gargantuan warren devours as much electricity as a city of 400,000. Rivers of water pulse through its

  plumbing. Its maze of passageways howls with the noise of ventilation. Two hundred and thirty-six miles of tunnels lace the rock—thirty miles longer than the New York City subway system.

  Every morning 4,000 men vanish into its subterranean web of shafts, ore chutes, and haulage tunnels, and the narrow slots called stopes where miners crouch in the oppressive heat to drill the

  gold.




  Their target was a thirty-inch-wide strip of ore. Considered against the immensity of the mine, as thin as a hair. But on the July morning in 2012 when I went down Mponeng mine, the gold price

  was $1,581 an ounce. That wisp of rock was spilling out $948 million worth of gold a year.




  The world is awash in gold. Never has there been so much to buy and such a frenzied trade. We buy it and sell it and buy it again. In 2011 the London bullion market discovered that its members

  were trading as much gold every three months as had been mined in all of history. We are on the biggest gold binge ever, a scramble for gold ignited by a mouthwatering price, by the

  click-of-a-mouse simplicity of buying bullion, and by the sense of looming apocalypse that stormed through financial markets in the banking crisis and sent people hurrying for cover into gold.




  As the gold price soared it swept up legendary billionaires. George Soros had $663 million in a single fund. John Paulson, the hedge-fund wizard, was reported to have made almost $5 billion

  personally on his gold bets. Fear drove the price. Banks tottered and currencies shrank, and in the three years after the collapse of Lehman Brothers the gold price gained $1,000. Spurred by the

  rising price, explorers ransack the planet in the greatest gold rush ever. At the bottom of Mponeng mine, in the brutal closeness, where the ore plunges steeply down into the

  rock below the deepest level, they are chasing it with drills. Certainly they will go down and get it.




  I JOINED A SMALL GROUP that was going down. We met in a thatched reception hall. A table was spread with a breakfast of sweet pastries, little tubs of

  yogurt, and a steaming tray of boerewors, a pungent, coarse-cut country sausage that South Africans extol but do not always eat. A group of sturdy males from the mine’s underground management

  stood growling among themselves and eyeing us with pleasure, as if we were Christians that they thought the lions might enjoy. Then they sat us in folding chairs to tell us about the dangers of the

  world we were about to enter.




  Deep mining destabilizes rock. Six hundred times a month, they said, a “seismic event” will shudder through Mponeng mine. Sometimes the quakes cause rockbursts, when rock explodes

  into a mining cavity and mows men down with a deadly spray of jagged rock. Sometimes a tremor causes a “fall of ground”—the term for a collapse. Some of the rockbursts had been so

  powerful that other countries, detecting the seismic signature, had suspected South Africa of testing a nuclear bomb. “You will certainly feel a little shake when you are down there,”

  Randel Rademann, the mine’s general manager, rumbled in his gravelly, Dutch-inflected English. “A leetle shike,” it sounded like. He was an enormous man in a plaid shirt, with

  hands like shovels and a beard that looked as if it would score glass.




  After Rademann, a safety officer showed us how to use the Dräger Oxyboks self-rescuer, a device that came in a small, frail-looking aluminum case. Self-rescue was not an idea I had grappled

  with, and now that I was forced to, did not like. In an emergency, you were supposed to open the little case and inflate the rubber bag inside by blowing into it, then strap

  the bag into place like a gas mask. The device would filter out toxic gases. It would keep you alive for thirty minutes.




  We changed into white overalls and steel-toed rubber boots and buckled on heavy belts. They gave us miner’s hats and lamps. I attached the heavy lamp battery to my belt, threaded on the

  Oxyboks, and went clumping down a sort of cattle chute to the cage.




  Each cage, or elevator car, holds 120 people in a three-deck stack. When the first deck has filled with its load of forty miners, the car descends ten feet and stops, and the deck above it fills

  in turn with another forty.




  The hoisting apparatus for a cage that carries people instead of rock is called a man winder. Sometimes it winds men to their death. On May 11, 1995, in the Vaal Reefs gold mine, ninety miles

  south of Mponeng, an underground railway engine broke loose. Pulling rail cars after it, the engine plunged 7,000 feet down a shaft onto a two-deck cage, killing the 105 men who were returning to

  the surface at the end of shift. On May 1, 2008, nine miners died in a sub-shaft at Gold Fields’ South Deep mine, when a winder rope broke and the cage fell 196 feet.




  Once our cage was full, a dispatcher signaled with a sequence of electric bells. Slowly, very slowly at first, the cage crept down. The bright tunnel disappeared and the light faded and the

  black rock closed in. Almost imperceptibly the speed increased, until at last the operator, controlling the cage from a distant room in a separate building, took off the brake and dropped us down

  the shaft at forty-six feet a second.




  My stomach sailed into my ribs. My ears blocked. Air whistled in the wire mesh. The cage squeaked and rattled as it plummeted down the shaft. Water collected on the metal

  frame and dripped on our heads. It was pitch dark: the only illumination came from a lamp that someone held in his hand; in its light I could see water falling like a light rain. Sometimes the

  light of a tunnel flashed by.




  As the cage hurtled down the shaft, the suspended weight increased. The cage by itself weighed 20,000 pounds, and a full load of men roughly doubled that. Then there was the weight of the steel

  rope that held the cage. The rope was two and a half inches thick and weighed twelve pounds a foot. That meant that for every thousand feet we dropped, the rope added six tons to the weight it had

  to hold—an extra ton every 3.6 seconds. I pictured the steel rope un-spooling in a blur, packing steel onto our plummeting car.




  In four minutes we traveled 1.6 miles into a zone where the rock was always stirring. Immeasurable tonnages shifted, radiating spasms that miners feel as trembles in the rock. We stepped into a

  large, bright tunnel with whitewashed walls, and made our way to a second cage.




  The depth that a single hoisting system can reach is limited by its design. In the tallest building in the world, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, fifty-seven elevators shuttle people up and down the

  tower, often in stages through upper-floor “sky lobbies.” We had traveled five times the distance covered by the Burj Khalifa’s system, and had done it in a single drop. We made

  our way to the cage that would take us deeper, to the active mining levels that lay far below. We stepped into the second cage and in two minutes dropped another mile into the furnace of the

  rock.




