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Foreword

hen I answered the phone on one of those cool, crisp
October mornings in Tallahassee, back in 1999, the voice at
the other end identified himself as Mike Toner, science writer for The
Atlanta Journal-Constitution. He explained that he was researching
and writing a series of articles entitled The Past in Peril. Like so
many others, he was alarmed at the rate of destruction of the world’s
cultural heritage and felt compelled to inform the general public about
some of the underlying causes of this epidemic—the most prevalent
being looting, unmanaged urban sprawl, massive dam projects,
agribusiness, greed, ignorance, poverty, and ethnocentric assumption.
Our conversation ended with Mike scheduling a visit to the South-
east Archeological Center (SEAC) the following week. His visit was
an eye-opener for us. He asked numerous probing questions and ex-
pected us to defend our answers. He prodded us for possible solutions
and then, playing the devil’s advocate, proposed the reasons why he
doubted such options would work. Finally, he asked “Why is it impor-
tant at all that we protect the past?”

he answer is anything but simple. To respond, because it’s the
_C right thing to do, only leads to more questions. Whose past are
we saving? Who are we saving it for? If it’s not my past and not my
people, why bother?” One must recognize that alternative world views
about the past elicit diverse beliefs about its value. The result is a
myriad of interpretations of, and many degrees of appreciation for
cultural resources. Nevertheless, the world’s cultural sites remain fun-
damentally interdependent in one way. They are the most tangible
records of our existence on this planet. This is why, in response to
Mike’s question, in my view it is important that we protect the past.

ike’s powerful, thoroughly researched articles provide a global
M view of the crisis surrounding the loss of the world’s cultural
heritage. In recognition of the outstanding quality, content, and scope
of his series, in 2001, the Society for American Archaeology pre-
sented him with their prestigious Gene S. Stuart Award, given each
year for the newspaper article or series that best enhances public
understanding of archaeology. Mike also received the Society for
Georgia Archaeology’s George S. Lewis Archaeological Stewardship
Award and special mention in the International Centre for the Study
and Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property’s quadrennial
Media Save Art Awards.

W e were most pleased when The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
agreed to let SEAC reprint this series—which remains timely
as the world’s cultural resources continue to spill into oblivion. We

. hope that readers will be left with the conviction that, within our own

world views, we are all in some manner archivists of the past. The
better we educate ourselves, the more instrumental we will be in pro-
viding future generations with a better opportunity to learn about the
past. I believe The Past in Peril is cause for hope as it brings aware-
ness, appreciation, and understanding of our human heritage to a
greater public.

~ John E. Ehrenhard
Director, SEAC
National Park Service




ike many people, I value old things—for their beauty and for
what they can teach us about the past. I can understand
collectors who devote their lives to acquiring pieces of the past,
but I think many people who love old objects don’t fully appreciate
the consequences—often unintended. Their desire to possess
sometimes encourages looting and illicit trade, and when it does it
diminishes opportunities to understand a past we all should share.

~ Mike Toner

Change is coming even to the timeless landscape of Machu Picchu, the
walled city the Inca built on a lush mountaintop near present-day Cuzco.
Even though growing throngs of visitors are eroding the mystical atmo-
sphere that makes Machu Picchu the highlight of most visits to Peru,
Peruvian authorities are planning to build a tram system that will double
the number of visitors who can reach the site from the valley below. (David
Tulis, AJC Staff)
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David Tulis, Photographer

About This Sevries

he world’s cultural heritage is vanishing and the causes
_[ are many. Greed. Poverty. Ignorance. War. Vandal-
ism. Technology. Farming. Urban sprawl. Even a well-in-
tentioned love of the past that makes it irresistible for some
to hold—and own—historical artifacts.

Whatever the cause, no culture, no corner of the Earth
is too remote to be safe.

Originally presented as a six-part series, The Past in
Peril appeared intermittently between July 1999 and April
2000 in the Sunday “Perspective” section of The Atlanta
Journal-Constitution. The articles are reprinted herein in
chronological order by publication date.

he Past in Peril project was conceived and reported

by Mike Toner, a Pulitzer Prize-winning science writer,
who for twenty-five years has reported on a variety of sci-
ence topics. Since joining The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
in 1984, he has covered everything from the space program
to antibiotic resistance.