  In an effect known as the geothermal gradient, the temperature of the earth increases with depth. We emerged into a tunnel where the rock temperature was 140° Fahrenheit and the humidity 95

  percent. In this dim sauna, perspiration soaked us in a moment. Sweat ran down my body until the socks were squishing in my boots and the cotton overalls were pasted to my

  skin. We had gone as deep as we could by cage—2.3 miles. To reach the deeper levels the miners either rode in open vehicles or, more often, walked. From the surface to the deepest tunnels,

  the journey took an hour, and most of that time was spent on the last half mile. I clambered into the back of a Toyota truck. We started down a stifling, gloomy, long decline.




  In the city of the underground, there are no vistas. I peered ahead through the cab to see where we were going. All I could make out was the endless ramp, the wall rock, thick cables bolted to

  the granite, looping on ahead until they disappeared where the headlights lost themselves in the dark air.




  The tunnel roof scraped by above our heads, lit by bulbs spaced far apart. When at last we came to a corner and turned, I felt a momentary surge of relief to be escaping the airless tunnel; but

  of course there was no escape. Every turn took us further into the rock, further from the cage, closer to the reef and the deep galleries. We passed a cavernous recess, where men gathered around a

  large tracked vehicle. They watched us go by. We turned a bend into another hot, dark tube with light bulbs dangling from the roof and cables stitched to the wall, and continued down.




  AngloGold Ashanti, the mine’s owner, selects miners for the deeps only after screening for susceptibility to heat. In a special chamber, applicants perform step exercises while technicians

  monitor them. The test chamber is kept at a “wet” temperature of eighty-two degrees. The high humidity makes it feel like ninety-six. “We are trying to force the body’s

  thermoregulatory system to kick in,” said Zahan Eloff, an occupational health physician. “If your body cools itself efficiently, you are safe to go underground for a fourteen-day trial,

  and if that goes well, cleared to work.”




  I wondered how well any screening could predict the ability to work in that asphyxiating dungeon. Nothing lived naturally in the depths of the mine except a kind of

  bacteria, an organism that survives without photosynthesizing sunlight. The bacteria take their energy from ambient radioactivity.




  It takes 6,000 tons of ice a day to keep Mponeng’s deepest levels at a bearable eighty-three degrees. They make the ice in a surface plant, then mix it with salt to create a slush that can

  be pumped down to underground reservoirs. There, giant fans pass air over the coolant and push the chilled air further down, into the mining tunnels. Cool air goes down at a temperature of

  thirty-seven and comes back, heated up by the rock, at eighty-six. I walked past one of these hot air returns—a black, growling tunnel that exhaled rank air from the bottom levels.




  A deep mine is a truce that will always break. Mining at depth makes rock unstable. Every day at Mponeng mine they detonate 5,000 pounds of explosives. Every day they take away 6,400 tons of

  rock. The laws of compressive force dictate that the rock will try to close the spaces left by mining. To prevent this, engineers backfill stopes with rock and concrete. They reduce rock stress at

  the mining face, “softening” the rock before they blast it by drilling complex patterns around the blasting holes. In one deep mine they “fool the rock” by drilling out

  six-foot horizontal slots above the stopes. Since stress propagates through rock, but not through space, the empty spaces hinder the transmission of stress.




  In tunnels, yard-long rock bolts anchor the unstable rock on the tunnel roof to the more stable interior of the rock mass. Patterns of rock bolts inserted in clusters are said to

  “knit” the rock together. Wire mesh and sprayed concrete stabilize the tunnel walls. Seismic sensors in the mine detect tremors at the first twitch, warning men to leave the rock face.

  But in the gold mines of South Africa there is a destabilizing force beyond the reach of engineers. It seems beyond the reach of anyone—a huge, pervasive, violent, and

  desperate invading army of thieves.




  Swarming the gold mines, a skilled rabble of impoverished men and women siphon off hundreds of millions of dollars a year worth of ore. Abetted by criminal gangs, they occupy vacant mining

  tunnels, sometimes inside working gold mines. Because South Africa’s leading mines have elaborate security, invaders can’t move in and out easily. Once they penetrate a mine, they may

  stay down for months. Deprived of sunlight, their skin turns gray. The wives and prostitutes who live with them turn gray. In South Africa they call them ghost miners. They inhabit an underground

  metropolis that in some gold-fields can extend for forty miles, a suffocating labyrinth in which the only glitter is the dream of gold.




  HOW DIFFERENT THAT DREAM IS from what it was. Gold once had a sacred aura, like the anointed kings who wore it. The skull of the emperor Charlemagne is

  encased in a gold reliquary in the cathedral at Aachen that he founded in the eighth century. A gold cross tops St. Edward’s Crown in the Tower of London. The cross showed that the king ruled

  by divine right. Gold was the metal that glorified God. Seville cathedral’s golden altarpiece, sixty-five feet high and sixty wide, tells the life of Christ in twenty-eight panels that took

  more than eighty years to make.




  The sacred power has morphed into a different kind of power, the chaotic power of a price that changes by the second, a cipher of nothing but wealth. Gold reflects the society that uses it. In

  early times it stood for an order that concentrated power in king and church—those who monopolized violence and sacred authority. In our day, power is concentrated in

  the hands of a commercial elite, and gold stands for that commercial power. In August 2011 the “BlackBerry riots,” named for the handheld devices that helped the rioters meet, and dodge

  police, sent tens of thousands into the streets of London to trash stores. One of the rioters’ targets was the banking industry, taken as a symbol of a corrupt system. As the rioters were

  smashing ATMs the gold price was streaking to new heights. In South Africa, where gold is the very stuff that built the state, all the world’s ills seemed to meet at the gold mine

  door—corruption, organized crime, violence, poverty, despair.




  Surely an apocalyptic contest could be seen. On the one hand, people that history did not love: despised refugees from the poverty and war of neighboring countries; former miners discarded by a

  shrinking industry; masses of the wretched from the slums. And on the other hand, the owners of a substance bid up to fantastic prices by people on the run from an economic disaster some of them

  had helped create. Where such antagonists contend, guess who dies.




  IN JOHANNESBURG I MET A killer called Bad Brad. He’d been charged with murdering four miners, but

  was not convicted. He was thirty-seven, about the size of a phone booth, and had dark blond hair and flat green eyes. We shook hands and I followed him to a parking lot where we made our way to a

  Jeep Grand Cherokee finished in a textured matte black vinyl wrap that gave it a satisfying, lethal appearance. In the back were Kevlar vests and a clear plastic bag of .223 rifle ammo. Bad Brad

  put on aviator shades and we drove off through the Sunday traffic to have a look at the place where the four gold miners had died, two others had been injured, and the rest

  had fled for their lives into the pitch black galleries.




  Brad Wood was not a criminal, but a gunslinger, a man hired at various times to bring order to the Wild West town that is much of South Africa. The order he brought had a price in bodies. By his

  own count Bad Brad had shot to death forty-two people in his sixteen years as a hired gun. The ability to do what he did, and I suppose his reputation for doing it, made him useful to the powerful

  people who ran a gold mine.




  We took the N12 motorway west to the town of Springs. Bad Brad showed me the extras that he had on board—a siren and flashing lights. The black Jeep was registered as an emergency response

  vehicle, and entitled to travel at 1.5 times the speed limit. We sailed along at this refreshing pace, and I asked Wood how he’d gotten to be a killer.




  In 1995 at the age of twenty-one he had joined a special unit of the South African police and trained for work in the Durban taxi wars. Durban, on the Indian Ocean, has a population of 3.5

  million. It is South Africa’s main port and third largest city. As in the country’s other cities, private taxis form an important transportation system from the outlying townships to

  the city center. Because the taxi routes are lucrative, businessmen compete for them, sometimes by killing a competitor’s driver. Brad provided security by following taxis and shooting the

  attackers.




  In January 1997, when his best friend got killed on the job, Brad quit the police and went freelance. His first client was Mandla Gcaba, a nephew of Jacob Zuma. Zuma is now the president of

  South Africa, but was then deputy leader of the ruling party, the African National Congress. Although it would be twelve years before he took the highest office in the land, Jacob Zuma was still a

  powerful figure, and his younger relative a well-connected businessman. “Zuma’s nephew approached me and asked me to come and be his frontline body

  protection,” said Bad Brad. “Someone had shot him with an AK. He’s got a big ugly scar on his neck. The bullet went in his back and came out his neck. He was the president of all

  the long-range taxis and I was his bodyguard.”




  Brad was not known as Bad Brad then, nor did he earn the name in the way you might think, by shooting people. He got it by taking part in the 2001 South African version of the reality TV show

  Big Brother, a show that puts good-looking young people together in a confined space until they discover, as they do, that they are all awful. “I lasted six weeks,” said Brad.

  “I swore very bad, I tried to break out, I smashed the cameras. I had a bit of fun. When I was finished I left, and that was that.”




  That was that except now he was famous. The newspapers had started calling him Bad Brad, and the name stuck. The notoriety did not hurt his business, nor sever his connections to the elite. When

  the new owners of the Aurora gold mine found their property crawling with illegal miners, they hired him to head security.




  Brad’s new employers were importantly connected. Jacob Zuma had been president of South Africa for a year. Brad had been bodyguard to one of his nephews in the taxi wars, and now, at the

  gold mine, he worked for another Zuma nephew, and for a grandson of Nelson Mandela. The second Zuma nephew, Khulubuse Zuma, and the Mandela grandson, Zondwa Mandela, were among the owners of Aurora

  Empowerment Systems, the company that had bought the Aurora mine from its previous owners, a firm in liquidation. In South Africa the term “empowerment” refers to the transfer of

  shareholder equity, often in mining companies, to black people, as part of a scheme to remedy the injustices of apartheid.




  THE TOWN OF SPRINGS LIES on the Witwatersrand, the richest goldfield in history, a 300-mile crescent

  that arcs around Johannesburg in a wide belt of gold deposits. Forty percent of all the gold ever mined in the world has come from that single geological formation. Much of the Witwatersrand,

  except for deep mines like Mponeng, has been mined out. The Aurora mine was a case in point. The property covered 81,000 acres in three mine licenses. In its heyday, 150 shafts had opened into

  hundreds of miles of tunnels that tapped the fabulous “black reef,” the carbonaceous, coal-like ore of the deposit. By the time Aurora Empowerment bought the site, only eight shafts of

  the original 150 remained. A mill processed what production there was and a shabby office building housed the administration. Yet underground, the Aurora mine was a different story. The tunnel

  infrastructure of the mine remained intact. Invisible from the surface, a city of shafts and tunnels honeycombed the reef. What’s more, the ground was loaded with gold. Everywhere in that

  sprawling catacomb, nooks and crannies contained gold-bearing material. In mining, “ore” means rock that can be mined profitably. In the course of mining, the past owners had left

  behind rock not rich enough to be considered ore. But now, with the gold price smashing records, it was, and the new owners of Aurora wanted it. They asked Bad Brad to escort a team underground to

  assess the damage caused by thieves and illegal miners.




  The team met at a shaft in Springs at 9:30 a.m. on August 9, 2010, a Monday. It was a public holiday. There were five of them, including Wood; Herbie Trouw, a tall, thin, chain-smoking mine

  manager, who carried in his head a map of the underground warren they were about to enter; Willie Coetzer, a “captain,” or foreman—a chunky, bluff,

  gray-haired master miner; and two security guards. Coetzer had a .38 Special handgun, “just for my own protection.” Wood had his Glock and a Dashprod .223, a compact semiautomatic rifle

  made by a Johannesburg gunsmith and designed for “close contact.” The only other weapon was a JPX pepper gun carried by one of the guards.




  There was no working cage. The party made a slow descent by steel ladder fixed to the side of the shaft. They climbed down 300 feet to the first mine level. Trouw and Coetzer were the only ones

  familiar with the inside of a mine. “The others were security, and [it was] their first day ever to go underground,” said Trouw, “so they were a bit nervous.”




  A couple of miles to the northeast, illegal miners were also going down. They used their own, hand-dug shaft. Both shafts led into the same maze. Two opposing forces were gathering in the mine.

  Although separated by miles of twisting tunnels, they shared an interest that would draw them together: some of the richest ore in the world.




  One way to keep tunnels from collapsing is to leave in place stabilizing areas of unmined rock known as pillars. At Aurora, the pillars were ten feet thick and six feet high. Each pillar

  contained fifty tons of ore. Three of the pillars were very rich, grading about 6.5 ounces of gold per ton. In August of 2010 the gold price averaged $1,230 an ounce. Those three pillars alone

  contained more than $1.2 million worth of gold.




  Mining the pillars would not necessarily cause the tunnel to collapse. It would create a danger that desperate men would accept. If they did not die, they would be rich.