Staff photographer David Tulis, who came to The At-
lanta Journal-Constitution in 1991, traveled with Toner
to Peru, Italy, Greece, England, and several other countries
in the preparation of this series. A selection of his photo-
graphs are included in this reprint.

his series reports on the decaying ruins of Pompeii,
‘tthe war-scarred archaeological sites of Beirut, and
120 million-year-old dinosaur tracks hacked out of stone in
West Australia. It takes readers on a journey from deep-sea
shipwreck sites to the battlefields of America’s Civil War.

Part 1: Lost Treasures of Peru relates what Peru and
other countries are—and aren’t—doing to halt the loss of
their cultural heritage.

Part 2: Buying, Selling, Stealing History explores the
global market in antiquities that cuts across the lines of sci-
ence, art, politics, economics, crime and history. Much of
the burgeoning trade in ancient art and artifacts is legal; too
much of it is not—a blurred distinction that has long in-
trigued Toner.

Part 3: Coveting Thy Neighbor's Past explains how
museums, in striving to preserve the past, sometimes con-
tribute to its destruction.

Part 4: America the Looted hits closer to home with
the author focusing on the impact of looting on our yet-to-
be-recorded national history.

Part 5: Tourism Takes Its Toll reveals how neglect and
overuse are eroding some of the world’s best know ruins.

Finally, Part 6: Developing Conflicts probes the ten-
sion between development and heritage preservation.
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1l ost [reasures of Peru

What Peru and other countries are—and awem"r—oloing to

halt the loss o]( their cultural I/\eri+age.

Tuly 11, 1999



Legends lost: Quipus,
knotted cords used to
record information and
legends, were developed
by the Inca to keep
records when they ruled
Peru. Not knowing what
they have found, looters
are tossing these ancient
records aside as they
search for “treasure.”

(David Tulis, AJC Staff)

S’realing a Nation’s 'Heri’rage

aunting scenes of desecration litter the landscapes of
‘I—l Peru. They are mute witness to an epidemic of loot-
ing and grave robbery that is stripping the country of a most
precious resource.

Peru has been looted for gold and silver before. Now it
is losing its history.

Like other culturally rich, economically poor nations, Peru
is the victim of a growing global market for antiquities—
pieces of the past valued more on the open market for their
beauty or rarity than for the stories they might have told.

Because Peru’s
ancient civilizations
had no written lan-
guage, the loss of Pe-
ruvian art and arti-
facts is as devastat-
ing to its cultural heri-
tage as ripping up the
Magna Carta or de-
stroying the Declara-
tion of Independence.

Money can’t mea-
sure the loss. Finely
worked Moche tur-
quoise and gold ear-
rings, worth tens of
thousands of dollars
at auction, are a tes-

tament to metallurgy craftsmanship a thousand years be-
fore Columbus that jewelers today can only marvel at.

At some sites, looters have literally been throwing away
the most precious treasure of all: seemingly worthless tangles
of’knotted cord that archaeologists now believe are the clos-
est thing any of Peru’s cultures ever had to a written lan-
guage.

The cords are quipus, ledger-like devices used by the
Inca to tally crops, census data, taxes, send messages and
record myths. Each contains hundreds of cords. The color
and length of each
string, the spacing,
the size and type of
knots all have mean-
ing. Each quipu con-
tains clues that may
help in understanding
another, but these
knotted records of
the Inca are rare and
fragile. Only a few
hundred are known
—and each one de-
stroyed or lost to loot-
ers destroys another
piece of the Inca
puzzle.
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1l ost Treasures of Peru

Puama pe, Peru

Shallow craters march across the hillside—a bleak
moonscape at the edge of an abandoned fishing village on
Peru’s north coast. The scattered pot shards and broken
human skulls are evidence that grave robbers have been
busy.

Worlds away, on the auction blocks in New York and
London, the exquisitely crafted 2,000-year-old ceramics and
rainbow-hued textiles of Peru’s ancient civilizations are
objects of beauty—and spirited bidding that can reach into
the six figures.

Here, hundreds of freshly dug pits and a scattering of
human remains among the drifting sands reveal the darker
side of a booming worldwide market for ancient artifacts.
Fresh tracks of heavy machinery in the soft sand attest
that, when it comes to digging up their ancestors, Peru’s
huaqueros have graduated from shovels and picks.

To dig these holes, they used a backhoe.

“This was probably the burial ground for a thousand
people; now look at it,” says archaeologist Thomas Dillehay,
scuffing his boot through a pile of brittle, whitened bones.
“This is the worst looting I have seen. Before long the bones
will be gone too. They take them and grind them up for
animal feed.”

Dillehay is bitter. And frustrated.

The University of Kentucky archaeologist has devoted
his life to the study of early American peoples. Until he
spotted this dimpled hillside from across the river, no one
suspected that there was an archaeological site here. The

discovery came weeks too late. The wholesale, mechanized
looting has ensured that any scientific value the site might
have had was lost before it was found.

“We could have studied the lifestyle of these people. We
could have learned something about their social structure.
At least we might have known who they were,” he says.
The location is one of dozens of previously unknown sites
Dillehay and his team have found in the region. But the
discovery is bittersweet. “Anything these burials might have
told us is gone now. In a few more years there won’t be
anything left.”

University of Kentucky
archaeologist Thomas
Dillehay has spent much
of his life studying the
prehistoric peoples of
North and South America.
By surveying the Zana
Valley, he hopes to iden-
tify sites of human habita-
tion before they are
erased by looters, devel-
opment or flooding.
(David Tulis, AJC Staff)




Most archaeologists take
students on field trips to
study ancient cultures.
Jorge Silva of San Marcos
University in Lima simply
leads them out the door.
University construction
has erased most of the
900-year-old adobe pyra-
mids that once stood on
the spot, but there are still
opportunities for young
scientists to learn about
the Huari city that existed
there. (David Tulis, AJC
Staff)

Peru has more than its share of such untold stories. Long
before the Inca, this was the Americas’ Egypt. Its rugged
coastal valleys nurtured a succession of cultures so advanced
that today a drive along the Pan American Highway re-
veals the weathered remains of their towering earthen pyra-
mids, walled imperial cities, roads and irrigation systems
rivaling those of ancient Rome.

From Peru’s desertlike coastal plains to the Amazon
jungles, the remains of these ancient civilizations—all thriv-
ing cultures long before Columbus set foot in the New
World—are being obliterated by a growing global appetite
for pieces of the past.

In the final years of the 20th century, Peru isn’t the only
country witnessing the wholesale destruction of a cultural
heritage that has survived centuries, even millenniums.

In West Africa, the looting of 500-year-old graves for
Djenné terra-cotta figurines has left Mali’s inland delta look-
ing like Swiss cheese. In Cambodia, armed looters use power
saws to carve sandstone statuary out of 12th-century

temples at Angkor. Even in the United States, collectors’
thirst for Indian and Civil War relics—whetted in recent
months by expanded sales of artifacts on the Internet—is
fueling an epidemic of looting in the nation’s parks and pub-
lic lands.

But if countries everywhere are bleeding history, Peru is
hemorrhaging.

Off-road vehicles have made once-unreachable ruins
more accessible. Modern mountain climbing technology has
made it easier to loot the frozen mummies left by the Incas
on the highest peaks of the Andes. Heavy machinery has
added new efficiency to the grim business of grave rob-
bery. And the growing market for pre-Columbian material
worldwide has made looting a way of life for thousands of
Peruvians.

“The buying and selling of illegal artifacts is this country’s
second-biggest export business,” says Jorge Silva, an ar-
chaeologist at San Marcos University in Lima. “The big-
gest is the traffic in illegal drugs.

“Peru has a well-organized network here for smuggling
artifacts out of the country,” says Silva. “They use some of
the same people and some of the same routes that the drug
traffickers do. These smugglers don’t bother with the air-
port. It’s easier to drive a truckload of artifacts across the
border to Colombia, Brazil or Chile. From there, the most
beautiful pieces are shipped to Europe or the United States.”