  “That zone was a high-grade channel that we mined a couple of years back,” Trouw told me, “a bit like an old riverbed where the gold was deposited many years back. It was

  approximately thirty yards wide and maybe 200 yards long by six feet high. A good estimate would be that we left about 100 kilograms of gold behind in this area in the

  pillars and blasted material that was not cleaned properly, plus we left a lot behind due to faulting in the rock structures.”




  More than 3,000 ounces of gold, then, worth about $5 million, lay in that one gallery of the dilapidated mine. After inspecting electrical substations near the shaft, where thieves had stripped

  out all the copper wiring, the party struck off in the direction of the richest ore.




  It lay in tunneling beneath an abandoned pit. As was usual with a deposit near the surface, it had first been mined by open pit. When the original miners had reached the deepest practical level

  for a pit, and were still getting ore, the mining had moved underground. When illegal miners came to exploit the deposit, they picked the floor of the pit as the nearest point to the tunnels below,

  and sank their shaft. In South Africa the Zulu slang for an illegal miner is zama-zama, which means “try your luck.” But luck was not the main ingredient in the illegals’ success.

  Many were experienced miners who had lost their jobs, or men led by such veterans. They knew where the rich ore was, or soon found out. Since it was the richest ore that the new owners of Aurora

  wanted to assess, the two groups underground that day were fated to meet.




  Wood’s party had come underground at 9:30. They spent about an hour in the tunnels near the shaft. At 10:30 they started for the area where the zama-zamas were working. They walked for two

  and a half hours and covered as many miles. It was slow, hot work. The floor of the passage was uneven; the tunnels ramped up and down; the natural heat of the rock made the air stifling.




  Because they knew they could meet illegal miners, who might be armed, Trouw and Coetzer wore jeans and T-shirts rather than the usual miners’ overalls, which are sewn with reflective tape

  that would offer a good target for someone with a flashlight and a gun. Bad Brad and the security guards wore plain blue overalls. At about 1:00 P.M.

  the two groups met.




  “We came to a place where the tunnel went up a hill,” Wood told me, “and I walked to the top and when I got there I saw that the whole place ahead of me was full of lights. I

  turned to get a better footing and the ground gave way, and I slid down towards them making a lot of noise, and as I fell I saw the flash of a gun and then heard it, and I thought—stuff

  it!—and I shot back.”




  In the exchange of fire, Wood said, he screamed at his party to get out. They fled back along the tunnel. Behind them, at least four intruders lay dead and two were wounded. One account said

  that thirteen miners might have died in the gunfire. Wood and the others were each charged with four counts of murder and five of attempted murder. In a two-week trial, the prosecution tried to

  prove that the Aurora team had entered the mine intending to evict the zama-zamas, and that Wood had gone into the confrontation guns blazing. This theory failed to convince the judge. He accepted

  that Wood was the only one in his party to fire, that he had fired between seven and thirty rounds, and that he had fired in self-defense. No one knows how many illegal miners were underground that

  day, but when police raided the Aurora mine four months later they arrested more than 200. At an earlier raid at a gold mine in Free State province, illegal miners attacked the police with stones.

  That day the police killed one and arrested 426.




  On the day Bad Brad and I drove out to the Aurora mine, two dejected guards watched the gate. Ten feet from their post, the chain link fence lay on the ground where someone had driven through

  it. The brick buildings were a shambles of broken windows and missing doors and holes through the walls. A bedraggled population haunted the rows of roofless miners’

  hostels. The roofs had been stolen. Men trenched for gold in plain sight. They collected the dirt in wheelbarrows and took it to a central location to pan it in a sluice, recovering whatever

  residue of gold there was. A battered yellow Dodge packed with young men tore past as we drove out. Wood said they were runners, picking up the gold concentrate. A few miles away, we climbed a bank

  and looked down into the pit. In broad daylight, a gang was stealing ore.




  The pit was the gateway to the zone of high-grade ore beneath, and a collection point for the people stealing it. Beneath the pit floor were the Aurora tunnels. We watched as miners crawled from

  a hole. Bags of ore lay in a row, and porters staggered up a track to a row of vans.




  IN SOUTH AFRICA THE THEFT of ore from gold mines is a legendary enterprise. Thieves steal about a

  billion dollars a year worth of ore, or maybe twice as much. The distance between these estimates shows how little grasp authorities have of the problem. Gold mine theft is a staple topic in South

  Africa, and many people think the police connive at it. A few days after my visit to Springs, I boarded the high-speed intercity Gautrain at the Rosebank station in Johannesburg, and went swooshing

  off to Pretoria, the administrative capital of South Africa, to meet a policeman who’d agreed to talk about gold mine crime and its connection to the powerful.




  At suburban Hatfield, a police van picked me up for the ten-minute drive to a sprawling, fenced campus of single-story brick buildings—the headquarters of the Hawks, the elite unit of the

  South African police. We drove past the guardhouse and through the complex and pulled up at a little bungalow that stood apart. It had a two-car garage and a pair of

  identical white Volkswagen GTIs gleaming in the driveway. With its flagstone path and crew-cut hedge it might have been a starter house in Palo Alto. We went inside and sat down in a little

  boardroom. The winter sun poured through slatted blinds.




  Colonel McIntosh Polela, the official spokesman for the Hawks, was a trim, stylish figure. He wore a gray-striped shirt with the two top buttons open. His trousers had a knife-edge crease and

  his shoes glowed with a high polish. His head was shaved. A TV reporter before he joined the Hawks as their public face, he maintained a grave demeanor. He opened a thick hardcover diary whose

  pages were crowded to the edges in a dense, neat handwriting. Reading from these notes, he reviewed the epidemic of violence and larceny that is illegal mining in South Africa.




  Driven by the high gold price and the desperation of the poor, illegal miners had overrun abandoned gold mines and vacant parts of working mines, and produced a flow of illicit gold. For South

  Africa the problem was not only theft, but social disruption. Many of the illegal miners, Polela said, were also illegal immigrants. They came from Zimbabwe, Lesotho, Mozambique, Malawi, and

  Namibia. Their presence stirred up anger in the South African poor, themselves in a condition of permanent want. Vigilantes took bloody measures against the migrants.




  Polela said that another problem facing police was that they could not pursue illegal miners underground. Not only did they have no training to work in mines, but police insurers would not cover

  them if they did. “In the shooting at Aurora,” Polela said, “if it had been policemen who’d been shot, they’d not have been covered.” Because police could not

  pursue criminals underground except at a risk borne entirely by the officers themselves, illegal miners had been able to create no-go areas both below and above ground,

  enforced by violence. Nor was it a question of forty or fifty miners, as at Aurora. At Welkom, in Free State province, more than 1,500 illegal gold miners were working on the surface and 270

  underground. “In a functioning mine,” Polela said, “they create their own pockets, sometimes with the help of legal miners.”




  They had been doing so for decades, robbing the mines from within. A 2001 monograph produced for the mining industry by South Africa’s Institute for Security Studies, said that

  well-provisioned groups of up to twenty-five miners at a time infiltrated mines by bribing the security. The groups did their own blasting underground with stolen explosives. They built small

  refineries, establishing themselves in vacant tunnels. They had detailed maps of the mines, and could navigate the underground maze with confidence.




  Illegal miners sometimes threatened and even attacked mine inspectors who discovered them. In the echoey tunnels, thieves could easily hear the approach of mine security teams, and be ready to

  ambush them. This made the security teams nervous about going down. They could not know how many illegals they would meet. Gold diggers often entered the underground from one mine and moved through

  tunnels that connected to a second or third mine. The gold-bearing material that they mined was stored in disused shafts and then retrieved over a period of time, the paper said, “often in

  collusion with runners who are employed in the mine. It is then transported to one of the more than 170 smelting houses [operated inside the miners’ hostels] and elsewhere in the Free State

  goldfields.”




  The writer concluded that syndicates of thieves, miners, and smugglers were stealing thirty-five tons of gold a year. At a mean price of $350 an ounce for the years he

  studied, 1994–1998, $400 million worth of stolen gold was flowing out of the country every year.




  Legal miners made good money by colluding with the thieves. According to one newspaper report, a smuggled 48-cent loaf of bread could fetch $12 underground. And there were others earning money

  from the zama-zamas too. “They [the miners] have contacts with the police,” Colonel Polela told me. “We have to admit that people who should be fighting the illegal mining are in

  fact participating in it.”




  With this assertion, Polela voiced a common belief of South Africans—that corruption infects the government. The police were helping to rob the mines, and behind the police, the forces

  that controlled them. Polela saw a nexus of the rich and powerful, of politicians and of criminals, jointly preying on the mines. The stolen gold passed through the hands of organized crime

  syndicates in South Africa to clients in the Persian Gulf, India, and Russia, where the gold was laundered through sham companies and sold into the legitimate bullion trade. According to Polela the

  theft from mines was threatening the stability of South Africa by crushing investor confidence. Mining security costs had “skyrocketed,” he said, creating a situation so harmful to the

  interests of gold mining companies that South Africa was looking to the United Nations for help in fighting the international trade in stolen gold.




  But which South Africa sought this help? Not the robbers. Polela was not the only expert to suspect the involvement of those he called “big players in South African society.” Peter

  Gastrow, who wrote the 2001 study for the industry, reached the same conclusion: that an untouchable elite was behind the theft of gold.




  When I met him in New York City in 2012, Gastrow, a South African lawyer, was a senior fellow at the International Peace Institute, and its program director. His focus was transnational crime.

  He had been Cape Town director of the Institute for Security Studies, a government prosecutor in South Africa, and an expert in organized crime. “My impression,”

  he told me, “is that [the pursuit of gold thieves in South Africa] has become far more politically restricted. Imagine you are an ordinary cop. These are powerful people involved. It’s

  an intimidating environment, not just because of the scoundrels, but in addition there are these very powerful people.”




  Gastrow said he thought he had detected only “the tip of the iceberg” in his investigations. “I had the impression that I was scratching the surface. Mining houses felt the

  same way. I left my job there feeling that [theft from mines] was going to be a huge industry in the future. Powerful people were involved. I spoke to mining houses, and they were seriously

  worried.”




  They had good reason to be. At the Barberton mine in Mpumalanga province, for example, there were once as many people stealing gold inside the mine as there were legal miners working for the

  owner. To break this stranglehold, Pan African Resources, the owner, increased its security budget 237 percent in one year, to half a million dollars a month. A helicopter flew continuous patrol.

  In 2010 the police arrested the heads of six of the seven syndicates believed to have been robbing Barberton, and the company declared victory over the thieves. It was a doubtful claim. Even

  policemen specializing in gold theft, Gastrow had reported, could not agree on the number of syndicates plundering the mines.




  One could reach one of two conclusions about at least some of the police: either that they knew exactly how much gold was being stolen because they were helping steal it, or that they

  didn’t know how much gold was being stolen even though they were helping steal it. I tick the second postulate. The truth is, nobody knows, except that it’s a lot.




  Willie Jacobz, a senior vice-president at Gold Fields, one of South Africa’s biggest miners, told me that the industry was losing around 10 percent of its ore to

  thieves. Let’s put this another way. At just one of its mines, South Deep, Gold Fields produced 273,000 ounces in 2011. At a conservative mean price of $1,600, that would be $436,800,000

  worth of gold. By Jacobz’s estimate, then, thieves were taking more than $43 million of his company’s money out from under their noses. This said a lot about how crazy the gold price

  was. How many companies can see their profits rise 27 percent in a single quarter, as Gold Fields did in the fourth quarter of 2011, while having 10 percent scooped straight out of revenue? But

  hang on—it gets even more fantastic. A mining company director with intimate knowledge of the South African gold scene told me off the record that the theft was likely higher—in fact,

  twice as high. A security consultant hired by his board had reported that they were losing as much as 20 percent from one of their most advanced gold mines. By this math, more than $80

  million worth of ore could be hijacked out of a mine like South Deep in a year.




  I asked several mining-stock analysts if they had a clear picture of the theft. They told me that the miners do not state such losses openly, but give “post-theft” data to the

  analysts. Nevertheless, that the theft “is bigger now than ever before in the country’s history is a given,” said Leon Esterhuizen, head of the London-based mines and metals unit

  at CIBC bank, and a veteran analyst of South African gold mines. Esterhuizen saw an industry robbed at will by “rich criminal masterminds sitting back and offering key people amounts of money

  several times their salaries to just ‘look the other way.’ ” Like Polela and Gastrow, he believed the thieves had “deep connections within the police force and

  politics.”