The third-largest country in South America has been
looted with impunity for centuries—ever since Francisco
Pizarro conquered the Inca in 1533, melted down their gold
and silver, and sent shiploads of it home to Spain. A popular
Peruvian folk song, “The Old Huaquero,” celebrates a tra-
dition of grave robbing that spans centuries.

But the wave of looting now sweeping Peru is more
insidious. For precious metals, Pizarro destroyed the Inca
empire. For the clay pots and feathered headdresses the
conquistadors would have considered worthless, today’s
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Left: When his customers
don’t have the cash, they
sometimes pay mechanic
Manuel Mora in pre-
Columbian artifacts. At
auctions in New York or
London, a late Moche
vessel like this one might
net thousands of dollars.
But in the village of
Guadalupe, the price for
this one was welding a
broken axle on a tractor.

Above: Looters were the first to unearth the royal Moche tombs at Sipan, one of the rich-
est archaeological discoveries in Peru. Once the looting was stopped, however, archae-
ologists made some stunning discoveries as well, including this 3-foot-wide chest decora-
tion. The gold-plated ornament has eight curved tentacles reminiscent of an octopus, and
more than 100 separate parts.

Left: This 6-inch-wide gold pendant features some of the intricate handiwork typical of
artifacts found in tombs at Sipan. Prominent are gem inlays over the eyes and mouth.
Treasures from Sipan have turned up in a variety of places around the world in the past

Left: Moche crafismen
made intricate designs
of gold, silver and
gilded copper such as
this warrior figure. The
10-inch-high figure was
found in a tomb at
Sipan that looters
didn't destroy.

Left: An ear ornament of
turquoise and gold
reflects craftsmanship of
artisans who lived
1,500 years ago.

Photos:
David Tulis, AJC Staff
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Archaeologist Walter Alva
braved gunfire and the
insults of angry villagers
to protect the ruins at
Sipan from further loot-
ing. Among the most intri-
cate treasures that Peru’s
best-known archaeologist
recovered in the course of
his own excavations are
these beads of finely
Jformed gold spiders—with
legs and webs of evenly
wrought gold wire that
Moche crafismen pro-
duced more than 1,500
vears ago. (David Tulis,
AJC Staff)

looters are destroying the last intact traces, not only of Inca
culture, but of earlier civilizations. The cultural wealth of
Peru’s past is being mercilessly mined to remedy today’s
poverty.

“Because of what is being lost, these amazing New World
cultures will never be as appreciated as the great civiliza-
tions of Egypt and the Middle East,” says Carol Mackey, an
archaeologist at California State University, Northridge. Her
excavations at Chan Chan, near Trujillo, first revealed the
splendor of the pre-Columbian city whose nine walled pal-

aces are now designated a world heritage site by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.

“Archaeological sites are the only way we have to learn
about these people,” says Walter Alva, Peru’s best-known
archaeologist and the director of the Bruning Museum in
Lambayeque. “Looters are ripping up the pages of our his-
tory. How would Americans feel if someone ripped up the
Declaration of Independence?

“Once a site has been disturbed or destroyed, the con-
text which could tell us about these people is destroyed for-
ever,” he says. “Trees and animals may grow again, but
once the knowledge from an archaeological site is lost, the
story is gone forever.”

Today, the stories of these vanished people—Moche,
Chimt, Paracas, Chavin—are known only by what they
left behind.

Archaeologists value these artifacts and the context in
which they occur—things as simple as scraps of fabric,
grains of pollen or soil types—for the details they can add
to the untold stories.

But private collectors and museums covet the intricate
gold and turquoise adornments, charming ceramic portrait
vessels cast in the likeness of real people, and flawless tex-
tiles woven in bright, geometric designs. As the popularity
of their craftsmanship has increased, so have prices. Old is
better than gold. Ten years ago, simple Moche portrait ves-
sels might have fetched a few hundred dollars at auction.
Today, they sell for $15,000.

nfortunately, the most likely way to “harvest” such
M treasures—whether for science or for profit—is to
dig up the people buried with them. And these days, when it
comes to digging, archaeologists are in a minority. Whether
collectors acquire an artifact legally or not, it is usually the
end result of looting.
At Batan Grande, a huge site in northern Peru that in-