  In South Africa, a kleptocracy was feeding at a golden trough. Gold had helped build the country and now was helping to corrupt it. A metal had seduced a state.




  GOLD BOOSTERS LIKE TO SAY that men have always thought that gold was valuable: that its value derives from universal certitude. But we don’t know

  what people always thought. The first gold miners were preliterate and left no record of their thoughts. It’s fair to suppose they liked gold, because they kept it.




  I have a little catalogue called Thracian Treasures, from the Varna Museum in Bulgaria. In the ancient world, Thrace was renowned for its gold mines. Some of the objects pictured in the

  catalogue are 6,000 years old. They form the earliest treasure of gold artifacts in the world, discovered by accident in 1972 when a backhoe operator uncovered a late Neolithic tomb at Varna on the

  Black Sea, unearthing bracelets and beads; a solid-gold nail with a mangled shaft; a tiny breastplate, four inches square; a delicate, paper-thin spiral tape, like a golden ribbon. The tape weighed

  a tenth of an ounce. What can it possibly have been good for but delight?




  The Thracian objects had no practical use. They were only pretty. We can imagine what attracted those who made them—the brightness of the metal, the ease of shaping it, its resistance to

  corrosion. In a mortal world, it was eternally bright and beautiful. Today our asset menu is immeasurably longer than the Thracians’ was, yet gold is still high on it, locked into place by a

  revolutionary act in Lydia in Asia Minor in 635 BC—the invention of gold money.




  Lydian coinage spread through the whole Mediterranean world. The effect on the place of gold in public life was profound. For states, gold became a necessity. Yet by the fourteenth century,

  2,000 years later, the entire world supply would have fit into a six-foot cube. Countries were famished for gold; in Europe, mints were closing. The financial historian Peter

  Bernstein called this period “the sacred thirst” for gold. It was a thirst that powered the first gold rush—a murderous, cruel, intoxicating, brutal adventure that swallowed an

  entire civilization and spat it out as coins.
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  RIVER OF GOLD




  So began one of the strangest motions of enemy forces in history. On one side a god-king with 80,000 battle-hardened troops; on the other, a handful of aliens, some of them

  sick, thousands of miles from any support.




  SPANIARDS CAME WELL EQUIPPED FOR THE LARCENY of the sixteenth century. They reduced two empires, almost with

  a blow. They had the cavalier’s weapon of mass destruction—Toledo steel. The swords were strong and flexible and the blades could take a razor edge. One good stroke took off a head. A

  horse and rider in full armor weighed three quarters of a ton. This massive equipage thundered along at twenty miles an hour, concentrating the whole weight on a sharpened steel point at the tip of

  a ten-foot lance. The Spanish could project such power through advanced technologies in sailing and navigation. And they had a pretext for the conquests they would make: winning souls for God. When

  he set out, Christopher Columbus wrote his royal backers that he would accomplish “the conversion to our holy faith of a great number of peoples.” But he did not

  forget to mention gold. He mentioned it 114 times, versus twenty-six for God.




  Hernán Cortés arrived on the Yucatan coast early in 1519, and on Holy Thursday landed near the present-day city of Veracruz. The Aztec ruler Montezuma thought the Spanish

  adventurer was the god Quetzalcoatl, the plumed serpent, and sent messengers to meet him. Cortés fired on them. “A thing like a ball of stone comes out of its entrails,” was how

  the Aztecs saw the harquebus. “It comes out shooting sparks and raining fire.” By November the Spaniards had arrived at the dazzling island city of Mexico—Tenochtitlán.




  “Gazing on such wonderful sights,” wrote the soldier Bernal Díaz, “we did not know what to say, or whether what appeared before us was real, for on one side, on the

  land, there were great cities, and in the lake ever so many more, and the lake itself was crowded with canoes, and in the Causeway were many bridges at intervals, and in front of us stood the great

  City of Mexico, and we—we did not even number four hundred soldiers!”




  By the following June, Montezuma was dead. The Spaniards claimed he died in a hail of stones thrown by his own people, but perhaps they killed him themselves. They were besotted with his

  treasure. The Florentine Codex, a twelve-volume history from the sixteenth century that contains native Mexican accounts of the conquest, describes Cortés and his Nahua lover, La Malinche,

  entering the royal treasury.




  

    

      [W]hen they entered the house of treasures, it was as if they had arrived in Paradise. They searched everywhere and coveted everything, for, yes, they were dominated by

      their greed. Then they took out all of the goods which were [Montezuma’s] own exclusive possessions: his personal belongings, all of which were precious:

      necklaces with thick stones, arm bands of quetzal feathers, bracelets of gold, golden bands with shells for the knees, ankle bracelets with little gold bells, and the royal crowns and all the

      royal attire, without number, everything that belonged to him and was reserved to him only.


    


  




   




  The news of such riches intoxicated Spanish adventurers, including an illiterate desperado named Francisco Pizarro. He was the bastard son of a Spanish colonel and an impoverished rural woman.

  His mother, probably a maid, abandoned him on the steps of a church. Raised by relatives, he was a distant cousin of Cortés. In 1513 he accompanied the explorer Vasco Núñez de

  Balboa to the Pacific. Six years later he betrayed his patron, arresting Balboa as he rode to a meeting with his enemy, a rival who accused him of crimes against the king. Balboa was beheaded,

  protesting his innocence to the end. Pizarro was rewarded with Panama City, which he ran until 1523. The next year he made his first expedition in search of the great civilization rumored to exist

  to the south. Two years later, he made his second. For demonic speed and horror, few stories can match what happened next, as Pizarro and his tiny band rode into the mountain fastness. It was the

  lost kingdom of a fairy tale—fantastic, remote, strange, beautiful, and rich. Pizarro was its nemesis, the herald of a greed that his victims could not even comprehend. With Pizarro, a whole

  continent’s appetite for gold rode into the Andes.




  THE NAME INCA REFERS TO both the people and the leader of the empire of Peru. Inca expansion from the valley of Cuzco began

  about 1438, when a talented war leader named Pachacuti Yupanqui conquered his neighbors. He was the first Inca to extend his power beyond Cuzco. Pachacuti was the builder of

  Machu Picchu, the city that hangs on a mountain ridge forty-three miles northwest of Cuzco, and was his private estate. Pachacuti’s son, Tupac Yupanqui, continued the expansion, and by 1471

  ruled an empire that extended through the Andes for 3,000 miles.




  The culture and appearance of the Andean people evolved through centuries of life in the mountains. They had large lungs and chests for breathing the thin air of the high altitudes. Their

  steeply terraced fields blazed with lupines, a food crop. Aqueducts carried water to the cultivated land. The Incas had no money. They worked as part of a system of reciprocal duty marked by

  celebrations that included getting drunk on chicha beer. Wealth lay in the control of labor, the ownership of land, and the state llama herds. The empire was isolated on one side by the

  planet’s greatest ocean and on the other by its biggest forest. In the south there was only desert and to the north they had conquered everyone. The Inca’s generals could marshal

  hundreds of thousands of fighting men. They could move their armies with amazing swiftness along 14,000 miles of roads that astonished the first Europeans to see them. “Such magnificent roads

  could be seen nowhere in Christendom in country as rough as this,” wrote Hernando Pizarro, the conqueror’s brother. Another Spaniard described a terrifying climb up a “stupendous

  mountainside. Looking at it from below, it seemed impossible for birds to scale it by flying through the air, let alone men on horseback climbing by land. But the road was made less exhausting by

  climbing in zigzags.” The main royal road followed the Andes from Colombia to Chile. A coastal highway paralleled the Pacific, and connecting roads joined the two routes.




  Important constructions such as Sacsayhuaman, the immense fortress above Cuzco, used monolithic stones fitted together with impenetrable skill. They had textiles and

  ceramics and bronze metallurgy, precious feathers, silver, and rare stones. They mined gold and made gold ornaments. Their surgeons could drill holes in the skull to relieve the fluid caused by

  head wounds. The survival rate was 80 percent.




  They believed they had conquered the whole civilized world. Pizarro went looking for them.




  Early in 1527 a Spanish ship was coursing down the west coast of South America when it spotted a sail. It changed course and overhauled the craft, a balsa raft. The boat had cotton sails and an

  advanced design. Of the captured vessel’s crew of twenty, eleven threw themselves into the sea and drowned. The rest submitted. “They were carrying many pieces of silver and gold as

  personal ornaments,” said the Spanish report, “including crowns and diadems, belts and bracelets, armour for the legs and breastplates; tweezers and rattles and strings and clusters of

  beads and rubies; mirrors decorated with silver . . . emeralds and chalcedonies and other jewels and pieces of crystal.”




  The ship rejoined its consort, a vessel carrying expedition commander Francisco Pizarro. His men were in a pitiful state, three dying every week from hunger or disease. The coast was barren or

  impassable mangrove. Pizarro gave his men the option to go home, and most of them took it. Thirteen remained.




  The next year Pizarro and this remnant sailed on and reached a coastal town, Tumbrez. From there they made excursions further south until they understood what they had found. They had

  “glimpsed the edges of a great civilization,” wrote John Hemming in The Conquest of the Incas, “the product of centuries of development in complete isolation from the

  rest of mankind.”




  Pizarro returned to Spain to raise an expedition. He found the court dazzled by the latest treasure from Mexico. The queen gave him a charter of conquest. He returned to

  Panama, took ship, and on September 24, 1532, after long voyages and persistent sickness, after desperate marches and misadventure, sixty-two horsemen and 106 foot soldiers turned their backs on

  the Pacific and struck away into the Inca empire.




  Tawantinsuyu, as the Incas called their country, stretched 3,000 miles from the center of modern-day Chile to Colombia. The Spaniards marching into it could not have conceived its size. The Inca

  ruled a population of 10 million. Runners brought news from different parts of the empire, racing in relay along the stone-paved roads. Generals rode in golden chairs carried by liveried servants.

  Stone silos and warehouses held the empire’s food store. The mountainsides shot up like walls.




  Tawantinsuyu meant “four parts together”—a federal state bound into a unified whole. But it was a fractious realm, and the Inca spent heavily on gifts to keep the leaders of

  conquered people loyal to his rule.




  The Inca’s ancestors also needed gifts. A dead Inca did not lose the prerogatives of state. Each had his own palace in the imperial capital of Cuzco, complete with gold ornaments and

  decorations, earplugs and feather cloaks and coronets and jade. Treasure chests bulged with their possessions and courtiers waited on them. The ruling Inca paid for it all. He conducted wars of

  conquest to get the wealth that he had to distribute to maintain his authority.




  The throne did not pass from one Inca to the next according to strict rules of inheritance. Wars of succession among competing members of the royal family could divide the country. Pizarro

  marched into Peru at such a moment.




  A powerful Inca, Huayna Capac, had died in about 1527, after a thirty-year reign, leaving two heirs. One son, Huáscar, took the throne in Cuzco while his brother

  Atahualpa, who had been campaigning with his father, remained in command of the main armies in the north. Tensions drove the brothers into civil war. Huáscar attacked northward, but

  Atahualpa’s general defeated him, capturing Cuzco in 1532, killing Huáscar’s family and taking the Inca prisoner. This was the moment that Pizarro began his march into the

  empire.




  It is hard not to think that Atahualpa would have annihilated the Spaniards if he hadn’t been preoccupied by war. He knew they were coming. He had sent them gifts. But at the time, he did

  not even know how the battle for Cuzco had gone. He did not know whether his forces or Huáscar’s had prevailed. This was lucky for Pizarro, because Atahualpa may have had it in his

  mind to enlist the Spaniards against his brother. That would explain why the Inca had not attacked them on their march, when they were most vulnerable. Another break for Pizarro was that the

  Inca’s camp, which might have been months away across the mountains, was close at hand, in the direction of his march, making it likely that he would reach Atahualpa before the news from

  Cuzco did.




  Now the Spanish force entered the shadow of Inca military power. As Hemming imagines it, they climbed an Inca track along a valley that became a canyon. They advanced into the mountains.

  Everywhere along their route they glimpsed the Inca military outposts high above them, certainly surveying their march.




  “The road was so bad [for horses] that they could very easily have taken us there,” Pizarro recorded, “or at another pass which we found between here and Cajamarca. For we

  could not use the horses on the roads, not even with skill, and off the roads we could take neither horses nor foot-soldiers.”




  On November 15, seven weeks after they had left the coast, the Spaniards reached a pass above Cajamarca, and the sight they saw as the valley opened before them must have

  frozen their hearts. On a hill above the town spread the Inca’s camp. The ruler was in the midst of an army of 80,000. The Inca’s tents made a splendid sight, “like a very

  beautiful city,” one of Pizarro’s men wrote. “Nothing like this had been seen in the Indies up to then. It filled all us Spaniards with fear and confusion. But it was not

  appropriate to show any fear, far less to turn back. For had they sensed any weakness in us, the very Indians we were bringing with us would have killed us. So, with a show of good spirits, and

  after having thoroughly observed the town and tents, we descended into the valley and entered the town of Cajamarca.”




  So began one of the strangest motions of enemy forces in history. On one side a god-king with 80,000 battle-hardened troops; on the other, a handful of aliens, some of them sick, thousands of

  miles from any support. Atahualpa could not have thought of such a paltry force as a threat to his person, let alone his empire.




  Pizarro sent a deputation to the Inca’s camp. They rode through the silent, watching army. Atahualpa was at the hot springs with his women, surrounded by lords and generals. He sat on a

  low, gold stool. On his forehead was the scarlet tassel that distinguished him from all others. In Spanish accounts Atahualpa displayed unshakable aloofness, neither looking at the Spaniards nor

  even shifting his position when one rider approached so close that the breath from his horse’s nostrils shivered the scarlet threads on the Inca’s face. Atahualpa did not look up until

  he learned through an interpreter that it was the white leader’s own brother, Hernando Pizarro, who had come. Making extravagant promises of friendship, the delegation begged the Inca to

  visit Pizarro in the town. Atahualpa agreed to come the next day. The horsemen returned to Cajamarca to lay their plans.




  Pizarro’s men spent an uneasy night. The campfires of the Inca’s army blazed for miles along the hillside. Fearful of a night attack, Pizarro disposed his men. Infantry and horsemen

  took up positions in the alleys off the plaza. Pizarro placed four cannon and some musketeers in the little fort along one side of the square.




  In the morning a messenger arrived to say that the Inca would come with his men armed. Pizarro replied that Atahualpa would be welcome, as he was Pizarro’s “friend and

  brother.” At noon the Inca host moved into the plain, deployed, and waited for the emperor. The Spaniards stayed hidden. The younger of Pizarro’s brothers, Pedro, said that he saw

  “many Spaniards urinate without noticing it out of pure terror.”




  Atahualpa came in state. His attendants glittered in gold and silver ornaments. A phalanx of court servants in checkered livery went ahead and swept the ground, bending to remove every shred of

  straw from the Inca’s path. Crowds along the way sang as he approached. Half a mile from town the procession halted. The Inca had decided to break his short journey. It was already late

  afternoon. Soldiers began to set up camp in a meadow. Pizarro, still fearing that the Peruvians meant to make a night attack, sent a messenger pressing the Inca to come to him that day. Atahualpa

  agreed, and in the last, slanting light of afternoon, the sovereign’s escort took the road into the jaws of history.




  Most of the army remained behind. About 5,000 lightly armed warriors accompanied Atahualpa’s train. The Inca rode on a silver litter carried by eighty nobles in blue robes. His throne was

  solid gold. Platoons of men wearing gold and silver ornaments marched after him. Atahualpa wore a crown and an emerald collar, his hair intertwined with gold. His litter was

  thick with parrot feathers and flashed with gold and silver decoration. Sparkling and splendid, in the midst of a brilliant company, the emperor reached the central plaza. He halted in the middle

  of the square. His standard was planted on a lance. The square, stiff, yellow flag bore the emperor’s device: a rainbow, and the Inca’s scarlet tassel flanked by upright snakes.

  Atahualpa looked around for the Spaniards and couldn’t see them. “Where are they?” he called out.




  At this, the Dominican friar Vicente de Valverde emerged from Pizarro’s place of concealment and approached the Inca with a prayer book in his hand. He invited Atahualpa to come inside to

  meet the governor, as the Spaniards styled Pizarro. The Inca refused, and demanded the return of everything the Spaniards had stolen since entering his realm. Valverde launched into a formal

  oration known as the Requirement: a proclamation that the Spanish royal government insisted the invaders read out before killing could begin. The priest held out his book and said through his

  interpreter that it contained the faith he had been sent to bring to the Inca and his people. Atahualpa examined the book, admiring it as an object. Then he hurled it away indignantly, “his

  face a deep crimson.” The friar ran off shouting and weeping. In their memoirs, the Spaniards gave different versions of what the priest had yelled, but whatever his words, they were the

  signal that Pizarro had been waiting for. The hidden cannon fired into the packed ranks of the Inca’s followers and the cavalry burst from concealment.




  The Spanish had polished their armor and hung rattles on their chargers for maximum terror. The horses were terrifying anyway, beasts far larger than any in the Andes, snorting and whinnying as

  their riders rode them into the packed retainers and mowed the lightly armed men down with Spanish steel. The horsemen went through Atahualpa’s soldiers like a column

  of tanks. Pizarro urged his horse into the thick of the fray and reached the Inca’s litter, seizing Atahualpa by the arm and trying to drag him off. The Inca’s high position, elevated

  on the shoulders of his retainers, saved him. Pizarro’s lieutenants hacked the arms off some the litter-bearers, who still supported Atahualpa’s platform on their shoulders. Finally, in

  the blood-spattered melee, the Spaniards toppled the litter and the Inca fell into the mass. His retainers would not leave him. Every one of them, all men of high rank, died in the slaughter.




  As Pizarro was capturing the Inca the massacre proceeded. Packed into a confined space with narrow gates, the native soldiers had no way to escape. Some thousands threw themselves against a wall

  and broke it down and fled into the plain. The horsemen rode them down, lancing them as they ran and searching for any who wore the Inca’s livery. Even after nightfall, according to Spanish

  accounts, Pizarro’s men were spearing Indians. The cavalry thundered on the dark plain, riders and horses like centaurs plastered in blood. To the Peruvians they seemed unkillable. They

  returned to the square only when Pizarro ordered the trumpeter to sound the recall.




  Some Spanish writers claimed that 6,000 Peruvians were butchered in that single bloodbath. “Atahualpa’s nephew wrote that the Spaniards killed Indians like a slaughterer felling

  cattle,” Hemming said. “The sheer rate of killing was appalling, even if one allows that many Indians died from trampling or suffocation, or that the estimates of dead were exaggerated.

  Each Spaniard massacred an average of fourteen or fifteen defenceless natives [a total of 3,000] during those terrible two hours.”
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